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Abstract  
 

Legitimacy is a central concept within organization studies and it is widely accepted that being 

granted legitimacy is crucial for organizations in today’s society. Legitimacy is known to be 

based on rationality which during the course of research development has come to include not 

only technical aspects, but also socially constructed factors affected by stakeholder’s personal 

values. Moreover, it is known that there are multiple dimensions of legitimacy and that 

organizations are evaluated based on method of operation, output and goals, and vision. These 

can be judged differently by stakeholders in the same field, arriving at possibly contradictive 

legitimacy judgements regarding the same organization.  

 

However, we are not familiar with if the context in which an organization operates affects the 

legitimacy judgement made by its stakeholders. This thesis therefore aimed to study how the 

context an organization operates in can affect the legitimacy judgement with a comparative case 

study.   

 

The study shows that the operational context in itself can be a factor in the evaluation of the 

organization. It also indicates that different contexts can cause different and contradictive 

legitimacy judgements among the stakeholders even though the operational task and output is 

essentially the same.  

 

Keywords 

Legitimacy, legitimacy judgements, rationality, operational context, social judgement, 

institutionalization, comparative case study.  
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1. Introduction  
 

The Swedish Sea Rescue Society (SSRS) is a Swedish member driven NGO working with 

maritime rescue. The organization usually operates in Sweden where it is most prominently 

seen out at sea responding to maritime rescue calls. The SSRS assist both in case of technical 

problems such as shipwrecks and in emergency response with the outmost purpose of saving 

people at the risk of drowning (Arvidsson, 2016a; Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016a). The SSRS 

enjoys a very positive reputation among its members and the organization receives a lot of 

praise for its maritime rescue operations (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016d).  

As a response to the refugee crisis seen in Europe since 2015, the SSRS decided to engage in a 

collaborative humanitarian aid initiative called the Yellow Boats. Herein, the SSRS assisted the 

Greek Coast Guard with maritime rescue in a similar manner as the emergency response 

operations in Sweden (Arvidsson, 2016a). In stark contrast to the SSRS’s operations in Sweden, 

the organization received a lot of critique against this initiative with the majority of the 

stakeholder reactions being negative (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016b; Sjöräddningssällskapet, 

2016c).    

An interesting contradiction emerges, where it is clear that the SSRS is seen as a legitimate and 

appreciated organization regarding its operations in Sweden, but when conducting the same 

operational task in the Mediterranean Sea it is criticized and many members respond negatively. 

Is it not peculiar that the same organization receives different recognition when it does the same 

operational tasks?  

The question about recognition for an organization’s operations is a deep-rooted question 

within organization theory and is referred to as legitimacy. Legitimacy is known to be based on 

rationality, and traditionally, legitimacy has been perceived to be based on technical rationality. 

This could be aspects such as having the best machines and efficient processes (Taylor, 1911; 

Grey, 2013). However, when institutional theory was introduced it suggested that what is 

considered as rational and efficient is socially constructed (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Scott, 2004) 

and that what is considered as a rational practice can evolve and change over time (Brandtner 

et al., working paper). Thereby, organizations must sometimes do things that may not be 

technically rational in order to be perceived as legitimate.  
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Despite an extensive research tradition within organization theory and legitimacy, there are still 

no clear answers as to why organizations receive different reactions and legitimacy judgements 

when conducting the same operational task in different contexts. Why does the context matter? 

This thesis aims to explore what role the context plays in what is seen as legitimate and what is 

not.  

2. Problem Formulation & Research Question 
 

Traditionally, legitimacy has been discussed in terms of what is considered rational. Rationality 

has up until the 1970s generally been discussed in terms of what would be considered to be 

technically rational. However, the institutional theory introduced the thought that rationality 

could also be socially constructed (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Scott, 2004). It has not been 

contested whether an organization should act rationally in order to be granted legitimacy (see 

e.g. Meyer & Rowan, 1997; Scott & Ruef, 1998; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Scott, 1987; 

DiMaggio & Powell, 1983), however, with the introduction of institutional theory it became 

evident that what is rational is not only determined on a technical basis, but can be also be 

socially constructed (Brummetter Zoch, 2016).  

In organizational research we are familiar with that legitimacy judgements are based on the 

organization’s operations, outputs and vision (Suchman, 2011; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975), and 

that the legitimacy judgements across the dimension of legitimacy, even regarding the same 

entity, can differ within the same field of stakeholders (Tost, 2011; Brummetter Zoch, 2016). 

However, little is known about if the context in which an organization operates could affect the 

legitimacy judgements made by the stakeholders.  

In the basis for legitimacy evaluations values are often included (Tost, 2011; Brumetter Zoch, 

2016). Brandtner et al. (working paper) claim that values are situational and not universal 

meaning that what is considered as a rational practice can evolve and change over time and 

thereby effect the legitimacy judgement. That values can be situational gives us reason to 

believe that the context may affect what is considered as rational, and in turn the legitimacy 

evaluation. In combination with that the operational context has received little attention in 

previous research, this becomes an interesting topic to study. Thereby, we arrive at the research 

question this thesis aims to explore;  

What role does the context play in the legitimacy judgement of an organization? 
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3. Theoretical Framework  
The theoretical framework begins with presenting legitimacy and rationality in legitimacy 

judgements, followed by a description of how personal values influence legitimacy judgements. 

Next, an account for how legitimacy can be evaluated differently regarding different dimensions 

will be presented and finally a theoretical conclusion that brings the theoretical concept 

together.  

3.1 Introducing Legitimacy 
It is widely recognized that the acquisition and maintenance of legitimacy are essential factors 

for the continuity of organizations (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 

1987). Legitimacy has been subject to research and discussion in a plurality of fields (Meyer & 

Rowan, 1977; Suchman, 1995) and even though it has been regarded as a significant concept 

in organizational research, it still poses some theoretical and methodological challenges to 

scholars. The research about legitimacy is often fragmented by scholars from various 

perspectives, as brought to light by for instance Bitekine (2011) who uncovered that current 

research had created fifteen different forms of legitimacy associated with its typical 

assumptions on social contexts and serving different purposes for the organization (Suchman, 

1995; Brummetter Zoch, 2016). 

In spite of the fragmentation in legitimacy research, scholars have recognised similarities 

between organizational legitimacy, values and social desirability (Brummetter Zoch, 2016). 

Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) claimed that “legitimacy is acquired through the establishment of 

congruence between the social values implied by [an organization’s] activities and the norms 

of acceptable behavior in the larger social system of which [the organization is] a part”. In 

similar manner, organizational legitimacy has been stated to be a status acquired by an 

organization who possess and demonstrate socially acceptable values that corresponds to the 

expectations of its constituents (Ashford & Gibbs, 1990) or as according to Vergne (2010, p. 

485) “whose existence, values, and behavior appear congruent with socially accepted norms”. 

Meyer and Rowan (1977) adapted an institutional perspective on legitimacy, and claimed that 

organizations are driven to incorporate the practices and procedures dominated by existing 

rationalized concepts of organizational work. Thus, organizations should adhere to 

institutionalized practices in society in order to gain and increase legitimacy. Similarly, 

DiMaggio and Powell (1983) emphasize the rationalization in organizations and especially 

discuss the concept of institutional isomorphism, meaning rational actors that when trying to 

change organizations in the surge for legitimacy actually make them more similar. To conclude, 
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organizational legitimacy refers to the judgement of an organization’s social desirability made 

by its stakeholders (Brummetter Zoch, 2016). This furthermore means that legitimacy is 

socially constructed in the sense that it represents a congruence between the actions of an 

organization and the assumed shared beliefs of the organization’s stakeholders (Suchman, 

1995; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  

3.2 Rationality in Legitimacy Judgements  

Rationality is an important component in legitimacy judgements, and being perceived as 

rational as an organization is essential to gain legitimacy. Rationality has traditionally been 

presumed to be based on technical factors, and when scholars from the early years of 

organization research discussed the concept, it was often in relation to measures such as 

efficiency, effectiveness and scientification of management (Grey, 2013; Ford, 1911; Pugh, 

2007). Rationalization has often been portrayed as a shift from intuitive value-driven decision 

making to a decisions based on means-ends relationships, which by organization sociologists 

metaphorically has been described as “disenchanting” and “dehumanizing” and claim this view 

on rationalization would be in conflict with a more social orientation of organizations 

(Brandtner et al., working paper).  

With Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) contribution to institutional theory came a discussion about 

socially constructed factors affecting what is considered as rational. In a similar manner and 

with more recent work, Brandtner et al. (working paper) describe rationalization as a social 

process, meaning that rationalization may advance in various ways. In this process, established 

ideas and practices based on what used to be considered as rational may become taken-for-

granted in the organization (Berger & Luckman, 1967). At the same time, new ideas and 

practices are incorporated to co-exist with the established ones arriving at a dynamic 

rationalization process. In this process, the mechanisms associated with rationalization may 

remain the same, at the same time as the meaning and contents associated with rationalization 

evolve (Brandtner et al., working paper). By this, what is socially constructed as rational, as 

thus legitimate, may change over time.  

