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Abstract  
 
Background:     Recently there is a tendency that organisations are becoming more proactive in their 

efforts to manage and communicate with their stakeholders during a crisis. However, 
since crisis management is quite a new phenomenon, many companies fail to design 
effective communicational strategies that protect their stakeholders. Organisations 
may have pre-planned strategies to eliminate oncoming threats, but the outcome 
could be very different than imagined. Therefore, there is a need for further 
investigation on crisis interpretations and communicational tactics in the research 
area.  

Purpose:       The fundamental purpose of this thesis is to investigate how organisations are 
interpreting crises, the communication and crisis management strategies undertaken 
to help deal with these encountered issues, and furthermore to analyse the results of 
such actions.  

Method:           In order to answer the research questions we have chosen to conduct a qualitative 
research approach consisting of multiple case studies on two Swedish organisations. 
Various semi-structured face-to-face interviews and document analyses were 
undertaken. The following data was then analysed through a cross case comparison.  

Conclusion:       Throughout the process of writing this paper, we have learnt that depending on the 
organisational values and the management’s visions, enterprises can interpret crises 
differently. We contribute to studies on crisis management by introducing the Crisis 
Interpretation Model, which claims that organisations can either see a crisis as an 
opportunity for strategic change or a major threat to the organisation’s reputation. 
The strategy adopted for managing a crisis depends on how one chooses to view the 
crisis initially. Moreover, we have recognised four fundamental tactics that enable 
organisations to communicate successfully with their stakeholders and that are in 
accordance with their objectives. All in all, our research has contributed 
considerably to the subject of crisis communication that was lacking previously. 
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1.	  Introduction	  

This chapter starts by introducing a general picture of the subject, with a focus on its history 
and the development and current role of communication as an aiding tool for crisis 
management. The background is followed by a discussion of the problem, where we explain 
the need for further research and ultimately explain the reason for our paper. This chapter 
also includes the purpose, our research questions, delimitations and contributions. It is 
finalised with definitions of reoccurring terminology and a brief disposition of the thesis. 
 

1.1.	  Background	  
 
Today in the era of constantly changing trends and values, globalisation as well as rising 
concerns with the economical, legal, political and environmental standards, many 
organisations are encountering different types of crises on a daily basis (Coombs, 1999).  
So clearly, due to the setting stipulations of the XXI century (emerging new technologies, 
increasing environmental concerns, growing market competition, political instabilities and 
legal imperfections etc.) there has been an increase in organisational vulnerability and 
integrity; thus resulting in a greater probability of crisis occurrence (Regester, Larkin, 2005). 
Due to the novelty of the phenomenon and lack of experience of how to deal with 
unexpectedly emerging challenges, there is a shortage in the research field of crisis 
management and communication (Coombs, Holladay, 2012).   
 

Certainly an organisational crisis is a phenomenon that every unit has to be prepared to tackle 
in order to survive in their market. There is “no organisation that is immune to crises” 
(Coombs, 1999) and hence all organisations must stand ready to respond to any unexpected 
events that can affect the unit. In reality, companies have to be heavily involved in managerial 
and communicational tactics in order to deal with various crises that can be encountered at 
anytime (Coombs, Holladay, 2012). It’s all in the hands of the organisation since they decide 
how to interpret the crisis, and consequently how they respond to it (Sturges, 1994). One of 
the most comprising features of crisis management is the communicational aspect. In other 
words, the way organisations interact and represent itself to its stakeholders, how it integrates 
with the media and passes its organisational visions, values and norms on to the individual 
and/or groups that have an interest in the company (Mitroff, Anagnos, 2001).  
 

For the last decade there has been a clear rise in the number of different types of crises 
affecting organisations spanning every continent. For instance, the major economic downturn 
in 2008 had affected the financial welfare of companies, starting from small sole trader firms 
to entire economies of countries. As well, the world community’s increasing awareness and 
concern for environmental and pollution issues affected numerous firms’ brand images, 
reputations and financial performance (Fearn-Banks, 2011).  
 

Regardless of the type of crisis, the aftermath would be less damaging if organisations would 
be able to efficiently manage and communicate with their stakeholders (Coombs, 2007b). 
Therefore, many organisations get involved in the managing of activities through constructing 
organisational representation through a variety of different communicational channels in order 
to try to prevent or minimise the consequences of a crisis (Coombs, 2007b). 
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It’s worth noting that the word crisis originated from the Greek word “krisis”, which entails a 
decision or choice (Coombs Holladay, 2007). Meaning that companies have to make certain 
decisions that clarify their understanding of the crisis, because it will ultimately guide them in 
determining what communication strategies to adopt. 
 

Most crises have early warning signals (Mitroff, 1994) and it’s crucial that they are spotted in 
time, so that the correct communicational strategies can be implemented before it’s too late 
(Coombs, 2007c). There is even an idiom that states, “if you fail to plan, you plan to fail” 
(Fitzhenry, 1993). This means that if organisations choose not to plan their communicational 
strategies and responses, they are therefore planning to fail. According to Coombs (2006), it 
can happen to anyone at any time. For this reason, it is essential for any company nowadays 
to have a pre-determined plan-of-action and communicational strategies ready in hand 
(Coombs, Holladay, 2012).  
 

Beyond a doubt, communication is one of the most important components of crisis 
management. A majority of the crisis situations occur due to inadequate or inappropriate 
communicational techniques, and/or a complete lack of it (Darling, 1994). That is why it has 
been fairly argued by researchers throughout the years, that crisis management implemented 
through communication, is a fundamental part in modern strategic governance (Coombs, 
Holladay 2002).  
 

Recently there has been a trend that organisations loose control over its “assertive” 
representation during a crisis (Coombs, Holladay, 1996). In many cases, companies face bad 
publicity from its external stakeholders, who are angered by the lack of interaction and 
information. This is often due to slow organisational reactions or the incongruity of actions 
during an event (Coombs, 2007c). Therefore, it is highly relevant in todays’ competitive and 
fast-changing environment to obtain effective crisis management with established 
communicational tactics and strategies.  
 

During the last couple of years, several organisations have been proactively involved in 
establishing crisis management departments and employing trained individuals to pre-plan 
and stand ready to manage unexpected situations (Armenakis, Fredenberger, 1995).  
	  

1.2.	  Problem	  Discussion	  
 

Crisis management and communication has become an increasing concern today, due to the 
constant spotlight it has from exposed communities, governments and medias, who are 
concerned with the impact and affect a crisis will have on them.  
 

Beyond a doubt, there are sufficient amounts of articles written and research conducted in the 
field of crisis communication. However there is very little academically investigated 
qualitative data that exists, which examines the phenomenon of organisational crisis 
interpretations and its corresponding communication strategies. The existing academic 
perspectives tend to focus primarily on the communicational strategies that address ways to 
prevent bad publicity, media impacts, minimize negative stakeholder perceptions and 
associations with organisations. These existing studies are very descriptive and therefore 
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provide a very general picture of the crisis and communication strategies. It’s therefore hardly 
applicable for handling a crisis for specific organisations. 
 

Many researchers have indeed suggested various classifications of crises and general 
communicational techniques that should be undertaken to reduce the negative impacts on the 
organisation, but there is no study that has considered that organisations can have different 
perspectives and strategies. It has been shown by scholars, that in most of the cases of crisis 
communication response, organisations take on a more defensive stance (Sturges, 1994) by 
executing “necessary actions to minimise the negative impact of not communicating”. Thus in 
this paper, we would like to move from this old-fashioned perspective, towards an emphasis 
on the highly controversial perspective of crises and the managerial and communicational 
tactics that vary considerably. 
 

1.3.	  Purpose	  
 

For this academic paper, we are aiming to study the impact that organisational crisis 
interpretations have on management strategies and communicational tactics. 
 

So, the underlying purpose of our research is to investigate organisational interpretations of 
the crisis, how organisations use communication strategies as an aiding tool for addressing 
crisis situations and the consequences of such actions for the organisation.  
 

1.3.1.	  Research	  Questions	  	  
 

To fulfil the purpose of our research paper, we will be aiming to answer the following three 
research questions. These research questions provide the basis for our academic study, and 
will guide us in the right direction so that we can derive a clear conclusion for our paper.  
 

RQ1: How do organisations define crisis situations?  
RQ2: How do organisations respond to crisis situations through communication? 
RQ3: What are the outcomes of their crisis communication strategies?  
 

1.4.	  Delimitation	  
 

Unfortunately, there is neither qualitative nor quantitative data available in the existing 
academic material on crisis management and the communicational perspectives of Swedish 
organisations. Due to this fact, we have decided to delimit our research and focus on 
investigating Swedish organisations’ crisis interpretations, communication strategies and their 
view on the consequences of it. This will be for the sake of deriving the most persuasive, 
valuable and relevant findings on the subject. 
 
1.5.	  Contributions	  
 

Potential contributions to research can occur when there are possibilities for further 
exploration on the subject (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2009). The area of crisis management 
and communicational tactics will be closely analysed and interpreted for relevant academic 
and practical contributions. 
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This paper is aiming to focus on the justification that each organisation can have different 
perspectives of a crisis and strategies for its management. The material of this paper is 
interesting because it will show crisis management from different angles and will provide 
models based on the academic research of actual Swedish organisations. Other than a 
theoretical contribution, this thesis is written to provide managers and practitioners (especially 
in Sweden) with insights on crisis management and communicational tactics that can be 
applied in their organisation. Basically, the contribution from this paper is displayed in two 
models: the Crisis Interpretation Model and the communicational tactics during the crisis 
concept, which will be further elaborated on in the discussion chapter (6). 
 

1.6.	  Definitions	  	  
 

The following terminology has frequently been referred to in our research paper throughout 
our investigation and analysis of the subject.  
 

Crisis  
There are many definitions of a crisis. A crisis itself is not necessarily a bad thing, but may be 
seen as a radical change for better or for worse (Friedman, 2002). “A crisis is a specific, 
unexpected and non-routine event or series of events which creates high levels of uncertainty 
and threats (or perceived threats) to an organisation’s high priority goals” (Seeger, Sellnow, 
Ulmer, 2007). 
 

Crisis Management  
Crisis management has been broadly defined as a “set of factors designed to combat crises 
and to lessen the actual damages inflicted” (Coombs, 2007b). It “seeks to prevent or lessen 
the negative outcomes of a crisis and thereby protect the organisation, stakeholders, and/or 
industry from damage” (Coombs, 1999).  
 

Communication 
Communication is seen as a crucial variable in the management process, and is used to 
minimize the consequences of a crisis (Coombs, Halladay, 2007). Organisational 
communication is broadly used as a tool for contributing to a firm’s lasting success. 
Academically, it has been attributed as more of a defence strategy in order to offset the 
negative consequences of not communicating at all (Sturges, 1994).  
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1.7.	  Thesis	  Disposition	  	  
 

The thesis disposition outlines the structure and design of the research paper.  
 

 
The first chapter consists of the introduction, which gives the 
general picture of the investigated phenomenon and defines the 
problem and purpose of the study.   
 
The second chapter introduces a theoretical perspective on the 
subject, along with a literature review of old and new theories 
and concepts. 

 
The third chapter addresses the methodology and method that 
has been chosen for conducting our investigation, including 
data collection and analysis techniques. 
 

 
 

The forth chapter provides the empirical findings of the 
examined organisations from conducted interviews and 
document analyses on two major Swedish firms. 

  
 

The fifth chapter is the analysis of theory along with the 
empirical findings, which aims at answering the research 
questions.  

  
 

The sixth chapter follows with a discussion on the findings and 
limitations of the thesis, and proposes ideas for further research.  
 

 
 

The final chapter concludes the thesis with justifications of the 
fulfilment of the purpose with an assessment of the answers to 
the research questions.  

Figure 1. Thesis Disposition  
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2.	  Theoretical	  Framework	  

In this part of our writing, we will look extensively at the current and past theories and 
concepts of renowned researchers in the field of crises, crisis management, communication 
and crisis communication. The four themes we discuss here make up the main focus of this 
paper, and will be used to evaluate the empirical findings of the companies we present later 
in our thesis. To conclude this section, we will give our reasons for the choice of these 
theories and how they relate to our thesis topic. 
 

2.1.	  Crises	  
	  
Nowadays in the age of fast-emerging technologies, constantly modified political states and 
social mind-sets, developments of new legal norms and environmental standards, many 
organisations all over the world are endlessly faced with crises of all types. Organisations of 
various sizes experience crises. It doesn’t matter how powerful or financially secure you are, 
because a crisis is forced on you regardless of your situation. 
 

Fearn-Banks (2011) specifies a minor crisis as a minimal operational disturbance that can be 
controlled quickly and efficiently without any serious injuries to the firm or its stakeholders. 
She further describes a major crisis as a significant disruption in the organisation’s daily 
operations for a prolonged period of time that may cause serious injuries or death, property 
damage and environmental impacts. Therefore, crises can be defined as any interruption in the 
natural flow of a firm’s business that could potentially harm the organisation, industry and 
public (Fearn-Banks, 2011).  
 

