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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: We only believe the components of our study, namely: the subject (the organizational configuration),
the circumstance (COVID-19), and the context (Tunisia) together constitute the originality of our research. Indeed, to our
knowledge, no study has been carried out so far on the typical configurations for managing the COVID-19 crisis in a Tunisian
context. We think, therefore, that we are the first to do so.
OBJECTIVE: In a context of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis which is currently affecting our planet and which has had
a huge impact on all levels (health, economic and social), our research seeks make a further contribution to the study of
organizational configurations or archetypes in the field of crisis management. More specifically, our research principally
aims, on the one hand, to describe the forms taken by organizations when they are facing a crisis of great magnitude such as
- the COVID-19 crisis - and on the other hand, to identify a taxonomy making it possible to highlight the recurring axes of
action on which the actors rely to manage a crisis.
METHODS: Our methodological framework is based on the phenomenological paradigm in the human sciences which
integrates the meaning given by man to the world around him [1] and which takes into account the subjectivity of the actors.
Our positioning in favor of the phenomenological paradigm leads to the adoption of a qualitative research method. At this
level, we carried out twenty-four semi-structured interviews in twenty Tunisian companies that were able to resist during the
pandemic COVID-19 crisis and have managed to last at least until the present day.
RESULTS: We identified three archetypes on the basis of five organizational factors that we inspired from the onion model
of [2] and qualified it as configuration “determinants”, namely: strategy, structure, culture, leadership, and people. These
archetypes are: the humanist communitarian, the perfectionist mobilizer, and the incrementalist pragmatic.
CONCLUSIONS: We therefore believe that our research has enriched the configurational perspective by defining archetypes
capable of managing a major crisis such as the COVID-19 crisis. The archetypes thus identified in our study may constitute
typical models to be followed by companies wishing to resist the health crisis that is not yet over and whose repercussions
can last for a long time.
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1. Introduction

The pandemic COVID-19 crisis that is currently
affecting our world has had a huge impact at all
levels (health, economic and social) beyond the sim-
ple spread of the disease and containment measures.
The consequences of this crisis could have a lasting
impact on companies and pushed them to reconsider
the foundations of their organizations [3].

The COVID-19 pandemic has revived more
debates and reflections on the need to overhaul man-
agerial practices and organizational models in times
of crisis in order to ensure the survival of companies
in a context of adversity [4].

All these structures, to varying degrees, are
impacted by a crisis that was not considered in
their strategic analyses. Are we entering unknown
territories? Should we rethink our certainties and
benchmarks relating to management methods? This
crisis revealed managerial deficits; it was the rev-
elation of it, which necessitates a revision of the
approaches. Is it therefore appropriate to erect a new
model?

Several authors in the literature consider that
crises, given their destabilizing nature, constitute
well-defined episodes [5] allowing a new configu-
ration to be defined [6, 7].

Moreover, few of them have, described the config-
urations adopted by organizations when they face a
crisis [8, 9]. Our research thus aims to contribute to
enriching knowledge on this point.

In addition, the research on configuration that has
been carried out so far has focused on the organiza-
tions that cause or provoke crises [2, 7]. However, the
particular contribution that we wish to make in our
research relates to organizations which have suffered
(in a forced way) a global crisis of great magnitude -

such as the COVID-19 crisis - and have been able to
survive during these first three waves of the Coron-
avirus pandemic.

The thrust of this study is to know, how or in what
way, these organizations were able to manage this
health crisis and, as a corollary, to examine what
effects their strategic choices have on crisis manage-
ment, in particular, on maintaining or exceeding the
routines already established. Therefore, we want to
circumscribe the way of proceeding at the base of
strategic choices in an environment of crisis char-
acterized by strong turbulence and a high degree of
uncertainty.

Therefore, our research aims to study the organi-
zational configurations or archetypes in the field of
crisis management on the basis of determinants or
organizational factors inspired by the onion model of
[2] and identified in our conceptual model, that is,
strategy, structure, culture, leadership, and individu-
als. Hence, our main concern is, on the one hand, to
describe the forms taken by organizations when they
are facing a crisis of a great magnitude such as - the
COVID-19 crisis - and on the other hand, to identify
a taxonomy allowing highlighting the recurring axes
of action on which the actors rely to manage a crisis.

More precisely, our research aims to provide
answers to the following questions: what are the most
favorable “typical” configurations for managing the
crisis, more specifically the Covid- 19 crisis? What
taxonomy can we derive from the experiences and
accounts of the actors involved in this context of
health crisis?

Our methodological framework is based on the
phenomenological paradigm in the human sciences
which integrates the meaning given by man to the
world around him [1] while taking into account the
subjectivity of the actors. Our positioning in favor of
the latter paradigm leads to the adoption of a qualita-
tive research method. At this level, we carried out
twenty- four semi-structured interviews in twenty
Tunisian companies that were able to resist during
the pandemic COVID-19 crisis and have managed to
last at least until the present day.

The methodology consists in establishing a con-
tent analysis of the actors operating in multiple cases.
The latter was based on the search for common
dimensions between the cases and on the dynamic
interrelation of these dimensions between them.

This research has four sections. In the first section,
we expose the two main structuring approaches dur-
ing a crisis, namely the contingency approach and the
configurational approach. We also explain our posi-
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tioning based on the configurational perspective. In
the second section, we explain our conceptual frame-
work. In the third and fourth sections, we present
respectively the methodological framework of the
research as well as the data collection protocol. In the
fifth section, we present our research results. At this
level, we present the three archetypes of crisis man-
agement that we have been able to identify through
our empirical study. These archetypes are: the human-
ist communitarian, the perfectionist mobilizer, and
the incrementalist pragmatic. We conclude this work
by discussion the various contributions and impli-
cations on the research level, the limits, and finally
future avenues of research.