To be seen as rational actor today, and thus be granted legitimacy, organizations can no longer 

only adhere to technical efficiency measures, but also have to understand and pursue its 

operations in accordance with socially constructed rationality aspects (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) 

that may evolve and change over time (Brandtner et al., working paper).  
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3.3 Personal Values Influencing Legitimacy  

Today’s foundation for legitimacy research points towards that values have an important role 

in the legitimation process (Brummetter Zoch, 2016; Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Dowling & 

Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995; Vergne, 2010). Individual values are known to affect legitimacy 

judgements, and thereby it becomes important to include individual values when looking at 

how stakeholders asses organizations in terms of legitimacy (Brummetter Zoch, 2016). 

Moreover, it is sensible to look at personal values when trying to understand how an individual 

form its values and use these in the legitimacy judgement process.  

Individuals to some extent base their legitimacy judgements of an organization on their own 

values, why it becomes comprehensible to see that when an organization’s values are in 

congruence with the values of an individual (thus a stakeholder of the organization) it renders 

positive external benefits to the organization, one of which is legitimacy (Brummetter Zoch, 

2016). The inclusion of personal values illustrates that legitimacy judgments occur not only on 

a societal level, but as well on the individual level, meaning that stakeholder’s personal values 

influence the values they expect organizations to adhere to (Tost, 2011; Brummetter Zoch, 

2016). 

3.4 Dimensions of Legitimacy   
Legitimacy research has traditionally been divided into the distinct groups of the strategic and 

the institutional perspective (Suchman, 1995). However, in order to understand how individuals 

form their legitimacy judgements and on what factors they evaluate organizations, among 

others Tost (2011) introduced social psychology as an additional theoretical lens. The broad 

spectrum of research within legitimacy has spurred a number of categories and multiple 

dimensions of legitimacy discussed by different scholars, and even though they are not 

categorized with the same diction, there are similarities. Suchman (1995) presents the two 

categories pragmatic and moral legitimacy, and further divides moral legitimacy in three forms; 

evaluations of outputs and consequences, evaluations of techniques and procedures and 

evaluations of categories and structures. Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) claim that organizational 

legitimacy is evaluated based on three aspects; method of operation, output of the organization 

and the goals of the organization. Furthermore, Tost (2011) presents three dimensions of moral, 

relational and instrumental legitimacy and Bitektine (2011) distinguishes between cognitive 

and socio-political legitimacy in the legitimacy judgement process.  

Combining the thoughts of Suchman (2011) and Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) three categories 

of evaluation emerge. First, method of operation corresponds to techniques and procedures, 
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which refers to how the operations are carried out and can be linked to the technical aspects of 

operational tasks and thereby to technical rationality. Second, outputs corresponds to outputs 

and consequences, which is the actual result of the operations or the product in itself. Third, 

goals of the organization corresponds to categories and structures, meaning the organization’s 

vision and values on a more general level and thus more likely  to be evaluated based on socially 

constructed rationality. In simpler words, the organization is evaluated based on what it is 

doing, how it is conducting its operations and why it is engaging in its operations (Dowling & 

Pfeffer, 1975; Tost, 2011; Suchman, 2011).  

Following, the three dimensions of legitimacy, moral, relational and instrumental legitimacy, 

are evaluated and prioritized by the evaluator at least partly based on their own social 

identification with the group associated with the entity that is being evaluated (Tost, 2011). 

Here, high levels of social identification usually span from intrinsic orientation, meaning that 

interaction with the group associated with the entity is a source of identity. For this group, the 

relational and moral dimensions are highly personally relevant since they reflect a central part 

of their self-concept and personal meaning. In contrast, individuals with low identification 

usually have an extrinsic orientation, and engage in the social group since the group can bring 

valued outcomes, not because the group in itself acts as a source for enjoyment or identification. 

Thereby, the relational and moral dimensions become less critical and are only important to the 

extent that they affect the desired outcome of the entity, why this group has a stronger emphasis 

on the instrumental dimension (Tost, 2011). This means that an individual can make different 

legitimacy judgements concerning the different dimensions of legitimacy for the same entity, 

as well as that a groups of stakeholders may evaluate an organization in contradictive ways 

regarding the legitimacy dimensions.  

Coming back to the inclusion of personal values in the legitimacy evaluations presented by 

Brummetter Zoch (2016), it is interesting to see that this aligns with the reasoning of Tost 

(2011) that individuals are likely to pay more attention to evaluating an organization based on 

relational and moral legitimacy when they feel an intrinsic relation to the organization. This 

intrinsic relation comes from identifying with the organization, wherein the values of the 

organization aligns with the values of the individual. Herein, we have also seen Bitektine (2011) 

looking into the social and cognitive processes of the evaluators, thus including the individual’s 

values that shape the legitimacy judgement of an entity.  
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Within the legitimacy judgement process there are two dissimilar types of judgement that 

derives from the difference in analytical processing. These two types are referred to as cognitive 

legitimacy and socio-political legitimacy (Bitektine, 2011). The cognitive legitimacy is a taken-

for-granted state of legitimacy where the organization is spared from evaluation or scrutiny. 

The organization’s actions are understandable for the stakeholders which commonly allows it 

to be categorized in a pre-existing type or group of organization. When this classification occurs 

the evaluation stops (Bitektine, 2011; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Berger & Luckman, 1966; 

Suchman, 1995). Consequently, this become similar to institutional legitimacy and the case of 

when an organization is adhering to the prevalent institutional rules and being recognized as a 

legitimate actor (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).  

In contrast, socio-political legitimacy infers that the organization is put under a normative 

evaluation. The normative evaluation refers to that the organization is put under examination 

and evaluation before the stakeholders decide whether the organization is beneficial or not for 

themselves, the social groups they represent or the society as a whole. If this evaluation is 

positive, the stakeholders grant the organization socio-political legitimacy. The socio-political 

legitimacy can be linked to the moral and relational dimensions of legitimacy since these are 

all under the normative and evaluative umbrella of legitimacy judgement, whereas the cognitive 

and instrumental dimensions have similarities in that they represent taken for granted 

judgement and the focus on the actions of the organization (Bitektine, 2011; Tost, 2011). 

Bringing these together, cognitive legitimacy enables the organization to avoid being 

questioned by its stakeholders (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Suchman, 1995) when in contrast the 

socio-political legitimacy judgement is based on an evaluative process (Dowling & Pfeffer, 

1975; Bitektine, 2011). 

3.5 Theoretical Summary  

What becomes evident from the legitimacy research presented above, is that an individual 

stakeholder, as well as a group of stakeholders, can make contradictive legitimacy judgements 

regarding the same organization because individuals bring in their own personal values to the 

legitimacy evaluation (Brummetter Zoch, 2016). For instance, an organization may be granted 

one legitimacy judgement based on its output and method of operation, but the goals of the 

organization may be granted a different legitimacy judgement. Furthermore, the organization 

can receive different legitimacy judgements regarding different dimensions of legitimacy (Tost, 

2011; Bitektine, 2011), which further adds to the possible variety of legitimacy judgements 

both from the individual stakeholder and from the field of stakeholders.  
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According to existing theory we know that being perceived as a rational actor is a crucial aspect 

to gain legitimacy as an organization, and that what is considered as rational can be based on 

technical or socially constructed aspects (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) that may evolve over time 

(Brandtner et al., working paper). Furthermore, the legitimacy of an organization can be 

evaluated on three aspects; method of operation, output and organizational goals (Dowling & 

Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 2011). These aspects are subsequently evaluated based on cognitive 

or socio-political legitimacy, of which cognitive legitimacy is based on instrumental factors and 

a more taken-for-granted version, in contrast to the socio-political which is an evaluative form 

based on moral and relational factors (Bitektine, 2011; Tost, 2011). Thus, we know how an 

organization is evaluated based on how (method of operation), what (output), and why 

(organizational goals) it is conducting its operational tasks, but we know little about if where 

the organization is operating affects the legitimacy judgement made by its stakeholders.  

To shed light on how the context affects legitimacy evaluations, the empirical section will 

present a case of an organization conducting the same operational tasks in different contexts. 

4. Method  
The study conducted was based on a comparative case study and was qualitative to its nature. 

The empirical data collection has consisted primarily of interviews and document studies. 

Below a description of the chosen method and data collection will be presented. 

4.1 Choice of Study Object  

In order to explore whether the operational context affect the stakeholder’s legitimacy 

judgements, it was necessary to identify a case with an organization which does the same 

operational tasks but in different contexts in order to compare the contexts. It was also necessary 

to identify a case where the organization had received some kind of reaction from its 

stakeholders to the change in context in order to observe if the reactions differed, and if so, 

examine if these reactions could be traced to the differing operational contexts. Based on these 

criteria, the case of the SSRS’s engagement in the humanitarian aid project the Yellow Boats 

was identified as a suitable case as it fulfils the above identified requirements.  