There are three possible outcomes of a crisis (Fearn-Banks, 2011): 
(1) The organisation no longer exists, is ruined, sued or charged with corruption 
(2) The organisation still exists but their reputation, image and financial position is affected 
(3) The organisation has fought strongly to win the publics’ opinion and come out as (or 
more) favourable 
 

Coombs and Holladay (1996) on the other hand, views a crisis as any threat to an 
organisation’s legitimacy. For example when people start to question if the organisation is 
meeting the standards and expectations for how they should act in society. An organisation’s 
legitimacy is highest when they follow the social norms and expectations that the public 
establishes for them and their specific industry or business sector. The degree of legitimacy 
for a firm largely depends on their stakeholders; since in order for a firm to have legitimacy, 
their stakeholders must feel that they are good (Allen & Caillouet, 1994; Bedeian, 1989). 
Legitimacy is thus crucial for the successful functioning of an organisation because it gives 
them the ‘okay’ signal to continue functioning (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). So in order to 
properly address these threats, crisis managers need to use communication strategies that 
directly respond to these threats. These types of communication strategies have two main 
objectives (Allen & Caillovet 1994): 
 

(1) To show that these legitimacy threats are falsely charged 
(2) To get stakeholders to see the organisation in a positive or less negative way 
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Conforming to their environments will increase a company’s chances of survival (Allen & 
Caillovet 1994). In order to successfully manage these strategies however, organisations need 
to shift their focus towards fixing these legitimacy damages. The stakeholders will only be 
satisfied when the firm is able to prove that they have returned to the norms and expectations 
placed on them by society (Allen & Caillovet 1994).  
 

A crisis can also be explained based how people attribute blame (Coombs and Holladay, 
1996). These attributions affect how publics feel and behave towards the organisation. 
Therefore a crisis is also any incident where people seek the cause(s) and attribute 
responsibility. According to the attribution theory, the more people attribute responsibility 
towards the firm, the greater the likelihood that people will view and act against them 
negatively (Weiner, Amirhan, Folkes & Verette, 1987).  
 

In order to help crisis managers understand the types of crises they’re faced with, Coombs 
(1995) created a two-dimensional matrix displaying different types of crises that stakeholders 
may perceive (Figure 2. below). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
As pictured in Figure 2 Accidents are unintentional occurrences that happen within the firm 
and aren’t heavily scrutinized. Terrorism on the other hand, is seen as an intentional act, but 
not within the control of the company. In these situations, crisis managers should try to 
portray themselves as being victims in order to gain sympathy votes from the public (Benoit, 
1992). Transgressions are also done intentionally but this time from within the control of the 
firm. Stakeholders see the degree of responsibility as being very high which gives the firm no 
choice but to try and remedy the situation by regaining the trust and acceptance of the public. 
And lastly, Faux pas is an unintentional event caused by external actors. 
 
 
 
 

 
Faux pas 

 
Accident 

 
Terrorism 

 
Transgressions 

Unintentional Intentional 

External 
Internal 

Figure 2: Crisis Type Matrix (Coombs 1996) 
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2.1.1.	  Stages	  of	  Crises	  
	  
As Fink (1986) discovered, crises go through four distinct stages in its lifecycle (as seen in 
Figure 3). The first stage, the prodromal stage is where the firm can detect clues and hints 
that an oncoming crisis is about to erupt. This stage is the most preferable stage for any firm 
to find it in because it’s much easier to handle a crisis in the initial stages. Organisations who 
are alert when it comes to their environment, stakeholders and trends, are in good positions to 
spot a crisis (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984).  
The second stage (acute stage) is seen as the ‘point of no return’, because the damages are 
impossible to salvage. These damages could be fiscal, physical and/or the emotional trauma 
of their publics (Fink, 1986; Mitroff, 1988). This stage thus focuses on assessing who the key 
publics are to the firm and how best to alleviate the situation.  
Hence the third stage is the chronic stage, or the ‘clean up’ phase, where the organisation 
goes through a period of recovery and self-healing. During this stage, the firm (depending on 
the crisis) may be compelled to undergo investigation, media exposés and frequent audit 
checks.  
The final stage is crisis resolution, where the firm can breathe more easily, since the crisis has 
come to a near end. Of course the goal of the firm is to transform a threat into an opportunity, 
but if the crisis continues past the prodromal stage and into the acute and chronic stages, the 
fundamental goal of most companies is typically to “speed up this phase and resolve the crisis 
as quickly as possible” (Fink, 1986). These different stages of a crisis do not necessarily 
follow in chronological order, but instead follow a more chaotic route as shown in Figure 4. 
 

 
         Figure 3: Chronic stages of crises lifecycle                      Figure 4: Chaotic stages of crises lifecycle 
	  
2.2.	  Crisis	  Management	  
	  
To begin with, Augustine (2000) defines crisis management as “finding, cultivating and 
harvesting” possible successful outcomes. It’s a systematic approach to dealing with 
unexpected events so that the degree of damage done to the firm is minimized (Darling, 
1994). Burson (1985) states that one of the key objectives of crisis management is “damage 
control”, and that the aim of crisis managers should be to prevent the negative changes in 
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relationships between different components. Firms need to be able to manage the crisis 
effectively so that their image and reputation go unscathed. 
Quarantelli (1988) states that there are a few possible risks that could occur within 
organisational decision-making. Firstly, if the top management becomes overworked, they 
become sluggish and inefficient. A delay or error in the line of decision-making can affect the 
whole system at large. Secondly, there may be conflicts between organisational authorities 
when it comes to deciding who should do what. Having a pre-plan prior to the crisis can help 
lower these chances of confusion. Thirdly, there may be clashes in the interests of the 
organisation and those outside of the firm that are affected by the crisis and who wish to react 
to the threat as well. Rather than putting their resources together, they end up fighting for 
control. And fourthly, organisations may be faced with overlapping authorities that result in 
confusion.  
 

According to Dynes (1983), the most important factor during a crisis is coordination between 
the relevant parties (and not the common misjudged belief of having control). Organisations 
that have a centralized organisational structure are more likely to have a top-down 
communication approach, in which the top authority delegates what should be done to the 
lower levels; which could result in the slowing down of the crisis response process. Dynes 
(1983) states that this top-down centralized approach of decision-making is commonly 
misconceived as being the best way to handle a crisis, but he believes that a crisis can only be 
overcome if there is internal and external coordination. However, coordination is highly 
difficult to execute due to certain complications. One such complication is the lack of 
consensus between actors, which inevitably makes the process of coordination much more 
difficult. 
 

2.2.1.	  Crisis	  Management	  Teams	  
 

In order to have coordination, an organisation must have effective crisis management teams 
(CMTs) that are capable of handling various crisis situations. CMTs deal with threats to the 
daily operations of a firm and so there should be no question as to whom in the firm is 
responsible for handling a crisis (Fearn-Banks, 2011). A crisis requires that someone takes 
control and makes the decisions. Firms that create a clear authoritative structure of their 
CMTs will lower the chances of internal panic (Quarantelli, 1988). Thus the need for clear-cut 
outlines of who is responsible for each job, who should be contacted, how it should be done 
etc. needs to be understood by everyone in the firm. The importance of preparing and 
practicing for all types of risks will also result in fewer mistakes during the time of an actual 
emergency (Coombs 2007a). 
 

2.2.2.	  Spokespersons	  
 

Although every person in the CMT has important roles to play, perhaps the most important 
individual(s) of a CMT is the spokesperson. Since they will be the face and voice of the 
company during the crisis, their job is the most essential. Spokespersons should be carefully 
selected since they represent the image and values of the company. Typically the 
spokesperson will have a position of authority in the company (such as the CEO). Ideally, the 
company should select a spokesperson that the public trusts and is seen as highly credible. 
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Coombs (2007c) came up with best practices for how spokespersons should communicate 
with news medias. Firstly, the spokesperson should always avoid using the phrase “No 
comment”; since it gives the impression that the firm is guilty of the suspected offense and is 
just trying to hide it. Secondly, a spokesperson should clearly articulate his words because a 
lack of clarity makes it seem as if the company is purposely trying to confuse the public in 
order to hide the truth. Thirdly, they shouldn’t appear nervous or fidgety. Nervous habits 
such as pacing and indirect eye contact are signs that people perceive as being deceptive 
behaviours. And lastly, the spokesperson should be completely up-to-date on the current stage 
of the crisis in order to correctly convey the key message. 
 

2.2.3.	  Phases	  of	  Crisis	  Management	  
 

Coombs (2007b) further talks about three phases of crisis management in which 
communication is a vital factor in all. 
 

Pre-‐crisis	  phase	  
 

The pre-crisis phase is concerned with preventing any risks that could lead to a crisis, and 
preparing a crisis management plan and team to effectively deal with these risks. Pre-planning 
will save a lot of time during a crisis and will enable communication to run smoothly (Barton, 
2001; Coombs, 2007a; and Fearn-Banks, 2011). By the next phase, the crisis has already 
occurred (despite measures to eliminate or prevent its development) and is the point where 
communication greatly influences the direction of the crisis. 
 

Crisis	  response	  phase	  
 

The crisis response phase is concerned with what and how the crisis managers and 
spokesperson(s) will respond to situations. The first part of this phase is the initial crisis 
response, where managers need to be quick, accurate and consistent in what and how they 
communicate information towards relevant stakeholders. A crisis communication strategy is 
no good if the organisation cannot implement all three factors in their initial crisis response. 
Carney and Jorden (1993) states that companies who respond quickly to a crisis is seen as 
being in control of the situation, and a slow response shows that the situation is even more out 
of hand than initially thought. Hearit (1994) also mentions how silence is typically associated 
with guilt. A recent study conducted by Arpan and Rosko-Ewoldsen (2005) actually came to 
the conclusion that quicker responses led to greater credibility for the firm. Although vital, the 
speed of communication is not the only important factor to consider when dealing with 
different stakeholders.  
 

People (especially during a crisis that affects their health and safety) rely on the firm’s ability 
to communicate accurate information. A firm risks looking incompetent and seen as un-
trustable in the future if they don’t present accurate information. And lastly, the sharing of 
information within the firm should be consistent so that what is being communicated outside 
the firm is also consistent. It is important that the spokesperson (who speaks on behalf of the 
firm) is well prepared and up-to-date on the current situation. The spokesperson’s job is to be 
the face of the company and to communicate to the public their sincerest apologies and 
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sympathies for the victims. The way that a spokesperson is perceived has a direct impact on 
how people view the company. Coombs, Holladay (1996) and Dean (2004) conducted a study 
in which they found that spokespeople who showed sympathy for those affected by the crisis, 
lowered the probability of damage to the organisation’s reputation and financial standing.  
 

The second part of the crisis response phase is the reputational repair response. The 
reputation of a firm is how stakeholders choose to perceive them. It is an intangible asset, and 
a valuable one to have since it affects the company’s financial assets in the short/long-term. 
It’s therefore important that managers first analyse how the public views the current situation, 
because how their internal stakeholders see it may be different from how their external 
stakeholders see it.  
 

Post-‐crisis	  phase	  
	  
The final phase is the post-crisis phase, where the focal point is no longer focused on the 
crisis, but on the aftershock. Managers/spokesperson(s) who promised to provide further 
information (recovery process, corrective actions and investigations into the causes) need to 
commit. This final phase is where the organisation should fully focus on rebuilding its 
damaged reputation.  
 

2.3.	  Communication	  
 

Over the years communication has seen huge leaps in its development towards quality and 
efficiency. Communication has always played a big role in society, but today especially with 
advancements in technologies such as the telephone, television and the Internet; it’s difficult 
to imagine a world without instant communication.  
 

Communication is the exchanging of information between two or more detached entities 
(Peters, 2000). Cooley (1909) sees communication as a mechanism, binding symbols of the 
mind in order to convey them at a specific point and space in time. He further states that 
communication forms the development of human relations. As well, Luhmann (1989) sees 
communication as the ability to innovate or find new ways to solve instant problems. In the 
case of a crisis, if an organisation is able to clearly articulate their goals and objectives for 
resolving the situation, people will be able to respond correctly by providing resources and 
aid. Being able to create an understanding with stakeholders of an organisation is fundamental 
for carrying out effective crisis management.  
 

Furthermore, Luhmann (1989) describes the purpose of communication as a tool for 
reframing differences among actors, so that instead everyone can focus on building 
similarities that end in coordination and not in disagreements. Therefore, communication is 
seen as the creation of collective meanings among different actors of a network (Luhmann, 
1989). In order to have good communication there must be good coordination between all 
components. More specifically, coordination is the alignment of everyone’s actions towards a 
similarly shared goal (Comfort 2007). 
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2.3.1.	  Communication	  Networks	  
	  
Communication networks are major determinants of a firm’s ability to carry out day-to-day 
activities at a satisfactory degree. Even without the pressures of a crisis looming over an 
organisation, a perfectly functioning network is a rare state. So when you are in fact faced 
with a crisis of any type, the struggle to cooperate interdependently with the various network 
members is even greater. Since crises may directly or indirectly affect the entire 
communication network to varying degrees, a crisis can also be seen as a “situation in which 
all group members face a common threat” (Sturges, 1994).  
 