2. Structuring of organizations during a crisis

[10, p.17] defines an organization as “a collection
of people who seek to make sense of what is going
on around them”. During a crisis, individuals with
various functions, structures and jurisdictions will
interact according to common interests [10] and this,
towards a common goal: to limit and manage the cri-
sis, thus generating what sociologists call “Organized
action” [11].

[12, p.20] define the crisis as “Consecutive to a
proven disruption of the balance of the fundamentals
of one or more organizational systems. A crisis situa-
tion is observed by a state of profound disorders of its
actors and / or organizational disintegration, involv-
ing damage and generating the necessary immediate
decision-making and different actions in a context
of ambiguities and uncertainties. All influenced by a
constrained temporal mesh “.

Thus, organizations that are projected into a cri-
sis are generally led to adopt different routines and
structure themselves according to the situation. The
theory of contingency, on the one hand, and the con-
figurational approach of organizations on the other
hand, provide some answers to understand how orga-
nizations are structured during a crisis.

2.1. The contingent approach

Understanding the response of organizations dur-
ing a crisis requires a convergence of organizational
theories and behavioral theories [13].

The organizations affected by the crisis differ in
terms of their missions, responsibilities, structural
configurations and skills [14]. Theorists summarize
this position with the slogan “it all depends” [14].

The responses of organizations are conditioned
both by the antecedents to crises but also by con-
tingency factors relating to the triggering event and
to the structures [8].

Table 1 summarizes these responses.
The contingency approach obviously allows us to

fully understand the factors that intervene during a
crisis. However, this approach excludes the role of the
manager and the notion of strategic choice and deci-
sions [15]. As a result, this approach corresponds to
a certain environmental determinism which removes
the human construct from our understanding of the
functioning of organizations, and which tends to con-
ceive the company as a passive reactor in the face
of an environment that dictates tasks and a single
well-defined structure [6].

In short, the literature on organizational contin-
gencies is often too focused on contextual variables

Table 1

Parameters influencing the behavior of organizations before and during the onset of the crisis

Crisis antecedents Behavior during crises

1. Missions (routine activities or no) 1. Development of coalition strategies :

2. The context of action: factors of vulnerability : - Struggle to have the resources;

- Previous experience; - Responsive behavior

- Skill levels; - Development of structures specific to crisis management (crisis unit,

centralization of decision-making, etc.)- Levels of employee involvement and motivation;

2. The structure :- The degree of complexity of the network organizational;

- Age;- The resources available.

- The size;

- The technical system;

- The environment;

- Power relations.

([22]).
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that can vary organizations’ responses to a crisis but
fail to identify the most adequate structures allowing
organizations to survive in a context of adversity.

2.2. The configurational approach

Contingency theories do not take into account that
there appears to be a limited number of organiza-
tional structures in nature [6]. However, they deny the
principle of equifinality, namely that several models
or configurations can be viable for the same con-
text, a principle that is found at the heart of the
configuration school [16, 17]. Thus [6] ask: how it
is that two companies can operate successfully in a
similar environment by applying different strategies?
Consequently, unlike the contingency approach, the
configurational perspective considers rather that the
organizational structure, its environment, its produc-
tion system, its strategy, its information processing
procedures and its decision-making processes influ-
ence each other to form, in nature, only a limited
number of configurations, gestalts, or archetypes.

The slogan associated with this perspective is “it
all comes together” [18]. The number of configu-
rations is limited by the tendency of the attributes
of an organization to organize itself according to
coherent patterns [5]. These patterns exist because
the attributes of organizations are interdependent and
they only change by “quantum leap”. Consequently,
there is only a limited number of types of organiza-
tion that are viable and can be observed empirically
[5].

The configurations can take the form of either a
typology or taxonomy. Typologies are not based on
an empirical but conceptual basis, i.e. they are a pri-
ori constructions that the researcher constructs on the
basis of his personal experiences or his intuitions [19].
This is how the typology is deduced from a qualita-
tive or theoretical basis [20]. The second approach,
induced from empiricism on the basis of the appli-
cation of quantitative analytical techniques, seeks to
discover taxonomies from the observation of a pop-
ulation of organizations [19].

Using empirical and inductive data, researchers
who adopt this approach attempt to find groupings
of organizations using factor analyzes of variables
that characterize their structure [20].

The configuration approach, by its synthetic nature
[6], seems particularly appropriate to produce or
generate these organizational archetypes in crisis
management. We believe, in fact, that it is an inte-
grative approach that would allow us to take into

account the organizational factors, most essential to
crisis management.

2.3. Defining elements

In configurational theory, the concepts of con-
figuration, archetypes, or gestalts are often used
in a relatively undifferentiated way to translate
“constellations of coherent and strongly interrelated
elements” [16]. These configurations tend to become
stable over time, unless changes are drastic enough
to force them to change [6]. In our research, we opt
rather for the term ‘archetype’.

[21, p.264] define the archetype as a set of rela-
tionships between several characteristics of the firm
in a temporary state of equilibrium:

� Archetypes synthesize the relationship
between several characteristics of the business
that are in a state of temporary equilibrium.
The temporal element plays a vital role in the
constitution of these archetypes (...) Concrete
instances and administrative situations are
also used to describe structural attributes and
concrete events. �.

2.4. Conditions favorable to the development of
organizational configurations adapted to
the crisis context

We note from the literature three conditions that
must be met to successfully reconfigure organizations
when they face crisis situations: the destabilizing
aspect of the crisis as a lever for change, adaptation
and transformation of the organization, and resilience
and learning capacity.