The Yellow Boats is a humanitarian project initiated by Schibsted Sweden and the SSRS in 

order to save refugees at the Mediterranean Sea by assisting the Greek coast guard with 

maritime rescue. The roles are clearly defined were Schibsted Sweden is responsible for the 

financing of the project and the SSRS executes the maritime rescue operations and the work 

associated with this such as staffing, planning and training (Arvidsson, 2016a; Linden, 2016; 
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Ringman, 2016a). The case of the Yellow Boats was chosen based on the fact that the SSRS is 

an organization which performs the same operational task, maritime rescue, in two different 

contexts (traditionally in Sweden and the new context of the Mediterranean Sea). The new 

context consist of both a new geographical setting, the Greek Coast, a new organizational aspect 

in terms of the collaborative partner Schibsted Sweden and a new contextual factor in the sense 

of the political setting with the refugee crisis in which the Yellow Boats operates. Moreover, 

there has been plentiful of stakeholder reactions to this new engagement why this case provides 

a possibility to capture stakeholder perception. Based on this, the case of the Yellow Boats will 

be studied from the perspective of the SSRS and thus the stakeholder reactions in regards to the 

SSRS’s involvement in the Yellow Boats.  

4.2 Introduction to Method  

Since the study aimed to compare stakeholder reactions between two operational settings for 

one organization, a comparative case study was a feasible method to capture reactions from 

both contexts. Furthermore, I applied an exploratory approach with an interpretive stance which 

allowed me to adjust the research question during the process as I progressed with the case 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 171). In the process of collecting both theoretical and empirical 

material, my understanding of the topic evolved and aspects have been uncovered that shifted 

the focus of the research. Originally, the aim was formulated to explore if there are aspects 

beyond technical to a task, but as I progressed I changed this into exploring how the context in 

which an organization operates affects the legitimacy judgement made by its stakeholders.  

A comparative case study was chosen based on its appropriateness for this research topic since 

it allowed me to study a concept that few have considered before, which made it possible for 

me to challenge and expand the existing theoretical understanding. Using a case study has 

furthermore allowed me to study a unique event intensely and thus create a detailed 

understanding of a phenomena in its context (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 179- 181). However, a 

case study like this may limit the potential of generalizability of the results since only one case 

is considered, as well as it may constrain the capacity to sort out rival explanations. Since the 

aim of this study was to explore if the concept studied was interesting in such that it had 

potential for increasing our understanding of organizational legitimacy in different contexts, I 

do not see it as a severe limitation that the results are restricted in their generalizability since 

this has not been the aim of the study (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 50). 

When collecting empirical data, I have kept a semi-ignorance stance towards the literature in 

order to reduce the risk for confirmation bias. However, when I began to analyse and structure 
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the data, I have considered the theoretical framework and adjusted both this and the formulation 

of the research questions to my findings. This can be viewed as having an abductive approach, 

where I have simultaneously considered existing theory and empirical data throughout the 

research process (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2007; Saunders et al., 2012, p. 147; Gioia et al., 2012).   

I have applied a qualitative approach since the aim was to explore if stakeholder judgements 

differ depending of context. Thus, what I aimed to capture was a judgement, or in other words 

a subjective opinion on a certain event, which is traditionally studied with a qualitative approach 

(Saunders et al., 2012, p. 163). To capture this perception, I have combined archives and media 

documentation with semi-structured interviews in the data collection to be able to build a 

theoretical understanding as well as triangulating the empirical material (Gioia et al, 2012; 

Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 378-383).  

In the following sections I will account for how I have collected and analysed the empirical 

data.  

4.3 Primary Data Collection   

Semi-structured interviews have been utilized as the main method to gather primary data. Since 

the research has been interpretive and with the aim to develop an understanding for a new 

concept, attention has been paid to flexibility along the interviews. It has been important for me 

as a researcher to be able to adjust my questions as my understanding of both the theoretical 

concepts and the empirical material progressed, at the same time as having possibility to direct 

the respondents in the desired direction. For this, semi-structured interviews have been viable 

and I have paid attention to avoid following a strict protocol to reduce the risk for not 

uncovering new concepts (Gioia et al., 2012; Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 374-380).  

4.3.1 Interviews  

As mentioned above, interviews has been the main method to collect primary data to allow for 

a rigorous understanding of the case. When conducting an exploratory study with an abductive 

approach, semi-structured interviews is a viable method to collect background and contextual 

material since it provides the researcher with a thorough understanding on the studied context 

(Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 374-380). I have used semi-structured interviews since I wanted to 

have the possibility to acquire a rich understanding of the case by respondents sharing their 

experiences in an open manner, but at the same time be able to direct the questions in a 

favourable way. For the semi-structured interviews I applied a general interview guide (see 

appendix) with themes and some key questions to be covered, but kept an open approach 

allowing the respondents to drive the interview in order to explore their experiences (Saunders 
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et al., 2012, pp. 385-386). The semi-structured interviews thus allowed the respondent’s 

individual experiences to be captured at the same time as specific facts of the phenomena could 

be understood, which suits my aim well (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 374-375).  

During the contact with the respondents, I have been attentive to collaborating in a transparent 

way. This has for instance been done by sharing my notes and reflections from the interviews 

before incorporating these in the thesis, giving the informant a chance to correct or comment 

on my interpretations. I have done this to ensure that the informants feel confident with sharing 

their experiences with me and that I will keep their interests safe (Gioia et al, 2012).  

When conducting the interviews, I have by e-mail prior to the interviews sent the respondents 

my general theme of the interview but no concrete questions. During the interview I have taken 

notes and summarized the interviews in a written document, which subsequently has been 

shared with the respondents to enable them to comment or correct my interpretations, thus 

decreasing the risk for bias or incomplete interpretation (Saunders et al., 2012, p.394). The 

interviews have not been recorded since it was not part of my aim to analyse the language and 

symbolism within it as such. I therefore considered it to be more beneficial for this study to 

avoid recording the interviews with regards to that recording may limit the openness of the 

respondents (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 396). 

The interviews were held in Swedish since I considered it to allow the respondent to speak more 

freely and comfortably if I used their native language. Since the aim was not to study the 

language as such, I consider it to be little risk of not obtaining a correct translation and that the 

benefits from letting the respondents speak their native language outweigh the potential risks. 

Quotes included in this thesis are translated using back-to-back translation1.  

Worth to notice is that interviews can be restrictive in the sense that a lot of the data is based 

on personal interpretations. The reliability of the study may be diminished due to bias from 

either the interviewer or the interviewee. As an interviewer I have been cautious to keep a 

neutral stance during the interviews to not impose my own beliefs on the respondents or priori 

explanations for a concept. Regarding the respondents there is a risk that they want to 

demonstrate a partial picture of the situation to uphold a socially desirable picture. I have tried 

limit the risk of giving a biased picture of the case by using triangulation with other data sources 

                                                           
1 See Saunders et al. (2012, p. 442) for an explanation of back-to-back translation.  
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such as document studies, news articles and website material as well as by comparing the data 

collected from each of the interviews (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 378-383). 

4.3.2 Respondents  

Six individuals have been interviewed from two organizations, the SSRS and Schibsted 

Sweden. An overview of the respondent can be found below in table one. It was important to 

find respondents in managerial positions actively working with the Yellow Boats as well as 

being familiar with the ordinary operations to be able to grasp the contextual differences. From 

the SSRS the Operative Manager Andreas Arvidsson and the Project Coordinator for the 

Yellow Boats, Ann-Charlotte Angmar, were interviewed to get an understanding of both the 

background to their engagement in this project and how this projects fits with their 

organizational vision. Furthermore, how the actual work was carried out and what reactions the 

SSRS has received to its work with the Yellow Boats was examined. Additionally, Niklas 

Jendeby, Communication and Collection Manager, was interviewed in order to understand the 

effects on memberships in regards to the Yellow Boats.  

From Schibsted Sweden the Project Manager for the Yellow Boats and HR manager at 

Schibsted Publishing, Magnus Ringman, the Information Director, Fredrik Linden, and the 

Project Coordinator for the Yellow Boats, Lotta Catani, were interviewed in order to understand 

Schibsted’s engagement in the Yellow Boats and how their work has progressed.  

 

Respondent Org.  Position Min. Location Date 

Andreas Arvidsson SSRS Operative Manager SSRS 60 Skype 20160301 

Andreas Arvidsson SSRS Operative Manager SSRS 50 Skype 20160412 

Ann-Charlotte Angmar SSRS Project Coordinator Yellow Boats 75 SSRS HQ  20160301 

Ann-Charlotte Angmar SSRS Project Coordinator Yellow Boats 50 Skype 20160412 

Niklas Jendeby SSRS Communication & Collection Manager 10 Telephone 20160510 

Lotta Catani Schibsted 

Sweden 

Project Coordinator Yellow Boats 30 Schibsted 

HQ Sthlm 

20160229 

Fredrik Linden Schibsted 

Sweden 

Information Director 90 Schibsted 

HQ Sthlm 

20160229 

Magnus Ringman Schibsted 

Sweden 

Project Manager Yellow Boats & HR 

Manager Schibsted Publishing 

90 Schibsted 

HQ Sthlm 

20160229 

Table 1. Overview of respondents.  

