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Background: Crisis and crisis management is a research topic that since the 1980s has gotten 

increasing amounts of attention in research. A crisis refers to an event that may have severe 

effects on an organisation's survival, making it important to know how to prepare for them. 

Interest in research about crisis preparedness has been growing. However, literature tends to focus 

on crisis preparedness in an MNE (Multinational Enterprises) context, thus, leaving out SMEs 

(Small and Medium-sized Enterprises). Nonetheless, SMEs are a large and crucial part of the 

economy that may equally, if not more, be affected by crises. In SMEs, the leader has a significant 

impact on the strategic decisions in the business, making them a crucial part of the crisis 

preparedness process and an important aspect to study.  

 

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to explore what factors could influence the way a leader 

prioritises to work with crisis preparedness in SMEs. Further, this research aims to understand 

how those priorities affect the level of crisis preparedness in SMEs.  

 

Method:  This study was conducted as a qualitative exploratory research in the form of a cross-

sectional multiple case study. The data was collected through twelve semi-structured in-depth 

interviews, where all the participants were active as leaders in SMEs. The data collected in the 

interviews was subsequently analysed through a thematic analysis approach.  

  

Conclusion: It was found that besides the previously found external factors of SMEs, crisis 

preparedness is also influenced by the leader’s attitude about crisis preparedness. This attitude, in 

turn, is primarily formed through the leader’s understanding of crises and their personality. It was 

further found that the type of industry could be a factor in crisis preparedness due to for example, 

differing amounts of rules and regulations. In conclusion, the thesis was able to connect much of 

what has been found in previous research while adding a focus on the leader and their attitude 

about crisis preparedness.   
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1 Introduction  

The introduction will provide a brief overview of the research and an introduction to the topic that 

will be discussed in this thesis. Furthermore, the problem, purpose, and research question will be 

presented at the end of this chapter.  

1.1 Introduction and Background 

An event that can seriously threaten an organisations’ survival is referred to as a crisis (Nystrom & 

Starbuck, 1984). While a crisis might not happen often to a single company, around the world, large 

crises happen regularly, and the news is full of stories of companies that are involved in PR scandals 

or other types of crises. In 2018 The Guardian wrote about how the social media platform Facebook 

was involved in a data breach related to the 2016 US Elections, now known as the ‘Cambridge 

Analytica Scandal’ (Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018). A couple of months later, the same 

news-source reported that the scandal had led to a decreased number of users of the platform and a 

substantial decrease in market value (Neate, 2018). However, while crises often take the form of 

primarily hurting a company’s reputation and operations, they can also have a more physical aspect 

to them. One example of this is the Exxon Valdez oil spill, where an oil tanker spilt millions of 

litres of oil outside of the coast of Alaska (Palinkas, Downs, Petterson, & Russell, 1993). While the 

organisation took a hit, with large amounts of international media coverage, there was also a lot of 

physical damage not only to the environment and the wildlife but also to the physical well-being of 

the people living in the area (Palinkas et al., 1993).  

 

Even if different types of crises can have different origins and effects, crises often share certain 

common elements (Pearson & Clair, 1998). Some actors might have slightly different perceptions 

of what constitutes a crisis, however, the conditions that often are used to define a crisis are 

categorized as harsh and predominantly unexpected threats, high uncertainty and a great need for 

urgency in the decision making (Boin & Hart, 2003; Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008; Herbane, 2010; 

McConnell & Drennan, 2006; Pearson & Clair, 1998). The time after such drastic events may cause 

high levels of uncertainty in society or the business that is affected. To avoid those negative 

situations, a company may engage in crisis preparation activities to better deal with crises once they 

occur, or even prevent them altogether. The example of the Exxon Valdez oil spill mentioned ealier 

could shed light on the importance of crisis preparedness (Pearson & Clair, 1998). The Exxon case 

is widely discussed, and while some argue that the situation was handled in the right way, another 

perspective presents that if Exxon had put more emphasis on preparation, warning signs might have 

been detected earlier and the catastrophe could have been avoided. Furthermore, if better crisis plans 

would have been in existence, the response could have been quicker, and communication could 

have been more thought through to not upset stakeholders more than necessary (Pearson & Clair, 

1998). 

 

Nystrom and Starbuck (1984) suggest that a majority of the organisational crises are, to some extent, 

avoidable. However, they still happen, possibly because the management may not recognise that a 

crisis is developing. The previous examples have shown that crises can have devastating impacts 

on an organisation. Therefore it is essential to plan for such an event to handle it the best way 
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possible, making especially crisis preparedness an important concept to study (Pearson & Clair, 

1998; Vargo & Seville, 2011). 

 

1.1.1 Crisis Preparedness 

The continuous flow of natural disasters that have been occurring around the world in recent times 

and company's inability to deal with them well has shed light on the inadequate crisis preparedness 

of organisations (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008). These natural disasters are one sort of event which 

may pose a threat to the survival of an organisation, however organisational crises are more often 

than not related to a non-natural cause such as organisational or market dynamics. With these 

organisational crises happening more often, it has become a belief within fields such as crisis 

management that it is equally important to plan for failure as it is to be planning for success and 

growth (Herbane, 2010). However, Mitroff and Alpaslan (2003) argue that in between the 1980s 

and the 2000s, a minority of companies were prepared to deal with a crisis situation. An estimate 

based on fortune 500 companies, shows that only between 5% and 25% were prepared for a crisis. 

 

Further, the research conducted showed that in the years between 1998 and 2001, a crisis prepared 

company had dealt with twenty-one emergency situations, while a less prepared company had faced 

thirty-three crises. Through this, one can observe that preparing for critical situations, through, for 

example, reacting to early warning signals, may reduce the crisis occurrence (Mitroff & Alpaslan, 

2003). Moreover, it is also argued for in the study that crisis prepared companies tend to stay in 

business longer, as well as that these companies tend to have higher financial performance than the 

non-prepared companies. One example of the positive impact crisis planning may bring is provided 

by Massey & Larsen (2006). In their case study of the Metrolink train collision in 2002, the 

researchers showed how the well-developed crisis plans of Metrolink helped soften the blow of the 

crisis and kept the company’s reputation intact.  

 

However, even though there are apparent advantages in engaging in crisis preparation, a relatively 

small number of companies have a crisis management plan (Mitroff & Alpaslan, 2003). While 

existing literature mainly focuses on the importance of creating a crisis management plan and how 

a company should do it, there are findings concerning the reasons behind a company’s choice to not 

compose a crisis preparation plan (McConnell & Drennan, 2006). One of the problems found 

regarding crisis preparedness is the nature of a crisis as an ‘accident’, something the company does 

not expect to happen to them. It has also been argued that businesses suffer from the inability to 

identify the types of events that could cause a severe impact on their business (Spillan & Hough, 

2003). Furthermore, there is often a lack of finances, and low prioritisation of crisis preparedness 

when compared to elements of the company’s day-to-day business.  Lastly, in order to know about 

how to properly prepare for a crisis, one has to be able to conduct crisis management as a whole, 

which in itself is not an easy task. (McConnell & Drennan, 2006).  

 

The complexity of this topic shows that it cannot be easy for a company to prepare for  crises, which 

is demonstrated by the low level of crisis preparedness which exists. One type of business where 

this has been particularly prevalent are Small and Medium Sized Companies - SMEs (Herbane, 

2013). 

 



 

3 

 

1.1.2 Crisis in SMEs  

While the topic of crisis management and crisis preparedness has seen a large amount of research, 

the literature is almost solely focusing on contexts involving crises with considerable economic 

damage, therefore causing the focus to shift away from SMEs (Herbane, 2013). Much of the 

research within crisis management and especially crisis preparedness consequently focuses on large 

corporations, often registered on the stock market. One example is the research by Mitroff and 

Alpaslan (2003), which was introduced earlier. However, it is remarkable how little is known 

regarding SMEs in a crisis context, considering to what degree small businesses are affected if faced 

with a crisis and how much they have to struggle to try and recover (Doern, 2016). It has been found 

that small businesses are disproportionally affected by crises comparing to MNEs (Herbane, 2013). 

They have more difficulties recovering from crises, and the negative effects of the same sort of 

crisis event are felt more by SMEs. 

 

Furthermore, SMEs are also often affected negatively by crises surrounding MNEs. An example of 

this is the Deepwater Horizon disaster in 2010, where a large oil spill had a considerable destructive 

impact on the environment (Herbane, 2013). During this crisis, which mainly surrounded the 

company BP, around 100 000 small businesses suffered the effects. The reason for this vulnerability 

has been found to be among other things, the financial restraints which usually exist in smaller 

companies, along with their size in terms of employees and bargaining power in relation to suppliers 

and customers.  

 

These factors not only make it difficult for SMEs once they have to manage a crisis, but the same 

obstacles are also faced when engaging in crisis preparation (Runyan, 2006). Dealing with crisis 

preparation is, therefore, one of the complicated parts for a leader to manage. However, leaders 

might actually be the reason why SMEs are not crisis prepared. In SMEs, owner/managers play a 

more significant role in strategic planning than in larger companies (Wang, Walker, & Redmond, 

2007). Often it is their personal motivations that dictate how much effort will be spent on strategic 

planning activities. Vargo and Seville (2011) point out that strategic planning activities overlap to 

a great extent with crisis planning in their definition, which poses the question whether leaders’ 

personal motivation also have an impact on the extent their company prepares for crises. 

 

1.1.3 Leaders and Crisis Preparedness 

Considering that leaders play such a vital role in SMEs, it might, therefore, be essential to 

investigate the importance of leaders in crisis management and specifically crisis preparedness. To 

be crisis prepared, an active decision has to be made to engage in crisis preparation activities 

(Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 2017), meaning that the leader has to choose to spend resources such as 

time or money on becoming crisis prepared. This indicates that the leader would have to prioritise 

crisis preparedness over other things which those resources could be spent on. While there might 

not be a direct comparison between crisis preparedness and other activities, this prioritisation of 

crisis preparedness implies that the leader would have to consider crisis preparedness to be of 

importance.  

 

Indeed, Pearson and Clair (1998) discussed how leaders and their perception of risk are crucial for 

initiating crisis management preparations. In their study, the researchers point out that the leaders’ 

mindset is vital in creating a culture and values within the company, which promotes being prepared 
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for any future crises. Research on the leader’s motivation for crisis preparedness in other contexts 

has also shown that the motivation and crisis experience of managers has an impact on the crisis 

preparation activities that are being undertaken at the company (Enander, Hede, & Lajkskö, 2015; 

Hede, 2017).  

1.2 Problem 

While crisis management and crisis preparedness as a sub-field have been researched extensively 

from the view of many different research fields, there is still a lack of integrated theories in the area 

which warrants further research (Bundy et al., 2017). As a result of the focus on the total economic 

damage in crisis research, there is especially limited knowledge about crises in the SME context 

(Herbane, 2013). However, SMEs are a vital and substantial part of the economy and not immune 

to crises, making it necessary to study them as well (Herbane, 2010). While levels of crisis 

preparation are universally low for all companies, SMEs specifically engage very little in crisis 

preparation (Falkner & Hiebl, 2015; Herbane, 2010). Since SMEs constitute a large part of the 

economy and they are the ones that will suffer more drastically if being hit by a crisis (Herbane, 

2013), it is vital that more is known about what keeps SMEs from engaging in crisis preparation 

activities. While the few studies that have been conducted on the topic are focusing on the lack of 

resources which SMEs experience in contrast to large corporations (Runyan, 2006), studies on how 

leadership affects crisis management, and crisis preparation, in particular, are scant. However, 

research has shown that especially in SMEs, the leader plays a significant role in organisational 

decision making (Wang et al., 2007). Therefore, understanding what might influence the leader in 

deciding to engage in crisis preparation in SMEs, could further explain why SMEs generally 

conduct little amounts of crisis preparation. 

1.3 Purpose 

Considering the lack of research that has been conducted regarding crisis preparedness in SMEs, 

this study aims to further investigate and increase the knowledge about crisis preparedness in SMEs. 

Because of the strategic importance of leaders in SMEs and the little research that has been made 

on their role in crisis preparedness, the purpose of this research is to explore what factors influence 

the way a leader prioritises to work with crisis preparations in SMEs. The researchers aim through 

this study to understand what may lie behind a leader’s decision to either engage or not engage in 

crisis preparedness activities, and how this prioritisation might show itself in the level of crisis 

preparedness that can be observed in the SME. Therefore, the aim is to answer the following 

research questions: 

 

• RQ1: What are the factors that could influence a leader’s prioritisation of crisis preparedness 

in SMEs?  

• RQ2: How do the leader's priorities affect the level of crisis preparedness in SMEs?  
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2 Theoretical Framework 

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the crucial aspects of this thesis, the crisis, crisis 

management, crisis preparedness, the leader, and the SME context  will be explained. This chapter 

is going to outline a roadmap for the existing literature, summarising existing theories and 

explaining conducted studies within the topic. 

2.1 The Organisational Crisis  

In order to study crisis management and how to prepare for a crisis, it is crucial to understand what 

characterises a crisis (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). In large amounts of the existing literature, there 

are similar definitions of what constitutes a crisis. Nevertheless, there are some disagreements. One 

large disagreement is whether a crisis can be defined objectively, with specific characteristics that 

need to be fulfilled in order for an event to be classified as a crisis, or whether a crisis is something 

subjective, where the existence of a crisis is dependent on whether it is interpreted as one at the 

moment (McConnell & Drennan, 2006; Milburn, Schuler, & Watman, 1983). Since the nature of 

this question is an epistemological one, there has not yet been a definite answer. Researchers have 

therefore often relied on a definition of crisis which entails both objective and subjective criteria, 

where there are several crisis characteristics which must be perceived by managers and stakeholders 

to be true for an event to be classified as a crisis (Bundy et al., 2017). One such definition, which 

has been widely cited, is the definition of an organisational crisis by Pearson & Clair (1998):  

 

“An organisational crisis is a low-probability, high-impact event that threatens the viability of the 

organisation and is characterized by ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution, as well as 

by a belief that decisions must be made swiftly.” (Pearson & Clair, 1998, p. 60) 

 

This definition captures what is continuously identified as complicating factors in crisis 

management and crisis preparation (Kahn, Barton, & Fellows, 2013). Crises are events that threaten 

a company's survival, while the probability of a crisis occurring is low. Additionally, there is often 

time pressure to make decisions, although there are high levels of ambiguity. Albeit this definition 

of crisis has received much support, some scholars have critiqued the notion of a crisis as a singular 

event in time. Roux-Dufort (2007) proposes to look at a crisis as a process, where organisational 

actions lead to a crisis that is made visible by the event, even though the crisis did already exist 

before the event happened. This theory suggests, therefore, that instead of looking at pre-crisis and 

post-crisis stages as separate from the crisis, that these stages make the crisis possible and therefore 

should be included in the crisis-process definition. This view on crisis implies that while the 

triggering event might not be preventable, the degree to which this event becomes a crisis depends 

on the organisation and its internal processes, making crisis management, and crisis preparedness 

specifically, even more important. Most research still approaches crisis as an event with the 

responses of the organisation to the event having the possibility to decrease the negative impact on 

the organisation (Bundy et al., 2017), however, an increasing amount of literature uses the process-

based perspective on crisis (Christianson, Farkas, Sutcliffe, & Weick, 2009; Jacques, Gatot, & 

Wallemacq, 2007). 
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Having identified the basic definition of a crisis, it is also essential to recognise that there are 

different types of crises. Marcus and Goodman (1991) divide organisational crises into three 

categories: accidents, scandals, and product safety and health incidents. The categorisation is firstly 

based on whether there are any victims and the effects the crisis has on them, and secondly on the 

causes of the crisis and whether those can be directly related to the company.  Wooten and James 

(2008) later added employee-centred crisis as a category to increase the applicability of the theory 

to an increasing number of crises related to, for example, employee discrimination and sexual 

harassment claims.  A different, more general categorisation based on the cause of the crisis is 

proposed by Mittroff, Pauchant and Shrivastava (1988). They propose that one should consider 

whether the crisis arises internally or externally and whether the crisis is caused by technical and 

economic breakdowns or by organisational breakdowns. While there are various ways of 

categorising crises, scholars agree that different crises demand separate approaches of preparing for 

and dealing with consequences of it. 