2.5. The destabilizing aspect of the crisis as a
lever for change

Crisis events are characterized by unforeseeable
circumstances; moments of disruption and uncer-
tainty which can act as an indicator of latent elements
in the daily life of organizations or even as an exoge-
nous “effector", due to its power of change [22].

There is a consensus that a certain imbalance is
necessary for an organization to modify the normal
course of its actions [23–25].

Fluctuations introduced by the organization’s
interaction with the environment can generate “cre-
ative chaos” [3, 23]. Creative chaos generates tension
in order to envision new solutions to new prob-
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lems. But for chaos to remain creative and not to
become destructive, certain reflexivity must prevail
over actions [26].

2.6. Adaptation and transformation of the
organization

There is a debate in the literature on the transfor-
mations that take place within organizations when a
crisis occurs. Thus, some authors like [27] and [28]
assert, on the basis of a hundred studies conducted
with numerous organizations corresponding to the
Weberian model of bureaucracy, that these organi-
zations become debureaucratized in a crisis situation
by setting up new structures and rules of operation.

[29] note that important changes occur in
bureaucratic-type organizations in times of crisis:
decision-making becomes more centralized, infor-
mal rules and improvisation become the manual,
games policies abound, with policy-makers prefer-
ring to rely on sources in which they have personal
confidence. Finally, the speed and volume of com-
munications are increasing at a phenomenal rate.

[30] identify four structural adaptation processes
likely to be adopted by bureaucratic-type organiza-
tions during crises. We present them in the following
table (Table 2).

2.7. Capacity for resilience and learning

The sustainability of the organization depends cru-
cially on its ability to withstand sudden changes and
crises. Here we are getting closer to the concept of
resilience which, in management, is extremely recent
[28]. Originally, resilience is the ability of a material

to be both elastic and resistant to impact. In our anal-
ysis, it is the organization that will deform during
the shock to return to a new stable state by behaving
like an adaptive system enriching its internal com-
plexity to cope with the increasing complexity of the
environment [4].

[31] assert that the notions of resilience and learn-
ing are inseparable when they are developed at the
organizational level. We therefore find the concept of
“learning organization” developed for the company
by [32]. The organization has no choice but to be
resilient facing a crisis [4]. This resilience process
includes a learning phase that allows the organiza-
tion to reshape itself during the crisis phase, a phase
during which the organization will acquire and imple-
ment new skills [31]. It will emerge a winner from
this experience since it should have acquired new
knowledge that will allow it, among other things, to
distinguish future signals of a new crisis [32].

3. The determinants of the onion model in
crisis management at the base of our
conceptual model

The organizational analysis model illustrated by
the metaphor of the “onion model” of [1] corresponds
to a complex system because on the one hand, etymo-
logically speaking, “complexity” means “woven of
folds”, referring to the onion case. We are therefore
talking about a system “woven of folds", that repre-
sents the complexity of a system which is effectively
composed of several overlapping levels, of which we
do not necessarily see the starting line of that of the
thin ones and whose access is difficult to identify, like
an onion [1]. This onion model is therefore composed

Table 2

The four structural adaptation processes adopted by bureaucratic-type organizations during crises

Model type Adaptation process

Incremental model - An adaptation that reveals more continuity than change.

- The objective is to ensure the continuity of the usual activities of the organization but with little change in

decision-making methods.

Restructuring model - The organization tends to adjust its positioning to the context.

- It establishes a change in the structure of these functional units only, but not a change in the tasks and

responsibilities of individuals.

Reassignment model - Adaptation refers to a change in tasks but not to a change in the general structure of operation.

- The organization asks people to perform tasks or activities that they are not used to doing normally.

Reconsideration model - Adaptation involves a change both in structure and in tasks.

- This is a major repositioning.

([7]).
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of four levels namely: culture, structure, strategy, and
individuals.

These levels are considered as organizational fac-
tors or driving forces, each of which has a managerial
assessment instrument for managers in order to set up
a crisis management plan. The Fig. 1 shows this onion
model.

We use these four forces to build our conceptual
model. However, we add a fifth such as leadership
which we consider, like [19], to be an essential factor
in defining a configuration.

Figure 2 shows the conceptual framework based on
the success factors of crisis management that we qual-
ify as configuration determinants. The main idea is
that the crisis management process is a system made
up of interrelated variables. Thus, the five determi-
nants of crisis management such as culture, structure,

strategy, leadership and individuals inspired by the
onion model and which condition the definition of
a configuration could influence each other and cre-
ate an effective archetype which would have for
result the survival of the organization in times of
crisis.

4. Research methodology

4.1. Research design and setting

Our research methodology is based on the
phenomenological paradigm which integrates the
meaning given by man to what surrounds him is
right in the human world [1]. This paradigm has
allowed us to adopt an interpretive approach in the
sense that we rely on the representations and points

Fig. 1. The onion model in crisis management ([39], p. 76).

Fig. 2. Conceptual model of organizational configuration in crisis management.



B. Mokline / Organizational configurations in a crisis context 95

of view of the actors most directly involved in cri-
sis intervention. We were therefore led to opt for the
qualitative approach. It is a methodology that allows
us to understand social processes by looking at how
people and social groups experience them [33]. The
semi-structured interview was the main data collec-
tion technique used in our research protocol. This
technique allows more direct access to the perceptual
representation systems specific to each of the sub-
jects interviewed. “Interviews provide access to the
conscious or unconscious mental universe of individ-
uals” [34, p. 235].