 

During the progression of my research, the focus of the research question shifted and by this, 

the SSRS came to be the main object of study why the interviews with Schibsted came to serve 

primarily as background understanding of the case. 
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4.4 Secondary Data Collection  

Documents and material from websites and social media from both Schibsted and SSRS as well 

as news articles have been utilized to build a solid understanding of the case. Data to capture 

stakeholder reactions has primarily been retrieved from the SSRS’s website as well as from the 

SSRS’s Facebook page. To capture the general stakeholders’ perception of the SSRS’s work in 

Sweden, comments and reviews from the Facebook page has been the main source. Regarding 

the work with the Yellow Boats the comments made at the SSRS’s webpage as a reaction to a 

post declaring the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boats served to capture stakeholder 

reactions. Additionally, I have also used primary data from the interviews to construct an 

understanding of this. Using multiple data sources allowed me to triangulate information to 

ensure that I build a case with the correct information and not based on personal interpretation, 

from either me or the respondents (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 179). 

4.5 Data Classification   

In order to facilitate the data analysis, I have prior to analysis classified the empirical data to 

make it comprehensible and comparable. I conducted basic distribution measures to get an 

overview of the spread of the comments that enabled me to present and analyse the data in a 

comprehensive way. I also translated the quotes included in this thesis as examples using back-

to-back translation2 since the comments were in Swedish on the online platforms.  

Furthermore, interview data was used to construct a general understanding of the case at hand 

as well as to collect data in regards to the more specific research topic. The interviews also 

served as a guide in the initial process of focusing the research question, and thus as the research 

questions shifted focus during the work with this thesis I partly based this on findings in the 

interviews.  The interview material was categorized into groups relating to either the general 

case or the more specific research questions, and then triangulated against each other in addition 

to document sources to ensure a rigorous base for the analysis (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 179).  

4.5.1 Data Classification: the SSRS in Sweden  

Regarding the data for the stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s operations in Sweden, the data 

has been retrieved from the Facebook page where the reviewers can grant the organization one 

to five stars, five being the highest. I have collected all reviews and displayed the distribution 

in a table. Additionally, I collected the comments associated with the reviews to get a more 

thorough picture of the stakeholders’ perception.  

                                                           
2 See Saunders et al. (2012, p. 442) for an explanation of back-to-back translation.  
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To make the stakeholder perceptions comparable for the two cases, I have classified the number 

of stars granted in relation to positive, negative or neural as follows in table two. 

 

1 Star 
Negative 

2 Stars 

3 Stars Neutral 

4 Stars 
Positive  

5 Stars 

Table 2. Classification of stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s operations in Sweden.  

 

4.5.2 Data Classification: the SSRS in the Yellow Boats 

Regarding the Yellow Boats, all online comments on the SSRS’s website in relation to the 

publication of the cooperation with Schibsted in the Yellow Boats initiative, were retrieved and 

categorized. In order to analyse the data regarding the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boats, 

I have categorized the online comments according to the general tone in the comment which 

was categorized according to neutral, positive or negative (see table three).  

Neutral: questions regarding the Yellow Boats or general comments about facts with 

no positive or negative tone 

Positive: comments that praised SSRS’s work with the Yellow Boats  

Negative: comments that were critical towards SSRS’s work with the Yellow Boats 

 

Neutral   

Positive   

Negative  
Political 

Incorrect use of resources 

 

Table 3. Classification of stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow 

Boats. 

 

When categorizing the comments, it became apparent that the positive and neutral comments 

were quite similar in their message. However, among the negative comments two significantly 

different groups emerged, why I conducted a second categorization. The nature of the 

comments were categorized as follows among the negative comments:  
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Political: comments about that the SSRS are saving “the wrong people” or that they 

should not engage in the refugee situation at all and comments about that Schibsted is 

an unworthy partner and collaborator.  

Incorrect use of resources: this category encompass comments regarding the SSRS 

not using resources the correct way, that being it uses resources either 1) outside its 

traditional area of operation, Sweden, or 2) the money could have been better spent at 

home with training/education/new equipment etc.  

5. Setting  
The following section will provide the reader with an understanding of the setting of the case 

which provides a possibility to compare an organization conducting the same operational task 

in two different contexts. The case used to study the research question is the collaborative 

initiative the Yellow Boats aimed to assist the Greek Coast Guard with maritime rescue.  

5.1 Contextual Situation  

The political instability in the Middle East has during the last years created an increasingly 

unstable and desperate situation for its inhabitants. This has forced an increasing number of 

migrants and refugees to leave their home countries, often by sea with unsafe boats and dinghies 

in a desperate surge to reach Europe. During 2015 alone, 1 015 078 arrivals by sea were 

recorded by the UNHCR, with the majority reaching the coast of Greece. So far in 2016, 350 

679 refugees have been recorded to reach Europe by sea, of which 4 715 are reported dead or 

missing (UNHCR, 2016). The most dangerous, and possibly the most used, way to reach Europe 

is across the Mediterranean Sea arriving in Greece (Gula Båtarna, 2016). The national coast 

guard of Greece, Hellenic Rescue Team, has not alone been able to handle the situation and has 

voiced a need for help in the International Maritime Rescue Federation, IMRF. One response 

to this was the Swedish initiative the Yellow Boats (Arvidsson, 2016a).  

5.2 The Yellow Boats  

The Yellow Boats was a Swedish humanitarian aid initiative organized by the news media 

group Schibsted Sweden and the NGO the SSRS working with maritime rescue in Sweden. 

Schibsted Sweden was responsible for financing the project and ran a campaign to collect 

donations in favour for the SSRS to be able to operate maritime rescue boats with an 

experienced crew on the Greek coast of Samos. The overall objective of the Yellow Boats was 

to rescue refugees from unsafe boats and dinghies and the aim of the initiative was stated to be 

purely humanitarian. This is reflected in for instance the words of Schibsted Sweden’s CEO 

Raul Grünthal; “We cannot do anything about people’s need to flee, be we can do everything 
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we can to help those who are fleeing.” (Gula Båtarna, 2016). The Yellow Boats operated on the 

Greek coast from October 2015 until May 2016, saving 1 892 lives and collecting more than 

eight million SEK in donations from both individuals and organizations (Linden, 2016; 

Ringman, 2016a; Ringman, 2016b).  

It is important to note that Schibsted Sweden is a for-profit organization with clear financial 

and growth targets, as well as a desire from its shareholders to have a certain return on 

investments (Schibsted Media Group, 2016). For instance, Schibsted Sweden expressed an 

interest to participate with their own personnel on the rescue boats to be able to report a more 

accurate picture of the situation (Arvidsson, 2016a; Angmar, 2016a; Linden, 2016; Ringman, 

2016a), which could be seen as desire to increase the competitiveness of their products at the 

same time as it was a prerequisite to allocate the amount of donations Schibsted did. The SSRS 

on the other hand is an NGO which is entirely dependent on membership fees and donations 

for its financing and has organizational targets set on non-financial aspects. During 2015 its 

revenue amounted to 165 million SEK, of which 156 million SEK was donations from 

individuals, wills devoted to the SSRS or other gifts such as memorials (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 

2016e).  

5.3 Background to the Swedish Sea Rescue Society   

The SSRS is an NGO that conducts maritime rescue operations on Swedish waters as well as 

working for maintaining the interest for maritime rescue in Sweden. The SSRS fully rely on 

donations and memberships fees. It participates in or conducts 70% of the maritime rescue 

operations in Sweden, despite the lack of governmental financing (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 

2016), with over 2 000 active volunteers engaging in the maritime rescue operations 

(Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016e).  

The mission for the SSRS is clearly stated and consists of a hierarchy of four statues as seen in 

figure one. Firstly (1), SSRS should maintain the interest for maritime rescue in Sweden, which 

implies among others ensure maritime rescue to have a high priority on the political agenda. 

Secondly (2), the SSRS should propose actions with the aim of developing and increasing the 

efficiency of maritime rescue, for instance conduct and actively cooperate with actors in 

research, development and education about maritime rescue. Thirdly (3), the SSRS should 

provide maritime rescue at Swedish waters. Fourthly (4), the SSRS can, if possible without 

jeopardizing the statues 1-3, conduct other operations within their area of competence. This can 

for instance be environmental rescue, delivering emergency assistance to remote locations in 

the archipelago and conduct humanitarian aid operations in Sweden and abroad (Arvidsson, 

http://www.sjoraddning.se/reportage/sa-fungerar-sjoraddningen-i-sverige/
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2016a; Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016b). In practice, this implies that the SSRS is not allowed to 

engage or take part in maritime rescue operations outside Sweden if they finance it with donated 

money destined for the ordinary operations (statue 1-3) (Arvidsson, 2016a; 

Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016b). 

 

 

Figure 1. The SSRS’s Statues. 

 

Since early in 2015 the SSRS has been aware of the pressing refugee situation around the 

Mediterranean Sea and enthusiastic to assist the Greek Coast Guard, but has not been able to 

engage in any large-scale project with regards to the statues prior to the collaboration with 

Schibsted Sweden (Arvidsson, 2016a; Arvidsson, 2016b). The collaboration with Schibsted 

Sweden in the Yellow Boats thus came to be crucial for the SSRS to respond to the call for help 

from the Hellenic Rescue Team since it solved the external financing. This allowed the SSRS 

to conduct humanitarian aid work abroad (statue 4) without jeopardizing statue 1, 2 or 3. On 

the 28th of October 2015 the first rescue operation was held were 46 refugees were rescued from 

the seas of which two deceased (Arvidsson, 2016b). 