 

2.2  Crisis Management  

Crisis management deals with both the avoidance of organisational crises and the actions that are 

taken once a crisis has been revealed (Massey & Larsen, 2006; Pearson & Clair, 1998). While the 

term crisis management sometimes is used solely for the actions that are taken after a crisis has 

occurred (Bundy et al., 2017), it is also often referred to as a systematic approach which starts with 

crisis prevention and preparation before the crisis has taken place and ends with the possible 

learning from the outcomes after the crisis has been dealt with (Nunamaker Jr, Weber, & Chen, 

1989; Paraskevas, 2006; Pearson & Clair, 1998; Reilly, 1993; Seeger & Ulmer, 2001). Crisis 

management is commonly divided into stages in relation to the event that exposes the crisis. 

Looking through the literature that exists within crisis management, one might find several names 

for these stages, along with a difference in the number of stages that are proposed and their length. 

Pearson and Mitroff (1993) write about Signal Detection, Preparation/Prevention, 

Containment/Damage Limitation, Recovery, and Learning. Fink (1986) on the other hand, orients 

crisis management stages to crisis phases which he defines as the prodromal crisis stage, the acute 

crisis stage, the chronic crisis stage, and the crisis resolution stage. Yet another classification is used 

by Nunamaker Jr et al. (1989) who simplify it by dividing crisis management into pre-crisis 

activities, crisis activities and facilities, and post-crisis activities. While there might not be 

established labels for the crisis management stages, there are apparent similarities which involve 

(1) some kind of activity before the crisis has occurred, (2) activities which aim to decrease the 

damage that is being done both in the short- and long term once the crisis has occurred, and (3) 

some degree of learning from the crisis which can be used in preparation for future crises. Since 

this study aims to investigate the crisis preparation stage, the extant research regarding this specific 

stage will be examined in detail later. However, because the crisis management stages to a large 

extent are interlinked and affect each other (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993), crisis management will first 

be introduced in general along with the stage for which one aims to prepare for.  

 

Before diving into the literature about crisis management in depth, it is important to be aware of the 

problems that surround research in the field. As has been established earlier, crises are rare events, 

and no crisis is like the other. This makes studying crises and crisis management particularly 

difficult. The field is dominated by examinations of case studies (often single cases) which leads to 



 

7 

 

problems regarding the generalizability of the findings and scholars have subsequently critiqued the 

low level of theorisation that exists within the field (Bundy et al., 2017; Coombs, 2007; Roux-

Dufort, 2007). Additional complications arise from the fact that crisis management is studied from 

many different directions. Examples of disciplines which explore crisis management from different 

angles are organisational theory, strategy and communication studies (Bundy et al., 2017). The 

combination of these obstacles has led to that there are few integrated theoretical frameworks across 

fields which further research could use to build their studies on (Bundy et al., 2017; Staupe-Delgado 

& Kruke, 2018). In the light of this, the study of crisis management has resulted in high amounts of 

disagreement and occasional contradicting findings (Bundy et al., 2017; Roux-Dufort, 2007), which 

often have their foundation in the conflicting opinions of what constitutes a crisis (Koovor-Misra, 

Clair, & Bettenhausen, 2001). In this literature review the aim is to critically review several of these 

different studies regarding both crisis management as a whole, and crisis preparation, in particular, 

to create an extensive theoretical framework on which to base the collection and analysis of our 

empirical data in relation to the purpose of this study. 

 

2.2.1 Crisis Response  

Leaving the crisis preparation stage for later, the first stage that an organisation must deal with is 

damage control once the crisis has occurred. Due to the vast amount of types of crises which differ 

in severity, there is no single way to create a theoretical framework for how to most effectively 

respond to any crisis. The closest that researchers have approached general theoretical rules for how 

to act for a specific crisis are studies that have tried to investigate whether a particular type of crisis 

response might be more applicable for certain clusters or types of crises (Marcus & Goodman, 1991; 

Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). What specific actions a company must take in response to a crisis is 

highly dependent on the nature of the crisis in question. While reviewing literature that exists on 

the topic of crisis management, Bundy et al. (2017) found that it can typically be approached from 

two directions, internal crisis management and external crisis management. Internal crisis 

management is here depicted as having to do with how to most effectively deal with the factors that 

underlie the crisis, while external crisis management has to do with how to respond to the crisis 

towards the stakeholders and to maintain the company’s reputation.  

 

Dealing with internal crisis management is, of course, highly dependent on the crisis itself. What 

specific actions to take in a crisis is not something that can be researched well academically because 

no crisis is like another. However, how decisions are being made most effectively in crisis situations 

has been investigated by several scholars. What has been identified as a problem for decision-

making in crisis situations is organisational sense-making (Roberts, Madsen, & Desai, 2007). A 

crisis is something unexpected, often previously unexperienced, which leads to that existing mental 

models do not work, and the understanding of the situation is no longer correct. In this situation, an 

individual has to have the ability to quickly create new mental models which help to deal with the 

situation at hand. On an organisational level, this is even more difficult, because there are complex 

systems and processes which interact, leading to difficulties in coordinating these changes in mental 

models which lead to organisational sensemaking. Roberts et al. (2007) therefore point out that it is 

helpful to have a person with a general overview of the situation, which can help coordinate the 

intake of this new information and changing knowledge landscape pertaining to the crisis.  
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Relating to the aspect of having a general overview of the situation, but in contrast to this coming 

from only one person, Massey and Larsen (2006) point out the importance of crisis management 

teams. In their investigation of the case of a train crash involving the company Metrolink, they 

pointed out that the existence of a well-functioning crisis management team was paramount to the 

successful handling of the crisis. What made the team so important was that there was a clear 

division of tasks within the team, and the team could incorporate knowledge from all divisions of 

the company. While no specific crisis responses were planned, this nonetheless led to that the well-

functioning team was able to respond to the crisis in a highly effective manner. Whereas crisis 

management teams can be valuable for responding to crises, it has also been argued that crisis 

management should take place on the organisational level (Clair & Waddock, 2007). This is very 

relevant to crisis preparation; the organisation must create a culture and environment which helps 

the company to respond to crises and make decisions effectively. It is also essential to create an 

environment where creative decision making is possible since this can be meaningful in crises 

(Sommer & Pearson, 2007). 

 

When it comes to external crisis management, the focus is on the stakeholders involved in the crisis, 

communication during crisis times, and the reputation of the organisation (Bundy et al., 2017). 

Thereby, one of the questions that a company must answer in times of crisis is whom to direct their 

crisis management efforts towards. Marcus and Goodman (1991) asked the questions of whether 

the company should gear the efforts toward the victims of the crisis, or whether they should focus 

their efforts on the shareholders of the company instead. They found that depending on the type of 

crisis – accident, scandal, or product safety incidents, there either would or would not exist a conflict 

between the victims and shareholders. Each crisis category warranted a different focus in order to 

conduct crisis management successfully. However, the shareholder approach was later criticised by 

Alpaslan et al. (2009), who argue that organisations should rather take a stakeholder approach to 

crisis management, where the stakeholders identified to sustain the most harm in the crisis by 

decisions made by the company should be focused on.  

 

Furthermore, it is not only essential to consider which stakeholders to address but also how to 

communicate with them (Alpaslan et al., 2009). The aim of the communication efforts, whether it 

be denial or apologies, is always to protect the reputation of the company, limit negative word-of-

mouth, and reduce anger and anxiety of stakeholders (Coombs, 2015). With many different ways 

of communicating in a crisis situation, it is critical to choose the right approach. However, if the 

wrong approach is chosen, or the approach is not carried out well enough, the inadequate 

communication efforts in itself can be the source of a new crisis that the company has to face 

(Holladay & Coombs, 2013). The difficulty with crisis management, and crisis communication 

specifically, is that what dictates how successful crisis communication is, depends on how the 

efforts are perceived by the stakeholders and the media (Klein & Dawar, 2004).  

 

2.2.2 Learning from Crises 

After having established a general framework for how companies might deal with crises once they 

have occurred, the next step in the crisis management theories is learning (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). 

Following the thread of crisis-related research, also here the beliefs go apart about to what extent 

learning from crises is beneficial for the company (Bundy et al., 2017; Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 

2008; Haunschild, Polidoro Jr, & Chandler, 2015). Generally, learning is part of most crisis 
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management frameworks (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993) and it has been found to have positive effects 

on a company’s preparedness for future crises (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008; Christianson et al., 

2009). When it comes to organisational learning in times of crisis, the two main research topics are 

how learning occurs in crisis settings and what the effect of this learning is on the organisation’s 

preparedness for future crises (Bundy et al., 2017). The effect of the crisis in terms of learning has 

caused some disagreement. While scholars such as Christianson et al. (2009) argue that the 

ambiguity and the exposing of organisational weaknesses that occur during a crisis foster 

organisational learning, others point to that those exact characteristics may obstruct learning (Bierly 

III & Spender, 1995; Bundy et al., 2017). Although there may be a debate about whether learning 

occurs more easily or more difficult during crisis times, it is known that learning does occur 

(Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008). 

 

On the other hand, researchers such as Haunschild et al. (2015) indicate that learning in crisis 

situations often relates to the weaknesses that have been found in the organisation. This shifts the 

focus of learning toward the newly found weaknesses, taking away the learning focus from other 

areas, and leading to a cycle of both learning and forgetting. Nevertheless, while many researchers 

point to the importance of learning from the crisis for organisational preparedness, some argue that 

forgetting might not be so bad. They argue that in order to be prepared for a crisis, one cannot 

depend on knowledge from previous crises. Instead, one has to keep an open mind to anticipate how 

else a crisis might unfold, something which previous learning can obstruct (Nystrom & Starbuck, 

1984). However, in accordance with the main bulk of the literature on learning in crisis situations, 

an approach that learning from crises may help create an organisation better equipped to meet future 

crises is adopted in this research.  

 

Before moving on to explore the existing literature about crisis preparation in organisations, the 

most critical points to take away from the crisis management literature will be summarised in short. 

Firstly, the stages of crisis management are closely interlinked, and all affect each other. Effective 

short term and long-term crisis response are affected by the level of preparation in the organisation, 

which in turn may have been affected by learning from previous crises. Secondly, it is valuable to 

remember that researching crises is researching a highly contextual phenomenon, and no crises are 

the same. Finally, relating to this, crisis management will always have some degree of success and 

failure, there is no perfect solution to a crisis (Pearson & Clair, 1998). 

 

2.3 Crisis Preparedness  

Why crisis preparedness is vital has already been established previously - if a company is crisis 

prepared, they will have higher chances of effectively handling a crisis that occurs (Bundy et al., 

2017; Mitroff et al., 1988; Pearson & Clair, 1998; Somers, 2009). With the increasing number of 

crises in organisations, it has become more and more important to engage in crisis preparation 

activities (McConnell & Drennan, 2006). However, not only the increase of crises plays a role, but 

the types of crises which are presumed to be increasing in the future (Bierly III & Spender, 1995; 

McConnell & Drennan, 2006; Perrow, 2011). With organisations becoming more and more 

dependent on technology, the risk for complex crises occurring rises (Perrow, 2011). Technology-

dependent organisations are more complex and generally considered high-risk since the errors that 

can occur are of both human and technological nature (McConnell & Drennan, 2006). These 
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complex systems make preparation for crisis essential, but also significantly more difficult because 

of the unpredictability of technological errors (Bierly III & Spender, 1995; Perrow, 2011). 

Researching about crisis preparation is, therefore, a highly relevant topic, because much is known, 

but far from enough (Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 2017). Consistent with the rest of crisis research, 

the field of crisis preparation is characterised by low levels of theorisation and integration of 

knowledge between separate disciplines (Bundy et al., 2017; Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 2017).  

 

Looking at current crisis preparedness research, Staupo-Delgado and Kruke (2017) attempted to 

create a general theoretical framework for what constitutes crisis preparedness. After reviewing the 

existing literature on crisis preparedness, they identified three attributes which lay the foundation 

for what crisis preparation is. They found that crisis preparation contains elements of being active, 

continuous, and anticipatory. This means that crisis preparation is something the company does 

actively, where specific actions are taken to increase the company’s preparedness. Furthermore, 

crisis preparedness is continuous and anticipatory, meaning that it is an ongoing process (the 

company is never done with preparing itself), and the purpose of crisis preparation work is to 

anticipate a crisis, to avoid if possible, but also to be prepared for what might happen if the efforts 

to avoid the crisis fail. Relating to this, Clair & Waddock (2007) call attention to that crisis 

preparation should be incorporated into the organisational processes, as a part of the strategic 

outlook of the company, and involving all aspects of the organisation. While the underlying aspects 

of crisis preparedness have thereby been established, the question remains how specifically an 

organisation should prepare for crises. Again, due to the characteristics of a crisis, research on this 

topic has not reached any conclusions (Bundy et al., 2017; Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 2017). 

Nevertheless, the commonly referred to actions that a company might undertake in order to increase 

their preparedness for crisis will be presented.  

 

2.3.1 Crisis Preparation Measures 

After reviewing the literature that exists on the topic, four important aspects of crisis preparation 

have been found, which often are employed in companies with varying degrees of success:  

• a written crisis document, 

• crisis training, 

• establishing crisis management teams (CMTs), 

• creating an organisational culture which fosters crisis preparedness. 

The actionable goal of all of these measures is twofold, early signal detection (which makes the 

company aware of possible crises that may occur and gives them the possibility to avoid the crisis 

all together), and the preparation of what the company does once the crisis has occurred, which 

involves both specific actions that should be undertaken and having the ability to make sense of the 

crisis and take creative decisions in the midst of crisis (Mitroff et al., 1988).  

 

The most apparent aspect of crisis preparation is a crisis plan. This may, for example, take the form 

of an official document that stipulates actions and roles that should be taken in the case of a crisis 

(Massey & Larsen, 2006). While the existence of the document itself does not have much intrinsic 

value, it is the thoughts put into the document, which will help prepare the company for possible 

crises. The process of thinking about the possibilities of crises and how one may react to them, 
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instead of being ignorant, is what is valuable to the organisation (Mitroff et al., 1988). However, 

some scholars warn that merely creating a crisis plan document is not enough to be prepared for a 

crisis and may even be damaging for the company’s preparedness because of a false sense of 

security (McConnell & Drennan, 2006; Pearson & Clair, 1998). Therefore, the company may have 

to engage in other activities, such as training (McConnell & Drennan, 2006).  Training for certain 

crisis scenarios aims to get the employees involved and creating a whole organisation that is 

involved in crisis preparation (Clair & Waddock, 2007). It has been shown that the belief that 

oneself can handle a crisis, also known as self-efficacy, helps to deal with the crisis once it happens 

(Hede, 2017), which is another reason for why training may be beneficial. However, McConnell 

and Drennan (2006) have also pointed out that it is challenging to conduct crisis training because 

the company may not know what to train for due to the unpredictability of crises. This can lead to 

training becoming more of a symbolic feature which may further the employees’ self-efficacy but 

does not increase actual crisis preparedness. As has already been mentioned earlier in the section 

2.2 Crisis Management, to increase chances of dealing effectively with crisis responses, companies 

may create crisis management teams (Massey & Larsen, 2006). While these teams sometimes come 

into existence first once the crisis is a fact (Sommer & Pearson, 2007), it is recommended that the 

teams exist already before the crisis happens (Massey & Larsen, 2006). This is partly due to that it 

has been found that trust is an important factor in creative decision making in teams, a trust which 

may not yet exist in newly formed teams (Sommer & Pearson, 2007).  

