
Sustainable inter-organizational networks for post-
disaster recovery  

Job description 

We are seeking a candidate for a PhD project titled Sustainable inter-

organizational networks for post-disaster recovery. This position focuses on 

organizational science, embedded in a collaboration between analytical 

sociologists and philosophers. The aim of the project is to investigate whether and 

how post-disaster community recovery (operationalized as population change and 

restoration of buildings) can be explained by variations in the sustainability of 

collaborations in inter-organizational networks. The project focuses on three 

different areas hit by earthquakes in Italy in 2009, 2012 and in 2016.  

 

Theoretical background 

Post-disaster recovery refers to the ability of an area affected by a major disaster 

to return to its pre-disaster condition. Recovery is an extended and nonlinear 

process that can take many years and it can be assessed in multiple ways. As an 

outcome, it can be measured as economic recovery, population change, 

restoration of buildings and infrastructure, or the return of regular behavioural 

routines (Aldrich, 2012; Vale & Campanella, 2005). Irrespective of the way in 

which the outcomes are measured, studies on community recovery across the 

globe show that there are several different factors that can explain why some 

regions, towns or neighborhoods recover more easily, while others, with similar 

characteristics, take much longer or never recover. Standard explanations 

mention quality of governance, aid received, and severity of the damage caused 

by the disaster, socioeconomic and demographic conditions, and variation in 

population as the most relevant factors used to explain variations in recovery 

rates. Other approaches stress the importance of social capital, operationalized as 

number of local voluntary organizations, voting rates and levels of trust (Aldrich, 

2012). A third, and less explored, cluster of explanations refers to the role of 

networks of organizations involved in the management of the recovery phase. 

Networks of collaborating organizations constitute the backbone of disaster 

management (Edwards, 2009) because of the necessity to involve multiple actors 

to deal with the complexity of disaster preparedness, emergency and recovery. 

Crisis management organizations are usually designed as “network organizations” 

(Ansell, Boin, Keller, 2010). But achieving and maintaining effective collaborations 

among multiple agencies that need to interact with each other synergistically and 

over time (Van Veelen, Storms, & van Aart, 2006) presents several challenges.  



There is a large body of research on interorganizational collaborations in disaster 

preparedness and management across different countries (Jovita et al, 2018; 

Crow, Albright, 2019), but their effectiveness in post-disaster recovery is 

understudied. Given that disaster recovery is managed by networks of different 

organizations (municipalities, NGOs, first responders, governmental agencies – 

either existing or created ad hoc for a specific emergency), that need to face 

different demands, and to adapt in the course of the restoration phase (that can 

last for many years), it is very important to understand under which conditions 

these networks are sustainable and effective in promoting recovery.  

 Previous work has identified the conditions favoring the creation of 

interorganizational collaborations (Agranoff, McGuire, 2003; McGuire, Silvia, 

2010), and several case studies explored the failures of previously established 

collaborations between multiple organizations in the course of a crisis (Kiefer, 

Montjoy, 2006). What makes these collaborative networks sustainable over time? 

What are the determinants of their ability to adapt to the changing needs of the 

recovery process and to the often-changing institutional landscapes? The theory 

of ‘collaborative resilience’ (Getha-Taylor, 2019) puts forward a set of 

characteristics that can be used to identify interorganizational partnerships that 

last, distinguishing between the individual, collaborative and systemic level. 

Collaborative resilience, as the ability of systems and partners to work together on 

shared goals despite disruptions, builds upon collaborative advantage, life cycle 

and adaptive capacity theories and develops a set of predictors of resilience. By 

comparing nineteen voluntary collaborations that worked on long term and 

generally intractable community issues, Getha-Taylor (2019) highlights a list of key 

factors that promote collaborative resilience (social capital, leadership, structure, 

etc.), along with factors that hamper it (stress, internal changes, and resources 

loss, among others).  

This project will extend the framework of collaborative resilience in two ways. 

First, a network approach will be adopted, therefore going beyond dyadic 

relationships and using network explanations of cooperation. Second, in line with 

the SCOOP perspective on value creation, the project will investigate whether 

stable interorganizational networks can create value in post-disaster restoration 

for citizens, organizations and societies. Stable networks of organizations are 

necessary to manage the restoration phase effectively (meaning that the 

objectives are met in the desired period and that the affected area can return to 

the pre-disaster situation), but partnerships that last are not necessarily 

sustainable. Even if the organizations collaborate despite changes and disruptions, 

this does not necessarily mean that they will create value. For instance, corruption 

is not uncommon in the management of disaster mitigation, relief, and recovery 



(Alexander, 2017), regardless of the nature and the location of the disaster 

(Leeson, Sobel, 2007; Imperiale, Vanclay, 2019).  