6. Empirical Results  
The empirical section will present the stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s maritime rescue work 

in the two contexts of its usual operational area, Sweden, and the new context in which the 

Yellow Boats operated.  

Other operations.

Provide maritime rescue within 
Swedish maritime rescue area. 

Propose actions with the aim of developing and 
increasing the efficeincy of maritime rescue.

Maintain the interst for maritime rescue in Sweden. 
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6.1 Stakeholder Reactions to the SSRS in Sweden 

The SSRS are used to continuously being seen as a legitimate actor in society and typically 

enjoy an encouraging environment among its stakeholders in Sweden. An indication of its 

reputation can for instance be seen by its continuous collaboration with the governmental rescue 

services and its high number of members, more than 90 000 members pay the annual fee and 

about 1 400 are lifetime members (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016d; Sjöräddningssällskapet, 

2016f). 

Looking at the SSRS’s Facebook page and the reviews it receives, a positive picture emerges. 

The SSRS has almost 62 000 “likes” and more than 90% of the reviews grant the SSRS five 

out of five stars (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016d) as seen below in table four.  

Rating #stars #votes % of total 

Negative 
1 7 3% 

2 1 1% 

Neutral 3 2 1% 

Positive  
4 9 4% 

5 194 91% 

  213 100% 

Table 4. Stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s operations in Sweden. Rating of the SSRS from 

stakeholders retrieved from the SSRS’s Facebook page (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016d).  

 

When looking more closely at the comments, they are in general positive. A lot of the comments 

on the Facebook page are to thank the SSRS and the volunteers for their assistance in a certain 

situation. The ones who have been assisted by the SSRS typically rate the organization with 

five stars. Two examples of these comments are;  

“Will never forget when I was rescued in a very critical situation for almost 10 years ago 

outside Rörö. Help was quickly on the spot! Even been helped out by Kummelbanken by 

Hovås rescue personnel. So thanks for being there!” 

“Many thanks to the cheerful and pleasant heroes Pernilla, Andrew, Eric and Cecilia from RS 

Österskär who helped us in Askrikefjärden outside Lidingö today! Lucky to have you!” 

There are also more general comments about the organization and its work to make the Swedish 

waters safe, such as;  

“Without you, the Swedish sea would not even be half as safe!! The world best are you!!! 
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Sweden's most fantastic organization with volunteer enthusiasts who venture out when you 

need help.” 

“Glad that you exist and impressed by your heroic efforts around the clock!” 

Furthermore, there are a few comments who rate the SSRS with one star which all address the 

work in Greece with assisting in the refugee crisis with the Yellow Boats.  

“I love the SSRS, am also permanent member. But the management must be replaced - their 

collaboration with Schibsted to assist migrants from North Africa who want to abuse the 

asylum system to move to Europe is unacceptable. ….” 

In general, the tone among the stakeholders on the SSRS’s social media platforms is very 

positive and few questions its legitimacy or operations.  

6.2 Stakeholder Reactions to the SSRS in the Yellow Boats 

When the news of the SSRS initiating a collaboration with Schibsted Sweden enabling the 

Yellow Boats was presented on the SSRS’s website, reactions were not to be late. Looking at 

the comments at SSRS’s website to the news that SSRS were to engage in the Yellow Boats, 

99 comments were posted in the first two days following the news, after which the possibility 

to comment was shut down due to the nature of the comments. As seen in table five, 54% of 

the comments were negative towards the Yellow Boats and were often accompanied by a threat 

or statement to leave the SSSR as members. 21% were not specifically positive or negative, but 

expressed a general comment or a questions. Finally, 25% were positive towards SSRS 

engaging in the Yellow Boats.  

 

Nature of Comment  #comments % of total 

Neutral  20 21% 

Positive  23 25% 

Negative 51 54% 

 94 100% 

Of which negative:    

Political 26 52% 

Incorrect use of resources  24 48% 

 50 100% 

Table 5. Stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boats. Comments by 

SSRS’s members concerning its engagement in the Yellow Boats. 54% negative, 25% positive 

and 21% neutral/question/comment. 
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A slight majority of the negative reactions (54% of total comments), about 52%, had to do with 

a perception of the SSRS engaging in a political question, thus taking a political stance which 

is not part of its vision or purpose, and comments about why this is not part of the organization’s 

work were common. In this category of comments, two major themes of comments emerged.  

Firstly, stakeholders were negative towards the collaboration with a partner such as Schibsted 

Sweden and assisting with driving their agenda, and secondly, stakeholders were negative 

towards the SSRS assisted refugees to come to Europe (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016c). 

Concerning Schibsted as a partner many members were upset about that the SSRS choose to 

collaborate with this specific partner. Comments clearly address Schibsted as an unworthy and 

inappropriate partner, and claim that the SSRS therefore should not work with them in any way. 

Comments such as these illustrate the reactions;   

“… SSRS should not second itself to Schibsted with its mass immigration propaganda …” 

“SSRS should (in my eyes) not engage in smuggling, let alone go errand for the rascals at 

Schibsted.” 

In the second category, those believing it is incorrect to assist refugees often talk about 

“economic migrants” and not refugees, and that the SSRS is helping them to reach the…  

“… grant paradises in the north”. 

Moreover, comments such as; 

“… Smuggling economic migrants on the Mediterranean Sea…” 

“I assume that you in a safe manner will bring them back to Africa.” 

“… Might as well go and drown myself instead, when organizations like yours are acting 

executioner to the Swedish people.” 

… demonstrate both a high level of ignorance and xenophobia.   

About 48% of those negative to the Yellow Boats stressed that the SSRS’s engagement with 

the Yellow Boats means using money for an incorrect cause. Members claim to have donated 

money for operations on Swedish waters and not operations abroad. The awareness of how the 

Yellow Boats are financed seems to be low among those who comment, and many question the 

fact that the Yellow Boats will not require the SSRS to take money from their ordinary donated 

funds or exploit resources meant for use in Sweden. Herein, there are also comment about the 
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statues and whether it is correct to interpret them as that it is acceptable to engage in operations 

abroad (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016c).  

“It is claimed that it does not affect Swedish operations. The boats take a beating and are 

torn. People’s will to donate money decreases substantially. I am not a member and 

contribute in order to favour terrorists.” 

About 23% of the comments are positive to the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boats with 

members expressing gratitude and pride over working in an organizations that engages in this 

kind of humanitarian aid. Comments such as;  

“… As someone wrote before, this offers a stronger and more experienced crew here in 

Sweden that has been "trained" using funds from a non-membership-based pot unlike any 

other training the SSRS staff is normally offered. Win-win.” 

“I read that there are a few who think that saving the lives of people in the Mediterranean is 

a bad proposal and therefore choose not to provide grants to SSRS in the future. But, it is not 

the people who are rescued who smuggle and exploit ... why would you punish them? I cannot 

get it together. 

“SSRS Thank you for saving lives, no matter whose.” 

In regards to initiating the Yellow Boats, the SSRS had taken several preparatory measures 

concerning communications to be able to answer their stakeholders in an adequate way. The 

SSRS anticipated that the majority of the questions and concerns would be related to use of 

money and resources to a project outside Sweden, and had prepared answers and explanations 

to this (Jendeby, 2016). As it turned out, the SSRS had anticipated this correctly to a certain 

extent, however, there was also a stream of reactions concerning the SSRS engaging in rescuing 

refugees in collaboration with Schibsted Sweden and the political implications of this 

(Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016c; Arvidsson, 2016a). The reactions illustrating the polarization 

regarding the refugee question thus hit SSRS a bit of guard (Jendeby, 2016; Arvidsson, 2016b). 

Since the organization is used to being perceived in a positive manner and seldom receive 

negative comments from their stakeholders, these reactions were both unpredicted and startling 

for the SSRS (Jendeby, 2016). 

Even though the Yellow Boats have been meticulous not to have a political agenda, members 

have reacted strongly towards the SSRS engaging in the refugee crisis. Arivdsson (2016a) 

explains these reactions with that it in most cases has to do with that people confuse maritime 
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rescue operations and politics. Furthermore, Arvidsson (2016a) stress that these reactions are 

one important reason why SSRS stress that the Yellow Boats being a humanitarian and not 

political operation (Sjöräddningssällskapet, 2016c). 

In sum, even though the SSRS has experienced negative comments and consequences, the 

organization still see considerable benefits from engaging in the Yellow Boats, both internally 

and externally. As Arvidsson (2016a) puts it, “Now everyone knows who we are”.  

6.2.1 Membership Effects  

The effects on the number of paying members has, despite some threats by members to leave 

the organization, been positive. What is important to point out is that a member cannot during 

the year resign his or her membership since the membership fee is paid on a yearly basis. 