We have chosen to interview people belonging
to all hierarchical levels (executives, managers -
executives, and non-executive employees) who have
experienced the COVID-19 crisis in the companies
where they work, in order to have access to a diversity
of viewpoints [35] and also avoid elite bias [36].

Twenty-four interviews were conducted over a
period of more than four months from April 2021 to
July 2021 with an average duration of 45 minutes with

each. We believe that the number of interviews car-
ried out satisfies the theoretical saturation principle
recommended by [37]. The interview guide themes
were oriented around five determinants of the con-
figuration of our conceptual model and also on the
presentation of the company and the profile of the
interviewees. These interviews were carried out in
twelve large and medium-sized companies listed on
the stock exchange, which were able to last in the
first three waves of the COVID-19 crisis and man-
aged to ensure their survival at least until today. The
choice of these companies is explained by a require-
ment of transparency and representativeness. Indeed,
Tunisian law requires listed companies to disclose
monthly reports on their activity. For example, the
companies in our sample stated that they carried out
crisis plans and disseminated their pandemic crisis
management policies in their reports. We believe,
therefore, that these companies represent “typical”
models that are potentially worthy of study.

Table 3 summarizes our sample.

Table 3

The characteristics of the sample

Cases Activity Work-force Interviewed Duration of the interview

C1 Agribusiness 920 General Manager I1 38 min

Sustainable Development Manager I2 40 min

Chief Operating Officer I3 49 min

C2 Pharmaceutical 680 Deputy General Director I4 45 min

Quality, Safety and Environment Manager I5 46 min

Sales agent I6 60 min

C3 Cosmetic 600 CSR Manager I7 52 min

Laboratory Technician I8 45 min

C4 Insurance 550 Chairman and CEO I9 41 min

Communication Manager I10 55 min

C5 Tourism and hotel 500 Hygiene and environment Manager I11 36 min

Worker I12 35 min

C6 Metallic construction 440 General Manager I13 49 min

Research and Development Manager I14 41 min

C7 Chemical 370 Health and Safety Manager I15 59 min

Production Manager I16 52 min

General Manager I17 45 min

C8 Electronic 300 Accounting Manager I18 43 min

270 Sales Manager I19 40 min

C9 Mechanical Quality Technician I20 51 min

Marketing Manager I21 46 min

C10 Finance 210 Information System Manager I22 40 min

C11 Paramedical 120 Financial Manager I23 42 min

C12 Textile 90 Supply chain Manager I24 39 min
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4.2. Data collection protocol

The interviews were digitally recorded, instantly
transcribed in their entirety through the use of suitable
software (Nvivo 12). Each of the speakers is identi-
fied by a different character color. This made it easier
for us to recognize the people interviewed during the
reading and proofreading required for the analysis
in order to understand as accurately as possible the
content of the exchanges with the people questioned.

The anonymity of those interviewed was guaran-
teed upstream of each interview. First, a thematic
analysis allowed us to identify the strong ideas, high-
lighting them to facilitate our analysis. In a second
step, we carried out a lexical analysis, by extracting
the main keywords present in the various answers
in order to count their frequency of citation. They
are identified in bold in the verbatim whose content
we present. Finally, we conducted a content analysis
from the elements already collected by carrying out
a double coding carried out with iterations between,
on the one hand the collection of data and their anal-
ysis, and on the other hand between the analytical
components themselves [38].

The analysis of the content is carried out on the
processing of the words of the actors individually, and
whose data are, then, condensed in order to identify
archetypes (building theory process).

5. Results

Tunisia is one of the countries most seriously
affected by the COVID-19 crisis. Indeed, the forced
shutdown of activities, following lockdowns, is
resulting in an unrelenting wave of business fail-
ures. Despite government supportive measures, many
of them private or public are disappearing or are in
dire straits, but others are holding out with incredible
resilience. They have had to reinvent their manage-
rial practices and reconfigure themselves to be on
the lookout for this new context of adversity. How-
ever, the organizational reconfiguration of the latter
has manifested itself in different ways because it is
correlated with the specificities of each company,
whether sectoral, institutional or union. However, we
managed to classify the different organizational con-
figurations identified in our study into three main
archetypes, namely: the humanist communitarian, the
perfectionist mobilizer, and the incrementalist prag-
matic. We will discuss the characteristics of these
three archetypes in detail in the following sections.

5.1. The humanist communitarian

The way of proceeding of humanist communitarian
is “to humanize the organization and the organiza-
tion will be saved by its stakeholders in the most
difficult times.” The strategy of this archetype is
based on a participatory approach, founded on the
common best interest and based on mutual trust
between all stakeholders. It is a strategy that aims to
strengthen the commitment of the whole team, easy
and intensive cross-functional participation and rapid
decision-making.

“I1: We have immersed ourselves in the logic of
‘reciprocal care giving’. Our company will have
to take care of their employees and the employees
will have to take care of their company”.

It is a culture based on environmental and social
values. It seeks to establish a continuum between, on
the one hand, Tunisian communitarian values based
on altruism, public interest and solidarity, on the other
hand, on human values based on participation, rela-
tional proximity and the collaboration. The decisions
thus taken in the midst of a health crisis are anchored
to its cultures and consistent with its values. This
reminds us of the study by [39] who believe that the
behavior of individuals at work is based on the notion
of “value” which refers to implicit and internalized
beliefs.

“I2: New culture or new value? No. New imple-
mentation of values, that’s for sure. It is in times of
crisis that they emerge: COVID-19 first invited us
to identify what is revealed there”. “I3: By placing
man, collaborator or client, leader or employee,
at the center of the social- economy-environment
triangle, with his humanity, his strength and his
weaknesses, COVID-19 has acted as a revealer
and catalyst - with an understanding perhaps
more sensitive to our existing values".