Distinguishing between lasting collaborations that create value and those that do 

not is important to understand when interorganizational network structures and 

processes are conducive to positive (or negative) consequences for individuals, 

organizations and society. This project will combine organizational sociology, 

social network theory and conceptual analysis with the aim of answering the 

following questions: “ “Under which conditions is cooperation between networks 

of organizations active in post-disaster recovery sustainable (i.e., it is stable and 

creates value) and to what extent can variation in the cooperation explain 

differences in post-disaster community recovery?"  

 

Research design 

Italy is one of the most exposed European countries in terms of natural hazards, 

and it is among the countries with the highest seismic risk in the Mediterranean, 

due to its geographical position in the zone of confluence between the African and 

Eurasian clusters. In the last 15 years, three major earthquakes (with a magnitude 

>5) hit the country, with a total death toll of 630 victims. The project will focus on 

the post-disaster reconstruction of different areas affected by these 3 events: 

L’Aquila in 2009, the Emilia earthquake in 2012 and a series of earthquakes that 

hit four regions in Central Italy in 2016. The case study disasters span a period of 

10 years and cover different regions that vary with regard to their main economic 

activities. Most importantly for the project, different interorganizational network 

structures were designed for the reconstruction process in each of the disasters. 

A mixed method approach will be applied to collect and analyze a variety of 

primary and secondary data sources. First, three different publicly available 

datasets provide quantitative indicators documenting the restoration process 

(L’Aquila, Emilia Romagna; Central Italy). Each dataset provides information about 

damage assessment and reconstruction at different time points (including the 

number of expected funding requests for rebuilding, the planned reconstruction 

process and the current situation). This data offers an updated overview of how 

much has been rebuilt. Second, these datasets will be linked to municipal records 

about the number of people who moved back to their homes as a proxy of 

community restoration. Third, information about the creation, change and 

dissolution of organizational collaboration structures will be acquired through the 

analysis of national and local policy documents (governmental decrees, regional 

and local legislation, local regulations) and through interviews with stakeholders 

from the involved organizations and communities. The project will require the 



acquisition and analysis of different kinds of data in Italian, therefore a good 

command (B2 and higher) of the language is an asset.  

 

The tasks of the PhD candidate are: 

• conduct research that results in a dissertation and is in line with the objectives 

and requirements of the project; 

• organize and execute the data collection for the different studies; 

• publish the results of the research in international scientific journals; 

• present the research findings to fellow scientists and developers in the larger 

project, and collaborate with them; 

• provide a limited number of educational activities at the Psychology 

department, such as small-scale tutorials and guest lectures, in collaboration with 

the supervisors. 

Qualifications 

For this position you are expected to: 

• (almost) finished a (research) master's degree in the domain of Sociology, or a 

related discipline;  

• have a good academic track record; 

• be enthusiastic about writing international publications and a dissertation; 

• have good academic English writing skills; 

• have good social and communication skills and are willing to work with other 

team members; 

• be enthusiastic about translating scientific insights into practical guidelines and 

advice; 

• have good organizational skills and the motivation to organize and realize data 

collection; 

• a solid training in the collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data; 

• eagerness to learn to work in an interdisciplinary research team and to conduct 

interdisciplinary research in the SCOOP programme; 

• a good command of Italian is preferred; 

• have demonstrable competences as conceptual capacity, presenting, planning 

and organizing and monitoring. 

Organisation 

The University of Groningen is a research university with a global outlook, deeply 
rooted in Groningen, City of Talent. Quality has had top priority for four hundred 



years, and with success: the University is currently in or around the top 100 on 
several influential ranking lists. 

The Faculty of Behavioural and Social Sciences excels in teaching and research in 
the fields of human behaviour, thinking, learning, and how people live together. 
We work on societal issues and problems that people experience in daily life. 
Central to this is individual and societal resilience and  how to increase this. To this 
end, we focus on the topics of migration, the environment and climate, health, 
upbringing and education, the protection of vulnerable minorities, and sustainable 
partnerships. The Faculty of Behavioural and Social Sciences employs over 800 
staff members. For more information about the Faculty please check the link 
https://www.rug.nl/gmw/. 

The project is part of the transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary research 
programme SCOOP: Roadmaps to Resilient Societies (see: http://www.scoop-
program.org). SCOOP is a research and training centre dedicated to the 
interdisciplinary study of sustainable cooperation as a key feature of resilient 
societies. SCOOP brings together researchers of the University of Groningen, 
Utrecht University, VU Amsterdam, Erasmus University Rotterdam, and Radboud 
University Nijmegen. The PhD student will participate in the SCOOP PhD training 
program, see: https://www.scoop-program.org/training-program-towards-
transdisciplinarity 

https://www.rug.nl/gmw/
https://www.scoop-program.org/training-program-towards-transdisciplinarity
https://www.scoop-program.org/training-program-towards-transdisciplinarity
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