Internally, the SSRS use the number of paying members as of the 31st of December each year 

as their indicator of number of members. This is done with regards to that there is a seasonal 

factor to take into account regarding the influx of members were the majority of members join 

in the first six months of the year (Jendeby, 2016). I have despite this chosen to use numbers of 

members as of April as my comparison point since I trust this gives a more accurate picture of 

the situation. Using figures from April allows me to capture two important groups of 

stakeholders, namely the members who in the second half of 2015, when the Yellow Boats 

project begun, chose not to renew their membership for 2016, and those who got their eyes up 

for the SSRS thanks to the Yellow Boats initiative to become members.  

In April 2015 there were 90 351 members in the SSRS and in April 2016 this number had 

increased to 94 925 members, corresponding to a 5% increase. The trend for memberships is 

positive with figures from January and onwards in 2016 constantly being higher compared to 

the same period for previous years. This can have other explanations than the engagement in 

the Yellow Boats, however, it is interesting to note that there has not been a decline in paying 

members but rather the contrary. There has been a few terminations of memberships directly 

related to the Yellow Boats, but not in a large extent, and as the numbers above show nothing 

that affects the general trend of the memberships base to the SSRS (Jendeby, 2016). 
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7. Discussion   
An initial look on the results from the two contexts in which the SSRS operates (as displayed 

in table six) indicates a significant difference in stakeholder judgements of the organization. 

The SSRS in Sweden is granted with almost exclusively (95%) positive reviews. In contrast, 

the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boats has received more varied reactions, where the 

majority (54%) of the stakeholders view it in a negative manner, 25% see it as positive and 

21% are neutral towards the engagement.  

 

Comparison of stakeholder reactions 

SSRS in Sweden 

Neutral  1% 

Positive 95% 

Negative 4% 

SSRS in the Yellow 

Boats  

Neutral  21% 

Positive 25% 

Negative 54% 

Table 6. Comparison of stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s operations in Sweden and the 

engagement in the Yellow Boats.  

 

The negative comments towards the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boast are as seen before 

categorized in two groups; political and incorrect use of resources. The negative comments in 

the political category often referred to that the SSRS were rescuing “the wrong people” with 

the Yellow Boats. These comment were clearly racist, something barely seen in the reactions 

to the SSRS’s work in Sweden. The clear difference in stakeholder reactions regarding the two 

contexts could potentially be explained by that the engagement in the Yellow Boats was 

noticeably beyond the ordinary operations of the SSRS and the decision to engage in it was 

taken without inviting its members to voice their opinions about the project. Being a member 

driven organization, and thus assumed to have many members who are intrinsically motivated 

in their engagement, some members may have felt ignored or excluded in this regards. 

Furthermore, another explanation could potentially be the fact that about 17% of the Swedish 

population sympathise the Swedish Democrats (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 2016), a nationalistic 

right wing party that express racial opinions, and thus, some of the SSRS’s members may 

sympathise with these political opinions and thereby not consider it right to engage in the 

refugee question.  



Emma Engman │ Uppsala University │ Department of Business Studies 

24 

The comment about incorrect use of resources could be explained by that there is a discrepancy 

or lack of understanding of the organizational statues or how the Yellow Boats actually is 

financed among the stakeholders. It could also be the case that the members do not think it is 

part of the SSRS’s work to engage in a humanitarian operations outside Sweden or as mentioned 

above that the members felt a lack of participation in the very decision to engage in the Yellow 

Boats. These issues might be of more significance when it concerns an NGO in contrast to if it 

would concern a for-profit organization. Here, the commitment and engagement of its members 

is of crucial importance for the survival of the organization, and if the members lose trust in 

that there donations and engagement turn up in the projects they believe are important it could 

be devastating for such an organization. In sum, the strong negative reactions among the SSRS’s 

stakeholders towards the Yellow Boats could be explained by that members felt excluded in the 

decision to engage in the Yellow Boats and were unable to voice their opinions, a lack of 

communication about how the project was financed or that the SSRS were engaging in 

something a big part of its members considered to be outside the SSRS’s area of operation or 

unappropriated based on political ideology.  

The positive comments are rather similar for both of the cases, where stakeholders express their 

gratitude and pride over the SSRS’s work in maritime rescue, both at home and abroad. In the 

reactions towards the Yellow Boats, opinions about the potential “win-win” situation for the 

SSRS is mentioned, where the SSRS’s crew get more experience and training than a usual year 

in Sweden at the same time as doing a humanitarian contribution, all financed by donations 

aside from the usual operations as well as a general gratefulness that the organization is 

engaging in a humanitarian aid project.  

7.1 Rationality in Legitimacy Judgements   

The notion from theory that legitimacy may be based on both technical and socially constructed 

rationality becomes interesting to apply to the case of the Yellow Boats. For the SSRS, it may 

seem rational to participate in the Yellow Boats since it would consist of the same operational 

tasks and thus be technically rational. Moreover, the general tone in society conveys that 

assisting with humanitarian aid is positive, why many people are expected to consider it to be 

socially constructed as rational. However, looking at the stakeholder reactions, many express 

critique towards the engagement since they believe it is not part of the SSRS’s mission to get 

involved in the refugee situation, even though it is said to be without political agenda.  

What the SSRS is doing in the Yellow Boats project in terms of operational tasks is the same 

as the operations in Sweden, and the task in itself the SSRS is pursuing has not been contested. 
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It could thereby be argued that based on technical rationality the SSRS is still seen as rational 

in both of the contexts. However, in terms of socially constructed rationality there is a divided 

view among the stakeholders whether it is legitimate to conduct maritime rescue independent 

of context or not. The reactions to the SSRS’s involvement in the Yellow Boast can be seen as 

rather surprising. The general perception in society that humanitarian aid projects is seen as 

positive, is not taken for granted among all of the SSRS’s members. Some comments are 

positive to the Yellow Boats, but the majority of the stakeholder reactions are negative to the 

SSRS’s engagement in this humanitarian aid project. This illustrates a discrepancy in the 

assumed rationality underlying the legitimacy judgements among the stakeholders.  

Some stakeholders view it as irrational to rescue refugees and to get involved in the refugee 

situation at the Mediterranean Sea at all, and thus, this becomes an illegitimate action based on 

socially constructed rationality. In the eyes of the stakeholders sharing this perception, it is not 

rational for the SSRS to engage in a project not related to, in their view, the core tasks of the 

SSRS. Hence, the entire Yellow Boats operation is seen as illegitimate. Conversely, some 

stakeholders view the engagement in the Yellow Boats as something positive, and therefore the 

SSRS’s participation in this project is seen as a rational act and thus legitimate. What this clearly 

illustrates is that, in line with the reasoning of Meyer and Rowan (1977), rationality is not only 

based on technical aspects but can also be based on socially constructed norms and values which 

differ among the stakeholders from the same field. Furthermore, as Brummetter Zoch (2016) 

reason, personal values are part of the basis for individuals when constructing their legitimacy 

judgements, and can thereby explain why stakeholders from the same field forms such different 

judgements of the legitimacy of the same organization. Stakeholders bring with them their own 

experiences, values and beliefs into the legitimacy judgement process and especially 

evaluations based on socially constructed rationality (Brummetter Zoch, 2016; Tost, 2011). 

This can be an explanation as to why the legitimacy judgement regarding the same organization 

differs significantly when a change in the operational context occurs. 

7.2 Organizational Aspects in Legitimacy Judgements   

Looking at the case of the Yellow Boats from the SSRS’s perspective, it becomes evident that 

the organization is performing the same operational task, maritime rescue, in two different 

contexts. Based on the theoretical framework existing theory has considered that organizations 

are evaluated based on output, method of operation and organizational goals or vision (Dowling 

& Pfeffer, 1975; Tost, 2011), but less is known in regards to if the operational context affects 
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the legitimacy judgements. Following, a discussion into these factors in relation to the Yellow 

Boats is presented.  

Technically, the SSRS is doing the same task in the operations of the Yellow Boats as it is in 

its ordinary operations in Sweden, and in line with this, the output of the two operations is the 

same, namely to rescue people from drowning at sea. The level of output however is somewhat 

different in the sense that in the situation with the Yellow Boats the maritime rescue is more 

intense and significantly more lives has been saved during the operational period in Greece 

compared to a normal operational year in Sweden. The stakeholder comments that are negative 

towards the SSRS’s engagement in the Yellow Boats do not address that it is incorrect to rescue 

people at sea, but that the SSRS are rescuing “the wrong people”. Hence, the output in the new 

context is contested since some stakeholders consider the SSRS to be saving “the wrong 

people”, where in the Swedish context it is not discussed whether it should be any difference 

of legitimacy based on who the SSRS is rescuing.  