This archetype features the mission-oriented or
socially responsible company model that was driven
by a sense of civic duty by making enormous contri-
butions during the health emergency to the benefit of
society.

Specific examples are: the free distribution of med-
ical equipment and hygiene products (such as oxygen
concentrators, screening devices, bibs, disinfectant
gel, etc.); helping families in difficulty (by taking care
of those infected with viruses and also spending on
funerals for victims of corona); the contribution to the
disinfection of public spaces; adapting the sales pol-
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icy to meet new customer needs during containment
(by implementing online sales and home delivery).

These actions provide feedback on the basic prin-
ciples of corporate social responsibility (CSR). This
made it possible to earn the support of all the stake-
holders.

“I4: This has guaranteed us the support of all: our
customers, civil society and our external partners
have supported us by all means to get us out of
this pandemic crisis”.

This result is consistent with the [40] study which
showed the importance of CSR in enhancing the
immunity of the company by making its stakeholders
like true defenders who react collectively to ensure
its survival in the context of COVID-19.

On a managerial level, this archetype tends to
“humanize” the organization through a bet on the
individual and collective intelligence potential of
men. It is opposed to the classic bureaucratic model,
even often autocratic, focused on productivity and the
maximization of short-term profitability and consid-
ers employees as the real capital of the company and
not mere means since they are the main (if not the
only one) source of value creation.

One of the most important characteristics of the
leadership model of this archetype relates to its
humanism and the quality of its managerial ethics.
It is based on the priority principle of serving line
managers with regard to their employees so that they
can perform their tasks under the best possible condi-
tions. Its management methods are collegial and are
characterized by: the systematic practice of listening
and dialogue, the creation of a climate of trust, the
practice of delegation and empowerment of people,
encouragement to take initiative and creative ideas,
facilitation, sharing and participation...

We believe that this type of leadership is very
close to the servant leadership model that Greenleaf, a
human resources practitioner, had intuition and vision
for as early as the late 1970 s [41]. Greenleaf describes
him as a “servant” to his organization and troops who
shows humility and always tends to develop a spirit of
participation within the team [41]. In short, “servant
leadership places the manager at the service of his
teams: employees take precedence over the mission.

“I5: During the first crisis meeting, I said, ‘I’m not
sure what to do now. I have no response. Go ahead
I listen to you: how do you see the solutions? In
fact, no one has all the answers needed to lead in
times of crisis. This is why it helps to approach

leadership with humility. We must take advantage
of the contributions of people and their collective
intelligence”.

The organizational structure in times of COVID-
19 crisis is lightened as much as possible to become
almost flat. The latter has been debureaucratized by
reducing the weight and power of the hierarchy.
In this sense, the organization of work is imple-
mented around agile concepts, like collaborative
work, remote or teleworking and collective intelli-
gence.

As a result, phygital culture, a logical crossbreed-
ing of the physical and digital worlds, has imposed
itself and has been adopted. This hybridization of
work made it possible to have more flexibility where
the autonomy of employees would be based on
trust and accountability. Indeed, some employees
can choose the working method that suits them,
either remotely or face-to-face. Some companies
have involved their employees in the definition and
design of their own missions by implementing a new
concept, that of ‘job crafting’. It consists of giving
the employee the opportunity to shape their posi-
tion so that it is in line with their own desires and
passions. “I9: Only then will he put all his individ-
ual talent at the service of the collective”. “I10: The
exercise of a professional activity should no longer
be based exclusively on a pyramid hierarchy and on
a job description with tasks to be performed, but on
work experience that fits into a collective”.

Employees demonstrate strong resilience. They
recognize that they are very motivated by their work
environment, because they enjoy a great atmosphere
and are particularly loyal to the company despite the
wages and benefits that have come down in times of
crisis! They also express their feeling of safety and
security because their employers have made moral
decisions in their favor, namely: safety at work, health
care, extension of social protection, sick pay, sickness
benefits, job retention programs, family helpers, work
flexibility (the hybrid model, the flexible office...),
etc.

“I6: Our company has shown a great sense of
ethics on issues of worker well-being. It focused
on concerns related to health, safety and well-
being, medical care and work-life balance. We
appreciated the efforts of our leaders who were
willing to sacrifice profitability before people’s
health and financial security. In return, we have
ensured the survival of our company”.
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5.2. The perfectionist mobilizer

The way of proceeding of perfectionist mobilizer
is “Maximize all available resources, whether mate-
rial or human, by giving them the space they need".
Its strategies are dominated by the optimal mobiliza-
tion of distinctive organizational skills and also of
other strategic resources. We could define perfection-
ist mobilizers by their rigor, their perfection and their
concern to find the best positioning, the best organi-
zational fit and the rational use of their professional
resources.

Perfectionist mobilizers are always ready to
rethink their organizational designs in order to
improve their agility in the face of uncertainty and
in the face of social and societal trends.

In times of the pandemic crisis, their action plans
consisted of working at all strategic levels to ensure
the resilience of its organizations and guarantee their
sustainability.

Indeed, they relied on professional values of
quality and customer satisfaction to reassure its cus-
tomers. They used innovation to adapt to a COVID-19
context that demands it even more.

They improved relational values such as respect
and especially proximity. They returned to strong
moral values such as integrity and loyalty and also
societal values relating to social responsibility, health
and respect for the environment. They reconciled the
company’s discourse (its corporate and marketing
communication). They established the routine rules
of hygiene and safety. They ensured the proximity of
supply chains and production departments. They used
the power of technology, digital, and e-commerce
capabilities...In short, in times of pandemic, this rec-
onciliation between the different types of resources
was the key word in crisis management.