 

While all these specific preparation actions exist, scholars have argued that the most crucial aspect 

is to create an organisational culture which fosters crisis preparedness (Clair & Waddock, 2007; 

Somers, 2009). Somers (2009) critiques the notion that a company should invest in the specific 

actions of creating a plan and engaging in training, and instead should focus on increasing the 

inherent resilience of the company. This involves creating systems and processes within the 

company which help the organisation adapt quickly in times of crises. It also includes fostering a 

company culture which values openness and creativity, so that possible critique can be used to spot 

early warning signals (Clair & Waddock, 2007). Furthermore, it is also suggested to increase this 

inclusive preparation outside of the organisation, to use one’s good relations with stakeholders to 

be able to detect early warning signals (Alpaslan et al., 2009; Clair & Waddock, 2007).  

 

While these approaches to crisis preparedness are general approaches that deal with different kinds 

of crises, their effectiveness vary in relation to the different sorts of crises (Mitroff et al., 1988). For 

example, depending on the type of crisis, training might be more or less applicable (McConnell & 

Drennan, 2006). Furthermore, the industry of the company may make a difference in what kind of 

crises a company might have to prepare for (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). One must also keep in mind 

the complexity of different crisis responses which have been introduced earlier. For specific crises, 

the company might focus on the internal aspects of crisis management, whereas for other types of 

crises, the external aspects are of more significance (Bundy et al., 2017). 

 

2.3.2 Obstacles to Crisis Preparedness 

Finally, while the benefits of being prepared for crises are well-documented and there are 

academically researched approaches to crisis preparedness, there are still many companies that 

neglect preparedness (McConnell & Drennan, 2006; Mitroff et al., 1988; Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 

2017). McConnell & Drennan (2006) identified some of the obstacles that exist for companies that 
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want to prepare for crises. Firstly, prioritising in companies is often an underlying problem. Crises 

are infrequent events, and a company might never face any major crises; however, it would take 

resources to prepare for a crisis that might never occur. Secondly, the nature of crisis being 

ambiguous and uncertain makes it difficult to plan for a crisis. If the knowledge and intention are 

not there, the leaders of the company might lack the knowledge of how to effectively plan for crises. 

Furthermore, in many companies, the different instances of the company might not be as integrated 

as is necessary for effective crisis preparation.  

 

Finally, it has already been mentioned that there is a high risk of becoming content after only some 

levels of crisis preparation have been done. The thought that the company has a crisis plan in place 

can lead to that no further actions are taken, even though scholars have found that crisis 

preparedness is a continuous process, with no ‘end-point’ (Staupe-Delgado & Kruke, 2017). 

Nevertheless, the question remains why some companies have more problems with being crisis 

prepared than others. One of the possible answers might have to do with the leader of the company 

(Pillai & Meindl, 1998). 

 

2.4 Leaders and Decision Making 

Within all organisation, there will be a leader with the aim to guide the organisation and to create a 

shared reality on which the organisation is built (Smircich & Morgan, 1982). Leaders are a vital 

part of the firm, being the people that make the decisions and have the power to model desirable 

behaviour, creating shared values, and shaping organisational culture (Dinh et al., 2014). One 

especially important part of leadership is to be involved in strategic management and strategic 

decision making which determines the path the firm will take in the future (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 

1992; Papadakis & Barwise, 2002). Because of the critical role of leaders in organisational decision 

making, it might be essential to understand what affects how leaders take decisions.  

 

Organisational decision making is a topic which has been researched extensively, and there exist a 

multitude of theories about how leaders take decisions (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992; Hale, Hale, 

& Dulek, 2006; Hitt & Tyler, 1991). While researchers initially were of the conviction that decisions 

are made rationally, theories have since established that decisions are primarily based on bounded 

rationality and are affected by among others situational, organisational and individual elements 

(Hale et al., 2006). In connection with the factors that have been found to affect decision making, 

the concept of framing has been researched extensively and has been shown to be an important 

determinant of how decisions are being made (De Martino, Kumaran, Seymour, & Dolan, 2006; 

Levin, Schneider, & Gaeth, 1998). Framing is especially essential when it comes to decisions 

involving some type of risk (Kuhberger, 1998; Levin et al., 1998). Depending on whether a choice 

is being presented has inherently risky or not, or whether the outcome of an action is focusing on 

gains or losses, the decisions will be taken differently (Kuhberger, 1998; Levin et al., 1998). 

Furthermore, the personal feelings of the decision maker, such as fear, anger, and happiness, will 

also affect how risky they will perceive a situation (Lerner & Keltner, 2001). It seems, therefore, to 

be even more important to focus on the leader when it comes to crisis preparation work because the 

perception of risk seems to be of significance when making strategic decisions.  
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2.4.1 Crisis Preparedness and the Leader  

Pearson and Clair (1998) early on acknowledged the role that leaders can have in crisis management 

work. In their framework of crisis management, the starting point is the executive’s perception of 

whether there is a risk a crisis might occur. The leaders of the organisation have the responsibility 

to initiate the crisis preparations, and they are also the ones that will have to work on creating the 

culture necessary for a crisis prepared organisation (Brocker & James, 2008; Sheaffer & Mano-

Negrin, 2003). This means that leaders can affect the crisis preparation process, both positively and 

negatively. There are different factors relating to organisational leaders which have been found to 

affect crisis preparedness both positively and negatively. 

 

One of the major factors that have been investigated is the leader’s previous experience with crises. 

Hede (2017) investigated what factors lie behind leaders’ motivation to engage in crisis preparation 

work. She found that while specific crisis management experience was valuable, what was most 

important was some sort of general experience of a crisis, even if the leader was not the person to 

manage the crisis. Having experienced a crisis led the leader to be aware of the possibility of a crisis 

occurring again (Hede, 2017; Rerup, 2009). Related to this, Kim and Miner (2007) agree that it is 

important to also experience and learn from others’ crises, or of times when a crisis might have 

occurred but did not. Besides having the ability to imagine a crisis happening, it can also be 

beneficial to believe that one can deal with a crisis once it occurs (Hede, 2017). Interestingly, the 

explanation for this can be twofold. The theory of self-efficacy explains that a leader might engage 

in crisis preparation activities because they believe that they can deal with a crisis. On the other 

hand, the motivation might also be that the leader might be afraid of not being able to handle a crisis 

or being afraid of the repercussions in case the crisis is not handled well (Hede, 2017).  

 

That the leader must believe that crisis preparation is necessary has been established. The reason 

why some leaders do or do not care about crisis preparation might be several. Kets de Vries and 

Miller (1986) mention that the personality of the leader can have a large effect on the culture of the 

organisation, leading to that the organisation is more or less eager to engage in crisis preparation. If 

the leader has a personality that can be classified as suspicious, depressive, dramatic, or detached, 

it can have a negative effect on the organisational culture, leading to closed of organisation which 

in most cases value homogeneity. Without the openness to criticise which was found to be essential 

for, among other things, early signal detection, it will be difficult to create an organisation that is 

crisis prepared (Clair & Waddock, 2007). 

 

Furthermore, Sheaffer and Mano-Negrin (2003) point towards the management orientation of 

leaders. They find that managers that deem organisational culture and HR to be important, as 

opposed to focusing on profits only, have a higher chance of creating a crisis prepared organisation. 

Furthermore, systematic strategic thinking increases crisis preparedness. This means that instead of 

focusing on only one aspect of the business, there is a holistic approach to organisational strategy, 

and by extension, crisis preparation. Finally, the ability to see a crisis as an opportunity might 

increase motivation to engage in crisis preparation (Brocker & James, 2008). Attention toward long-

run outcomes, greater self-efficacy, and the positive attitude of leaders all contribute to being able 

to see a crisis as an opportunity (Brocker & James, 2008).  
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2.5  SMEs 

Most of the research on crises is done on large corporations. However, most of the existing firms 

are small and medium-sized enterprises - SMEs (Herbane, 2013). In the European Union, 99% of 

all businesses are SMEs, making them an important economic force (European Union, 2015). SMEs 

are defined by being smaller than large corporations both in terms of employee numbers and 

turnover, giving them a different playing field when it comes to both possible difficulties and 

opportunities (Runyan, 2006). SMEs are generally considered to be more entrepreneurial due to 

their place in the company’s lifecycle (Doern, 2016). Due to their size, they also face a different 

managerial structure, the company’s departments are normally more integrated, and often the leader 

has a stronger role in deciding the strategic outlook of the company than in large firms (Falkner & 

Hiebl, 2015; Wang et al., 2007). These factors also have an influence on the kind of crises an SME 

may face and how they are being dealt with by the management in contrast to what large 

organisations face (Falkner & Hiebl, 2015).  

 

2.5.1 Crisis and Preparedness in SMEs 

While much of the existing research about crisis, crisis management, and crisis preparedness might 

apply to SMEs as well, SMEs do face different economic preconditions, and it is, therefore, 

necessary to also research crises in the context of SMEs (Herbane, 2010; Runyan, 2006). Reviewing 

the literature that does exist about SMEs and crisis, one can find that SMEs face different sorts of 

crisis (Falkner & Hiebl, 2015). Due to their size, SMEs have less economic leverage and are 

therefore often more dependent on their suppliers, their good relationship with customers, their 

inventory and positive economic situation (Falkner & Hiebl, 2015). While large companies 

naturally face the same problems, if a crisis occurs, which involves any of these aspects, SMEs are 

generally hit harder and will encounter more difficulties (Runyan, 2006). Furthermore, a large risk 

is involved with SMEs that are growing (Falkner & Hiebl, 2015; Hill, Nancarrow, & Tiu Wright, 

2002). Growing SMEs often face situations where they are growing too fast for their own abilities, 

considering factors such as financial and human resources, increasing the risks for crises to occur.  

 

Considering these different risks for crises, it seems even more crucial that SMEs conduct crisis 

preparation (Herbane, 2010). However, the same reasons that increase the crisis risk are also 

obstacles for crisis preparations (Herbane, 2013). Fewer resources and less strategic planning have 

been identified as making crisis planning even more difficult for SMEs (Herbane, 2010; Runyan, 

2006). Another factor might be the leader/manager/owner of the SME (Doern, 2016; Falkner & 

Hiebl, 2015). Wang et al. (2007) show that whether the motivation for owning the SME is for profit 

reasons or other individual self-fulfilling reasons, will affect to what extent the company will engage 

in strategic planning. This poses the question of whether managers of SMEs have the same 

significant impact on crisis planning. Indeed, research about crisis management in SMEs often takes 

the approach that managers and their perception on crisis and crisis preparation have a large effect 

on whether the company will be crisis prepared or not (Herbane, 2010; Herbane, 2013; Runyan, 

2006).  
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2.6  Summarising the Theoretical Framework 

In this literature review, an extensive amount of research about crises, crisis management, and crisis 

preparedness in both large, medium-sized, and small companies has been introduced in order to 

provide a comprehensive picture of the extant research in the field. Figure 1 shows a graphical 

depiction of the relationships that have been found throughout the literature review, followed by a 

summary of the most significant concepts in Table 1.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 - Relationships found in the literature review 

 

 

Table 1 - Summary of Literature Review 

Topic Summary 

The Crisis  An event with a low probability of occurring, which can be highly dangerous for 

the company’s survival. There is pressure to make swift decisions under 

circumstances of high ambiguity. 

Crises can be categorised in different forms such as by cause, by victims, or by 

the blame that can be placed on the company. 

Crisis 

Management  

Deals with the avoidance of organisational crises and the actions that are taken 

once the crisis has been revealed.  

Crisis Management can be divided into different stages: what is being done before 

the crisis, during the crisis, and after the crisis.  

While researched extensively, there is still not a high level of theorisation in the 

field due to a large extent of research being based on single case studies of a single 

crisis.  
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Crisis Response The responses that are taken after a crisis are highly dependent on the specific 

crisis but can be divided into internal Crisis Management which deals with the 

internal processes of the organisation, and external Crisis Management, which 

deals with the contact to external stakeholders.  

Learning from 

crisis 

Learning is generally thought to affect an organisations future crisis preparedness 

positively.  

Crisis 

Preparedness 

Increasing amounts of possible complex crises make crisis preparation an 

important topic for each organisation.  

Crisis preparation is actively done by the firm, it is anticipatory in nature, and it is 

a continuous process which is never finished. 

Crisis 

preparation 

measures 

Some measures a company might take to increase their crisis preparedness:  

• a written crisis document  

• crisis training  

• establishing CMTs  

• creating an organisational culture which fosters crisis preparedness 

Obstacles to 

crisis 

preparedness  

Some obstacles a company might face in regards to crisis preparation are: 

prioritisation (it takes resources to plan for something highly unlikely), lack of 

knowledge, lack of resources, and the feeling of complacency after low levels of 

crisis preparation have been implemented. 

Leaders and 

decision 

making 

Leaders have an important role in organisational decision making.  

Decision making can be influenced by situational and individual factors. Further, 

how choices are framed affects how decisions are made, especially if the decision 

is affiliated with some degree of risk.  

Crisis 

preparedness 

and the leader 

Leaders have the responsibility of initiating crisis preparedness and creating a 

crisis prepared culture. They can affect the crisis preparation process, both 

positively and negatively. Factors that might influence whether a leader cares 

about crisis preparation can be experience, personality, self-efficacy, leadership 

style, and the ability to see the crisis as an opportunity. 

SMEs SMEs make up a large part of all existing firms. They are often considered to be 

more entrepreneurial and more integrated, but with fewer resources. Their leader 

generally has a more important role in the company's strategic outlook than leaders 

in large corporations.  

Crisis and 

preparedness in 

SMEs 

Little research on crises is focused on SMEs. However, SMEs are often hit harder 

by crisis and face different sorts of crises than large corporations. Fewer resources 

and less strategic planning all contribute to less crisis preparation being done in 

SMEs. However, also the leader of the SME might be a reason for that, and 

research often takes the approach that leaders and their perception of crisis 

management and preparedness have a large effect on whether the company is 

prepared or not.  
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3 Method 

This chapter will explain the methodical standpoints and understandings that are held by the 

researchers, and outline their view of the world. Furthermore, it will proceed to describe the data 

collection, the analysis, the measures taken to ensure trustworthiness, and ethical considerations 

that are taken in this research.  

3.1 Research Philosophy  

To continue our research, we must first explain our philosophical standpoint to which our research 

guidelines will follow. The philosophical assumptions held are crucial to the shaping of the study 

in terms of research questions, methods and the interpretation of findings (Saunders, Lewis, & 

Thornhill, 2016). Research philosophy can be described as containing “important assumptions 

about the way in which you view the world” (Saunders et al., 2016, p.150). Bringing awareness to 

these assumptions can further impact the quality of the research positively as well as contribute to 

the researcher’s creativity (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2018). Research philosophy is often 

described in the form of paradigms, which combine a view on ontology, epistemology, and 

methodology into one belief system (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). With many different paradigms in 

existence, no paradigm is objectively right, but instead, it is dependent on the researchers own 

beliefs about the world. Our beliefs as researchers are best encompassed by a research paradigm 

referred to as constructivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) which will, therefore, be our guide on how to 

construct this research. Constructivism will be explained through the ontological, epistemological 

and methodological choices which it entails and how they are connected to our research.   

 

In this study, we aim to uncover the factors that influence a leader’s crisis preparedness priorities 

in their companies, and how that, in turn, influences the organisation's crisis preparedness. We are 

aware of the complex nature of this question and know that there is no single truth to answer it. In 

our understanding of the world, the nature of reality is dependent on the observer. To explain this 

in terms of ontology, it is the “nature of reality” (Saunders et al., 2016 p.127), and it is linked to the 

assumptions held by researchers concerning how the world operates. As we argue that the world is 

subjective and that there is no single truth, but rather that laws are created by people (Easterby-

Smith et al., 2018), we do not believe in the realism standpoint and the belief that the world is 

concrete and external and thereby can only be observed. To continue, the two remaining ontologies 

approach reality from a different standpoint. Either in the nominalism view, that argues for the case 

that there is no truth and that facts are purely created by humans, or the relativism point that argues 

for many truths and that the facts depend on the observer's view (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). In 

line with our overarching research paradigm, we agree with the relativism standpoint, due to our 

belief that laws are created by people, and their perception is highly dependent upon their personal 

identities.   