The method of operation is largely the same as to the operations in Sweden with the same boats 

and the same volunteers who work in Sweden to staff the boats. The idea to use quick and sturdy 

boats to reach out to people in danger of drowning, rescue them out of the water and bring them 

safe to shore is to a large extent the same as in Sweden and comments about this are not the 

most prominent. In relation to method of operation the financing aspect is evidently one area of 

critique. The positive comments that can be linked to this category address the win-win 

possibilities of engaging in a project with external financing that provides the SSRS with more 

training for the volunteers and the possibility to engage in a good cause. In contrast, among the 

negative comments the awareness of the external financing seems to be low and many who 

react critically based in their perceptions that the SSRS is taking funds from donated money to 

operate outside Sweden which would violates its statues. The financing provided by Schibsted 

was not addressed in particular, but some member considered that the SSRS was collaborating 

with an unworthy partner. The presence of Schibsted in the collaboration has caused a lot of 

negative reactions among the SSRS’s stakeholders. Most of these comments are not addressing 

that it is wrong to collaborate with an external actor, but that the actor is Schibsted and consider 

Schibsted to represent the “capitalism” and that they are reporting on topics not aligning to the 

values of these members. Thus, it seems like the fact of collaborating with an external actor as 

such is not the key issue, but that the stakeholders who react on this think Schibsted is a poor 

choice of partner. 
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The SSRS is engaging in the Yellow Boats based on the same vision of not letting anyone 

drown at sea as in the Swedish operations. It is clearly stated from all actors in the collaboration 

that the Yellow Boats is a purely humanitarian campaign and rescue operation with no political 

agenda or other vision than to conduct maritime rescue. Moreover, the vision of not letting 

anyone drown at sea is not challenged in the stakeholder reactions, but as brought up previously, 

many stakeholder reactions address that the Yellow Boats aim to rescue “the wrong people” 

and that the SSRS by being part of the Yellow Boats are in fact engaging in a political questions, 

regardless of the SSRS’s statement that the Yellow Boats is a humanitarian project. This would 

thereby not be part of their task as an organization. Hence, it seems to be a discrepancy between 

what the SSRS sees as its vision in the Yellow Boats and the stakeholder’s perceived vision of 

the Yellow Boats which causes a conflict in regards to the organizational goals or vision which 

in turn may challenge the legitimacy judgements.  

The context that the Yellow Boats operates in is significantly different from the usual operating 

environment for the SSRS. Firstly, there is a geographical difference as the Yellow Boats 

operate in Greece in contrast to Sweden being the basis for the SSRS. Secondly, the political 

situation at hand in Greece with the refugee crisis is unlike the Swedish operations. In Sweden, 

the SSRS is not involved in or operating in a political situation or an area of humanitarian crisis. 

Even if the Yellow Boats as such is said to be a non-political project, the situation in Greece is 

politically challenging, both in terms of the causes of the situation and the handling of the 

refugee situation on a daily basis. Thirdly, collaborating with a partner in this way is unlike the 

work the SSRS conducts in Sweden. The SSRS is used to collaborating with governmental 

bodies and with emergency response actors in Sweden and abroad, but it has less experience to 

collaborating with a commercial actor that in addition to some extent participates in the 

operations.  

To summarize in regards to the output, method of operation and organizational goals or vision 

(Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Tost, 2011), what emerges from this case is that conducting maritime 

rescue in general as well as the operational setup in terms of using volunteers and maritime 

rescue boats to assist the people in risk of drowning is not contested. Furthermore, the vision 

from SSRS to keep the Yellow Boats as a purely humanitarian project is in line with most of 

the stakeholders, however, there is a divergence regarding the Yellow Boats between the idea 

of SSRS and the perception of its stakeholders, which in turn challenges the legitimacy of the 

SSRS. This could be explained by a lack of information, a misunderstanding in the 
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communication of the Yellow Boats or that some members simply does not consider this part 

of the SSRS’s role to engage in, regardless of the practical aspects.  

The contextual factors are clearly reflected in the stakeholder reactions, both positively and 

negatively. First, the attitude towards the SSRS differs significantly between the two contexts. 

The Swedish operations are predominantly seen as positive in contrast to the engagement in the 

Yellow Boats where more than half of the reactions are negative. Among the negative reactions 

(54%), 52% are related to a perception of the SSRS engaging in a political question and that 

this is not part of the organization’s purpose, thus that the organization is not, in the eyes of its 

stakeholders, adhering to its vision. The collaboration with Schibsted is also a questioned 

action, were many react towards a collaboration with this specific partner since they do not see 

Schibsted as a legitimate actor. Furthermore, the fact that the Yellow Boats are helping refugees 

is another example of that the context in which the organization operates affects the legitimacy 

judgements made by the stakeholders. There are numerous strong reactions towards that the 

SSRS should not assists the refugees and that the SSRS by its engagement in the Yellow Boats 

save “the wrong people”. However, there are also positive comments to the SSRS’s engagement 

in the Yellow Boats where stakeholders express that a saved life is always positive, no matter 

whose. Regarding the contextual factors, there are no reaction addressing the collaboration with 

the Greek state or other local actors, why it seems possible to claim that collaborating with an 

external partner is not generally contested, but the collaboration with Schibsted in this situation 

is seem as illegitimate by many stakeholders.  

That some stakeholders react so strongly on the SSRS engaging in the Yellow Boats may be 

explained with that they have an intrinsic relation to the SSRS in the sense that they identify 

with the organization why the moral and relational aspects become more important (Tost, 

2011).  Furthermore, one key aspects that emerges in the stakeholder reactions is the fact that 

some stakeholders view the engagements in the Yellow Boats as outside the vision and mission 

of the SSRS. Even though it is stated in the statues that this is a viable action for the SSRS as 

long as it does not jeopardize the statue 1-3, it seems that the stakeholders reacting negatively 

towards this either are not aware of how the project is structured or do not accept the fourth 

statue in general.   

7.3 Stakeholders make Different Legitimacy Judgements 

Emerging from the section above is several illustrations of that legitimacy judgements occur at 

the individual level (Tost, 2011; Bitektine, 2011), as we can see stakeholders in the same field 

evaluate the same organization differently. With the change in context, it became clear that 
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stakeholders revaluated their legitimacy judgment based on the new engagement in the Yellow 

Boats and during this process, the legitimacy judgements came to differ among the stakeholders 

indicating that the individual’s values and base for evaluation differs in the same field of 

stakeholders (Brummetter Zoch, 2016). It has been the case that the same stakeholder evaluate 

the SSRS as legitimate on some aspects, but not in all dimensions. For instance, conducting 

maritime rescue as such is not contested at the same time as it is questioned or seen as 

illegitimate to engage in a collaboration with Schibsted and/or rescuing refugees. Thus, the 

legitimacy judgements are seen to vary both between individuals and across dimensions for the 

same individual. 

Additionally, what emerges from the case is that different stakeholders judge the SSRS’s 

legitimacy differently. The negative judgement that are associated with political comments 

could be argued to be intrinsically important to the stakeholder since political opinions are 

considered to be based on personal values, and Tost (2011) argues that when an individual has 

a strong personal value and identify with the organization for his/her own identity, it tends to 

be an intrinsically motivated judgement and related to moral and relational aspects of 

legitimacy. Moreover, the stakeholders who claim that the SSRS’s have used resources 

incorrectly often comment on that what they donate money for and what they consider the 

SSRS’s task to be, is to save lives on Swedish waters and that these members feel that the SSRS 

they know is one that operates Swedish waters, and therefore it is not acceptable that the SSRS 

operates anywhere else. This display the intrinsic connection with the stakeholder’s personal 

values and identification with the organization (Tost, 2011; Brummetter Zoch, 2016).  

The SSRS has enjoyed a rather uncontested status as legitimate, but when initiating the 

collaboration with Schibsted Sweden many stakeholders came to revaluate their judgement and 

thereby challenged the legitimacy of the organization. The collaboration with Schibsted 

Sweden to form the Yellow Boats can be seen as an event triggering a need among the 

stakeholders to reassess their legitimacy judgements (Tost, 2011). This intuitive included a 

change in operational context, and thereby it can be argued that the operational context plays a 

role in the foundation of legitimacy judgements.    

7.4 Legitimacy Judgements across Dimensions  

As described in the theoretical framework, legitimacy judgements can be made across 

instrumental, moral and relational dimensions (Tost, 2011; Bitektine, 2011). From the 

stakeholder reactions to the SSRS’s work with the Yellow Boast, it seems that the instrumental 

dimension of legitimacy has not been questioned and in this dimension the SSRS is still 
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evaluated as legitimate. However, regarding the moral aspects, thus with intrinsic value to the 

stakeholder (Tost, 2011), the legitimacy judgements have been both strikingly positive and 

negative in regards to the Yellow Boats. On the positive side, stakeholders claim that the SSRS 

is doing something honourable in engaging in the refugee situation and encourage its 

commitment to assist refugees in danger at sea. Conversely, the negative comments address that 

the SSRS are engaging in a political situation which is not part of its cause as well as 

collaborating with an illegitimate partner and thus violating the statues 1-3.  

Thereby, this study has shed light on that the stakeholders within a field does not necessarily 

have shared beliefs, which is contradicting towards some influential theories within legitimacy 

research where it is often assumed that legitimacy represents a congruence between the actions 

of an organization and the assumed shared beliefs of the organization’s stakeholders (Suchman, 

1995; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). More importantly, it has given an 

indication that the operational context does affect the legitimacy judgement and that a change 

in context can make the stakeholders revaluate their legitimacy judgements, and thereby a 

change in context can challenge the pre-existing legitimacy judgements.  