“I7: In times of the COVID-19 crisis, we have
ensured synergy on the one hand of societal ethics
and managerial practices favoring the health,
safety and well-being of employees, and on the
other hand of economic performance focused on
the reinvention of technical and technological
capacities ”.

“I11: We used the right expertise in the right
places to do the right manners with the best
resources”.

The culture of this archetype is characterized by
its capacity for transformation, agility and adaptation
to change. The health crisis was an opportunity for

this archetype to revisit the values that form the basis
of their cultures in order to support the engagement
of internal (especially staff) and external (customers,
suppliers) interested parties. This coincides with the
study by [42] who believes that the corporate culture
is part of the ways of reacting to common situations
in the life of the company.

“I13: It is obvious that large-scale earthquakes
in the environment, such as those caused by
COVID-19, force us to readjust our culture
to adapt to the new realities of the environ-
ment”. “I14: Lots of values have shifted: from
team spirit, integrity, respect, responsibility, qual-
ity and customer satisfaction to safety and
health, solidarity, ‘empathy, fairness, justice,
trust, autonomy, agility, collaboration, partner-
ship, and resilience”.

The structure used by this archetype in times of
Covid is the network structure. It is a structure that
organizes the company’s ecosystem: its internal net-
work and its network of partners. This network is
made up of autonomous poles (operational units or
supports) and of connections between these poles
(collaboration between units). Its ability to inno-
vate, its flexible coordination, its search for overall
cohesion, make it a structure adapted to a turbu-
lent environment. Its implementation is facilitated
by digital technologies. New practices have there-
fore emerged in an ATAWADAC logic (Any Time,
Anywhere, Any Device, Any Content). “I16: The
pandemic has obviously changed our structure and
our working methods. We have moved from a matrix
structure to a network structure. This has forced us to
focus more and more on technology, which manifests
itself in: the digitization of rapid exchanges, telework-
ing and tele-meetings, use of online collaboration
platforms, generalization of e- learning, private net-
works virtual, cloud computing, etc”.

In terms of management strategies, a more pro-
nounced orientation towards the implementation of
management by objectives and remote management
has become essential in these circumstances, which
has led to greater decision-making autonomy at work.

“I15: Some people talk about autonomy or trust.
I’m talking about ‘liberation’, in the sense of a
‘liberated’ individual: freed from public trans-
port, freed from rigid schedules, freed from the
‘flow state’ which hinders their concentration
due to constant phone calls or emails, freed from
certain normative shackles (eg clothing). A new
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acronym has thus appeared in this health crisis:
ICR ‘Individual Corporate Responsibility’. This
means that everyone can choose his own contri-
bution to the company”.

The complexity of this archetype and the change
in the environment on technological, economic,
environmental, and social levels with ever more
uncertainty have led to the emergence of a leadership
capable of adapting to adversity and to all sometimes
antagonistic situations. The latter has shown this evi-
dence to manage the contexts of space (face-to-face
/ distance) and time (synchronous / asynchronous),
adopt sometimes opposing coordination methods
(autonomy / control), mobilize resources (human /
material), etc.

It is the leadership that has the capacity to work
on several fronts at the same time. We believe this is
a typical multimodal leadership model, a concept of
leadership advocated by [43].

“I23: The pandemic presents all the characteris-
tics of a generalized crisis known as“ landscape
scale ”: that is to say a chain of unexpected and
unknown events which generates a new context,
itself leading to the redefinition of our orga-
nizational postures and managerial practices.
Coworking, mixed management, a new more
decentralized and cross-functional structure, new
coordination... This has led us to adapt to all
situations and work on several fronts “.

As for the employees, they have shown strong
resilience by demonstrating actions of commitment,
involvement and resistance in the face of disruptive
events. The reason for these reactions stems from a
great confidence in the organization and in the deci-
sions taken by it to circumvent the crisis and absorb its
negative repercussions which could harm the interests
of the employees.

“I8: the last two years have ended with an
unprecedented level of uncertainty: the pandemic
not yet under control, new Covid strain in Great
Britain, successive confinements.... At the begin-
ning, this caused us fear about our health and
uncertainty responsible for our jobs and our
finances. But our company helps us transcend
those feelings”.

“I12 . . . It has supported us in overcoming the
temptation to withdraw, to fear, to go beyond
habits of prudence to, on the contrary, invest,
innovate and find new balances more respectful

of the environment and the well-being of employ-
ees”.

5.3. The incrementalist pragmatic

The way of proceeding of incrementalist prag-
matic is “the priority is to ensure the survival of our
organization in times of change but with too little
modification in our basic policies."

Its strategy is to survive at all costs in times of
crisis by reacting with pragmatic actions. In times of
crisis, and in the face of complex problems, the incre-
mentalist pragmatic does not tend to systematically
reconsider the main lines of his policies, the reason-
ing and the values which represent his fundamental
pillars.

Thus, the decisions taken do not correspond to
a radical change or a substantial reform but rather
provoke small marginal or incremental adjustments,
which just meet a requirement of responsiveness and
sustainability in a context of adversity.

Decisions in times of pandemic crisis have often
been centralized by a single hierarchical structure,
called in most of the studied cases ‘crisis unit’, thus
forming a solar structure. The crisis unit took over
the management of all of the company’s units. Its
main task is to prepare the business continuity plan,
take the measures, and take the necessary actions to
maintain control of the crisis and guarantee the con-
tinuity of the organization. It is made up of members
of staff designated and deemed to be the most compe-
tent by the general management. In some companies,
it is also made up of outside experts in a wide range
of fields, including technology, artificial intelligence,
occupational health, workforce planning and skills
identification, recruitment and risk management...