 

Continuing with epistemology, in regard to philosophy, it is the “study of nature of knowledge” 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2018, p.69). As such, epistemology relates to what can be seen as acceptable, 

valid, and legitimate knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). Based on our research paradigm, we take 

a subjective standpoint in terms of epistemology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The focus of subjectivity 

origins in the way the reality is constructed through understanding and interactions by people 
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(Saunders et al., 2016). As established earlier, facts are determined by observers rather than external 

factors, and the knowledge or rather the findings emerge from the interactions between the 

researcher and the observer. Subsequently, we point out that crisis preparedness consists of an 

extensive collection of components constructed in their own way. The aim, therefore, is to look 

beyond external factors and to instead put emphasis on different experiences people have.  

 

Finally, a research paradigm does not only involve thoughts about the nature of reality and how 

knowledge is created but also what methodology should be used in order to pursue this knowledge, 

however it may be created (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Due to our beliefs that knowledge is created in 

interaction between the observer and the observed, we will, in accordance with the constructivist 

paradigm, base our methodology on this interaction between the researcher and the research object 

in a qualitative manner (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This process will be described in detail in the next 

sections of this methodology section.  

 

3.2 Research Design  

The core of research design is about the justification of the data collection, as well as where it will 

be collected from and how (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Three different research designs are 

presented by Saunders et al. (2016); exploratory studies, descriptive studies and explanatory studies. 

Descriptive studies are generally highly structured and aim to understand general patterns that occur 

by testing a theory or a hypothesis. Because our thesis aims to gain an understanding of a topic 

within crisis preparedness, which has not yet been extensively researched, a descriptive study is not 

considered appropriate. 

 

Furthermore, while an explanatory study aspires to understand the relationship between variables, 

an exploratory research design aims to gain insights about a particular topic, discover what is 

occurring, and clarifying a clear understanding of a problem. Considering the nature of our research 

problem, our primary focus does not lay on the size of the company and the linkage with crisis 

preparedness, but rather on the understanding the leaders’ prioritisations in crisis preparedness in 

an SME context. Therefore, we argue that an exploratory research design is the most suitable for 

the purpose of this thesis. Qualitative exploratory research examines an interesting topic with 

questions in order to discover and gain further insights into the topic (Saunders et al., 2016).  This 

is done to further clarify an understanding of a problem, for example, if the nature of the problem 

is unclear. Exploratory research can be done in several ways, including interviews with individuals, 

groups or experts. A common characteristic of interviews within an exploratory study is that they 

are likely unstructured and are built on contributions from other participants (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

3.3 Research Approach   

It is crucial to understand how theory is developed when conducting research; either the research 

one is conducting aims towards testing theory or developing a theory (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Saunders et al. (2016) present three research approaches; a deductive approach, an inductive 

approach, and an abductive approach. Through a deductive approach, one adopts a clear standpoint 

for testing theory by using existing literature, while an inductive approach aspires to provide a 

theoretical explanation, which is based on the data collected. Considering that our chosen topic is 
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previously researched within other contexts however, unexplored within SMEs, we have therefore 

chosen to proceed with a combination of a deductive and inductive approach, the abductive 

approach. An abductive approach allows one to alternate the two and move back and forth between 

the approaches (Saunders et al., 2016). Dubois and Gadde (2002) argue that textbooks on research 

methodology fail to see the opportunities that are presented by moving back and forth between 

literature and data, and by embracing this, one can broaden the understanding of both theory and 

empirical phenomena. Van Maanen, Sørensen and Mitchell (2007) also express the advantages of 

absorbing knowledge from literature related to the field and not purely being tied to data. By 

adopting an abductive approach, we will, in our opinion, be able to create a deeper understanding 

by both striving to develop our own theory with crisis preparedness within an SME context, while 

drawing knowledge and inspiration from already existing theories and cases.  

 

3.4 Research Strategy 

To proceed with our research, a research strategy must be decided upon. A research strategy outlines 

a plan for the course of action that will be taken in the journey towards answering the research 

question (Saunders et al., 2016). While all strategies have disadvantages, some strategies are a better 

fit with one’s research philosophy and are more suitable to answer the purpose of the study. Yin 

(2018) argued that experimental research carries disadvantages in its nature as a result of the 

separation between the phenomenon and its context hence ignoring the context. Correspondingly, 

survey research has a limited capacity of investigating the context itself. Further, neither survey or 

experimental research is in-line with our chosen qualitative research design, and therefore, none of 

them will be considered further. Easterby-Smith et al. (2018) and Saunder et al. (2016) present the 

following strategies as appropriate for conducting qualitative research: action research and 

cooperative inquiry, archival research, ethnography and narrative methods, case study, grounded 

theory and mixed methods.  

 

The case study approach refers to the process of examining a topic, phenomenon, organisation, or 

individual within its chosen context or number of contexts related to the real world (Easterby-Smith 

et al., 2018, Saunders et al., 2016, Yin, 2018). Case study research can be approached both from a 

positivist standpoint, which is a more structured design of the data collection and analysis process 

(Yin, 2018) and from a more constructivist standpoint (Stake, 2006). From our more constructivist 

point of view, it is vital when conducting case studies to pay close attention to the context of the 

case and to aim for the most thorough understanding of the case as possible.   

 

A case study does not follow a specific procedure, but can be conducted in a multitude of ways 

(Stake, 2006; Yin, 2018). One can choose to conduct a single case study, or a multiple case study 

and one can choose to include qualitative or quantitative data collection in different ways. 

Depending on the purpose of research, a case study can, therefore, take many different forms. The 

case study approach draws knowledge from prior research to form the research framework and 

benefits from various variables that are of interest to the study and build upon numerous sources of 

evidence (Yin, 2018). However, the reason to use a case study as a way of answering the research 

questions is to look at a phenomenon in its natural context and answer questions such as ‘why?’, 

‘what?’, and ‘how?’ (Saunders et al., 2016). The purpose of this thesis is to gain an understanding 

of the motivations behind crisis preparedness and to gain a depth of understanding, therefore 
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answering questions relating to ‘why’, ‘what’ and ‘how’ is of high importance to our result and we, 

therefore, see a multiple case study as appropriate. However, a multiple-case study bears both clear 

advantages and disadvantages one needs to recognise when choosing it as a research strategy. As a 

result of investigating multiple cases, the multiple-case study is often treated as a more relying 

source of research (Yin, 2018). In turn, it is more complex and hence, demands a higher amount of 

time and resources to investigate.  

 

To continue, an additional choice must be made in a case-study approach, namely if we wish to 

pursue a longitudinal or a cross-sectional study. A longitudinal study applies a case-study approach 

over a longer period, and a repeated pattern of measurements to identify the development and 

change the studied organisation or individual goes through (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). By doing 

this, a longitudinal study carries many advantages, mainly the ability to study change and 

development over a period of time (Saunders et al., 2016). Due to the time constraints in our 

research process, we have decided to use the second approach, namely the cross-sectional approach. 

We recognise that it may carry limitations in terms of the ability to explain why the observed 

behaviour or pattern occurs (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Cross-sectional studies focus on defining 

a particular incident of a phenomenon or aim to provide an explanation of the relationship between 

factors and organisations and provide a snapshot of the perspective (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

3.5 Literature Review 

To gain further knowledge within our research topic, the processes started with a literature review. 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2018) describe the literature review as an essential tool to provide a deeper 

knowledge within the field and how it develops over time and what still is undiscovered. It can be 

seen as an analytical summary of the current research being conducted and clarify what research 

has already been done. It is necessary to provide an understanding of the previously conducted 

research within the field and its key theories as well as the concept and ideas, in addition to the 

issues and debates (Saunders et al,. 2016). Further, it can then give an indication of what is missing 

and essentially providing an understanding of what contribution research can make to the field and 

provide a justification of why the specific research is important (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). The 

research contribution that is conducted in this thesis will inevitably be compared and criticized in 

association with other research made within the field (Saunders et al., 2016).   

 

A literature review can be done in different ways. Easterby-Smith et al. (2018) present the following 

two, a traditional review and a systematic review. There is a significant difference between them, 

where the traditional approach exclusively considers the sources that the reviewer finds the most 

relevant and the systematic review takes all the relevant studies in the research topic into account 

while mostly only considering peer-reviewed academic articles to include in the research. In our 

literature review, we have conducted a traditional approach. To apply a systematic approach is 

unreasonable in terms of our research, due to the high number of articles that are included within 

the research context that is investigated. Instead, we aimed to include as many relevant and high-

quality articles as possible, while excluding certain articles which were deemed as not highly 

relevant to our specific research topic.  
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To start the process of writing our literature review, the following areas within our topic were 

discussed and agreed upon; The Crisis, Crisis Management, Crisis Preparedness, Crisis and the 

Leaders, and SMEs. To include all relevant studies in our literature review would, therefore, not be 

possible due to the high number of articles within each given field. The way the literature review 

was approached was by solely including peer-reviewed articles identified by the Scopus database. 

The aim was that the articles should come from journals that had an ABS list rating of 3 or higher. 

However, the decision to include journals that did not meet this criterion was made because of their 

high relevance to our research, such as the Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management. For 

the same reason, it was decided to include handbooks which were edited by researchers pioneering 

the field of crisis management research.  

 

In the literature review, 57 articles were included. These articles were identified in Scopus through 

the search words: crises/crisis, crisis preparedness, crisis readiness, crisis management, organi* 

crisis, SME, organi* decision making, strategic decision making, and finally, leader* and decision 

making.  

 

To gain the most appropriate selection of articles, business and management fields were selected to 

filter out inappropriate subjects. Further, a decision of excluding articles relating to the financial 

crisis was done for the reason that it does not directly relate to what we aim to investigate and was 

hence not of importance to our research. Through our use of a traditional approach we consequently 

decided upon the articles that were found to be of the most relevance to our given topic, these 

articles were selected through a thourough review of abstract, purpose and findings.  

 

3.6 Data Collection  

Based on what has been explained earlier, we have chosen to conduct this study as qualitative 

exploratory research in the form of a cross-sectional multiple case study. However, it is further 

important to determine how the data needed for this study will be collected most appropriately for 

our research. Qualitative data which is needed when proceeding a qualitative study is information 

that is collected in the form of a non-numeric structure (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Qualitative 

data is recognised by its form as well as by the interactive way it is obtained. Most commonly, 

qualitative data is developed by the researchers through interviews, which is an ongoing 

conversation around a given topic. In our complex research area, we believed that interviews could 

bring us the in-depth knowledge that is needed for this study. Therefore we proceeded to use 

interviews to conduct our data. The structure of interviews can differ greatly. However, they are 

commonly based upon predetermined questions designed to relate to a specific purpose and are used 

to thoroughly examine an experience or a topic to gain an insight into the respondent’s perspective. 

An important choice to make when conducting interviews is regarding the structure of the interview. 

Easterby-Smith et al. (2018) present three different formalisations; highly structured, semi-

structured and unstructured interviews. Highly structured interviews tend to follow a detailed 

instruction of questions in a predefined order and occasionally predefined answers. More flexible 

interview structures such as semi-structured interviews instead might have suggestions of questions 

which could be addressed, but there is room to leave them out and add other questions instead based 

on how the interview goes. Lastly, an unstructured interview generally follows the characteristics 

of a conversation and is therefore rather hard to prepare for, if not impossible.  
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To gain an adequate picture of our interviewee's situations, we aimed to gather as detailed and 

comprehensive answers as possible. However, we did want to make sure that we covered important 

areas within our topic. Therefore, we decided on adopting a semi-structured interview structure. 

Hence, we were able to follow a structure with predetermined questions while still being open-

ended to gain deeper knowledge and understanding. The topic guide (Appendix 1) was constructed 

to assist throughout the interviews in order to cover all the essential topics necessary for our research 

purpose while taking into consideration what previous research has found 

 

Further, it had to be determined which cases were going to be sampled and who would be chosen 

as interviewees. Firstly, a definition of SMEs was established based upon the European 

commission's definition (European Union, 2015). The criteria for a small enterprise was defined as 

less than 50 employees with a turnover or balance sheet total of less than 10 million Euro (≈ 106m 

Swedish krona) and a medium-sized enterprise was defined as less than 250 employees with a 

turnover of less than 43 million Euro or balance sheet total of less than 50 million Euro (≈ 530m 

Swedish krona).  

 

Table 2 - European definition of SMEs 

Organisation Number of employees Turnover  Balance Sheet total 

Medium Sized <250 <50 m Euro <43 m Euro 

Small Sized <50 <10 m Euro <10 m Euro 

Source: European Union (2015) 

 

Saunders et al. (2016) express the importance of the selected sample size to represent the full set of 

cases in a meaningful way. By using the database ‘Retriever Business’, we were able to identify 

enterprises that fell within our definition that had their base in Sweden. With the use of Retriever 

Business, we could determine the population, which refers to the full set of cases which could be 

used within the selected criteria (Saunders et al., 2016). Further, we were only interested in 

interviews with the leader(s) of the organisation, to gain as valuable knowledge to our research as 

possible. We base our definition of leadership and leaders on both their official position within the 

organisation (Northouse, 2016) and on the fact that most theory considers leaders to need followers 

in order to exist (Hogg, 2001). Therefore, it was established that the participants in the study had to 

define themselves as leaders in the organisation as well as having followers (employees). Therefore, 

to eliminate companies with no employees such as sole proprietorship where there is only people 

in the positions of manager, we limited the search to enterprises with more than one employee (<1 

employee). Because we wanted to gain as high-quality data as possible, a decision was made to 

limit the search to only SMEs within the city of Jönköping. This due to that we wanted to hold as 

many interviews as possible face-to-face, in order to conduct the interview in the most natural 

setting possible and not miss out on non-verbal cues which can give more insight into the thinking 

of the interviewee (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

 

Because of our predetermined criteria (within the limit for SMEs, as well as the location for 

convenience and quality, and lastly that the interviewee identified themselves as a leader in the 
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company) for the sample to fit the purpose of our study we have conducted a purposive sampling 

design. A purposive sampling design is a form of non-probability sampling, where not all members 

of the population have the same probability of being selected for the sample (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2018). Instead, purposive sampling is based on the idea that the researchers only approach potential 

sample participants that fit in with the adopted belief in regards to what sample units are desired in 

turn to meet the aspiration of the research and the criteria determined (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018).  

 

By using this sampling design, our sample size ended up being twelve organisations all based in 

Jönköping. Originally, the sample consisted of thirteen organisations. However, after the interview 

was conducted with Company D it was clear that even if they technically consisted of more than 

one person in the organisation and thereby fell within our criteria, they were excluded because the 

company had two managers and no employees, and thereby no longer fell within our criteria.  

 

Based on the purpose of this study, the specific people that were sampled within the company were 

people that were identified as leaders of their SMEs. Because the owner structure of all sampled 

organisation was different, there were also several different versions of leaders; founders, which 

have created the company and consequently manage it, owners, which had bought the company, 

and managers, who are managing the company but do not own it. The sampled organisations and 

their corresponding leaders are summarised in table 3.  

 

Table 3 – Overview of the data sample 

Company Interviewee Length of Interview Industry Type of Interview 

Company A Manager 58 Minutes Consulting Face-to-face 

Company B Founder 47 Minutes Consulting Skype 

Company C Founder 63 Minutes Production Face-to-face 

Company E Founder 83 Minutes Care Face-to-face 

Company F Founder 47 Minutes Consulting Face-to-face 

Company G Manager 48 Minutes Care Face-to-face 

Company H Owner 69 Minutes Consulting Face-to-face 

Company I Owner 72 Minutes Care Face-to-face 

Company J Founder 67 Minutes Care Face-to-face 

Company K Founder 43 Minutes Production Face-to-face 

Company L Founder 63 Minutes Consulting Face-to-face 

Company M  Owners 

(3 interviewees) 

70 Minutes Production Face-to-face 

 

 

While all the organisations that were sampled have the common trait of being SMEs, they are active 

in different industries. In order to describe the context within which they find themselves, but keep 

their anonymity, we have divided the companies into three broad industries, within which the 

companies share certain characteristics. 
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The organisations that are included in the consulting industry are all dealing with external customers 

and are all in one kind of consulting business where they provide their customers with services. 