These possible threats further stress the need for structural embeddedness across complex 
networks (Robins & Pattinson, 2006). Organisations interact with various populations and 
form interdependencies within a common environment (Aldrich & Reuf, 2006). Networks are 
only able to function if there is a certain degree of cohesion that ties each actor together 
(Newman, 2003). Additionally, Owen-Smith and Powell (2004) found that as the web of 
embeddedness increases, the availability of information and communicational linkages also 
increases. It was found that communication networks that adopt a centralised structure 
showed that the diffusion of information was better for simple tasks, as opposed to 
decentralised structures that slowed the communication process (Gvetzkow & Simon 1955). 
Coombs (2007) backs this claim when he found that groups with decentralised 
communication structures performed complex tasks more successfully (versus those with 
centralised communication structures). Thus it makes sense that organisations facing complex 
situations would find it more appropriate to adopt a decentralised communication structure. 
 

2.3.2.	  Tasks	  of	  Communication	  	  
 

One of the main tasks of communication is to maintain and build current relationships by 
constantly investing and working towards developing a deeper connection. Communication 
also has the task of gaining new affiliations, by proving your trustworthiness and devotedness 
to the relationship. As discussed previously, network maintenance is very important since 
without a well orchestrated and smooth-flowing communication network, it’s impossible for 
an organisation to function properly. Relationships can be seen as the linkages (formal and 
informal) between people from various backgrounds and cultures (Hussain, Murshed and 
Uddin 2013). Formal links are related to hierarchical communication structures, whereas 
informal links are non-job related forms of communication structures.  
 

Building on the task of strengthening relationships, communication is used to ensure the 
constant flow of knowledge and information between people (Mason, Leek 2012). However, 
information flows that can easily spread can just as easily be disrupted. An example of this is 
when people start to withhold vital information or knowledge that may hugely impact actors 
directly and/or indirectly involved in the communication network. This problem could lead to 
the obstruction of relationships and future successes (Cunningham & Turnbull 1982). 
Therefore, another relevant factor that affects the ability to communicate effectively is the 
type of communication medias used to deliver messages.  
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2.4.	  Crisis	  Communication	  
 

In the past, crisis communication was used as a tool, or defence strategy for offsetting the risk 
of not communicating at all. The focus was initially on finding the best way to reduce the 
negative impact of the situation (Sturges, 1994). Today it’s used as a strategic tool for 
affecting the long-term sustainability and growth of the organisation. Danowski & Edison-
Swift (1985) found that during a crisis, the amount of communication and communicators 
increases. The messages are much shorter and to the point between actors, and networks start 
to break down due to mistrust. Many researches give credit to having a good communication 
structure, as the main contributor of organisational success following a crisis (Krackhardt and 
Stern, 1992). As well, Loosemore & Hughes (2001) found that efficient information flows is 
vital for the reduction of uncertainty during an unexpected event. Therefore, it is also 
important for the reduction of misunderstandings, disagreements and conflicts between 
network members.  
 

Fearn-Banks (2011) defines crisis communication as a way for firms and its stakeholders to 
enter into dialogues before, during and after a crisis occurs. It’s used as a way to minimize the 
negative effects, or maximize the positive effects of an unplanned situation by shaping the 
opinions of the public. Furthermore, Sturges (1994) believes that every message must be 
customised depending on what stage the crisis is in. 
 

Luhmann (1989) also sees communication as a way to find innovative ways to solve 
immediate problems. If an organisation is able to communicate its goals or mission for the 
crisis, the relevant stakeholders can respond appropriately. He further writes that the intent of 
communication is to re-examine any differences, so that attention and resources can be 
focused on components that unify different actors. Hence the concept of communication is the 
combined pool of meanings among all participants. In order to have this combined pool of 
meanings, Comfort (2007) raises the importance of having a “common operating picture”, in 
which relevant stakeholders can share essential information that brings them up-to-date on the 
current position of the crisis. Without a “common operating picture”, operations would most 
likely follow a linear hierarchy of control (or top-down approach to communication). The 
problem with having a top-down communication approach is that the top levels give orders to 
lower levels without much consideration of their feedback. Different people start to receive 
delayed messages, taking actions that don’t apply at the applicable time, and so both their 
own efforts, and those efforts made by others, are wasted. This ignorance leads to 
misalignments of operations, because managers cannot make the corrective actions when 
there is asymmetric communication between different levels; and so adapting the 
organisation’s performance to the changing circumstances of the crisis is close to impossible. 
Comfort (2007) advises organisations facing crises of any type and magnitude, to have both 
structure and flexibility. In other words, organisations should adopt a network structure, 
where responsibilities are clearly allocated between stakeholders that will allow for easy 
communication during times of absolute chaos. 
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2.4.1.	  Public	  Opinion	  
	  
A crisis occurs in an environment where negative and positive opinions existed before the 
crisis occurred, and will continue to hold till after the crisis is over (Coombs, 2006). An 
important aspect of crisis communication is that of public opinion. Public opinion is the 
majority, or collection of opinions that determines the behaviour, actions and intentions of 
publics (negative word-of-mouth, purchasing intentions etc.) (Fink, 1986; Mitroff, 1988). It 
doesn’t matter if you are in fact innocent; all that matters is the publics’ opinion of you. 
Unlike in the U.S. court of law, where “a person is innocent until proven guilty”, in the court 
of public opinion, “a person/organisation is guilty until proven innocent” (Fearn-Banks 2011). 
It doesn’t matter who you were before the crisis, because once you loose in the court of public 
opinion, you loose your image, reputation and good name (Fearn-Banks 2011). This is 
especially so during a crisis, because people tend to believe that the truth is whatever public 
opinion says it is. The interaction of different opinions leads to the development and 
spreading of beliefs, which “…becomes the guide to behaviour of all group members” 
(Zaltman & Ducan, 1977).  
 

Previously, organisations would focus on being as timely and accurate as possible, without 
any consideration for the physical and/or psychological needs of their stakeholders (Sturges 
1994). However, this neglect by the company leads to negative opinions and behaviours by 
people. And the greater self-interest people perceive the event as having, the greater the 
intensity their opinions will have. And so the role of crisis communication is to influence the 
public’s opinion so that they sway towards the side of the organisation. In order to do this 
however, firms need to be able to prove that these negative impressions of them are uncalled 
for (Fearn-Banks 2011).  
   
2.4.1.2	  Laws	  of	  Public	  Opinion	  
	  
Cantril (1947) found three characteristics that arise during the development of public 
opinions, which he calls the “Laws of Public Opinion”. 
 

1. Opinions during the initial formulation stage are unstructured in direction, depth and 
intensity, and are therefore the easiest to influence 
2. Opinions are very sensitive to events, especially when individuals have a lot of self-interest 
in the matter. 
3. Only when no further intervening events occur that could alter public opinion, do they 
become the collective opinion of the entire group.  
 

2.4.2.	  Public	  Relations	  
	  
Public relations (PR) are concerned with creating, sustaining and developing a good company 
reputation and image in the minds of the public. Hence, PR plays an instrumental role in 
affecting public opinion. A good PR team is able to get the public to support the firm in times 
of a crisis. Due to the different publics, there are also several different types of public 
relations, each equally important and detrimental in the firm’s ability to handle the crisis. 
Fearn-Banks (2011) talks about three types of public relations in particular: 
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Media	  Relations	  	  
	  
Information will reach the public through different medias more than any other relation. And 
since it’s a known fact that bad news travels faster than good news, it is absolutely vital that 
the firm builds strong media relationships. Doing so can hugely reduce the negative 
information that is directed towards the firm, as well as greatly increase the likelihood of the 
public siding with you. Since they have the power to affect public opinion, the news media is 
a powerful determinant of a crisis’ outcome. Unfortunately, since their main obligation is to 
their own success as a business, they are more concerned about selling newspapers and 
having high viewings/ratings. News medias also tends to present information that the public 
wants to know, and not necessarily what the public needs to know. Another problem with 
news medias is even when you think the crisis is long forgotten by the general public, they 
can start to dig up old memories and remind the world of your past indiscretions.  
 

There are many stages of how news medias cover a crisis. If the cause of a crisis is due to a 
natural disaster, news media’s coverage will be breaking news. This occurs when there is 
immediate shock and the response is dramatic. Here the media is more focused on getting 
information to the public regardless of the detail of information and whether it is completely 
true. This stage ends as soon as the firm gives concrete details on the crisis situation. After 
this stage, the news media focuses on analysing why the crisis occurred, the aftermath on 
society, how the firm will remedy the situation and who was affected. And lastly, an 
evaluation of the crisis will be given, in which the media looks at whether the firm took the 
necessary precautions in order to prevent or lower the risk of the crisis, or if they simply 
ignored all the warning signs.  
 

Working together with news medias will also allow for the truth to be told. It will lower the 
criticism directed towards the company, as well as increase their key stakeholder’s trust in 
them. When you conform to telling the truth, you are also decreasing the likelihood of 
rumours and false interpretations of the firm by third-party members. Telling the truth is also 
considered as the best motto during a disastrous situation, especially when it affects the public 
(harms, injures or kills). During a crisis of such magnitude, people don’t want to hear excuses, 
but an immediate apology, and to see that the company is moving towards making amends. In 
fact, it’s more likely that the public will forgive the company if they react quick enough to a 
crisis, and show empathy and sorrow to those directly, and/or indirectly affected. The truth is, 
the media needs you just as much as you need them. They need an interesting story, and you 
need them to communicate your story. The only way to enable the smooth functioning of this 
relationship is if you provide them with full access. Doing so will also show how committed 
and serious you take the crisis. 
 

Internal	  Relations	  	  
	  
Employees are seen as human resources for the firm, or as prized assets, since without them 
the firm wouldn’t be able to function properly. The perceptions of a crisis from within the 
organisation is much different than how it’s perceived from outside. The employees may see 
the situation as much worse than it actually is, because they are the ones struggling to repair 
the damage. Firms must be able to provide strong internal communicational systems that will 
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eliminate or reduce fear, confusion and inefficiencies during a crisis. Fearn-Banks (2011) 
calls this system a “telephone tree”, in which all information is communicated before, during 
and after the crisis occurs. It’s very important that everyone within the company is on the 
same boat and that they clearly understand the magnitude of the situation. In fact, news 
medias often seek out internal publics because they are seen as the most credible sources.  
	  

Consumer	  Relations	  	  
 

Consumers are also vital stakeholders for the firm, because it is through their financial 
support that they are able to survive. Without the consumer’s trust, it would be difficult for 
the firm to turn a crisis into an opportunity. Thus, alliances should be developed and 
maintained constantly where the firm shares with them the day-to-day situation of the crisis. 
This is especially so for those loyal to the firm, who might be called on by news medias for 
their own perspective on the crisis.  
 

2.5.	  Relevance	  of	  Theoretical	  Framework	  
 

We decided to separate our theoretical framework into four major themes, for the purpose of 
enriching our research paper. Furthermore, the theories and concepts are from both earlier and 
recent findings of academic researchers in the field, which helps to observe the evolution of 
communication throughout the years, and its previous and present roles during a crisis. This is 
particularly important because of the fast changes in technology, trends, social mind-sets and 
regulations that have occurred during a short timespan. The themes we selected as our focus 
for our thesis are all interconnected, and therefore allow us answer our specific research 
questions adequately. In conclusion, we believe that the theories that we’ve chosen to include 
in our research paper, allows us to thoroughly analyse and evaluate our empirical findings 
from a critical point of view. 
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3.	  	  Methodology	  and	  Method	  

This chapter will discuss the research methods that have been undertaken for our thesis with 
clear arguments of its advantage. The research approaches and process of gathering data 
along with critical analysis of it are further illustrated. The chapter closes with a brief data 
analysis discussion that describes the findings, and reviews the trustworthiness and 
credibility of the interviewed organisations. 
 

The methodology is a systematic analysis technique that refers to the motivation behind the 
choice and use of the particular strategies for data collection and evaluation. It corresponds to 
the actions that are deliberately taken to link the selection and implementation of different 
methods (Crotty, 1998). Likewise, the arguments made for the choice of method, guides the 
overall perspective of the research and aids in justifying the claims made from the study. 
Referring to the original Greek meaning of the word, a method is “a route that leads to the 
goal”. In this part of the thesis paper, we will scientifically explain and evaluate the options of 
our research techniques and tools, in order to deliver the most accurate answers for our 
research questions.  
 

3.1.	  Philosophical	  Understanding	  	  
 

In order to be able to collect the most consistent and relevant information to answer the 
questions related to our thesis, we have to declare the researching philosophy. The philosophy 
of the specific research field is determined by the nature and abilities to develop the 
knowledge that we are looking for. Additionally, it’s crucial to consider the relationships 
between the knowledge authors are eager to obtain, and the process by which it is developed 
(Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2009). 
 

