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Abstract

he purpose of this paper is to juxtapose chaos theory with organizational learning theory to
examine whether public organizations co-evolve into a new order or rather institutionalize
newly gained knowledge in times of a highly complex public health crisis.
Design/methodology/approach The research design utilizes the results from a survey
administered to 200 emergency management and public health officials in the Dallas—Fort
Worth metroplex. Findings The findings of this paper suggest that public entities were more
likely to represent organizational learning through the coordination of professionals, access to
quality information, and participation in daily communication. Leadership was associated
with the dissemination of knowledge through the system rather than the development of new
standard operating procedures (as suggested by chaos theory and co-evolution). Research
limitations/implications There are limitations to this study given the purposive sample of
emergency management and public health officials employed in the Dallas—Fort Worth
metroplex. Practical implications The authors find that public organizations that learn how to
respond to unprecedented events through reliance on structure, leadership, and culture
connect decision makers to credible information resulting in organizational learning. Social
implications As a result, public administrators need to focus and rely on their organization’s
capacity to receive and retain information in a crisis. Originality/value This research
contributes to our understanding of organizational learning in public organizations under
highly complex public health situations finding decisions makers rely on both organizational
structure and culture to support the flow of credible information.
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