Five of the sample companies are included in the consulting industry. 

 

Within the care-based industry, the organisations all deal with human interactions, provide different 

forms of care for their customers and are often close to their costumers’ day-to-day life. In the care-

based industry, four organisations are included.  

 

The production industry includes organisations that all produce some products or materials for 

external customers. In the production industry, there are three of the sample companies included. 

 

3.7  Data Analysis  

Both during and after collecting empirical data, the data analysis is essential because the analysis 

of the study may also guide the direction of the data collection (Saunders et al., 2016). Further, it is 

also argued that “A striking feature of research to build theory from case studies is the frequent 

overlap of data analysis with data collection” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 538). In the process of 

interviewing the leaders, the interview topic guide was continuously updated, taking into 

consideration new concepts and ideas brought forward in earlier interviews. Once all the interviews 

were conducted, the extensive amount of data had to be analysed in order to be able to draw 

conclusions from our research. For this aim, we chose to conduct a thematic analysis across all the 

cases (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

  

Thematic analysis is often thought of as an essential method for qualitative analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Further, some researchers express thematic analysis as a tool or as a process used in 

relation to other methods, rather than using it individually. The essence of the thematic analysis is 

to search for themes or patterns in the data, or as in our study across the cases (Saunders et al., 

2016). Thematic analysis can be used across theoretical frameworks and can be related to several 

research paradigms, depending on how the thematic analysis is carried out (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Due to this flexibility in adopting thematic analysis to one’s research, we have chosen this approach 

over other, more rigid approaches such as grounded analysis (Saunders et al., 2016).  The analysis 

aims to detect patterns in the data, which are to result in themes which can be found throughout 

most of the cases (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, even if a theme is found in only a few cases, 

it can be considered. We take the approach that something will be labelled as a theme or pattern if 

it captures something of importance that can be linked to our research and does not necessarily need 

to be measured by the quantity in which the theme occurs. We will further explain how the analysis 

process was conducted in practice.  

  

As mentioned earlier, our analysing procedure was an ongoing process of re-evaluating the 

interview questions as we conducted and obtained new information and moved back and forth 

between existing literature and data as a process of our abductive approach. After the twelfth 

interview was conducted, the first step was to transcribe the entirety of the interviews and 

incorporate the notes that were taken during the interviews and subsequently moving on to 

familiarise ourselves with the data. After having familiarised us with the data, we started identifying 

relevant concepts and establishing relevant codes. These codes and concepts were emerging from 
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the data but continuously compared to previous studies and existing theories. Through this process, 

we were able to see where the data was confirming already existing theories and where new and 

different aspects could be seen.   

  

As expected, with over twelve hours of interview material, we ended up with large amounts of data. 

Therefore, not surprisingly, the first level codes resulted in over 100 different codes. Thus, prior to 

determining the essential themes, the codes were divided into second level codes or ‘sub-themes’. 

After a second coding process, we agreed upon 26-second level codes that built up the final nine 

themes in the analysis process. Those themes were found in agreement with both researchers, and 

where found to be meaningful in relation to the research topic. The themes were then analysed more 

in depth, in order to find relationships between them, and help with building a theory of how leaders’ 

priorities can affect companys’ crisis preparedness.  

 

3.8 Research Ethics  

Even if our research is not considered to be physically or mentally harmful to our participants, it is 

still vital to consider ethics. When conducting research, ethics is a critical aspect that should be 

carefully considered, especially when the research involves human participation (Saunders et al., 

2016). Ethics, in terms of research, indicates the behaviour standards that will influence the way the 

research is conducted in relation to the participants of the study. Bell and Bryman (2007) identified 

key principles that should be considered when conducting research; these relate to protecting the 

interests of the participants and protecting the integrity of the research community.  

 

Through our research process, we have made conscious decisions to be ethically considerate. In 

terms of protecting the participants, upon the first contact, they received a rough description of the 

aim of the research so that the participants could make an informed decision regarding their 

participation in the research. Before we started the interview process, we created a consent form 

that was gone through before the interviews together with the participant (Appendix 2). The form 

contained information on the participant's rights and that they agreed to be recorded and having 

their recordings transcribed. Additionally, we ensured all participants full anonymity both regarding 

the company and the participant themselves. After the data was transcribed, the recordings were 

therefore deleted, to not save the participant's data longer than necessary. The participants were also 

informed that they at any part throughout the study could withdraw from the research and have all 

their interview data deleted.  

 

Further, to ensure the integrity of our research, we have aimed to provide a full description of how 

our research was conducted to establish transparancy, as long as it did not infringe on the 

participants’ anonymity. Due to the fact that this thesis was not funded or otherwise dependent on 

a third party, we believe that there is no conflict of interest related to our study.  

 

3.9 Quality  

A critical issue to address when conducting research is how to ensure quality in the research and 

findings (Saunders et al., 2016). Qualitative data is often more susceptible to criticism regarding 

research quality than quantitative data, due to its nature of being more open to interpretation than 
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quantitative data (Goia, Corley & Hamilton, 2012). Therefore, in order to establish trustworthiness, 

we have applied four criteria provided by Guba (1981): Credibility, Transferability, Dependability 

and Confirmability.  

 

Credibility describes the aim of ensuring that the data collected are to mirror the participant's 

intentions (Saunders et al., 2016). Several processes could be used in order to ensure that this is 

done. Shenton (2004) for example, presents triangulation as an essential part of credibility. 

Triangulation involves using a variety of methods and sources to make up the data collection. 

Triangulation may increase the depth and breadth of the study, as well as enrichen the research 

(Saunders et al., 2016). As previously mentioned, by adopting multiple sources of data collection 

such as notes and the recordings, we aimed to increase the credibility of the research.  

 

Transferability concerns to what extent one’s research can be applied to other settings beyond the 

one examined (Shenton, 2004). Since this research is of a qualitative matter, the findings are often 

specific to a small number of particular contexts, making it hard to argue that the findings are 

applicable across that context. Although, Shenton (2004) expresses that if other researchers find 

their situations similar to the one outlined in the research, they might be able to relate to the findings 

presented in the study. While transferability is not the aim of this research, due to it being highly 

context-related, an explanation of our context and our assumptions aims to make it easier for readers 

to apply the findings of this study to contexts and situations they deem similar.  

 

Dependability relates to whether the data is reliable (Saunders et al., 2016), and it concerns the 

stability of the results if they should be seen as meaningful (Guba, 1981). By recording all actions 

taken during the research process one can produce a more reliable explanation of the study, which 

lets other researchers have a better understanding (Saunders et al., 2016). To ensure this, we have 

throughout the method-chapter provided a clear description of the context and procedures of the 

research so that other researchers can replicate our research as closely as possible.  

 

Lastly, confirmability refers to the researchers effectively accomplishing to eliminate any biases 

they could have contributed with (Guba, 1981). Shenton (2004) emphasises the process of 

triangulation in these criteria. This was accomplished through having the researchers individually 

analyse the data first, to then confer with each other about the final interpretation of the data. Other 

than using triangulation, we have consistently throughout the research process had our tutor and 

fellow students auditing the study.  
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4 Empirical Findings 

This chapter presents the findings that were detected in the collected data. The findings are divided 

into nine themes that will be presented together with the sub-themes which they consist of.  

 

In the coding process, nine themes emerged (1) External Environment, (2) Internal SME 

Environment, (3) Perception of Crisis, (4) Experience, (5) Understanding of Crisis, (6) Style of 

Leadership, (7) Leaders Personality, (8) Attitude Towards Crisis Preparedness, and (9) Level of 

Crisis Preparedness.  

 

4.1 External Environment 

The first theme that emerged through the data, when looking at the crisis preparedness in SMEs, 

was the External Environment. The external environment is comprised out of two subthemes (1) 

External Support and (2) External Demands. The external environment is comprised of different 

factors which affect the company’s efforts to work with crisis preparedness.  

 

 

Figure 2 - Sub-themes of External Environment 

 

The sub-theme External Support describes how the companies use external parties at times for 

different kinds of assistance and support. Related to crisis management, this could happen in 

different ways. Some companies use external parties to conduct employee surveys to detect 

problems in time, whereas others can take help from other companies in the industry in production 

when the pressure on  them is too high:  

 

“We had a situation last week were it was hard for us to deliver [...] If we do not figure it out, then 

we usefully take in help from others [other companies], because to deliver it [the product] to the 

customer is the most important thing and then how we do it does not really matter to me.”.  - 

Manager Company K  

 

While external support can help the companies deal with crises, another part of the external 

environment is External Demands. These demands on crisis preparedness could come from 

insurance companies, partner organisations, suppliers, customers, or governmental actors, and take 

the form of official rules and regulations, requests from suppliers and customers, or simply pressure 

to comply with best practices. These demands force the companies to engage in some level of crisis 

preparation irrespective of their own view on crisis preparedness. Due to their particular industry, 
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some companies had to follow crucial regulations in order for them to be allowed to conduct their 

business, as explained by the manager of Company G:  

 

“We have a contract with the municipality, that we have to follow. The municipality provides 

contracts for fire, and all that can happen with natural disasters and things like that.” 

 

4.2 Internal SME Environment  

The second theme that was detected was the Internal SME Environment. The internal SME 

environment was an important theme connected to crisis preparedness in the companies and relates 

to how the companies are built up at the moment and their future goals, both in relation to the 

specific company and SMEs in general. The three sub-themes that are included are (1) 

Organisational Structure, (2) Organisational Culture, and  (3) Organisational Development. 

 

 

Figure 3 - Sub-themes of Internal SME Environment 

 

 

The first sub-theme that was found, Organisational Structure, describes the effects of the internal 

structure of the company. Many companies agreed on SME specific aspects, such as fewer resources 

and smaller teams due to fewer employees. However, certain aspects are unique to the companies, 

such as the management structure. While in some companies all employees reported directly to the 

manager, it was seen that the companies with more employees often had a management structure of 

middle/second level managers in order to ensure the employees feel secure and that the organisation 

shows concerns for their employees:  

 

“We have chosen to have consultancy managers; we have five people who work as consultancy 

managers full time. Their only task is to make sure that our employees are well and they follow 

their development plan.[...], so the consultancy managers have a maximum of ten consultants each, 

for the sole purpose of having it on a personal level. We have tried to organise it in a way that 

makes sure you are very close all the time.”  - Manager Company E 

 

As a result of among other things, the organisational structure, each company will have a different 

Organisational Culture, which has been highlighted by the leaders as necessary in crisis 

preparedness. The organisational culture refers to the values and beliefs that are held by the 

companies and their employees and managers. It was clear that almost all the managers aimed for 

a very including environment in their company, where many expressed that they wanted a close 
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relationship between both the employees themselves and between them (the managers) and the 

employees. This is, for example, expressed by the manager(s) in Company M:  

 

“We have a family feeling; we have a very close relationship with all employees. And, we try to get 

to know the family; we want the family along on the trip we are doing with the employee. [...] We 

are friends when we need to and leaders when we need to. We do not say that we are ‘bosses’ but 

rather that we lead the employees.” 

 

Finally, the last sub-theme included is Organisational Development. Development is an essential 

part of a business, and it can refer to many different types of change. The change that was detected 

in the interviews was often related to what could develop after a company had suffered from a crisis 

event. This can take the form of both changes that are positive for the future of the company, as 

well as negative changes resulting from crises outcomes which set the company back. As said by 

the manager in Company G:  

 

“But what can one say, it is a danger and a possibility to develop. When you have a crisis its a 

chance to change [...] everything gets more focused, and you can see it clearer.” 

 

4.3 Understanding of Crisis  

 

The next theme that emerged through the data was the Understanding of Crisis. The understanding 

of crisis refers to how the interviewees view a crisis. This was an aspect that differed between them, 

where the same event could be viewed as a crisis or not, depending on the manager. One example 

is the possible event of data storage being corrupted, where one leader had extensive crisis 

preparation in place due to their view of this as a crisis, whereas the same event was not seen as a 

crisis in other companies, but rather something to expect as part of the business. The theme is built 

up by two sub-themes (1) Definition of Crisis, and (2) Perception of Situational Circumstances. 

 

 

Figure 4 - Sub-themes of Understanding of Crisis 

 

The Definition of Crisis is a crucial part of being able to conduct crisis preparations. Without an 

understanding of what crises could occur in one's business, the leader will not know how to prepare 

the company for crises properly. However, the concept seems to be difficult to grasp for the 

managers. The manager(s) of Company M says:  
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 “[...] It is such a wide concept. ‘Crisis’ is very broad. It could refer to a personal crisis, financial 

crisis, and it could be... Yes, it is a very broad concept, crisis.” 

 

While some managers have a rather set view on what constitutes a crisis and what does not, others 

are more flexible and open to developing their understanding. The manager in Company C 

expressed their mindset of trying to anticipate different scenarios in the following way:  

 

“in that way, we think a lot like, what if? So in that area what could happen and what could occur 

to eliminate and take away risks.” 

 

While defining a crisis is not easy, the reason for why definitions might differ between managers is 

their Perception of Situational Circumstances. The situational circumstances are the relationship 

between the crisis preparedness and the situational aspect. Because of the situational circumstances 

that affect a crisis, several leaders expressed that it was difficult to anticipate what crises could 

occur and how to prepare for them. It was expressed that crisis preparedness could never take all 

things into account, even if the company had actively prepared, some aspects of a crisis were hard 

to predict or take into account: 

 

“It is very situation related is what I am trying to say. It depends so much on what is happening; it 

is hard to have a manual for things like ‘if x wife gets cancer, then we will do this, and if this child 

gets sick then we will do this’. That does not work; one has to have a general standpoint to how one 

wants to react and ours is that we are very personal and show care as we try to support as much as 

we can.” - Manager Company F 

 

4.4 Perception of Risk  

Further, the theme of Perception of Risk was identified, which relates to the way the manager's 

view the likelihood of a crisis happening and the impact a possible crisis could have on their 

organisation. The perception of risk differed between the managers due to the nature of their 

operations, with some focusing more on the likelihood of crises related to employees, while others 

had more concrete crises related to products in mind. The perception of risk is built up by three sub-

themes (1) Level of Risk, (2) Crisis Occurrence, and (3) Crisis Outcome.  

 

 

Figure 5 - Sub-themes of Perception of Risk 
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The Level of Risk refers to how high or low the risk is for businesses to encounter a certain crisis, 

in the eyes of the managers. Some acknowledge that crises are possible, while others do not see any 

crises as possible. The manager in Company B illustrates this as follows:  

 

“I do not see that in our line of business a crisis would be able to happen, I mean if we come to the 

office one morning and everything is burnt down we will just open our laptops and continue. We 

will have to sit outside, but we do not save any papers, we have no machines and no direct assets. 

Everything is about immaterial assets in the shape of the software and the knowledge.”  

 

While some managers might have difficulties seeing a crisis as a possibility, the Crisis Occurrence 

might alter their perception of risk. The number of times a company have experienced a crisis in 

the past may influence how they view the risk of a crisis happening again. Some of the interviewees 

expressed that small crises occur constantly and therefore they do not see them as something 

extraordinary. This also makes them feel comfortable with dealing with other types of crisis. An 

example of this is argued for by the Manager in Company I: “I am relatively calm, I would say. And 

it is like this; you have small crises all the time.”  

 

Another aspect which might alter the manager's perception of risk is their understanding of the 

Crisis Outcome. Even if the given definition of a crisis in this research is a high impact event, the 

interviewees expressed some crisis to have a higher impact than others. Some of the companies, 

mostly the ones relying on human capital in their business, expressed that key employees quitting 

could lead to a potential crisis of a lower level. An example of this is said by the manager in 

Company C:  

 

“ [...] we are a small company. So we are pretty dependent upon our key employees, our largest 

resource is our employees, so to say. We really need to have a crisis plan in regards to the 

redundancy of people. We could end up in a position where we lose the only one that has certain 

knowledge. That is a really relevant risk, and it may happen sometime.”  