Thus, the research philosophy that we have primarily adopted for our particular study is 
interpretivism. This is defined as a technique that “understands the differences between 
humans in our role as social actors” (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2009). Humans (or so-called 
social actors) tend to interpret other actor’s actions and therefore communicate in accordance 
to that. And so consequently, actions gain meanings behind them. Social actors develop 
different understandings and construct realities based on their sense making of the world 
(Williamson, 2002). It has been claimed that reality is socially constructed, and that there is 
no valid truth about the actual context of any questionable situation (Saunders, et al, 2009).   
 

Recall that in our study, we have delimited our research to focus on the Swedish perspective 
of crises, and their views on communicational tactics and strategies. This social 
constructionist approach follows from the interpretivism philosophy, which is evidently 
logical in analysing the communicational techniques of these Swedish organisations. There is 
a clear necessity to review the “details of the situation, in order to understand the reality or 
work behind them” (Remenyi, 1998). While conducting our research, we have to consider and 
explore the subjective circumstances and meanings that trigger communication actions of 
exposed parties in Sweden. Referring to scientists, the social constructionism outlook reality 
is socially constructed (Saunders et al. 2009). Meaning that social actors may have different 
interpretations of the unexpected situation. Therefore, this variety in the way one perceives 
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and interprets a crisis, affects the direction of communicational actions and the nature of 
social interactions with their stakeholders (Saunders et al, 2009). That is why researchers have 
to recognise and try to make sense of the different organisational environments for the sake of 
understanding the motives, objectives and intentions of these communication strategies 
chosen by organisations. When employing interpretivism, researchers aim to trace how 
participants involved in the investigated phenomenon construct the world around them 
(Williamson, 2002).  
 

Therefore in this paper, we are driven to analyse the insights of crisis situations in two 
Swedish organisations. We will follow their strategies and trace their consequences. Due to 
the purpose of our paper, we suggest that interpretivism research is the most important to 
consider for realising and understanding the meanings that social actors (particularly 
organisational management) hold behind the communicational strategies and outcomes of 
crisis situations. So for our investigation process, we are aiming to understand how an 
organisation’s management perceive reality, and how they shape their communicational 
responses.  
 

3.2.	  Research	  Design	  	  
	  

3.2.1	  Choice	  of	  the	  research	  method	  	  
 

The decision on the choice of the methodology should always be based on the ability to 
answer the research questions (Bryman, 1988). Additionally, the choice of the methodology is 
affected by first the theoretical framework, and second the researcher’s perception of the 
approach that the data is analysed in (Saunders et al, 2009). Therefore, a discussion of the 
fundamental research options and an argumentation for the chosen methodological techniques 
will be provided in this section.  
 

3.2.2	  Deductive	  versus	  Inductive	  approach	  
 

There are two major research approaches that are often implemented by academics: deductive 
and inductive. Reviewing the advantages and disadvantages of these two approaches would 
help us select the most appropriate method for this study, as well as supports the following 
research parameters for the chosen method (Saunders et al, 2009). 
 

To begin with, the deductive approach is seen as a more scientific “top-down” method, and is 
concerned with the development of the theory that is hypothetically tested (Gill, Johnson, 
2010). This means that the deductive approach is based on general theoretical perspectives 
and existing data, and is therefore used to derive empirical results. The major criticism of this 
method type is that researchers limit themselves to the available literature, and most likely 
will end up retrieving the data that is matching their suggested theory and expectations. The 
consequence of this might be that it eliminates the possibility of finding new results from the 
research (Saunders et al. 2009). In other words, it sets unfavourable boundaries for the 
outcomes of the investigation. In order to comply with the major principles that a deductive 
approach holds, researchers have to think independent of what is being observed (Saunders et 
al 2009), involving only the collection of absent data without drawing relevant conclusions 
from that.  
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In contrast, an inductive approach is known as a flexible “bottom-up” method that develops 
theories through the collection of empirical data such as observations, interviews, and 
documentation analysis. When the researcher is starting a new investigation with the 
development of “new line of enquiry, there will be no useful theories available from which to 
deduce statements for tests” (Williamson, 2002). This means that knowledge actually has to 
be developed through the collection of facts. This type of research allows for the opportunity 
to elaborate on the data retrieved, and ensures maximum understanding (Saunders et al 2009).  
 

Without a doubt, an inductive research method would be the most beneficial choice for us, 
since this type of method would be the most efficient for fulfilling the purpose of our study. 
This approach is also applicable for analysing the emerging crisis management phenomenon 
and its consequences without enforcing pre-existing expectations that the authors might have 
(Saunders, et.al, 2009). Information that has been collected from the inductive approach, 
through careful analyses, can be seen as “concepts, insights and understanding from derived 
data” (Reneker, 1993). Unlike a deductive approach, an inductive one has greater potential for 
collecting explicit and detailed findings, which enables the researcher to explore the problem 
from many different angles. This would be advantageous for our research due to the nature of 
the topic and need for broad discussions of the phenomenon. Also, due to the flexibility of an 
inductive approach, we would be able to easily gain the interpretations and meanings that 
organisations are attaching to their view of a crisis, management and communication 
strategies. 
 

3.2.3	  Quantitative	  versus	  Qualitative	  method	  
 

Once the research approach is chosen, the discussion of the method that will be employed for 
the data collection is a rational continuity.  
 

A quantitative method refers to a collection of numerical and standardized data. It is based on 
the assessment and evaluation of the fundamental relationship between variables. This type of 
data often displays statistic and exponential measures and counts (Williamson, 2002). 
However a qualitative method is normally associated with non-standardized data, which is 
often categorized by its complex nature that is expressed through various concepts, 
descriptions and views rather than statistical insights (Williamson, 2002). It has been argued 
that qualitative methods are the most relevant for research, because they aim to investigate 
how social meaning and implications are shaped, as well as analyses the nature of an 
identified phenomenon (Strauss, Corbin, 1998). Therefore a qualitative method is the best for 
studying the interpretations of crises and their choice of communicational strategies. 
 

We have chosen to engage in qualitative methods, since it will allow us to observe contextual 
data. This data will be collected through face-to-face interviews, document analyses and 
observations (Denzin, Lincoln, 2011). This also allows for slight changes in the emphasis of 
our investigation, since as the study evolves and more information is found, the direction of 
our findings will also shift. Furthermore, qualitative research perfectly suits our investigation 
of crisis management and communication strategies, because the findings will be represented 
in an elaborate discussion of the organisational interpretations of crises and its corrective 
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strategies (Snape, Spenser, 2003). This method also encourages us to attain a deep 
understanding of the studied phenomenon. So from interactive data collections (interviews 
and document analysis) we will be able to observe in practice, the different types of strategies 
that organisations implement. Through a qualitative method, you answer “how” and “why” 
questions on crisis communications patterns and the consequences of those strategies, rather 
than giving concise characters (Williamson, 2002). Additionally, the interpretative philosophy 
that has been chosen for this thesis is associated with qualitative data collection, which 
presumes a small sample of analysed case studies (Williamson, Burstein, McKemmish, 2002). 
Following this is our qualitative method design that we have adopted for this thesis, which 
shows a clear structure of the research procedure (Williamson, Burstein, McKemmish, 2002).  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Qualitative Research Design 
 
 

3.3.	  Method	  
 

3.3.1.	  The	  Case	  Study	  Strategy	  
  
The qualitative data for this academic paper will be collected and treated in the form of the 
case study approach that encourages greater clarification and analysis of the subject. A case 
study approach will aid in developing an understanding, and help us to derive relevant 
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conclusions on the topic of crises and its consequences. This particular method is the most 
beneficial to employ in our study, since it helps the researcher explore the understudied area 
of crisis interpretations and communicational tactics when an organisation is facing a crisis. 
The current knowledge on an organisation’s perceptions and treatment of a crisis, and the 
relevant communicational tactics it adopts, is either very limited or missing (especially in the 
context of Sweden). Therefore, we found an opportunity to conduct a case study investigation 
and collect information regarding this subject from two organisations that operate in Sweden.  
 

Case studies are advantageous when organisational perceptions and actions are crucial for the 
research’s conclusion, or when theoretical perspectives on the subject are confined (Darke, 
Shanks, 2002). Due to the fact that this crisis phenomenon is currently growing and therefore 
still understudied, the case study method would be the most appropriate for examining the 
present situational context of organisational perceptions and communicational actions during 
a crisis (Darke, Shanks, Broadbent 1998). The fundamental objective of the case study 
method is to illustrate how it is in reality (Ellet, 2007). 
  
Although we imply that a case study approach is the only appropriate method for representing 
data in this type of thesis paper, we realise that there are certain drawbacks as well. For 
example, there is the problem concerning personal interpretations from the data gathered from 
our interviews and document analyses. Furthermore, the interviewed party can be the subject 
of influence (Williamson, 2002) and have biased responses in regards to the organisation’s 
communication tactics, and the way they view a crisis initially. As a result this can limit the 
trustworthiness and the credibility of the present research (Drake, Shanks, 2002). 
 

For this specific thesis, we have deliberately selected multiple case studies by conducting 
interviews and document analyses of two organisations in Sweden. Multiple case studies will 
allow us to develop a broader view of the phenomenon (Eisenhardt, 1989). This also allows 
us to have a cross-organisational analysis of the two organisations, so that we can compare 
and contrast each one’s communicational responses (Williamson, 2002). Depending on the 
data collected, we are able to trace individual patterns from both cases (Darke, Shanke, 2002), 
collecting and linking the findings in order to obtain answers to our proposed research 
questions (Stake, 2006).  
 

Having multiple case studies will also strengthen our conclusions, and insures a greater 
degree of reliability and applicability for future referencing (Stake, 2006). As noted above, 
two organisations have been investigated and analysed in terms of their crisis perceptions and 
communications for the thesis. We have deliberately chosen to investigate two of the most 
relevant organisations are aiming to derive a complete picture of their crisis perceptions, 
adopted communicational tactics and management strategies.  
 

3.3.2.	  Data	  Collection	  
 

3.3.2.1.	  Selection	  of	  Organisations	  	  
 

It is very important to conduct investigations on organisations that are suitable to the research 
topic. They also need to provide relevant information that would give explicit answers to the 
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researcher’s questions. This process of selection can be very time consuming, but once the 
right cases are selected, it becomes much easier to obtain adequate data. 
 

Random selection is not suitable for this thesis study, due to the fact that the chosen 
organisations should be relevant and fit to the topic (Stake, 2006). Furthermore, these 
organisations should be able to answer the researcher’s questions and be familiar with the 
organisational communicational tactics during a crisis.  
 

Following this, are some criteria for the selection process of our organisations for our study:  
1. The organisation must be founded and operating in Sweden (see 1.5. delimitation section)  
2. The organisation must be of sufficient scale to experience, or be able to recognise and 
manage any sort of crisis  
3. The organisation must have experience with dealing with a crisis before, and/or currently 
handling it and/or carrying out pre-crisis planning activities 
 

For this thesis study, we have chosen to conduct an investigation on two organisations: (1) 
Jönköping Airport AB, is an airport that operates locally in the city of Jönköping, Sweden (2) 
Husqvarna Group AB, is a multinational corporation and one of the largest producers of 
outdoor power equipment in the world which is also based in Jönköping, Sweden. 
 

3.3.2.2.	  Interview	  	  
 

There are three major categories of interviews that are distinguishable by their structure and 
content. These aspects are determined by the researcher’s purpose and the data they intend to 
gather (Saunders et al, 2009). 
 

Structured interviews are a way to collect data through pre-determined and well-planned 
actions. You do this by asking the same questions in the same order to all the interviewed 
parties (Saunders et al, 2009). This approach is normally adopted when conducting a 
descriptive investigation, which doesn’t address follow up questions, such as “why”, “how” 
and “what are the possible consequences”.  
 

Semi-structured interviews are often used in the studies where extensive elaborations on the 
data are needed. It is an “open” interview type, which is often applied in explanatory studies 
that allow for follow-up questions as the interview proceeds and more information unwraps. 
The researcher will normally have a pre-established schedule of the questions that are to be 
asked in order to get explanations on specific problems. New issues often get raised as both 
parties interact. A semi-structured interview is seen as the most prevalent and extended type 
that is often used in qualitative research methods (Dawson, 2002).  
 

Unstructured interviews are often interpreted as an informal and casual type, which is 
determined by spontaneous questions that are formed at the actual interview. Questions raised 
in this type of interview are typically based on the answers and information given by the 
interviewee. 
 

After considering each type of interview and their characteristics, we have chosen to 
undertake a semi-structured interview. This is because of its strong association with 
qualitative methods. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews allow for further “probing” and 
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more comprehensive information to arise that are specific to our research topic. This can be 
done by asking our respondents to elaborate further, or by asking them to clarify any aspects 
that were unclear but that still have a great significance to the study. For the investigation, we 
have mostly asked open-ended questions (Saunders et al., 2009) that encourage the 
interviewees to give rather extensive and elaborative answers. However, pre-planned 
interview schemes still exist in order to keep a focus on our study, and are deliberately aimed 
at answering our research questions (Williamson, 2002).  
 

The interviews were done in the form of face-to-face and telephone interviews. All the 
interviews were pre-booked in advance and conducted in English. Due to the extensiveness 
and the size of the interview questions list as well as transcript of the interviews, we have 
chosen not to attach it to this thesis. However, the list of interview questions and the transcript 
of the interviews are available upon request.  
 