“I17: In the case of COVID-19, we had to think
about the health, economic, and social conse-
quences of the crisis. To manage a complex
system, we can apply two methods. Either we
make radical choices imposed by an emergency
situation - as in the event of war or disaster - by
centralizing power and forcing everyone to obey,
or we apply incremental decisions, which allow
learning, correct the shot and adapt. Our com-
pany has opted for a combination of these two
approaches”.

The decisions taken are certainly formalized but
they are pragmatic and are characterized by their
immediate and reactive nature. The decisions were
not always social but considered by some managers
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to be necessary to ensure the sustainability and con-
tinuity of their companies. In this sense, apart from
the remote work of employees who remained func-
tional during the health crisis, some employers were
faced with the heartbreaking decision to reassign
some employees, or to give them unpaid or partially
paid leave or postpone job vacancies to save costs.

In extreme cases, they have decided to postpone the
payment of wages and other forms of remuneration,
or even to lay off workers.

“I18: Since mid-March 2020, we have been expe-
riencing a big bang linked to the health crisis. It
is a war without t bombs that threatens our exis-
tence. In this circumstance survival is a priority
in the sense that the reason for being and to con-
tinue to be. So instead of immersing yourself in a
utopian humanism you have to be pragmatic and
determined”.

“I19: Better to fire a few people than to disap-
pear and all people lose their jobs and the entire
country a productive business on the other. The
important thing is that we were able to survive
by reactivity as brutal and spontaneous as the
change itself; this is the very definition of impro-
visation”.

The actions that have been put in place are based
on two approaches: one is basic (e.g. government
aid, conduct of rigorous financial stress tests through
an austerity policy, staggering of loans, rotation
of resources between different positions, short-term
contracts, cross training, etc.); the other is more inno-
vative (e.g. hybridizing remote and face-to-face work,
digitization, use of social networks and online sales
to better contact the customer, etc.).

“I21: The classical solutions linked above all
to the financial balance and the stability of our
supply chain were necessary to maintain effi-
ciency. But that does not prevent us from adopting
innovative solutions adapted to the context of a
pandemic crisis. At this level, we have opted for
online collaboration tools, we have taken up e-
commerce, we have invested in digital channels
to keep in touch with our customers”.

However, even with the innovative solutions car-
ried out by this archetype, its actions always remain
predominant by considerations of effectiveness and
efficiency, by the design of structures and forms of
work organization that will allow it to create the opti-
mal fit with his culture. This seems consistent with

the observations of [44] that organizational responses
to crises by models of professional bureaucracy are
always focused on professionalism, expertise and
specialization.

“I22: Innovation does not mean breaking with our
culture. Moreover, in Japanese culture the notion
of change is defined through the couple “tradi-
tion / innovation. This means that in order to end
this health crisis, we must ask ourselves what we
want to keep at all costs and what needs to be
innovated”.

The leadership that characterizes this archetype is
indeed faithful to the culture of its organization. It
introduces organization into the way things are done
by respecting the structure as it is and applying the
procedures and systems in force, while developing
the skills / competencies required by the hierarchical
top. This leadership is not very emotional but deter-
mined and more focused on efficiency and achieving
goals. Even in times of adversity, it seeks to maxi-
mize employee productivity by making the most of
company resources. This coincides with Drucker’s
(2006) executive leadership model. It still remains
imbued with “neo-Taylorist” beliefs in the exer-
cise of power and the management of men. It can
be an organizer, authentic or autocrat-paternalistic
[45].

“I24: In the midst of a health crisis, I identi-
fied myself with a sports coach who coordinates
and directs the actions of individual players so
that they fit into the overall game plan, by giving
instructions and then monitoring the actions of
each player to make sure he’s in the right place
or doing the right thing”.

Employees have shown low resilience in complain-
ing about their organizations’ policies in times of
crisis. They say their employers have done everything
to save their business, but they have done nothing
to alleviate the psychosocial risks they are facing in
the midst of the pandemic period. They thus relied
on an individual defense mechanism such as cog-
nitive normalization. It’s about stimulating yourself
into an intense defense activity designed to allay
anxieties and make the disruptive event emotionally
manageable. It reminds us of the concept of ‘Enacted
Sensemaking’ advocated by [26] which consists in
seeking meaning by the collective work following a
traumatic phase.
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“I20: We are put at a distance. Our professional,
family, social and emotional life is profoundly
modified. Some continue to work 100% in a com-
pany full or part time, while others do it remotely.
Still others can no longer work at all. Work
schedules, relationships with the hierarchy and
the spatio-temporal boundaries of the company
are disrupted. Our employers were preoccupied
with saving their business at the expense of their
employees as if we were not one of them. We were
forced to accept the situation and adapt to it by
finding individual solutions to get out of it”.

The following table reveals our empirical model
by synthesizing the main characteristics of three
archetypes identified in our empirical study.

6. Conclusion

The COVID-19 health pandemic is an unprece-
dented generalized crisis that has simultaneously
caused an economic and social crisis of unprece-
dented magnitude and is revealing its own vulner-
abilities to the world. As a result, some of the
companies have had to reconfigure themselves by
forming archetypes intended to manage and cope
with the crisis.

In this sense, our research objective consists of
identifying a taxonomy of the main archetypes of
management of the COVID-19 health crisis. To do
this, we studied twelve Tunisian companies that
were able to successfully cross the three waves of
the health crisis in question and have managed to
resist and ensure their sustainability, at least until
now. We only believe the components of our study,
namely: the subject (the organizational configura-
tion), the circumstance (COVID-19), and the context
(Tunisia) together constitute the originality of our
research. Indeed, to our knowledge, no study has
been carried out so far on the typical configurations
for managing the COVID-19 crisis in a Tunisian
context.