 

4.5 Experience  

The fourth theme that was detected was Experience. Experience can be gained through a lot of 

different events. It was found to be a  crucial element in leading businesses and may help the 

manager make important decisions, which also applies to making decisions in terms of crisis 

preparedness. Experience in relation to crisis preparedness is associated both with the experience 

of the manager, as well as the experience in the company itself. The theme of Experience is built 

up by three sub-themes (1) Experience of Crisis, (2) Experience of Leadership, (3) Experience 

through Work.  
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Figure 6 - Sub-themes of Experience 

 

As previously mentioned, experience can arise from a variety of backgrounds, and they are a crucial 

element in crisis preparedness. It was identified that one crucial aspect in terms of experience in 

relation to crisis preparedness is Experience of Crisis. Almost all of the interviewees stated that 

they had experienced some type of crisis in the past, either in their current company or in a previous 

company either as a leader or as an employee and that it helped them deal with future crises. For 

example, the manager of Company E said:  

 

“The first time it happens, one can say it is a crisis, and we got blamed for [the specific incident], 

so we read up on it and took help from [external party] to find out what it is. Today we are one of 

the least affected businesses in Jönköping”.  

 

Another experience that was detected in the interviews was previously being in a leadership role, 

having Experience of Leadership. The majority of the interviewees had previous leadership 

experiences before being a manager in their current company. One example of this is the manager 

in Company E that had worked as a manager for two different offices before moving onto his current 

one:  

 

“Me and my partner met through the company group we worked within, and I took a course at her 

company. She studied business and worked her way up in the company [...]. Then we ran our own 

office and were the manager at two different places for the same company before we moved and 

took over another office that we ran together for two years. Then we got here and said yes to take 

over this one.”  

 

Another aspect that was seen in the data is the Experience through Work. Experience through work 

applies in this context to previous working experience in the same line of business. Some of the 

leaders emphasised that having experience in the same line of business, as an employee or 

otherwise, has given them the ability to have a better holistic picture of the industry and thereby 

more ease at identifying possible crises. One example of this is the manager of Company I: 

 

“I have worked with [specific job] previously, both here and at a different place. After that, I also 

took a master in it and worked as a development manager [...]. I have also worked at the university 

as a professor, but eventually, I wanted to go back to the business again.” 
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The manager(s) from Company M had similar experiences with being an employee as well as a 

leader in the same line of business, and they further add: “[...] I think that can also contribute to 

that one has more of a comprehensive view [of the business]” 

 

4.6 Style of Leadership 

The sixth theme that emerged was the Style of Leadership. The style of leadership is connected to 

the way the specific leadership is executed in the businesses. This theme is built up by the sub-

themes of (1) Communication, (2) Care for Employees, and (3) Level of Authority.   

 

 

Figure 7 - Sub-themes of Style of Leadership 

 

Communication is an integral part of the style of leadership; it describes the process of the 

communication norm in the organisation in a crisis situation. In times of crisis, a good 

communication strategy may benefit the company and make the process of overcoming the crisis 

easier. Communication was outlined by many as one of the most important aspects of a crisis, both 

to internal and external stakeholders. To establish clear guidelines for a crisis situation may help 

the company prioritise other things than constantly updating stakeholders. If there is a lack of 

communication between the involved parties, it may cause even more problems. For example, the 

manager of Company A said:  

 

“One experience we have learned along the way is in regards to the communication between us 

and the stakeholders. We are not able to talk to everyone. They have to be okay with getting constant 

updates through email or text messages, that has to be enough for them. [...] Because constantly 

calling up people would take up to much time, then we would have to have one person who only 

spoke on the phone, and we cannot do that. Rather than that, we have found better ways to 

communicate.” 

 

The Care for Employees is as well an important element of the style of leadership in the way that 

it is related to the priorities of the leader, and thereby the company. The majority of the leaders 

expressed concerns for their employees, both in terms of them leaving the company for a better job 

offer or that they would not feel good in the company. Many of the organisation's explained that 

they arranged parties and activities for their employees; for example, the manager in Company M 

stated:  
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“We put a lot of emphasis on activities with the personnel; we always have parties in the summer 

and a ‘julbord’ [Swedish Christmas tradition] in winter where our employees get to bring their 

partner. Additionally we always have at least one get together in spring and one in autumn. Then 

we meet outside [work] because we have people that are located somewhere else”.  

 

Lastly, the Level of Authority is a component of the style of leadership. The level of authority 

describes to what extent leaders use their authority to take a decision on their own, without involving 

other managers or employees in the evaluation of options. While some leaders expressed that they 

would take the authority in times of crisis to take quick decisions on their own, many also expressed 

that they generally like to involve employees in the decision-making processes. The manager of 

Company L, goes as far as saying: “I do not have the need to be in charge; I am not that kind of a 

person.” 

 

4.7 Leaders Personality  

The seventh identified theme was the Leader’s Personality. This may come across as similar to 

the style of leadership. However, the leader's personality refers to the way the manager acts 

irrespective of them being a leader or not, and how this relates to their behaviour in relation to crisis 

and crisis preparation. The leader's personality theme is built up by the sub-themes, (1) Decision-

Making, and  (2) Risk Behaviour. 

 

 

Figure 8 - Sub-themes of Leaders Personality 

 

Decision-making refers to the leader's approach to taking a decision, mainly if the way the manager 

takes decisions is based on emotions or if they take a more logical/rational approach. The 

interviewees had some different approaches to this, but often it depends upon the decision that needs 

to be made, as said by the manager in Company F:  

 

“It somewhat depends what it is about. Preferably there is a balance between the two [logical and 

emotional], in my opinion. Like we talked about before, we only work with people, which means 

that all decisions we take have consequences on those people in one way or another. Consequences 

always affect them. For that reason, one must at least have empathy. At a course I attended a while 

ago I got the best leadership advice I have ever gotten,’One can be hard in matter as long as one 

is soft in person’ ” 
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The Risk Behaviour of the leader's personality, on the other hand, relates to if the leaders see 

themselves as risk takers or as risk-averse. Because the majority of the interviewees were not only 

managers but often also owners and founders of the organisations that they managed, they are also 

entrepreneurs. Something that was expressed to a large extent was the parallel with being a risk 

taker and an entrepreneur. When asked directly whether he sees himself as a risk-taker, the manager 

of Company J said: 

 

“Yes, otherwise, I would not have a company. But it depends a little on what you mean by risks. As 

an entrepreneur, one takes risks, otherwise, you would sit on your butt and do what other people 

tell you to do”.  

 

However, it could be seen that some leaders, particularly the ones managing organisations that 

operated with production, all saw themselves as rather risk averse. An example is a manager in 

Company  C, who said:  

 

“I am usually saying that the most important business deals I have been involved with, are not the 

ones we have taken, but rather the ones we have avoided. The times we have worked with something 

for a while and then just left it. In that way, we get a little careful in regards to which situations we 

put ourselves in, so that is super healthy for our type of business.”  

 

4.8 Attitude Towards Crisis Preparedness  

The eighth theme that was detected was the Attitude Towards Crisis Preparedness. This shows 

how the interviewees view crisis preparedness, and specifically whether it is necessary or not. The 

attitude towards crisis preparedness consists of three sub-themes that are  (1) Crisis Mindset, (2) 

Priorities, and (3) Motivation.  

 

 

Figure 9 - Sub-themes of Attitude toward crisis preparedness 

 

The Crisis Mindset refers to the way that crisis and crisis preparedness is viewed by the leaders, 

and if the interviewees saw crisis preparedness as something of importance or not. Most leaders 

agree with the notion that it is not possible to prepare for all sorts of crises. However, they had 

different approaches to what that means. Some said: “One can never prepare enough!” (Manager(s) 

Company M), while others believed that this warrants a more relaxed view on crisis preparedness: 

“[...] what I see as a crisis... you simply have to deal with it as it happens” (Manager Company K). 

Furthermore, interviewees also expressed that time played an essential role in their crisis mindset. 
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The closer to a previous crisis, the more crisis preparation seemed important, the same being true 

for when one has not experienced crises for a while, as expressed by the manager of Company G: 

“If one has been doing good for a while you do not really think of it [crisis] instead it's rather far 

away.” 

 

While the crisis mindset is an essential factor determining whether the leaders will engage in crisis 

preparedness, their Priorities are equally important. Even though the managers might view crisis 

preparation as important, they will sometimes prioritise other things instead. The reasons for these 

can be many, oftentimes however it is a mixture of the resources needed and the assessment of the 

risk of crisis, as illustrated by the manager of Company F: “[...]Because it just costs a lot of time 

and money, which we most likely never see the benefit of”. Other leaders, however, consider crisis 

preparedness as a high priority item like the manager(s) in Company M: “If we see a possibility of 

a crisis occurring, we will deal with it [...] No matter the financial costs really.”  

 

Finally, the leader's Motivation to work with crisis preparedness was found to be of importance. 

The leader is the decision maker of the company and decides when and if something should be 

done, which also refers to whether they decide to engage in crisis preparedness. Many of the leaders 

expressed that they generally do not feel motivated to work with crisis preparedness, as is 

emphasised by the manager of Company H when answering whether he feels motivated: “Noooo… 

it feels kind of boring”. While a few of the interviewees did say that they are generally motivated, 

all leaders agree that motivation increases right after a crisis have happened, as illustrated by the 

manager of Company A:  

 

“Right after something has happened, even if it is pretty small things, then you directly become ‘yes 

that is right, we need to include that in our planning’. So it is good to do it right after because after 

a week it becomes more like ‘yeah well, that will not happen’. [...] You are never as excited to do 

something as right after an incident.”  

 

4.9 Level of Crisis Preparedness 

The ninth and last theme was the most complex and most prominent theme as it in a way evaluates 

all the measures taken in order to be crisis preparedness. Overall the Level of Crisis Preparedness 

differed significantly between the companies, and they all employed various methods to prepare for 

crises. Therefore, this theme consists of five sub-themes that are (1) Crisis Plan, (2) Tools, (3) Safety 

Measures, (4) Routines, and (5) Crisis Prepared Culture.  
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Figure 10 - Sub-themes of Level of crisis preparedness 

 

Some of the companies, while not many, possessed a written Crisis Plan entailing what should be 

done once a crisis occurs. This plan was often not a static plan but was continuously updated based 

on new needs. While many of the leaders said that they did not find a written crisis plan necessary, 

others, like the manager in Company I, viewed it as an essential part of their crisis preparedness:   

 

“We have a crisis plan that we work with, and there one constantly tries to make it as including as 

possible. But then one notices, that if something occurs, one starts with that [the crisis plan], but 

one also has to think.[…] it took barely a month of us starting here before [a very specific crisis 

event happened]. So the crisis plan was almost the first thing we started to look at.” 

 

The Tools that were found to be part of crisis preparedness refer to the active measures that are 

taken to make sure that the company is prepared for a crisis, such as practices and educations. 

However, it also includes tests and risk analysis that are made to make sure the equipment that the 

company either use or produce are in good quality. The manager(s) in Company M expressed their 

way of preparing through tools:  

 

“If we are going to work with ceilings, then the employees that are going to do that job been through 

ceiling security, otherwise you would not go out there. They are not allowed to. [...] We do many 

courses, as well as those things relating to CPR and fall protection. “ 

 

Safety measures relate to the immaterial assets that the organisations have. It could be things such 

as knowledge the employees have or documentation of previous cases. The immaterial assets of a 

firm are very fragile, and it was expressed by many that they could imagine a crisis breaking out if 

a few of their key employees quit at the same time. So to secure knowledge, it was found that the 

majority of the organisations used online documentation and double employees in projects to share 

knowledge. As said by the manager in Company L: “We document quite a lot, [...]. In some cases 

they work in pairs, depending on what it is.” 
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While a crisis plan is used as a plan for what happens in the case of a crisis, Routines are used to 

avoid possible crises. Some of the interviewees expressed that they did not have a crisis plan, but 

rather a set of routines for events that may occur. Some of the interviewees say they have them 

written down, while others explain that they constantly communicate the routines out to their 

employees so everyone is aware of what they should do. The way the routines are established is a 

bit different between the interviewees as well, but almost all point out that they constantly need to 

update them along the way as exemplified by the manager in Company J:  

 

There are routines for most things that could happen. If someone, for example, crashes with the 

car, then they have to talk to their supervisor that follows the process of talking with the insurance 

company and then talk to the ‘headquarter’. We have the routines written down, but not very 

detailed. [...] So if you do not have one [a routine for that event], then it always happens something 

that will make you get one… So then one has to sit down and write a routine for that.”  

 

Finally, what was pointed out to be one of the most critical aspects of the level of crisis 

preparedness, was a Crisis Prepared Culture.  The culture is not something that can be visually 

observed. Instead, it was expressed by the managers as the overall feeling in the company. 

Generally, a feeling of teamwork was emphasised, and trust between employees and between 

employees and leader was identified as critical to a crisis prepared culture. The manager in 

Company H expresses this as follows:  

 

“[...] but we have very good solidarity, and I also think that we together [...] it is not just me and 

my [business] partner that need to deal with it [a crisis]. I know that all my employees help handle 

a crisis when it occurs.” 
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5 Analysis & Discussion 

In this chapter, the empirical findings will be analysed and compared to the previous research 

within the topic to outline what was found to be similar and which new results were discovered. The 

analysis results in a framework that explains the relationship between the factors.  

5.1 Factors influencing crisis preparedness  

As has been described earlier in the theoretical framework, crisis management research is a topic 

with many intertwined concepts which are difficult to separate from each other. The same is true 

for the interviews conducted in this study. While the interviewees mentioned several aspects of 

crisis preparedness and how those affect the firm, what seemed more important was the relationship 

between them. After having explained the different aspects in the form of codes found throughout 

the data analysis process, we will now aim to show the relationship that was found between them 

in order to explain what affects crisis preparedness levels in SMEs. 

 

After defining and understanding the different themes, it was found that most of them belonged to 

one of two types of groups: SME environment and Leader Characteristics. The SME environment 

describes the things mentioned in the interviews which are not directly related to the specific leader 

in the firms, but rather are independent aspects which can affect the level of crisis preparedness. 

This includes the themes External environment and Internal SME environment. On the other side, 

there are the Leader characteristics, which are aspects affecting crisis preparedness, attributable to 

the leader of the SME. This includes the themes Perception of risk of crisis, Experience, 

Understanding of Crisis, Style of Leadership and Leader Personality. 

 

Figure 11 - Categorisation of themes 

 

5.1.1 SME Environment  

Our empirical findings suggest that while all these different aspects have been mentioned, some of 

them are attributed with more importance than others. In the SME environment, the external 

environment was mentioned often, through which rules, regulations and the external industry 

environment were expressed as the significant factors for most SMEs that were interviewed. The 
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internal SME environment, on the other hand, was not given as much attention to in relation to crisis 

preparedness. While previous research suggests that SME related aspects such as lack of resources 

can be a barrier to crisis preparedness (Herbane, 2013), this was not mirrored in the interviews. 

Rather, the leaders continuously pointed towards the positive aspects of SMEs, with easier and 

quicker internal communication, closer relationships within the organisation, more overview of the 

whole organisation and organisational culture facilitating better crisis responses. Especially the 

smaller number of employees and familiar feeling between employees was highlighted as important. 

Due to this some of the obstacles found in previous literature were minimised because of the nature 

of SMEs, such as the problem of integrating different business functions (McConnell & Drennan, 

2006) and organisational sensemaking during crises (Roberts et al., 2007). This prospect of better 

crisis responses affected the leader’s crisis self-efficacy positively (Hede, 2017), and decreased 

some of the necessities of crisis preparedness regarding, for example, crisis communication plans. 

However, in accordance with what was mentioned by Falkner and Hiebl (2015), the leaders did also 

point toward that the characteristics of SMEs, such as being dependent on suppliers and needing 

good relationships with essential customers, can pose difficulties and introduce more possible 

crises. This was the case in a few of the companies, where they had to take in external support in 

order to meet the demands of their customers. 