 

Interview Table 
 

Organisation 
name 

Name of 
interviewee 

Position  Date  Length  Location  Type  

Jönköping 
Airport AB 

Karin Jerketeg 
 
 
Sten Norinder  

Manager 
 
 
Managing 
Director & 
CEO 

27th March, 2014 
 
 
2nd April, 2014 
 
 
10th April, 2014 

15 min 
 
 
75 min 
 
 
10 min 

Jönköping, Sweden 
 
 
Jönköping, Sweden 
 
 
Jonkoping, Sweden 

Face-to-face 
 
 
Face-to-face 
 
 
Telephone 

 
Husqvarna 
Group AB 

 
Representative  
claimed to stay 
anonymous  
 
Representative 
claimed to stay  
anonymous 
 

  
7th April, 2014 
 
 
 
10th April   
 
14th April  

 
45 min 
 
 
 
35 min 
 
15 min  

 
Stockholm, Sweden 
 
 
 
Husqvarna, Sweden 
 
Husqvarna, Sweden 

 
Face-to-face 
 
 
 
Face-to-face 
 
Telephone 

 
 

3.3.2.3.	  Document	  Analysis	  
 

Document analysis is a qualitative data collection technique, which aims to systematically 
proceed and evaluate documents that are directly related to the investigated problem.  
Documents that are chosen to be analysed, are part of the qualitative study and may be 
represented in a variety of different forms such as agendas, organisational and institutional 
reports, background papers, event programs, newspaper articles, press releases, broadcast 
scripts, public records etc. (Bowen, 2009).  
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As an analytical method in qualitative research, document analyses claim that data is 
evaluated in order to determine meanings, develop understandings, provide complementary 
information to the interviews, and as a result obtain empirical findings of the research 
(Rapley, 2007). Documents for the research analysis are probing “social facts” that are crucial 
for this study which focuses on crisis management strategies during problematic situations 
(Bowen, 2009).  
 

Due to the fact that our research is aimed at investigating how organisations interpret a crisis 
and their management tactics as well as their outcomes, conducting interviews with these 
companies may not be enough for answering our research questions. Since, communicational 
strategies often involve interactions with certain stakeholders, we have decided to analyse 
press releases, internal reports and newspaper articles. This means that we would be able to 
evaluate their crisis communication strategies whilst considering the media’s views on these 
organisation’s strategies, and the effectiveness and consequences of their choice of action. 
Consequently, this would complement our findings from our interviews, and supply us with 
the most complete and truthful picture of the studied phenomenon. In fact, this allows for the 
merging of several data collection techniques in order to enrich the findings of the researched 
issue, and consequently makes our analysis and conclusions more accurate. Therefore, these 
techniques are the best fit, and the most feasible ones for our study. 
 

3.3.3.	  Data	  Analysis	  	  
 

Data analysis is the process of “bringing order, structure and meaning to the mass of collected 
data” (Saunders et al, 2009). Analysis “is the interlay between resources and data” (Strauss, 
Corbin, 1998). Here we have used our own academic knowledge and skills that were 
accumulated during our years of educational training, in combination with the derived 
material from the organisations for a proper analysis of our data.  
 

With our construction of each organisational case study, we will display detailed records 
gathered from each researched unit, so that the reader can easily be introduced to the 
company’s core activities, communicational patterns, crisis perceptions and finally the 
consequences of the management and communicational activities. This thesis is aiming to 
determine the complexity and richness of case studies with the help of methodological 
techniques, in order to spot organisational patterns of behaviour during a crisis’ occurrence. 
Thereby, this case study strategy is appropriate for our thesis, because it creates a structure 
that is easy to follow and control. This will follow with a thorough discussion on each 
organisational case study individually, in order to later retrieve cross-case patterns that 
correspond to similarities and differences of these organisational perspectives and actions in 
the area (Stake, 2006). It’s very important to aim for deriving clear statements and patterns 
from the case studies that match the research questions, since it ensures that researchers are 
sticking to the purpose of the study.  
 

Basically, our collections of qualitative data for this study have been gathered through 
interviews and document analyses that were formed into case studies so that we could clearly 
structure the data to derive certain conclusions that aligned to our purpose. This will also 
facilitate a combination of analysis of each organisation in steps, and therefore allow for the 
comparison of both organisations’ approaches to a crisis. Hence, it will be easier to spot the 
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current trends that organisations follow in during a crisis in regards to communication 
strategies (Williamson, 2002).  
 

3.4.The	  Context	  of	  Study	  	  
 

Today’s society is living in an “era of crises” with constantly growing “environmental 
complexity” (Falkheimer, Heide, 2006). That is why individuals and organisations have to 
realise the importance of the crisis interpretations and management and to be prepared to 
tackle various uncertainties and potential threats.  
 

After investigating existing literature, we have come to the conclusion that crisis perceptions 
and management is lacking in the Swedish context. In fact, it’s even claimed by practitioners 
that crisis management and especially communication, has a limited history as a research 
topic in Sweden (Falkheimer, Heide, 2006). Evidently, the research phenomenon is emerging 
now in Sweden, and more organisations within the country are aware of the issue and willing 
to take communicational actions for minimising the consequences. Due to this fact, we have 
decided to conduct extensive research on two major Swedish organisations in order to learn 
the current situation and perceptions of the recently raising phenomenon and awareness of the 
problem within crisis management and communication.  
 

3.5.	  Trustworthiness	  	  
 

It is very crucial for academic papers like this, to establish trustworthiness of everything that 
is stated and claimed. This means that a critical evaluation of the empirical data has to be 
presented so that the study can be seen as relevant, and the conclusions identified as valid. 
Furthermore, it is very important to ensure that the organisational case studies are reflecting 
reality, which is free from personal judgements and any external influences.  
 

Hence, in order to ensure the trustworthiness of this report, we have chosen to use different 
data collection techniques within two different organisations (multiple case study), which is 
referred to as triangulation. Triangulation is known as a method of “checking the consistency 
of findings” by apply various data collection tools (Williamson, 2002). Like in our case, we 
have adopted various qualitative techniques such as face-to-face, telephone interviews and 
document analysis, to ensure reliability and diverse sources of information. The use of 
triangulation is broadly used to generate trustworthiness of this thesis through two major 
aspects:  
 

1. Undertaking multiple organisational case studies for diversified points of view 
2. Employing various qualitative data collection techniques for the consistency of 
information.  
 

Furthermore, there are three fundamental aspects that trustworthiness of the research consists 
of: credibility, dependability and subjectivity. 
 

Credibility 
 

The concept of the credibility is often referred to the internal validity of the academic material 
(Shenton, 2004). This means that the researcher has to make sure that the conclusions of the 
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study are displaying what it is supposed to investigate, and nothing else (Shenton, 2004). 
Thus, in order to guarantee that our findings correspond to reality, and hence increase 
credibility, a number of precautions have to be taken.  
First, as we have noted in the previous section, triangulation or by investigating multiple case 
studies, has a positive impact on the credibility of this paper (Shenton, 2004).  
Second, honesty in the sources of information, or assuring that the participants voluntarily 
take part in the investigation and are not being put under any pressure. Along with that, they 
are given the right to submit changes, comment on previous data and given an opportunity to 
withdraw at anytime. For this study all those actions were taken and therefore guarantee high 
credibility. 
 

Dependability 
 

 Dependability claims to represent the methods and research procedures with high levels of 
description. Hence a dependable study attentively clarifies and evaluates the way that the 
research was conducted, with a clear justification that it has been done in a highly transparent 
process (Shenton, 2004). In the present thesis, all the stages of the research are thoroughly 
described, explained and evaluated, so that the reader can understand the process clearly. 
 

Subjectivity 
 

The subjectivity of the researchers, can impact the study at anytime. The greatest consequence 
it can have during data collection and analysis is that researchers base it on their own values 
and judgements. In general, subjectivity acknowledges predetermined beliefs, biases and 
judgemental stereotypes, which lead to the development of personal interpretations of the 
investigated subject. Likewise, this concept is described as “the human element in analysis, 
which has potential for meaning distortion” of the study (Strauss, Corbin, 1998). During the 
data collection and analysis, we were aware of this danger and endeavoured to stay away from 
our personal interpretations and subjective opinions.  
 

3.5.1.	  Ethics	  of	  the	  Study	  
 

Ethics has been broadly identified as the “norms and standards of behaviour that are guiding 
moral choices in relation to the right of exposed parties that are either subject to, or get 
influenced by it” (Sauders, et al, 2009). The ethics of the conducted study have to be 
considered in order to control and guarantee that the way researchers plan their work, is both 
academically and morally defensible to all the individuals and/organisations that are involved 
in the process. 
 

We are highly concerned with all the possible moral issues that can affect the outcomes of our 
study, and therefore understand the ethical contemplations for all exposed parties. That is, 
interviewees were initially informed of the opportunity to stay anonymous, and in fact two 
spokesmen from the Husqvarna Group AB had used that right. Hence, we to the greatest 
degree respected that and did not disclose their names. In addition to that, open dialogue had 
been kept during the whole investigation process. Finally, individuals that were involved in 
the present study had been informed about the possibility of them reviewing, giving further 
comments and terminating their participation at anytime.  
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4.	  Empirical	  Findings	  

This chapter aims to introduce the case study of each organisation that has been investigated 
in this thesis. Here, we give a brief history as well as describe the core activities of the 
organisation. We unfold our empirical findings with an extensive summary of our qualitative 
interviews and document analyses, by highlighting the most relevant statements concerning 
our research.  
 

4.1.	  Introduction	  
 

For this thesis, our qualitative research has been carried out through interviews and document 
analyses of two organisations. The first organisation is Jönköping Airport AB, which is 
wholly owned by Jönköping’s Municipality (Jönköping Rådhus AB). The second organisation 
is Husqvarna Group AB, which is a public company that is owned by shareholders from all 
over the world. This selection of organisations with different ownership types was 
deliberately done in order to give our research paper a broader perspective on crisis 
perceptions and management insights. Also, the diversification of perspectives is ensured by 
the differences in the company’s sizes, industries, organisational activities and markets that 
they operate in. In fact, both of the researched units match the criterion that was recognized in 
section 3.3.2.1. (Selection of organisations).  
 

4.2.	  Jönköping	  Airport	  AB	  Case	  Study	  
 

This subsection is fundamentally constructed with the research findings from face-to-face 
interviews (27th March and 2nd April, 2014) that were followed by a complementary telephone 
interview (10th April, 2014) and organisational document analysis (reports, press releases, 
newspaper articles). The interviews were conducted with competent representatives of the 
company, Sten Norinder (managing director &CEO) and Karin Jerketeg (manager).  
 

Jönköping Airport AB (JAAB) is an organisation wholly owned and partly controlled by the 
Municipality of the city it operates in (Särskilt ägardirektiv JAAB, 2013). It first started to 
operate in 1961 with substantial redevelopments and upgrades in their operations in 1991. 
From January 2010 onwards, Jönköping’s Municipality had privatised the company 
(Bolagsordning for JAAB). This has had a substantial effect on the organisational decision-
making in all of the operational activities (especially during a crisis).  
 

The core activities of the firm are to maintain airport sustenance for flight operations, such as 
private aircraft, helicopters, commercial and scheduled passengers flights, charters, cargo 
services as well as the rental of their premises with facilities of the airport. The fundamental 
objective of the organisation is to devote all resources and capabilities towards a proactive 
development and cooperation with airlines of new destinations and connections for the 
passengers, and especially residents of Jönköping’s Municipality. Furthermore, the 
organisation is striving for “cargo traffic stimulating of unexploited destinations and 
opportunities”. 
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JAAB functions as a business-to-business organisation, making contracts with airlines for the 
provision of airport space, equipment and personnel establishment. Overall, JAAB passenger 
volume had reached 93,000 travellers on scheduled and non-scheduled traffic in 2013. Note, 
that approximately 45,000 of them were passengers from the local area of Jönköping.  
  
Most of the relevant and valuable information has been gathered through interviews with the 
managing Director & CEO of JAAB, Sten Norinder. He was appointed in 2011, and 
inherently holds the leading role in the organisation. He is in charge of assuring that all 
agreements within and outside of business are initiated successfully. Additionally, one of his 
key roles is to represent and maintain a favourable image of the airport in the eyes of 
stakeholders from various media platforms. Therefore he also carries out the duties of a 
spokesperson in the organisation. Major decisions that are made in the company are discussed 
between the top management and board of directors (BoD), in order to ensure they everyone 
is satisfied with his decisions and direction of strategy. Mr. Norinder has previous work 
experience in the banking industry, which has enhanced his abilities as a spokesperson and 
media handlings that are important values for an airport managing director. 
Evidently, the spokesperson will employ various communicational platforms for interacting 
with interested stakeholders of the organisation:  
 

1. Giving interviews and commenting on events in the local newspapers (Jnytt, Jönköping 
Posten) and local TV-channels 
2. Giving self-representation and news on the airport website 
3. Running JAAB self-representation and updates on the spokesperson’s personal social 
networks like Facebook and Twitter.  
 