8. Conclusion  
 

This study shows that legitimacy judgements can be based on both technical rationality and 

socially constructed rationality (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Brandtner et al., working paper) and 

that these can be contradictive. The case of the Yellow Boars presents evidence for that socially 

constructed rationality plays an important role in legitimacy judgements, and that this in turn 

contributes to the variation of legitimacy judgements by stakeholders from the field. The 

variation of legitimacy evaluations among the stakeholders occur based on primarily three 

factors. Firstly, that personal values affects the legitimacy judgements (Brummetter Zoch, 

2016; Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990; Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975; Suchman, 1995; Vergne, 2010), 

secondly, that socially constructed norms and values affect what is seen as rational, and thus 

legitimate (Brummetter Zoch, 2016; Tost, 2011), and thirdly, that legitimacy can be assessed 

differently regarding different dimensions (Tost, 2011; Bitektine, 2011).  

Furthermore, this study brings up a novel concept in the legitimacy research, namely that the 

context in which an organization operates affects the legitimacy judgement.  It is also interesting 

to see that the findings in this case indicates that the operational context can be evaluated 

differently both by different stakeholders in the same field and regarding different dimensions 
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of legitimacy. The case of the Yellow Boast clarifies that a change in context may be perceived 

differently by different groups of stakeholders in the same field as well as being evaluated 

differently regarding different dimensions of legitimacy.  

Regarding the context, it becomes evident with this case that the operational context needs to 

be considered when studying legitimacy since the context in itself may be a factor in the 

evaluation of the organization. First, a change in operational context can make the stakeholders 

re-evaluate their legitimacy judgements, and thereby, organizations cannot take for granted that 

the legitimacy judgement in one context will uncontestably be transferred to another context. 

Secondly, different contexts can cause different and contradictive legitimacy judgements 

among the stakeholders even though the operational task is essentially the same. Because of 

this, it becomes interesting and essential to look at not only what an organization is doing and 

how it performs its task, but also in what context these operations take place in order to more 

elaborately understand legitimacy judgements.    

As a final note, this study can conclude that the context an organization operates in affects the 

legitimacy judgements made by its stakeholders. A change in context can make the stakeholders 

revaluate their legitimacy judgements and in this reassessment of the organization’s legitimacy 

they may emphasize the moral, relational and instrumental dimensions of legitimacy in a 

different way than regarding the original context. Moreover, the method of operation, output 

and vision may also be evaluated with different emphasize regarding the different contexts and 

thereby arrive at contradicting legitimacy judgements in the two contexts. To conclude, the 

operational context does matter for stakeholders when forming their legitimacy judgements.  

8.1 Academic Contribution  

This study explored how the context in which an organization operates affects the legitimacy 

judgments made by its stakeholders. As the results show that the operational context does affect 

the legitimacy judgements, this study has contributed with an important step towards increasing 

the understanding of legitimacy judgments with confirming that the context can affect the 

legitimacy judgement. As we previously have known that organizations are evaluated in terms 

of legitimacy based on what, why and how it pursues an activity, we can by this study add an 

indication that where and in which context the organization is operating in can affect the 

legitimacy judgement. In today’s globalized and interconnected world this may have several 

implications, why it becomes both interesting and important to study further.   
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8.2 Implications for Future Research  

As this study has shown that the context in which an organization operates can affect the 

legitimacy judgement made by its stakeholder, it would be beneficial to consider this concept 

further and in more detail. Since this case has looked at an NGO it would be interesting to see 

if the same tendencies are seen regarding a traditional for-profit organization. In order to draw 

more generalized conclusions, it would also be necessary to study a larger scope of 

organizations as well as studying an organization that operates without a collaborative partner 

in a new context to further isolate the contextual factor.  

Moreover, an interesting aspect to study further would be to look at if the sector in which an 

organization operates affects which legitimacy dimension its stakeholders considers to be most 

important when forming their legitimacy judgements. Could there for instance be a difference 

in the legitimacy judgements regarding technical rationality or socially constructed rationality 

depending on what industry the organization operates in?  Since it has been shown in this study 

that different dimensions are differently perceived and judged by stakeholders, it would be 

interesting to see if there is an explanatory factor in the industry or general type of organization. 

For instance, one approach could be to study if it would be more important for an NGO to be 

rational on socially constructed grounds, in contrast to if a production company had the 

technically rational aspects more in focus.   

8.3 Implications for Practitioners  

As we know that it is crucial for organizations to be seen as legitimate actors to be able to 

operate successfully in society, it becomes evident that if we can identify a new factor, 

operational context, which affects the stakeholders’ legitimacy judgements this needs to be 

address not only in academia, but also by the strategic leaders of organizations. Thereby, it 

becomes important for practitioners to include the notion of organizational context in their 

decisions concerning adherence to stakeholder values.  

Furthermore, since this study confirms that stakeholders may judge different dimensions and 

aspects of legitimacy differently and that they may base their evaluations on both technical and 

socially constructed rationality, organizations may need a more comprehensive understanding 

of its stakeholder groups in order to adhere to their values.  
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Appendix: Interview Guides  
 

SSRS: Ann-Charlotte Angmar & Andreas Arvidsson (2016-03-01) 

- What are your roles in the organization?  

- What are your roles in the project with the Yellow Boats?  

 

- Could you briefly explain what the SSRS is and how the organization is structured?  

 

- What is the Yellow Boats? 

- How did the idea about the Yellow Boats start? Where did the initiative come from?  

- Why is the SSRS engaging in this project?  

- What is your role as an organization in the Yellow Boats?  

o How is the collaboration with Schibsted Sweden structured? 

o How is the Yellow Boats financed? 

- How do you motivate this engagement, both internally in the organization and externally 

among you stakeholders?  

- How does the work with the Yellow Boats align with your overall business objectives? 

- Has there been any organizational effects spanning from the Yellow Boats?  

- Has the Yellow Boats lead to any consequences which you did not expect?  

- Has the SSRS engaged in similar projects before the Yellow Boats? 

 

- How does the actual work in Greece function?  

o How are you assigned work and what tasks do you engage in?  

o Does the SSRS cooperate with any other organization in the region?  

o How has the collaboration with the Greek government functioned?  

o Has the Yellow Boats lead to any ripples on the water?  

 

- What has been the reactions among your volunteers?  

o Has there been any challenges to recruiting volunteers to staff the boats in 

Greece?  

o Have you made any changes as to how you work with staffing and routines on 

the boats in Greece compared to the ordinary work at home?  

 

- Have you experienced any changes in how maritime rescue is addressed in the media in 

Sweden, e.g. increased awareness, different focus?  

- Have you seen any affects to your reputation in general?  

- Have you seen any stakeholder reactions specifically to the engagement in the Yellow 

Boats?  

o In what way has your stakeholders reacted?  

o Has there been reactions to specific themes/topics? E.g. financing, staffing.  

o Did you expect any specific reactions? If so, did you take any precaution or 

prepare for this?  
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SSRS – Andreas Arvidsson & Ann-Charlotte Angmar (2016-04-12)  

  

Regarding the reactions from SSRS’s members and stakeholders:  

- Did you have any premonition that you would get the reactions you did regarding the 

SSRS’s work with the Yellow Boats?  

- Many members are critical towards the SSRS engaging in the refugee question, was this 

something you anticipated or did it come as a surprise? Have you assessed why that 

would be the case?  

- How have you handled the reactions in SSRS? Have you taken any measures to 

react/address the comments?  

 

Where there any challenges and/or problem when arriving in Greece?  

- If so, how have you worked to overcome this?  

- Was there anything in particular that was challenging?  

- Have you changed anything regarding recruitment of staff to the boats to adapt to the 

work in Greece?  

- How was the initial treatment from the Greek sea rescue towards that the SSRS wanted 

to collaborate with them?  

o Has there been any difficulties in collaborating with the Greek 

government/authorities?  

- How does the day-to-day operations function today in Greece?   
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Schibsted Sweden - Magnus Ringman, Fredrik Linden & Lotta Catani (2016-02-29) 

 

- What are your roles within the organization?  

- What are your roles in the Yellow Boats project?  

 

- Could you briefly explain what Schibsted Sweden is working with and how the 

organization is structured? 

 

- How did the idea about the Yellow Boats start? Where did the initiative come from?  

- Why are you as an organization engaging in this project?  

- What is your role as an organization in the Yellow Boats?  

o How is the collaboration with the SSRS structured? 

o How is the Yellow Boats financed? 

 

- How do you motivate this engagement, both internally in the organization and externally 

among you stakeholders?  

o How has your employees reacted to your engagement in the Yellow Boats?  

o How has your stakeholders reacted to your engagement in the Yellow Boats? 

 

- How does the work with the Yellow Boats align with your overall business objectives? 

- Have you experienced any organizational effects spanning from the Yellow Boats?  

o Any specific example?  

o If there were any, were these predicted or not? Have they been positive or 

negative?  

- Has the Yellow Boats lead to any consequences, not necessarily organizational, which 

you did not expect?  
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