We identified three archetypes on the basis of
five organizational factors that we inspired from the
onion model of [2] and qualified it as configuration
“determinants”, namely: strategy, structure, culture,
leadership, and people.

These archetypes are: the humanist communitar-
ian, the perfectionist mobilizer, and the incrementalist
pragmatic. A summary of the characteristics of these
three main archetypes is presented in Table 4 (page
34).

This variety of archetypes is consistent with the
proposition advanced by [46, p.30] who assert that

Table 4

Empirical model: summary of the main characteristics of three archetypes of crisis management according to five determinants of

organizational configuration

Determinants / Archetypes The humanist communitarian The perfectionist mobilizer The incrementalist pragmatic

Strategy Participatory approach with

all stakeholders

Optimal mobilization of

organizational skills and

other strategic resources

Survival of the organization

based on pragmatic actions

Culture Stable based on the

humanization of the

organization (environmental

and social values)

Transformative based on

agility and adaptation to

change

Slightly adaptive with the

change of the environment

and based on effectiveness

and efficiency

Structure Plate: participation,

empowerment and flexibility

(hybrid work, job crafting)

Networked: innovation,

flexibility of coordination,

autonomy, digitization

Solar: formalized and

centralized decisions

Leadership Servant: humility and spirit of

participation

Multimodal: ability to work

on several fronts and adapt to

all situations

Executive: autocracy and

respect for procedures and

systems in force

Individuals Strong resilience: recognition

and feeling of safety and

security

Strong resilience:

standardization and

confidence in the company

Low resilience: frustration

and cognitive normalization
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�... Of course, multiple forms are produced from
taxonomies and organizational typologies. Vari-
ety is also found when looking for the existence
of archetypes empirically �.

We wish to highlight the contributions that this
research brings in the field of configurations and crisis
management.

As a result, we believe that our research stands out
from many of the works documented in the literature
on two levels: the magnitude of the crisis and the
methodology.

First, in the field of crisis management, a predom-
inant place is given, either to internal crises caused
by organizations, or to local or even national crises
suffered by organizations [2, 9, 47]. For example,
[21] studied crisis-provoking companies and differ-
entiated among the ten archetypes of his study, six
archetypes of success (including the dominant firm,
the entrepreneurial conglomerate, the innovator) and
four archetypes of failure (including the stagnant
bureaucracy, the headless giant, the revival). In addi-
tion, in his doctoral thesis, [8] studied nine public
organizations with a social and civic intervention role
and which were located in the ‘Montérégie’ region of
Canada during the ice storm of 1998.

However, this research focused on organizations
that have suffered a generalized global crisis of
unprecedented magnitude, such as the pandemic
COVID-19 crisis, which has influenced the internal
operating methods of the latter, pushing them to con-
figure their structures and their strategies to survive in
a context of adversity. We therefore believe that our
research has enriched the configurational perspective
by defining archetypes capable of managing a major
crisis such as the COVID-19 crisis.

The archetypes thus identified in our study may
constitute typical models to be followed by compa-
nies wishing to resist the health crisis that is not yet
over and whose repercussions can last for a long time.

Secondly, our research is an extension of this ini-
tial work on the configirational approach, but it also
stands out above all on the methodological level.
Indeed, we have defined archetypes not on the basis
of statistical correlations between various variables
like the majority of previous studies on configura-
tions in times of crisis [7, 19, 20], but by relying
on the interpretation and the reflexivity of the actors
on their own experience on the basis of a qualitative
methodology.

Our research results allow us to identify two man-
agerial implications that could arouse the interest
of practitioners, researchers, and companies. These
implications are linked at two levels: the crisis man-
agement plan and the organizational response of
bureaucratic organizations.

First, our results stand out from the “prescriptive”
and normative foundations of the theories on crisis
management planning [2, 24]. Indeed, among the
twelve cases we studied, none limited to the appli-
cation of a formal plan, previously designed and
developed. It is therefore necessary to study the fun-
damental pillars of a contingent crisis plan that makes
it possible to adapt to unforeseen, uncertain and dis-
ruptive circumstances.

Second, few studies claim that bureaucratic organi-
zations tend to abandon their routines to develop new
organizational responses [25, 30]. In this research, we
found that some bureaucratic organizations (belong-
ing to the incrementalist pragmatic archetype) were
able to innovate some of its policies (for example
towards digitization, teleworking, e-commerce) by
modifying (even slightly) the normal course of their
organizational routines.

It is therefore recommended to study the best
practices for debureaucratizing bureaucratic organi-
zations in times of crisis.

Note at the end that the results presented in our
research should not, however, be considered beyond
their context (COVID-19 crisis) and their theme
(organizational configuration). Indeed, some later
work such as that carried out by [18] noted the limits
of the archetype manifested by ‘quantum leaps’. It
thus happens that a configuration is no longer syn-
chronous with its environment. This might make our
study too contextual and therefore might not be gen-
eralized to other types of crises.

In addition, our research allows us to establish how
organizations configure themselves, but it does not
allow us to establish what they have learned and how
this learning can allow them to increase their robust-
ness in the face of future crises. This could make the
archetypes identified in our study too abstract and
from which organizations cannot learn.

Therefore, we recommend that future research
could focus on the best organizational practices to
transcend the quantum leaps of an archetype to make
it flexible and adaptable to all types of crises. More-
over, the necessary conditions that must be present
so that the learning acquired during crises can be
profitable in the long term.
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