Identification of the crisis situation  
 

Due to the fact that the municipality owns JAAB, they’re able to impose certain values and 
objectives that it has to achieve. Therefore, their view of certain crises, and consequently 
communicational tactics, are shaped from these imposed values and objectives. The 
municipality is certainly inflicting the importance of promoting convenience and welfare of 
the city’s residents, by ensuring that the airport is expanding its map of destinations during 
holiday times, and increasing their commitment to the reduction of environmental pollutions 
(Särskilt ägardirektiv Jönköping Airport AB, 2013). 
 

During our interviews, the JAAB representatives explain their views of what a crisis is: “A 
decisive point, urged by an unexpected event that often can have negative impacts on the 
company”. Mr. Norinder suggested that depending on the situational circumstances and the 
degree of the potential threat, the organisation has to take immediate actions to neutralize the 
situation. As the managing director of the airport, he believes that nowadays crisis situations 
affect individuals and businesses more than ever before. “Today more organisations become 
more sensitive to the media coverage of any type of crisis, and moreover there is an 
increasing pressure and interconnection between dynamic social and technological systems.” 
With great confidence, airport respondents confirmed that not all of the unfavorable situations 
the management faces are identified as a crisis. Therefore, they see a crisis as a major event or 
sequences of events that convey large threats to the stability and maintenance of the daily 
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operations and performances of their units. Due to the municipality ownership and limited 
scope of operating activities, the airport has been “naturally avoiding many potential crises”. 
Thus, when the business is localised and deals with pre-determined airlines on official 
contracts, the tendency that a company will experience numerous crises are unlikely.  
 

Although it has been claimed in all of the interviews, crisis situations are preceded by the 
occurrence of “the signal radical breaks”. So since the organisation is relatively moderate and 
locally based, the decision-making process is adequately fast and often doesn’t require a call 
from the board of directors. This is also because Mr. Norinder is responsible for handling all 
the managerial issues. Thus, he often monitors the current environmental setup, registering 
any pre-crisis signals in order to undertake communicational actions to prevent the hit of a 
crisis as soon as possible. “Due to the increasing aggressiveness and quick responsiveness to 
any problems of media means”, the respondents stated that it’s always “important to be up-
dated with the situation, plan well ahead and foresee the possible actions of the media for 
more efficient crisis management”. The company has to be able to identify the crisis, set 
organisational priorities and prepare the management to “grin and bear the unfortunate 
event”. The communicational tactics in the airport are scheduled and determined at the times 
when forthcoming crises has been recognized, since they don’t have official guidelines on the 
communication process. However, Mr. Norinder has identified the most important tactics that 
the organisation employs during unexpected situations. These are “truthfulness, openness, 
fast reaction and the consistency of the messages” forwarded to the exposed parties. As was 
mentioned in the interview, the organisation doesn’t have a crisis management team (CMT), 
or written and documented management strategies for a crisis. Since Mr. Norinder is the 
managing director and CEO of the airport, he is in charge of the communicational duties that 
might need to be carried out during a crisis. He explained that if the airport encountered an 
unexpected situation, all the key employees are aware of the actions that have to be 
implemented to minimise the negative impact.  
 

Mr. Norinder had explained that there is no necessity for a CMT in an organisation like 
JAAB, because “it’s only required if they were to expand the business and needed more staff 
members to specialize in a crisis”. But the spokesperson is a very crucial organisational asset, 
since they deliver vital information regarding the crisis. Being the spokesperson for JAAB, 
Mr. Norinder believes that “management competences and strong communicational qualities 
matters, since saying words like ‘No comment’ in any issue, may indicate suspicion and lack 
of trust gained from the news medias”. Thus, Sten tries to articulate his words and convey key 
messages that must be delivered at the right time and right place.  
 

Low passenger volume due to deceptive environmental beliefs  
 

Over the last decade or so, the airport has lost many potential passengers, and was regarded as 
running a low capacity of travellers. As a result it had to change its operational scope from 
being a national airport to just a municipality-owned one. Analysing the document from 
Eurostat, we found that the passenger volume in 1998 was 252,241. During the years, the 
figure had declined considerably, with only 76,611 passengers flying from the airport in 2008 
(Aviation Trends 2012 Report). So the gradual decrease in volume had affected various 
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aspects of the organisation, and eventually led it into a crisis that had to be managed in 
different ways.  
The low passengers volume indirectly influenced the airport, since it was the airlines that 
were negatively affected by the drop. Therefore, JAAB’s clients were considering the 
withdrawal of flights from Jonkoping. This would have put them under real danger of closing 
down. “At that time, JAAB had been facing their biggest crisis which required a strategic 
turnaround of the organisation’s business activities”. 
 

Mr. Norinder had briefly determined the decrease in passenger volume as a major crisis 
situation, and started to initiate and develop communicational patterns that were aimed at 
changing the image of the airport and Swedish airline sector as a whole. Mr. Norinder had 
claimed that the trigger for the crisis was the increasing environmental concerns, the 
development of other public and private transportation means, convenience of driving to near 
destinations (e.g. Stockholm (320km) and Copenhagen (330km) has been under renovations 
and finally re-opened connections with Sweden) and hence, the unwillingness of Jönköping 
residents to fly from their airport.  
 

The airport and the municipality had devoted its resources and management competences to 
communicate their plan to reshape the image of the organisation, as well the importance and 
value of the airport for the city. The aim of the communicational strategy was to appeal and 
change the population’s beliefs in the negative impact of the airport’s operations on the 
environment, and to educate them about the truth that airplanes provide relatively low carbon 
emissions (with a full plane) relative to cars. With these stakeholder interactional patterns 
already developed, Mr. Norinder was able to communicate the environmental improvements 
of the airport. This can be justified by investments in the ILS equipment, that other then 
reducing delays and flight cancellations, also helped to improve environmental policies 
(Bunnvik, 2013). This equipment allows planes to land from the south, which results in 
shorter flight paths, and therefore reduced carbon emissions and noise pollution. Additionally, 
airport representatives had been proud to state that JAAB has initiated a “Gate Green” project 
that was organised as a crisis prevention method (Norinder, 2013-11-18). This was voluntarily 
done in order to reduce energy and fuel consumption. It was “driven to educate stakeholders 
about the low impact on the environment of fully loaded planes, compared to other 
transportation vehicles”. The airport had been informing residents that “if they are aware and 
concerned with environmental issues, then they should be using airport services rather then 
driving a car or taking other public transportation”. Through print media means (Jnytt, 
Jönköping Posten), online social networking sites and JAAB’s webpage, news reviews and 
press releases, the organisation implements communicational strategies that aim to change the 
perception of the population about the airport, educate the stakeholders (change their views 
regarding the environmental impact of planes), and consequently increase the passenger 
volume which could drive JAAB out of a crisis.   
 

JAAB learnt the number of decreasing passenger volumes crisis had been surmounted 
fundamentally through efficient management and communication strategies. Through clear 
communicational actions, the airport had minimised the negative consequences of the crisis, 
as well as ensured a strategic change that helped the organisation to look at its policies, 
capacity and environmental strategies from a different point of view (Larsson, 2014-04-02). 
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According to statistical information provided by Mr. Norinder, the yearly increase in the 
passenger’s volume in the period of 2010 and 2011 was 13.4%, and in the period of 2012 and 
2013 it was 19.4%.  
 

Helicopter school crisis 
 

Another major organisational crisis is referred to as the “helicopter school crisis”, was due to 
miscommunication between the Municipality and the predecessor in JAAB. There was a 
contract signed between Mr. Norinder’s predecessor and a helicopter school that allowed 
them to hold their training on the airport’s facilities. However, the Municipality had 
recognised a safety regulation issue (Hultqvist, 2011-04-07), since helicopters are not fixed-
wing aircrafts, they weren’t allowed to practice flying at JAAB. JAAB would have to pay 
fines of 10 million Swedish kronor (SEK10,000,000) if they could not resolve the issue. This 
would lead to huge overheads for the airport, leaving them financially unstable. In order, to 
handle the crisis and keep risks and costs to the low, Mr. Norinder had to come up with a 
well-planned communication strategy and encourage the BoDs and the Municipality, to keep 
the helicopter school based at the airport, but only allow them to take off and land in the area. 
The negotiation procedure was quite overwhelming and took two years to handle, but in the 
end, the airport only had to pay a fee of SEK 20,000.  
 

In this particular crisis, even though Mr. Norinder was not aware of such environmental 
regulations, he managed to talk his way out of the problem. He talked with both the BoDs and 
the municipality about the issue in order to minimise the negative impact on the airport’s 
reputation and financial losses. Consequently, during the process, the spokesperson had to 
provide comments on the situation to the local media (Hultqvist, May 4th 2011) and on the 
airport’s webpage. The communicational tactics for this type of crisis reflected his beliefs on 
being honest and confident in his words, as well as responding quickly to the problem by 
talking to the right people. 
 

Ryan Air’s withdrawal of operation  
 

Through our readings of press releases, we have identified that JAAB had been faced with the 
crisis of Ryanair’s suspension of flights from Jönköping to Barcelona (Norinder, 2013-12-17). 
In order to provide local residents with a new summer destination route, and to promote more 
visits to Jönköping by foreign citizens, the municipality had made a contract with Ryanair 
(Adolfson, 2013-12-18). This contract was signed by both parties, and was meant to subside 
for three seasons, starting in the summer 2013 period. However, after running only one season, 
Ryanair had terminated the contract in November 2013 (Adolfson, 2013), which according to 
the interview was “an absolute surprise for the airport”. Mr. Norinder had also claimed that 
the Municipality as an owner of JAAB, encountered sunk costs that were spent on fees paid to 
Ryanair for promotional efforts.  
 

During the interview, the respondents claimed that Ryanair’s suspension had resulted in  
financial, reputational and operational losses for both the airport and the controlling 
municipality. However JAAB was not the party who had initiated the termination of the 
contract, and more over they still had other flights running that were highly popular among 
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the city’s residents. Hence, Mr. Norinder claimed that the airport was not really a crisis for 
them, but was more of a crisis for the airlines industry within Sweden (Hultqvist, Sandstöm, 
2013-02-07).  
 

From the press releases we have also identified that this situation led to unhappy customers, 
who had planned these trips in advance (Adolfson, 2013). In order to minimize the impact of 
not communicating, and to give the truth on the situation, Mr. Norinder explained the reason 
for this inconvenience on several media platforms. He explained that they too were “a victim 
of the circumstances; and that it was quite shocking for JAAB to learn that Ryanair was 
closing flights before the agreement was actually over”. They weren’t given any notice in 
advance; it was more of a direct cancelation without any formal explanations. Therefore, 
future relationships between the two companies are in jeopardy. JAAB had claimed that they 
see the situation as a crisis that should be blamed on Ryanair.  
It was clearly stated in the press releases that JAAB is deeply sorry for the current situation 
that was not under their control. They also encouraged Ryanair to compensate, and officially 
apologise to the affected people that had purchased tickets (Norinder, 2013-12-17).  
 

4.3.	  Husqvarna	  Group	  AB	  Case	  Study	  
 

This subsection is fundamentally constructed on the basis of face-to-face interviews held on 
the 7th of April 2014 and the 10th of April 2014. This is further followed by a complementary 
telephone interview on the 14th of April for some follow-up questions. The document analysis 
of the organisational reports, press releases, and newspaper articles, complements our 
interview findings and elaborates further to our empirical findings. 
 

The second organisational case study that is studied in this paper is Husqvarna Group AB 
(HGAB). They were originally founded in Husqvarna, Sweden in 1689, and are one of the 
world’s largest producers of outdoor power equipment. It is one of the oldest organisations in 
Europe, with this year (2014) marking their 325th anniversary (Husqvarna AB, 2013). 
Husqvarna AB has sales of about SEK 30.3bn, and about 14,000 employees that operate 
worldwide. Husqvarna is a business-to-business organisation that primarily sells its products 
to dealers and retailers (Husqvarna AB, 2013). It’s important to note that the company is a 
well recognised and highly respectful international organisation, that provides products and 
solutions for customers in more than 100 countries around the globe. It is a publicly trading 
company, with shares on the NASDAQ OMX Stockholm Exchange (Husqvarna AB, 2013). 
 

For the following case study we have interviewed two representatives from the middle 
management level of the People & Organisation and Communication department of 
Husqvarna Group. One comes from the headquarter office in Stockholm, and the other one 
from Husqvarna. Both of the respondents wanted to stay anonymous (and since they asked to 
stay anonymous, we cannot disclose their names and positions in our paper). In addition to 
conducting interviews we have also conducted an organisational and media document 
analysis, for the purpose of having an extensive case study that provides us with insights on 
Husqvarna Group’s communicational tactics before, during and after a crisis. 
 