 

5.1.2 Leader Characteristics  

In the category of leader characteristics, the leaders highlighted the importance of experience and 

understanding of crisis. Different sorts of experience could be seen as underlying reasons for several 

other areas of importance, especially in relation to the understanding of crisis.  As has been found 

in studies by Hede (2016), experience of crisis events, both through managing a crisis and general 

crisis experience, was shown to increase crisis self-efficacy and motivation to work with crisis 

preparedness. However, the leaders also highlighted the importance of having worked as an 

employee in the industry for a long time, gaining industry experience. They reasoned that this gave 

them a better understanding of what types of crises could occur in their firm because they could 

draw from experiences from both the employee and leader aspect of the organisation. The empirical 

findings further suggest that experience also affects the perception of the risk of a crisis occurring 

and was mentioned in relation to the attitude toward crisis preparedness as well. Experience was in 

this study, therefore closely related to learning from crises. 

 

The findings strengthen the research suggesting that learning from crisis can increase crisis 

preparedness in companies (Carmeli & Schaubroeck, 2008; Christianson et al., 2009), in this case 

through increasing the understanding and motivation of the leader to work with crisis preparedness. 

While learning from experience was seen as something positive and helpful, it could also be seen 

that the new crisis preparedness measures that were implemented were related to the crisis that had 

occurred, increasing crisis preparedness regarding those types of crises but not general crisis 

preparedness. The leaders did, in some cases, point toward that experience increased the crisis 

prepared culture, with the employees working better together and self-efficacy rising. However, the 

actions being taken suggest that there is some truth to the arguments by Haunschild et al. (2015), 

that learning from crisis shifts the focus of learning to the newly found weaknesses and somewhat 

disregards other aspects. 
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While experience could be a positive factor which can increase crisis preparedness, the 

understanding of crisis was found to be a necessity to engage in crisis preparedness activities. One 

thing that was detected during the interviews was the lack of knowledge among all of the leaders 

regarding what a crisis actually is. The knowledge about what characterises a crisis is a necessity in 

crisis management (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993), which was missing amongst most of the managers. 

Even if there is a variety of conflicting opinions regarding what constitutes a crisis, it is widely 

agreed that it consists of elements as a low-probability and high-impact event, that threatens the 

organisation's survival (Pearson & Clair, 1998). However, it was made clear that what most 

interviewees saw as a crisis, such as employees leaving, would according to this definition, not be 

considered a crisis. Without the understanding of crises, the managers were not able to see the risk 

of a crisis occurring, which is the starting point for engaging in crisis management activities 

(Pearson & Clair, 1993). Furthermore, without the understanding of crises, the interviewees also 

highlighted that they did not know how to prepare for crises, even if they did know that a crisis 

could occur, as was also formulated by McConnell and Drennan (2006).  

 

Whether the leader took the step to gain the necessary knowledge was found to be dependent on 

their style of leadership and their personality, further connecting the themes found in the data 

analysis. Risk-averse leaders who placed a high value on the wellbeing of their employees voiced 

that they wanted to learn more about how to prepare for crises, as well as they expressed the 

importance of being cautious in some situations that may put the organisations future at risk.  On 

the other hand, leaders that expressed that they had a more risk-taking behaviour and had their main 

focus on the business side of the firm saw risk-taking as an essential part of being a small business 

owner or manager and did not express a need to learn more about crisis preparedness. They 

expressed that they had little to no crisis preparedness in the organisation, but rather have a ‘take it 

as it comes’ approach. While it must be kept in mind that this is a qualitative study where observed 

relationships are based on the researchers interpretations and not quantitative data, the findings are 

in line with research suggesting that the management orientation of leaders can play a role in 

whether the firm is crisis prepared (Shaeffer & Mano-Negrin, 2003).   

 

5.2 Relationship between factors  

While it has been shown that there are relationships between the themes within the areas identified 

earlier, it is also essential to consider how the SME environment and the leader characteristics affect 

each other in order to further understand the importance of each in determining the level of crisis 

preparedness in SMEs. 

 

The empirical results suggest that certain aspects of the leader characteristics, Perception of risk of 

crisis, Understanding of Crisis and Experience, can be affected by the general SME environment. 

The relationship between these factors is mostly shown in how external requirements, such as 

official rules and regulations regarding crisis preparedness can affect the understanding of crisis as 

well as the perception of the risk of crisis. While many interviewees mentioned their lack of 

knowledge about how to work with crisis preparedness as an obstacle, existing external 

requirements can soften this problem by providing a framework of where to start with one’s crisis 

preparation work. Furthermore, knowing about how to prepare for crises can also increase the crisis 

self-efficacy of the leader, aiding them in the work of being prepared mentally for the challenges 
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that are presented throughout crisis times (Roberts et al., 2007). This aspect is also furthered by the 

internal SME environment. Research has found that organisational culture can be vital in promoting 

organisational crisis preparedness (Clair & Waddock, 2007). This notion is also mirrored in the 

interviews, with several of the interviewees highlighting the importance of the feeling of the 

organisation and the spirit of teamwork in getting the firm crisis prepared. With a more open 

environment, the employees can help observe early signals of crises and can, therefore, aid the 

leader in understanding of the crisis and perceiving the risk of a crisis (Clair & Waddock, 2007). 

 

On the other hand, there is also a reverse relationship between certain leadership characteristics and 

the SME environment. The Style of Leadership and Personality both have the potential to affect not 

the entire SME environment, but the Internal SME environment. This relationship is mostly shown 

in the leaders’ ability to make strategic decisions for the company, affecting, among other things, 

organisational structure, internal development plans, and organisational culture. There is extensive 

research in literature which shows this relationship and the importance that leaders have in shaping 

the organisation (Smircich & Morgan, 1982; Dinh et al., 2013; Eisenhardt & Zbarecki, 

1992).  Interestingly, this was only shown in a few interviews and is not seen as a common thread 

throughout all the analysis. The reason for this might be that more than half of the interviewees 

were founders of their SME and it might have been too apparent for them that they were the ones 

shaping their organisation. They did not have the possibility to take over after another leader and 

reflect on the changes that they might have done in the organisation. Instead, they created everything 

built on their beliefs.  

 

5.3 Prioritising Preparedness 

The findings from the study have shown that considering all leader characteristics will culminate in 

the leader’s Attitude toward crisis preparedness. In other words, all these different factors will 

influence whether the leader will or will not prioritise crisis preparedness activities in the company. 

Through the relationship that was explained earlier, this also means that there is an indirect 

relationship between the SME environment and the attitude toward crisis preparedness as was 

described previously.   

 

Attitude is described as an evaluation of objects, persons, and other matters (Ajzen & Fishbein, 

1977; Petty & Wegener, 1997). It is generally formulated in positive and negative views; if 

something is liked or disliked (Petty & Wegener, 1997). In this study, attitudes about crisis 

preparation explain whether the leader views crisis preparation as necessary or in other words if 

they view it in a positive light or not. Attitudes can be formed in a multitude of ways and are not 

necessarily set in stone (Ajzen, 2001). Instead, attitudes can be affected and altered by new 

information or a re-evaluation of already known information (Petty & Wegener, 1997). The findings 

of this research indicate that there are several factors which can contribute to the leaders’ attitude 

of crisis preparedness. Some of the factors affect the information the leader possesses regarding 

crisis preparedness, such as the understanding of crisis, the perception of risk and the leader's 

experience. Style of leadership and the leader’s personality, on the other hand, affect how the leader 

evaluates this information, resulting in the formed attitudes about whether crisis preparation is 

necessary.  
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As mentioned in the literature review, the first step of defining a crisis can already be a hurdle, 

which is difficult to pass (Bundy et al., 2017). Our findings support this notion with the 

understanding of what constitutes a crisis varying widely between the interviewees. While some 

leaders expressed losing key-employees to be a crisis, others did not express the same concern. 

Depending on the leader, the same scenario could be threatening the company’s survival or not, 

which is an important factor in the crisis definition (Pearson & Clair, 1998). An event that was 

brought up in several interviews in the knowledge and production dependent companies was the 

loss of data through the corruption of data storages, which could have a severe impact on the 

company and months of work could be lost.  The importance of securing data in safe online storages 

was an important lesson that had been learned in some of the organisations. While some companies 

had extensive plans for how to deal with such an event due to its potential negative impact on the 

company, others viewed it more as a normal part of the business, than a potential crisis. 

 

Further, it was seen that the majority of the companies with a low level of crisis preparedness 

expressed that all crises are based on situational aspects that one cannot prepare for. As argued for 

by Roberts et al. (2007), during a crisis, one has to possess the ability to deal with the situation that 

arises. It was expressed by many of the interviewees that the crisis event was very situational, and 

the actual characteristics of the crisis should be the real determinant of what should be done. This 

argument was often made in combination with arguments against crisis preparedness. However, 

Roberts et al. (2007) argue that a situational mindset should be used in combination with an already 

established crisis plan, instead of as a crisis preparation method of its own. Instead, they argue that 

it is more important to be able to adapt to the crisis plan while the event is taking place.  

 

The fact that crises are ambiguous in nature (Pearson & Clair, 1998) was also brought up by several 

leaders as impairing their understanding of the crisis. They did not deem themselves knowledgeable 

enough in the subject of crises to be able to analyse what might happen in the future, leading to 

them not deeming crisis preparedness to be necessary. However, they all expressed that external 

support, such as consulting in crisis preparedness could help them to gain a deeper understanding 

and then possibly motivate them to work with crisis preparedness in the future.  

 

Furthermore, the empirical findings also show that the leader’s analysis of the risk of a crisis will 

determine whether they find it necessary to engage in crisis preparation activities. If they deem the 

risk of a crisis occurring not conceivable or do not think the consequences of the crisis will warrant 

the resources put into preparing for it or that it would have a large impact on the financial or 

operational aspects of the business, it can decrease their willingness to engage in crisis preparation. 

These findings reflect earlier research about what can inhibit crisis preparation in companies 

(McConnell & Drennan, 2006). As has been established earlier, the concepts within leader 

characteristics are intertwined, and so the leader’s interpretation of the risk of the crisis will 

inevitably affect their personal understanding of the crisis. Here it was found that depending on the 

understanding of crisis and analysis of the consequences of the crisis occurring; the leaders will 

focus on different categories of crises. While it might be more important in some organisations to 

consider employee centred crises, others focus more on product safety and health incidents (Marcus 

& Goodman, 1991; Wooten & James, 2008). 
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Exploring the concepts further, experience surfaces again as being of importance. While it has been 

established that experience of crisis in different ways can increase understanding of the crisis and 

the perception of the risk of a crisis, experience itself can also directly affect the leader’s motivation 

to work with crisis preparation. This can take the form of both increasing and decreasing the leader's 

perceived need to prepare for crises. Most interviewees reflected on having experienced a crisis 

through them having become more motivated to engage in crisis preparedness activities because 

they realised what could happen and that they wanted to avoid those situations. It was also stated in 

close to all interviews, that the occurrence of a crisis drastically increases the motivation to work 

with crisis preparedness when the consequences of it were still making an impact, however, that 

motivation quickly fades as time passes. However, some leaders expressed that their experience 

itself was enough crisis preparation for any further events, with them having increased their belief 

in their own abilities and the abilities of the organisation to deal with future crises. Experiencing 

and learning from earlier crises could, therefore, have the effect of instilling a potentially false sense 

of safety, and it may also shift the focus away from other potential crises that one might face other 

than the one that most recently occurred. The reason for these differences may lay in how the 

concept of crises is framed in the mind of the leader, as has been found to be important in leaders’ 

decision making (Levin et al., 1998; Kuhberger, 1998). 

 

The similarities that were found in leaders whose experience led to higher motivation to work with 

crisis preparedness was that they generally voiced their concern over what might happen if they did 

not increase their crisis preparedness and another crisis occurred. This result is shared by researchers 

such as Lerner and Keltner (2001), who found that the feeling of fear will increase the perceived 

riskiness of a situation. Interestingly, not only fear but also optimism seems to have a positive effect 

on leaders’ motivation. The leaders that expressed the belief that a crisis can offer an opportunity 

of improving the company, generally had a more positive view on the necessity of crisis 

preparedness, reinforcing the findings of Brockner and James (2008). In the middle of this spectrum, 

there are the leaders that did not find the experience as a motivation to increase crisis preparedness 

activities but instead see the experience as a means in itself to increase the company’s crisis 

preparedness. Our results suggest that the reason for this could be manifold, with the risk-taking 

behaviour of the leader and their understanding of crisis being the most supported by the empirical 

data. 

 

5.4 The effects on the level of crisis preparedness  

After having analysed the relationships between the different concepts that could influence a leader 

to prioritise crisis preparedness in their firms, the question that remains is how this can be seen in 

the level of preparedness that is observed in the companies. Our findings suggest that the leader’s 

attitude toward crisis preparedness together with the SME environment will determine the level of 

crisis preparedness that exists in the firm, as can be seen in figure 12 below. 
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Figure 12 – Final Model 

  

The model shows the cumulative results of the research, with relationships which have been 

observed in almost all the different organisations, despite the different industries that they find 

themselves in, as has been explained earlier in the method. However, the analysis of the data shows 

that the importance of specific themes and relationships are differing between different industries. 

While themes such as Internal SME Environment, Style of Leadership and Personality are not 

shown to be connected to the industry but rather the specific organisation and leader, especially the 

External Environment and Understanding of Crisis are suggested to be linked to the industry. 

 

In the model, it can be seen that the SME Environment can affect the level of crisis preparedness 

both directly and indirectly, through affecting the leadership characteristics. Our findings suggest 

that there are three main ways in which the SME environment can influence preparedness; through 

external rules and regulations, external industry standards, and through internal organisational 

culture. The external rules and regulations and the industry standards are guidelines (both by law 

and by practice) which the firm must abide by. This sets a baseline for the minimum requirement 

of crisis preparedness that can exist within the firm. While all industries must follow some laws, 

such as the Swedish law of a safe work environment – SAM (Arbetsmiljöverket, 2018), there are 

certain industries where there are more external requirements than in others. The production 

industry, for example, has many rules to follow regarding assessing the safety of their products and 

ensuring the safety of their employees while working. The same is true for the care industry, where 

following the regulations regarding crisis preparedness and risk assessment, amongst other things, 

will determine whether the firm can stay in business. In the consulting industry, however, there are 

less such rules, which, as has been mentioned earlier, can affect the understanding of crisis and 

thereby preparedness of the firm. 
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Analysing the industries with high and low levels of external requirements and comparing it to their 

level of preparedness, shows that while external requirements can play an essential role in getting 

the firm crisis prepared, there are still firms which are more or less prepared than others. However, 

industries with more external requirements on crisis preparedness are overall more prepared. Based 

on these findings, it can, therefore, be found that the SME environment will determine if the firm 

will find itself being at an intermediate level of crisis preparedness as a starting point. An 

intermediate level of crisis preparedness as used in this research takes only one of the two parts of 

crisis preparedness into account, early signal detection or preparing for a crisis occurring (Mitroff 

et al., 1988). In the organisations with intermediate levels of crisis preparedness in this study, this 

was most often demonstrated through risk assessments of products and work environment, as well 

as to some extent, business risks. While thereby the focus is on early signal detection, imagining 

the crisis happening and preparing for what to do then was only done by a few SMEs, which were 

therefore characterised with a high level of crisis preparedness. 

 

However, while the SME environment has the possibility to get the firm to an intermediate crisis 

prepared level independently from the leader of the organisation, the findings suggest that the 

attitude of the leader about crisis preparedness, will determine whether the firm will engage in more 

crisis preparedness activities than is deemed to be absolutely necessary by the external environment. 

Attitude has been found to be a determinant in a person’s behaviour, not least in a context of 

strategic management (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Harrison & Pelletier, 1998; Roxas & Coetzer, 

2012). The empirical findings support this, with the attitude of the leader being a significant 

influence on the level of crisis preparedness.  Here, again, especially the experience of the leader 

and their understanding of the crisis will affect how and to what extent the leader will engage in 

crisis preparedness activities according to what has been explained earlier.   

