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The list of natural and manmade disasters with which businesses have had 
to contend early in the 21st century is long. Many organizations have felt 
the devastating effects of the September 11 terrorist attacks, acts of 
bioterrorism involving anthrax, and bombings in London, Madrid and Bali. 
The severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak, the South Asian 
tsunami and Hurricane Katrina also have had costly, far-reaching impacts 
on businesses. 
 
Disruptions resulting from these and other disasters have rippled across 
supply chains, shaken entire industries and taken their toll on employee, 
customer and partner relations. Not surprisingly, organizations of all types 
and sizes are making crisis preparedness and response a key focus of their 
business continuity planning. Chances are, your organization is taking a 
proactive approach and continually looking at ways to minimize the impact 
that potential crises can have on your business processes and technology 
systems. Yet, even though ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ Ǉƭŀƴ Ƴƻǎǘ 
likely serves to protect your ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ŘŀǘŀΣ 
network(s), core business applications and facilities, how well does it 
address the peopleΩs side of disasters? 
 
LǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎȅ ƛƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ 
as important to build resiliency into your human capital. One way to 
achieve human capital resiliency is to ensure that your organization has 
addressed the people-related components of business continuity planning. 
This paper outlines risks related to human capital resiliency that could arise 
in any crisis and provides a framework for addressing them. This paper is 
also designed to help you begin to assess how well your organization is 
currently prepared to handle the peopleΩs dimensions of a disaster. 
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IǳƳŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ǊŜǎƛƭƛŜƴŎȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 
to respond and adapt rapidly to threats posed to its workforce. 
Organizations that can build resiliency into their human capital are 
more likely to protect their most valuable resources and maintain 
continuous operations in the event of a crisis. Many forward-
thinking companies are already considering the impact of short term 
interruptions in normal business activities and identifying 
appropriate actions to sustain vital business processes in the event 
of a crisis. They are also looking at long-term trends, such as changes 
in workforce demographics and customer buying patterns. While not 
anticipated to have immediate consequences, these trends could 
affect human capital resilience and other aspects of human capital 
management in the future. 
 
The current threat of a worldwide avian flu pandemic is driving new 
issues surrounding human capital resiliency into the spotlight. Some 
recent projections suggest that avian flu could potentially infect 
millions of people over an undefined period of time. A recent United 
States Congressional Budget Office (CBO) report predicts that, in a 
severe pandemic scenario, 30 percent of employees would become 
ill, missing an average of three weeks of work. The report also 
projects that, of those who become ill, 2.5 percent would die.  
 
History shows that a pandemic flu threat is a rare but recurrent 
event. According to the CBO, there have been between 10 and 13 
influenza pandemics globally since 1700, including three since 1900: 
Spanish flu in 1917ς1918, Asian flu in 1957 and Hong Kong flu in 
1968.2 It is too early to tell whether avian flu will lead to the next 
global pandemic, but as Gartner states: 
 

What is known is that it is just a matter of time before 
another viral outbreak, either avian influenza or in another 
form, spreads globally, affecting business, people and 
economies worldwide. It is not a matter of if, but a matter of 
when. 
 

Although companies are beginning to look for ways to minimize the 
impact of a potential avian flu pandemic, few have fully addressed 
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the peopleΩs side of crisis preparedness. In a survey recently 
conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management 
(SHRM), only 34 percent of companies indicated that human 
resource (HR) issues formed a significant part of their OǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 
business continuity or disaster plans. Thirty-six percent indicated 
that these issues were only somewhat part of their plans. As the 
chart below indicates, SHRM has also found that human resource 
disaster recovery plans are often not comprehensive enough to 
meet the needs of employees and the business in a time of crisis. 
 

 

 

 
In a crisis, many organizations will be challenged to safeguard and 
support employees while continuing to deliver the services needed 
to keep the business operational and revenue flowing. IBM has 
identified three primary areas in which human capital risks 
associated with crises can be grouped, as shown by the following 
graphic. 
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Health and Safety concerns 

LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƛŦΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ degree, employee attendance will 
be affected because of health and safety concerns during a disaster. 
Even employees who are not directly affected by a disaster may 
need to miss work to look after the health and safety of family 
members who are affected. In the event of a pandemic, attendance 
may be disrupted over longer periods of time. Also, if employees 
have lost or been displaced from their homes, they will need to 
spend time finding new housing, and some may even need to move 
to new locations. 
 
Transportation 

Employees who are willing and able to work through a crisis may 
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simply not be able to get to their work location. Public 
transportation systems may be disrupted, as occurred during 
Hurricane Katrina, or international travel restrictions could be in 
force, as occurred during the SARS outbreak. Even smaller-scale 
disasters, such as transit strikes and blizzards, can significantly 
impact employees ability to get to work. 
 
Trauma 

Employee shock and grief can also lead to increased absenteeism, as 
well as to higher turnover and reduced productivity. Proactive 
counseling may be required to help employees confront emergent 
issues - and enable them to address the crisis more rapidly, so they 
can focus on their work and tackle disaster recovery activities. 
 

 

 
Communications 
Mobile phone, landline and other communications networks can be 
destroyed or become dysfunctional in a disaster, making it difficult to 
locate employees and share critical information with them. Further, if your 
offices or other facilities are unsafe to use or inaccessible to some 
individuals, employees who are used to working at the same location at 
the same time will find it more difficult to collaborate and tap into their 
existing social networks. Given the need for close coordination during a 
crisis situation, the inability to bring people together can significantly 
hamper the rapid decision-making needed during recovery efforts. 
Without normal communication channels, maintaining business 
relationships with customers and business partners may also be difficult. 
 
Payroll 
Maintaining payroll is both essential and challenging during and following 
a crisis. If your payroll system is inaccessible, funds are limited or the staff 
members who are resǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǇŀȅǊƻƭƭ ŀǊŜ ŀōǎŜƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ 
difficult to pay employees in a timely manner. Employees may also need 
disaster relief funding, which requires coordination from a variety of 
sources. 
 

 Employee tracking 
Limited access to critical personnel data, such as emergency contact 
information, user IDs and passwords, and individual skill sets, can affect 
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your OǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ability to resume operations after a crisis. If your 
organization cannot determine which employees have been impacted by 
the crisis or how, it will be difficult for decision makers to determine the 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇǎΦ wŜŎƻǾŜǊȅ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ can be further hampered if your 
organization cannot locate key personnel or access core business systems, 
or has not identified or arranged for potential replacement workers. 
 
Succession and training 
Many times, organizational leaders are incapacitated or unavailable during 
or after a disaster. If your company has not engaged in formal succession 
planning, individuals at all levels may be forced to take on leadership roles 
or increased responsibilities with little or no preparation. Staffing issues 
can also emerge as a reduced workforce tries to cope with the demands of 
an increased workload. Skill gaps can also become a problem as workers 
try to carry out new jobs for which they have little training. In addition, 
crises may require changes in employee locations and schedules that are 
difficult to coordinate in a fast-changing environment. 
 

 

The responsibilities for effectively identifying and addressing the human / 
peopleΩs dimensions of your business continuity plan stretch across the 
Organization.  The following framework is designed to help you address 
the critical aspects of preparing for and responding to the human side of 
disasters. As shown, some dimensions are frequently addressed by 
companies in their business continuity plans, whereas others are just 
starting to gain visibility. 
 

 

 