Since Husqvarna has operated in their market for about 325 years, the organisation has 
substantial experience of dealing with a variety of different problems, some of which can be 



	  
	  

38	  	   	  

classified as crises. Although it would be beneficial to review how Husqvarna Group changes 
their perceptions and communicational response tactics throughout the years as they 
encounter new crises, in this thesis we will only focus on their present interpretations of a 
crisis, and how they presently deal with them. Due to the substantially large size and scope of 
the business, Husqvarna Group operates a separate department called People & Organisation 
and Communication that focuses on the design and implementation of communicational 
techniques for handling problematic situations with high risks (Wärn, 2014-02-06).  
 

The representative from that department (located in Husqvarna Group’s Stockholm 
headquarters) explained that they interpret a crisis as “an unfortunate event that unfolds and 
fundamentally threatens the stability of the system, endangering their core values and 
assumptions, and often disregards their high-priority goals, as well as their image, 
profitability and survival abilities”. Additionally he informed us that there are three factors 
that can cause major threats for the company (Husqvanra AB, 2013): 
 

1. Macroeconomic development fluctuations 
2. Change in competitive climate 
3. Change in financial performance and interest rate level  
 

The interviewees had stressed that sensing and monitoring the current market situation for any 
signs of an impending crisis, allows for the “creation of awareness through quick 
communicational tactics among all different types of stakeholders, and enables the company 
to limit, control and neutralise the effects of the crisis hit”.  
 

Operational Crisis   
 

There are a variety of different crises and risks that Husqvarna frequently faces. They are a 
company that operations in several markets and develop, launch and market newly developed 
products every year (Wärn, 2014-02-06).  
 

Husqvarna operates with the seasons, and therefore experiences crises that are a result of 
fluctuations in consumer demands and “constantly growing business partner’s and 
customer’s expectations”. The respondents had identified this as a crisis because you need  
“to constantly keep up with new innovations, technologies and the requirements of 
customers”. Currently, “technology product life cycles have become substantially shorter” 
and require faster development periods with the highest efficiency features, in order to 
compete with their competitors. In order for their survival, Husqvarna Group’s products must 
comply with, and even surpass the expectations of their stakeholders (Wärn, 2014-02-06).  
 

The company undertakes communicational efforts in order to ensure that the consequences of 
each crisis can be minimised. They do this through press releases and constant presentations 
of their equipment to retailer and dealer sites, that demonstrate the latest technological 
advancements that the company has developed. Furthermore, the organisation devotes its 
resources towards justifying their competence and maintaining their leading position in their 
market. In order to keep developing and upholding their reputation and image, Husqvarna 
Group regularly calls on shareholder and board of directors meetings, and publishes their 
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performance and crisis management reports on their official website. This enables them to 
keep their shareholders constantly updated on the current situation of a crisis for instance. 
 

Suspicion in the patent infringement behaviour.  
 

The representatives of Husqvarna had discussed the recent patent case that Husqvarna was 
battling not long ago. Worx Landroid and Brokk claimed that Husqvarna Group had stolen 
their patented technology of robotic lawn mowers in 2011-2013 (Pilhem, 2014-01-16). 
Luckily, after some time and resources, Husqvarna Group won the trial and proved to the 
public that they were falsely accused. However, the interviewees said that the crisis had 
affected the company greatly. Their operating profit and dividend pay out rate of the company 
to its shareholders had declined substantially (Bunnvik, 2013-09-20). In order to alleviate the 
situation, Husqvarna took communicational actions such as hosting shareholder meetings and 
press releases that were driven to manage the organisation’s reputation and image.  
 

Gas explosion crisis.  
 

During the last decade the organisation had been involved in a major crisis that resulted in 
several deaths. This crisis was triggered by a gas explosion in one of Husqvarna Group’s 
operating facilities in Belgium. The respondents of this interview stated that the organisation, 
along with seven other parties, had been held liable for the gas explosion accident. During the 
long trial process, Husqvarna had been representing itself as the victim of a tremendous 
tragedy that greatly affected their good name and reputation in Europe. The crisis led to 
environmental damages, human injuries and the death of several employees. In the end, 
Husqvarna along with other parties involved, were identified as “guilty, and had to adopt a 
proactive approach to settle the damage claims relating to the injuries and deaths”. 
 

Financial crisis  
 

In the year 2012, Husqvarna Group had experienced a major financial crisis that was caused 
by macroeconomic failures encountered in several countries that the company was operating 
in. The company had also claimed that the financial crisis that the organisation had been 
experiencing during 2012, might also have been triggered by the misfortunate operational 
crisis that was discussed previously (Lundvall, 2014-02-06). This financial crisis cost the 
company a lot of money, with their operational and profit-before-tax figures dropping lower 
then they had anticipated it would.  And consequently, it led to a lower dividend pay out rate 
for their shareholders. This crisis required efficient communication, in order to fix the 
situation, minimise the financial loss and reputational damage of the company. 
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5.	  Analysis	  

In this chapter, we will conduct a close analysis of our empirical findings in combination with 
the existing academic perspective reviewed in the theoretical background chapter. We will 
first analyse each organisation separately, and after do a cross-organisational comparison 
and identification of their common and contrasting themes. The titles are structured 
according to our research questions. 
 

5.1.	  Jönköping	  Airport	  AB	  analysis	  
 

How do organisations perceive and define a crisis? 
 

“Due to the organisational vision and values, crises were aimed to be illustrated as an 
opportunity for learning, growth and renewal”—Mr. Norinder 

 

From our empirical findings we can see that Jönköping Airport AB (JAAB) has faced several 
crises during a short time span. Noticeably though, every crisis was very different, and mostly 
unexpected. Therefore they describe a crisis as “a decisive point, urged by an unexpected 
event that often can have negative impacts on the company”—Mr. Norinder. This decisive 
point depends on the situation, its circumstances and the degree of potential threats to the 
firm. Depending on where you stand, you may define and perceive a situation differently.  
 

In the case of Ryanair, Mr. Norinder explained to us that they did not see it as a major crisis 
for them. It was an “absolute surprise for the airport”, but he explained that it was more of a 
crisis for Ryanair. Ryanair’s violation of their contract and lack of communication was 
perceived negatively by both JAAB and several affected stakeholders. According to Coombs 
and Holladay (1996), people view crises based on their attributions of responsibility and seek 
causes in order to attribute blame. For instance, people tend to question if a firm acts in 
accordance with expectations. In other words, is the firm seen as legitimate or good? (Allen 
and Caillouet, 1994; Bedeian, 1989) JAAB was portrayed as the victim of terrorism by 
Ryanair, and gained sympathy votes from the public. However, due to the Municipality’s care 
of its citizens, they responded quickly by giving their apologies to passengers affected by the 
crisis.  
 

In our investigation of the company, we found that Jönköping’s Municipality has a governing 
role in the way they view a crisis and how they choose to respond. The values and objectives 
of the Municipality are further projected into the values and objectives of JAAB. And it’s 
only through the coordination of internal and external actors that a crisis can be resolved 
successfully (Dynes, 1983). Furthermore, if a company is responsive to their environment, 
stakeholders and the changing trends, they are in better positions to spot a crisis and have a 
better chance of responding to them (Nystrom & Starbuck, 1984). Another crisis that was 
faced by JAAB was the diminishing number of passengers and increasing environmental 
regulations that painted air transportation as the biggest danger to the environment. A crisis, 
in which you can foresee the dangers well in advance due to the frequency of its occurrence, 
can be harmful to the business, industry and stakeholders (Fearn-Banks, 2011). During our 
interview Mr. Norinder explains, “JAAB had been facing their biggest crisis which required a 
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strategic turnaround of the organisation’s business activities”. A major crisis poses 
significant threat to the daily operations of a company for a prolonged period of time (Fearn-
Banks, 2011).  
 

How do organisations respond to crises through communication? 
 

“There is an increasing pressure and interconnection between dynamic social and 
technological systems”—Mr. Norinder. 

 

The organisational structure of the firm determines the types of communication methods that 
are used during a crisis. Many academics found that centralised organisational structures that 
have a top-down approach to communication actually lower the speed of response (Dynes, 
1983). Furthermore, Dynes explains that the most important factor of communication is 
coordination between every actor. In order to have coordination, a flexible organisational 
structure should also be adopted. Our findings show that JAAB has both a centralised and 
decentralised organisational and communicational structure. The top-management, BoD and 
the Municipality are equally involved in the collective decision-making processes. In the case 
of the Helicopter School crisis, the problem was initially the result of poor communication 
and coordination between authorities. Although communication is a powerful tool for crisis 
resolution, it can easily fail due to the withholding of vital information, or miscommunication. 
When there is a lack of consensus and agreement between the internal and external agents on 
how to resolve a situation, complications occur which can delimit an organisation’s ability to 
respond efficiently (Dynes, 1983). They were able to save themselves from a huge financial 
loss and damage to their reputation by implementing good communication and coordination 
strategies. The underlying purpose of communication, as Luhmann (1989) describes, is so that 
people can collectively come up with new innovative ways to solve instant problems. 
 

Theorists stress the need for an authoritative figure to take the lead and make the tough 
decisions for the organisation. Therefore, a clear understanding of who does what, when and 
how, should be outlined for the internal actors of a firm (Fearn-Banks, 2011). Due to the size 
of the company, JAAB doesn’t have a legitimate CMT or pre-planned communicational 
strategies and guidelines. They believe that it’s more important to adapt to dynamic situations 
rather than plan for them. If an organisation is able to project their values, goals and 
objectives for the resolution of a crisis, people can come to a decisive understanding without 
the need for strict guidelines. 
 

The spokesperson is typically the CEO or has a position of authority within the company 
(Coombs 2007). They also act as the sole voice of the company, creating a bridge between 
their external and internal stakeholders. Therefore, it is important that people see them as 
trustworthy and credible sources. Mr. Norinder is the spokesperson for JAAB, and has a lot of 
experience in dealing with news medias. For instance, his advice in any situation is to always 
tell the truth. They should always avoid saying “no comment”, because it gives the 
impression that they are hiding something from the public (Coombs 2007). Spokespersons 
should always be up-to-date on the crisis, so that they can react as quickly, consistently and 
accurately as possible (Coombs 2007). By doing so, it minimizes “uncertainty, confusion and 
further speculations on the under-communicated issues”—Mr. Norinder. Through constant 
interactions with the news medias, Mr. Norinder has built good media relations. Working with 
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news medias, ensuring that they get full access and constant updates of the current situation of 
the crisis, proves to an organisation’s stakeholders how committed and serious you are in 
resolving the crisis (Fearn-Banks, 2011).  
 

Mr. Norinder understands the importance that news medias have in affecting how the public 
views you and your company. “In the court of public opinion, an organisation is guilty until 
proven innocent” (Fearn-Banks 2011). This is especially true in crisis situations, where people 
tend to believe what the majority of people believe. JAAB faced a similar problem when the 
volume of passengers fell rapidly after it was common belief that airplanes were worst for the 
environment than other types of transportation. In order to change these beliefs, they 
developed communication strategies and worked with news medias in order to try and educate 
the public. During this crisis, JAAB was faced with possible threats to their legitimacy, since 
the public started to question whether the firm was acting according to society’s expectations 
of them (Coombs and Holladay, 1996). Organisations should therefore have communication 
strategies that directly target these legitimacy threats (Coombs and Holladay, 1996). JAAB 
also communicated to their stakeholders the investment into both safety and environmentally 
friendly technology and projects in order to strengthen their legitimacy. Through the use of 
several media channels (social, newspaper, TV channels, webpages etc.) they found that the 
public viewed them more positively. 
	  

What are the outcomes of crisis communication strategies? 
 

According to Fearn-Banks (2011) one outcome of a crisis is that the organisation still exists, 
but their reputation and/or financial position is changed for better or worse. An example of 
this would be the crisis with the Helicopter School. Since JAAB had violated their contract, 
their image and financial position was slightly affected. However, the communication strategy 
implemented by JAAB greatly reduced the likelihood of a greater disaster. If the 
communication networks had functioned properly to begin with, they probably wouldn’t have 
had a crisis to deal with. However, due to the rebuilding of these communicational ties, the 
crisis was resolved with minimal damage to the firm. The greater the ties are between each 
actor of a network, the more enhanced the sharing of information and knowledge is (Owen-
Smith and Powell, 2004).   
 

Another plausible outcome of crisis communication strategies is that the organisation comes 
out of it looking as (or more) favourable than before (Fearn-Banks, 2011). From our empirical 
findings, when organisations are quick to respond to a crisis, the public’s attribution of 
responsibility toward the company is lower, and thus their reputation isn’t as affected. In the 
case of Ryanair, JAAB quickly took to the public to explain the unfortunate events. 
Furthermore, they were quick enough to give a reply before news medias had a chance to feed 
the public lies (Fearn-Banks, 2011). During a crisis people are more easily tricked into 
thinking whatever the group opinion is and it soon becomes the ultimate guide of how they 
should behave towards the actors/organisation at fault (Zaltman & Ducan, 1977). In the case 
of the depreciating volume of passengers, the communication strategies implemented was a 
success. It “…minimized the negative consequences of the crisis, as well as ensured the 
strategic change…”—Mr. Norinder.  
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5.2.	  Husqvarna	  Group	  AB	  Analysis	  
 
How do organisations perceive and define a crisis? 
 