 

Often if the external environment had particular demands on the business to live up to, it was up to 

the leader to bring the company from being intermediate crisis prepared to a high level of crisis 

preparedness. Additionally, this was the case for the companies where the external environment had 

little to no demands on the business to be crisis prepared; the leader could decide to prioritise crisis 

preparedness and bring the company to either a high or an intermediate level of crisis preparedness. 

However, in the organisations that had no demands from the external environment and where the 

leader in the company did not acknowledge that crisis preparedness was necessary, the level of 

preparedness ended up being low, due to that none of the significant factors impacting the 

organisation's preparedness were present.  

 

Looking at the non-crisis prepared companies, one can, to some extent, see similarities in their 

attitudes towards crisis preparedness. Neither of the organisations that are considered to have a low 

level of preparedness had any or very few demands from external parties; these were all 

organisations that operated in an industry that had no possibility to pose any harm to other people. 

As well, another striking feature was that they did not possess any inventory or assets that could be 

ruined. However, their assets were instead the knowledge, which was often storaged online.  

 

These findings are, to a great extent confirming what has been seen in previous crisis management 

studies. However, it is important to be aware that previous research relates to studies done in an 

MNE context. Therefore, our research confirms that many of the problems MNEs might face in the 
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crisis preparedness aspect are also applicable to SMEs. Although, some new insights are seen, such 

as the experience that is gathered through working in the same line of businesses before becoming 

a manager.  
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6 Conclusion & Implications 

This final chapter of the thesis will be linked back to the research questions presented at the start 

of the research and provide the answers that have been established through the research. 

Additionally, the contributions and implications this study provides will be presented along with 

the limitations that have been identified and ideas for future research.  

6.1 Conclusion  

Crisis and crisis management research has since the 1980s gotten increased attention from 

researchers all over the world. Several different research areas have been explored, such as crisis 

response, crisis communication and crisis preparation. However, due to the complexity of the topic, 

there is a prevailing lack of theorisation in the topic and not much integration between different 

theories. On the other hand, crises are becoming more prevalent with the increase of digitalisation 

and technical solutions being used in companies. With crisis preparation becoming more critical 

due to those changes, we set out to research the topic to increase our knowledge about what 

motivates leaders to prepare for crises. Because most research about crisis is done in large 

companies in the form of single case studies of crisis events, this study aimed to investigate crisis 

in SMEs through a multiple case study. With leaders in SMEs taking an essential strategic role 

which has not yet been fully investigated in relation to crisis management and crisis preparedness, 

the study focused on the leaders of SMEs. More specifically, the research aimed to answer what 

factors could lay behind a leader prioritising crisis preparedness work in SMEs (RQ1) and how this 

prioritisation can affect the level of crisis preparedness in SMEs (RQ2).  

 

To answer RQ1, the findings show that in order to have a positive attitude toward crisis 

preparedness and thereby prioritise crisis preparedness activities, the leader has to have an 

understanding of the crisis and perceive the risk of the crisis as high. Understanding the crisis means 

that they will be able to identify early warning signals and have an understanding of how to gain 

the tools to prepare for possible crises. This understanding and the ability to perceive the risk of a 

crisis and its consequences can be positively affected by the leader having had experience with 

crises, both as a leader and as an employee. However, while these three aspects are important in 

increasing motivation to work with crisis preparedness, the leader's own personality and style of 

leadership can have the final say in whether the leader will prioritise crisis preparation or not. Here 

it is essential how the risk of the crisis is framed in the leader's mind, together with their innate risk-

taking behaviour.  

 

While the attitude about crisis preparation of the leader is important, it was also found, as an answer 

to RQ2, that the internal and external environment of SMEs will affect the level of crisis 

preparedness in SMEs. Based on the industry in question, the rules and regulations that exist, 

together with other industry standards, will set a baseline of necessary crisis preparedness. This can 

lead to that SMEs find themselves at an intermediate level of crisis preparedness, which consists 

mainly of risk analysis and early signal detection. However, it was found that in order to reach a 

high level of crisis preparedness, the attitude of the leader is vital, and if they do not prioritise crisis 

preparedness, even the external regulations are sometimes not enough to keep the firm from being 

poorly prepared for what may come. Therefore, the leader’s prioritisation has a large impact on 
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whether companies will be highly prepared for crises, or simply stay at an intermediate or low level 

of crisis preparedness reliant on the SMEs’ environment to be somewhat crisis prepared.  

 

6.2 Theoretical implications and contributions  

As has been established throughout this research, crisis preparedness in SMEs is a crucial and vital 

area to study. However, previous research on SMEs has been scant, and its main focus has been on 

investigating what barriers exist for crisis preparedness in SMEs (Herbane, 2013), omitting the 

impact the leader might have. This thesis is one of the few studies that have been done in terms of 

the crisis preparedness in SMEs. Hence the contributions this thesis provides are many. While the 

findings of this research were able to support much of what has been found earlier primarily in the 

MNE context, it also extends on existing research by including the importance of leaders’ 

prioritisation of crisis preparedness. Contributing to the research by showing that a connection 

between the leader and the crisis preparedness can be drawn by looking at aspects such as the 

attitude towards crisis preparedness to determine the leaders’ opinions towards the importance of 

preparedness.  

 

Secondly, in contrary to most research within SMEs, this study took the approach of looking at 

factors which do not only hinder crisis preparedness but also which factors can aid in being crisis 

prepared as an SME. The findings contribute through highlighting the different aspects which are 

dependent on the individual leader of the organisation and not the SME in itself, such as the 

understanding of crisis and the style of leadership. This might explain the question posed at the 

beginning of this thesis, of why certain SMEs are less crisis prepared than others while facing the 

same barriers to crisis preparedness inherent to SMEs.  

 

Further, the research provides additional insights into the crisis preparedness research by presenting 

new clarifications as to why SMEs might not prepare for crises. As found in this thesis, the risk 

behaviour of the leader is a crucial aspect to consider when looking at the crisis preparedness of the 

SMEs, as it was found that if the leader has a risk-taking behaviour they often do not see the 

necessity of preparing for crises. Thus, they might hinder the crisis preparedness of the SME.  

 

While much of the findings confirm what has been found in previous studies in the context of both 

SMEs and MNEs, this research was able to combine many different factors found previously and 

shift the focus to the importance of the leader of the company. These new insights focus on the 

relationships between these factors and how, among others, leadership characteristics and the SME 

environment interrelate and together determine the level of crisis preparedness in SMEs.  As such, 

through the presented Final Model (Figure 12), a relationship has been established between the 

essential factors and how they integrate. This could lay the foundation for future research on which 

of these aspects might be more influential than others. This model explains the relationship between 

the factors that affect each other in crisis preparedness. Contributing to the research through 

bringing in factors such as the external environment, showing that external rules and regulations 

have a significant impact on the crisis preparedness some organisations have depending on the 

industry in which they operate. 
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The ambition of this research is that the findings outlined in this research would add to broaden the 

understanding of the topic and highlight the theoretical importance of SMEs in a context of crisis 

preparedness. Lastly, this research also contributes to the literature regarding general knowledge 

about SMEs and their leaders.  

 

6.3 Practical implications and contributions 

Drawing from the findings of this research, the hope is that the participants of this study, as well as 

other leaders of SMEs, can draw inspiration from the research and use it towards building new skills 

and knowledge to further develop or start, their crisis preparedness. Further, this thesis contributes 

by providing a roadmap that outlines the importance of crisis preparedness in the SME context but 

also draws focus to the leader's influence the preparedness in the organisation. Leaders with the 

goal to strengthen the preparedness of their organisations can use this research to identify possible 

aspects they are lacking.  

 

As established in this research, there are specific aspects of a leader’s characteristics that do affect 

the way crisis preparedness is prioritised in the organisation. Further, for SMEs that hire managers, 

this thesis shows the importance of considering the industry experience, in addition to the leadership 

and crisis experience, to find leaders that have a wider understanding of the types of risks that could 

come to occur in the company. Additionally, they should also consider the personality of the 

potential leader, whether or not their type of risk behaviour would aid or hinder the preparedness of 

the organisation.  

 

Moreover, the environment the SME find themselves in is also an important factor in the crisis 

preparedness in the organisation. It is hoped that with this knowledge, leaders can make more 

informed decisions about crisis preparedness, based on an understanding of their own knowledge 

and behaviour relating to the industry within which they operate.  

 

6.4 Societal implications and contributions  

With this research, the hope is to contribute to the general knowledge of SMEs and crisis 

management. Small and medium-sized companies are a large and important part of the economy; 

therefore, it is crucial that SMEs survive and continue to contribute to the economy by providing 

necessary services and work for the population. 

 

It is found that some organisations are well prepared for crises. However, there is still room for 

improvement, even for those who consider themselves crisis prepared to develop further within the 

area. Through this study, it is important to highlight that crisis preparedness may increase the 

survival of SMEs by preparing them for events that may have severe impacts on their organisations. 

By being prepared and being able to prevent crises from happening, or handle inevitable crises well, 

the SMEs will experience less of the negative effects of crisis than if they would be unprepared. 

Therefore, if the ideas presented in this research are considered, it may lead to more thriving SMEs 

that continue to live beyond the current life cycle.  
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A specific example of the societal contributions is about those leaders who newly founded or are 

considering to start an SME organisation and are unaware of how to go about it. This thesis can 

provide valuable knowledge that can be used to understand further how to create a crisis prepared 

organisation. The desire is also that those who want to engage in crisis preparedness can use this 

research as a starting point of identifying crucial aspects in the crisis preparedness process. This 

could also encourage more people, who otherwise might not engage in entrepreneurship, to start 

their own companies if they feel comfortable to plan for unexpected, intimidating events. Further, 

the research might also provide guidance for organisations outside the SME context, to recognise 

essential features in the identification of appropriate leaders to engage in crisis preparedness work.  

 

6.5 Limitations and suggestions for future research  

One of the limitations of this research was its’ sampling technique. Due to the sampling criteria, the 

result was a sizeable possible sample. Since the organisations all were based within the same region, 

due to constraints in time and resources, it may have posed an advantage in terms of similar context. 

However, it limits the possibilities to argue for transferability. Further, the time constraints for this 

research posed other limitations as well, if the time frame had been different, the possibility to 

conduct interviews with employees, board members, and other stakeholders might have brought an 

interesting aspect to the research. Therefore, it is also recognised that it may pose a bias in some of 

the interviews due to a possible desire from the managers to present themselves and their 

organisation as best possible. The aim was to avoid this by excluding all names and other things 

that easily could be linked to the organisations, giving the leaders’ more chance of speaking freely.  

 

A suggestion for a different approach to conducting similar research in the future could be to remake 

it into quantitative research. By extending this research to a quantitative matter, one could gain a 

better understanding of the depth of the leader's influences on crisis preparedness and what aspects 

have a greater impact than others. A further interesting possibility for future research could take 

one of the limitations into account when conducting a similar study. By taking a different approach 

than what is done in this research, one could conduct qualitative data from different stakeholders' 

perspective within the organisation, in order to gain multiple views across the organisation. This 

would lead to a more representative picture of the organisation than what might be provided by the 

managers.  

 

Furthermore, another research aspect that would bring an interesting angle to this topic could be to 

combine previous research with the results presented. In future research, this could be approached 

by conducting studies that focus on the connections between the MNEs and SMEs in terms of crisis 

preparedness. This would be highly interesting since the results presented in this research could, in 

large parts, draw similarities to previous research conducted in an MNE context. Therefore, it poses 

considerable possibilities to research the connections on a deeper level. Finally, one of the aspects 

that were found throughout the analysis process of this research was that the type of industry 

affected the level of crisis preparedness and the leader's influence on the matter. It might, therefore, 

be of value in future research to consider this when formulating the purpose of the research and 

investigate how the influence of leaders in crisis preparedness could differ between industries. 
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8 Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Interview Topic Guide 

Topic Questions 

Introduction  • Go through Informed Consent  

• Ask to record interview 

• Can you introduce your company? 

o  Number of employees  

o Organisational structure 

Crisis work   • What do you consider to be a crisis?  

• Have you had any crises happening in the company?  

• What crises do you see possible in the company?  

The leader • Can you give us an overview of your work-history?  

• How much knowledge do you have about working with crisis?  

• What are your thoughts on crisis preparedness?  

o Is it necessary?  

o Does it help?  

• Have you ever experienced a crisis?  

o Elaborate on those experiences  

• How would you describe yourself as a leader?  

• How do you consider a crisis should be led? 

o How much room should the leader take? 

o How should decisions be made?  

o How do you think you would react in a crisis situation?  

• How would you describe yourself in relation to risk-taking?  

 

Crisis 

Preparedness 

• Do you have an existing crisis plan? 

o  How was this plan created?  

o What do you think about it/can it be improved?  

• If not, why not?  

o How do you think you would handle a crisis if it would 

occur?  

• Have you taken any actions to prepare for crisis?  

• Is there a budget for crisis preparation work?  

Wrapping up  • Do you feel prepared if a crisis would occur in the near future?  

• Would you say you are motivated to work with crisis 

preparedness?  

o What do you base this on/how do you think this could 

change? 

• How do you think you could improve your crisis preparedness? 

o Do you think it would be necessary?  
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Appendix 2 – Consent Form 

 

 

Informed Consent  

 

• I have received information regarding the purpose of the study and why I have been 

contacted to participate  

• Participating in the study involves engaging in an interview for approximately 1 hour. I give 

my permission to be recorded during the interview. I further give my permission that my 

answers will be translated and transcribed and that the results of this study will be published 

in connection with a thesis project at Jönköping University.  

• I am aware that I have the possibility to withdraw my consent to participate in the study, at 

all times during the interview or after during the course of the study.  

• I have been informed that I have the possibility to remain anonymous in the study and that 

I will not be named or otherwise identified if I wish so.  

• I have been ensured that my data will be handled confidentially. The recording of the 

interview will be deleted as soon as the content has been transcribed anonymously. 

• I know that I have the possibility to take part in the findings of the published study.  

• I understand what it means to participate in this study, and I had the possibility to ask 

questions before the start of this interview.  

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________ 

Participants Signature, Date 

 

 

_____________________________________ 

Researchers Signature, Date 

 

 

____________________________________ 

Researchers Signature, Date 

 

 

 

If questions arise after the interview, do not hesitate to contact us:  

Telephone: 0705828611 

E-Mail: jonnaschippert@gmail.com 
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Appendix 3 – Proposal E-mail  

 

Hello!  

 

Our names are Jonna and Lena, we are two Civilekonom-students from Jönköping University. We 

are in the midst of writing our thesis and are now looking for small and medium-sized companies 

which can participate in our study. Our research revolves around crisis management; more 

specifically, we want to investigate how small and medium-sized companies work with preparations 

for crisis situations.  

 

We contact you at [name of company] because we think it would be interesting to hear your views 

on how to work with crises.  

 

Our programme at university and focus of our master thesis is Management (leadership), which is 

why we are going to conduct our research from the perspective of leaders. Our research will 

primarily touch upon leaders’ roles in crisis preparations. We want to specifically point out that we 

are looking for different point of views, this means that we are looking for both companies that have 

a crisis plan, but also companies that lack such a plan.  

 

We think that there is a lack of knowledge regarding the topic of crisis management in small and 

medium-sized companies and aim, therefore, to develop the knowledge in this area.  

We write to you in order to see whether you would be interested in taking part in our study and 

develop the knowledge within crisis management. Because our study is conducted from the 

perspective of leaders, we would like to have the interview with someone who is identified as the 

leader of your company. Your contribution would be highly appreciated, and we are grateful for all 

insights and experiences that you can share with us. All data will be handled confidentially, and you 

will have the possibility to take part of (and approve) the data which we will use in our study. 

Regarding the place of the interview we are flexible, the interview can be held at a location of your 

choosing or we can provide a suitable location at Jönköping University.  

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this and thank you in advance for your participation – all help 

and insights you can provide is highly appreciated. We are looking forward to hearing from you, 

either via e-mail or telephone. Our contact information is provided below.  

 

With kind regards, 

 Jonna Schippert & Lena Hussmann  

 

Contact Information: 

Email: jonnaschippert@gmail.com ; lena.hussman@hotmail.com  

 

Telephone: --- 