“An unfortunate event that unfolds and fundamentally threatens the stability of the system, 
endangering their core values and assumptions and often disregards their high-priority goals, 

as well as their image, profitability and survival abilities”—HGAB respondents 
 
Since HGAB operates in over 100 countries around the world, the amounts of crises they face 
are much greater. Even though the size of the organisation does not necessarily determine the 
types of crises they face (Coombs, 2007), it may however affect their choices for managing 
crises, as well as their ability to effectively eliminate them. One interviewee for HGAB 
explained to us that due to the scope of the company, a lot of resources are allocated in 
ensuring that corrective actions are taken, such as sufficient pre-planning and training of 
CMTs and spokespeople. 
 

From our empirical findings, we found that the company classifies crises into two groups. The 
first group being operational crises, since their success greatly depends on the ability of the 
firm to effectively operate within each of their market segments. In our empirical findings, we 
also found that the external environment is a huge determinant of the crises they face. 
According to Nystrom & Starbuck (1984), organisations that are aware of their environment, 
stakeholders and changing trends, are in better positions to face a crisis. When the external 
environment is as large as HGAB, the need for crisis awareness and crisis preparedness is 
greater. If a firm is able to detect clues and hints of an oncoming crisis before it actually hits, 
it is much easier for the CMT to handle. For instance, one operational crisis that HGAB faces 
on a yearly basis is the continuous changes in the life cycles of their products. Since they are 
operating within markets that are highly competitive and quite mature, it requires them to stay 
up-to-date on the newest trends and innovative solutions.  
 

If we look at the perspectives of Coombs and Holladay (1996), they view a crisis as a threat to 
an organisation’s legitimacy. An organisation that doesn’t meet the expectations and 
standards that the public places on them and their industry, threatens their legitimacy. And 
since HGAB operates in highly competitive markets, the need for legitimacy is important. 
Even though HGAB won the lawsuit with Worx Landroid and Brokk, it still affected how the 
public saw the company. Since public opinion is the sole determinant of the way a person will 
perceive or behave towards the organisation, this was seen as a huge crisis for HGAB, both 
financially and market-share wise. As Fearn-Banks (2011) states, “in the court of public 
opinion, a person or organisation is guilty until proven innocent”. 
 

Another crisis, which greatly affected the public’s opinion of HGAB, was the gas explosion in 
Belgium that led to several deaths. Fearn-Banks (2011) classifies a major crisis as any event 
that significantly disrupts an organisation for a prolonged period of time, and may cause 
serious injuries and deaths, property damage or environmental impacts. Without a doubt, 
HGAB saw this disaster as a major crisis for them. Not only did they have to appeal in the 
court of law, but also in the court of public opinion. Since the public does not easily forgive 
and forget a crisis of this magnitude, the risk of such a crisis can affect your reputation and 
image considerably Fearn-Banks (2011). 
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HGAB classifies the second group of crises as financial crises. In our empirical findings we 
found that HGAB suffered a substantial loss in the 4th quarter of 2013. A loss of this size is 
seen as a major crisis for the company, since it affects their shareholders. The internal crisis 
that resulted due to shareholders’ resentment towards the loss in dividends, had to be taken 
care of through communication strategies in order to reduce the risk of any further drops in 
the share price. 
 

How do organisations respond to crises through communication? 
 

“Protect the organisational reputation, survival and stable system’s environment by keeping 
publics informed and to shape stakeholder’s confidence in the organisation’s ability to 

manage an encountered problem”—HGAB respondents 
 

During our interviews, it was obvious that the communicational strategies they adopt are 
primarily aimed at “reducing the organisational threat”. Their communication strategies are 
mainly focused on ensuring that the public views them as ‘good’. In cases where a firm’s 
legitimacy is threatened, they should adopt strategies that target these threats (Coombs, 2007). 
Through the use of press releases, new product launches etc. the company is able to maintain 
and strengthen their reputation. 
 

In order to have good communication on such a large scale there needs to be high levels of 
coordination between HGAB’s stakeholders, so that decisions are made quickly, consistently 
and accurately. Therefore CMTs play an important role in a crisis. They are in charge of 
“damage control”, whereby their objective is to minimize the damages to the firm’s 
relationships (Burson, 1985). 
 

According to Dynes (1983), having coordination between different actors is more important 
than having control. Although that may be true, especially in crisis situations, in the case of 
HGAB where the firm is spread across many countries, it may be difficult. Luhmann (1989) 
states that communication is used for finding innovative solutions for immediate problems. 
Therefore, if an organisation can clearly communicate their goals and objectives for the crisis, 
then the relevant stakeholders can respond correctly without delay. Since they face different 
types of crises each year, HGAB has CMTs in several countries for each of their business 
sectors. HGAB also uses a mix between centralised and decentralised communication 
strategies. Shaw (1964) actually found that organisations with decentralised structures were 
more likely to perform complex tasks successfully. Whereas centralised structures are better 
for performing less complex tasks. HGAB also allocates a lot of resources towards training 
their CMT; so that they make fewer mistakes.  
 

The spokesperson is another important aspect of the CMT, and should be trustworthy and 
credible in the eyes of the public (Coombs, 2007). The crisis in Belgium required an 
immediate response from HGAB’s spokesperson, in order to reassure people that the crisis 
had been contained, and also to update the public on the situation. A study conducted by 
Arpan and Rosko-Ewoldsen (2005), found that quick responses during a crisis actually led to 
greater credibility for the firm. This is especially true for crises that affect the health and 
safety of their stakeholders. HGAB reacted quickly to the disaster, informing the public that 
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they were saddened by the event, and apologised for the deaths of innocent people. The actors 
who were found guilty “adopted a proactive approach and settled the damage claims relating 
to the injuries and death”. They communicated their desire to give compensation for those 
who were mentally, and/or physically affected by the disaster. Sturges (1994) talks about the 
importance of putting the “physical and psychological needs of the stakeholders” above the 
needs of the company’s reputation repair. An organisation that neglects these duties and 
shows little sympathy will not be regarded well by the public. A study was also conducted 
which found that when the company showed sympathy; it lowered the damage done to their 
reputation and image (Coombs and Holladay, 1996; Dean, 2004). 
 

Furthermore, when Worx Landroid and Brokk sued HGAB for stealing technology, the 
spokesperson had to react quickly in order to apprehend the situation before any news medias 
could spread rumours. Working together with news medias shows that you are committed to 
solving the crisis and proves to the public that the accusations are false. HGAB tried to re-
establish their legitimacy by proving that they were wrongly accused.  
 

During their financial crisis that led to low profits and dividends for their shareholders, 
HGAB had regular shareholder and BoD meetings in order to resolve the situation before 
matters become worse. Coordination is vital during a crisis and people should come to 
collective agreements and shared goals (Comfort 2007). In order to keep their shareholders 
calm and up-to-date, frequent press releases were announced on the official website of the 
company (Coombs, 2007). An organisation where their reputation, image and financial 
position are affected (Fearn-Banks, 2011) can take several years to rebuild. 
 

What are the outcomes of crisis communication strategies? 
 

Many of the communication strategies that HGAB implemented were directed towards 
protecting their reputation and image. In most cases, but not all, the company was able to 
maintain a reputation of being reliable and trustworthy. For instance, during the gas explosion 
in Belgium, HGAB were quick to respond, attentive to the needs of their stakeholders, and 
always chose to communicate the truth. HGAB understood the severity of each situation and 
the need for immediate actions. Otherwise, if the CMT had been slow to react, the news 
media would have reacted for them. Furthermore, HGAB did a great job in instructing their 
stakeholders on how to physically and psychologically cope with these crises. Not informing 
people on how to deal with a situation will only result in further damage to the firm’s 
reputation (Sturges, 1994). 
 

When HGAB had their financial crisis, they weren’t able to contain the situation as well as 
they had hoped. When there are many actors involved, there will always be a clash of interests 
(Quarantelli, 1988). In this specific case, the CEO and spokesperson for HGAB, tried to lower 
the extent of panic and anger that arose from the loss in profits and dividends in the 4th quarter 
of 2013. Although the situation was not entirely in the hands of the company, they tried to be 
optimistic in saying that the situation would get better. Sturges (1994) states that organisations 
should try to reassure their stakeholders that they are taking measures to ensure that there is 
no repeat of the situation in the future.  
 



	  
	  

46	  	   	  

When the company was falsely accused of stealing technology from their competitors Worx 
Landroid and Brokk, they adopted a communication strategy that aggressively defended the 
legitimacy of HGAB. Due to their defensive approach, they were slowly able to win over the 
public’s opinion. They did so by swaying the public into believing that they were innocent, 
and in time it eventually spread to become the shared belief of the majority of group members 
(Zaltman & Duncan, 1977). As Fearn-Banks (2011) said, the organisation is initially seen as 
guilty, and only after they prove their innocence can they be allowed to properly function 
again.  
	  

5.3	  Cross-‐Organisational	  Analysis	  
 

How do organisations perceive and define a crisis? 
 

Depending on the vision and values of each organisation, a crisis can be perceived differently 
by different parties. For example, JAAB views a crisis as an “opportunity for learning, 
growth and renewal”, whereas HGAB views a crisis as more of a threat to “their image, 
profitability and survival”. They both can agree however, that a crisis is an unexpected event 
that disrupts their daily operations (Fearn-Banks, 2011). Due to these companies’ different 
sizes (which doesn’t necessarily determine the types of crises they face) (Coombs, 2007) and 
industries that they operate within, their priorities and visions of how they’d like to resolve a 
crisis and the end results they hope to see, are actually quite different. The fact that HGAB is 
a multinational firm that operates in more than a 100 countries worldwide puts a lot of 
pressure on them to maintain a flawless reputation. JAAB in contrast, is a locally run 
company with very few employees and clients. This allows them to focus their resources and 
attention on new opportunities to grow and learn.   
 

Both firms understand the importance and role that their stakeholders play in the creation and 
resolution of a crisis. For instance, their stakeholders rate their legitimacy based on their 
ability to meet society’s rules, standards and expectations they have for them (Coombs and 
Holladay, 1996). So in this case, both JAAB and HGAB view a crisis as being a threat to their 
legitimacy. Based on how people view the crisis or attribute responsibility will also determine 
how the firm sees the crisis (Coombs and Holladay, 1996).  
 

How do organisations respond to crises through communication? 
 

As was mentioned earlier, the differences in the visions and values of the firm affects the 
communication strategies that they choose to adopt. Since these visions and values influence 
how one sees a crisis initially, it will therefore also affect the types of communication tools 
that they choose to use in order to resolve the crisis. In the case of JAAB, the communication 
strategies they adopt are focused on turning problems into opportunities. Whereas in the case 
of HGAB, they are more focused on removing or limiting the risk of reputational damage. 
Even though we find the underlying focus of their communication strategies to be quite 
different, in order for them to successfully achieve these desired outcomes they need to build 
good relations with the public. Both companies understand the importance of working 
together with news medias; because of the power and affect they have on the way public 
opinions are formed (Fearn-Banks, 2011).  
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Both organisations also agree that the level of coordination between their internal and external 
stakeholders is important for ensuring that quick, consistent and accurate messages are 
communicated. In a crisis situation, the best type of organisational and communicational 
structure is a flexible and decentralised one (Dynes, 1983). Though JAAB and HGAB greatly 
differ in size, they both implement a mix between centralised and decentralised 
communicational structures. Decentralised structures can aid firms in responding quickly in 
complex situations (Shaw, 1964).  
 

One fundamental thing that differentiates the two companies is the type of CMTs each 
company employs. JAAB doesn’t have a CMT or any pre-planned response strategies since 
they believe it’s better to adapt to changing situations. In contrast, the large extent of HGAB’s 
operations requires them to have many CMTs that deal with specific crisis themes. 
Additionally, they have thoroughly pre-planned crisis response strategies and guidelines to 
help their employees react efficiently and effectively. HGAB believes that having a clear 
authoritative structure for their CMTs and careful planning is vital for successful crisis 
resolution.  
 

Their view on CMTs may be different, but they both share an understanding that having a 
spokesperson or persons, who are in charge of speaking to the public is very important to 
have (Coombs, 2007). It’s also important that the spokesperson is seen as trustworthy and 
liable in the publics’ eyes, since they reflect how the organisation is seen (Coombs, 2007). 
Both JAAB and HGAB have faced several crises in their lifetimes that have required quick 
actions from their spokesperson. They both agree that a company should always tell the truth 
and avoid saying “no comment”; since it typically shows that you’re trying to hide something 
(Coombs, 2007). Furthermore, the spokesperson should always be kept up-to-date, so that 
when they do speak to the public, they are consistent and accurate in the delivery of vital 
information. 
 

What are the outcomes of crisis communication strategies? 
 

Since each organisation was found to have different goals and values when it came to 
resolving a crisis, the communication strategies that were taken, resulted in different 
outcomes. The goal of HGAB was to implement a communication strategy that ultimately 
resolved the crisis as quickly and efficiently as possible without harming the reputation and 
financial position of the firm (Fearn-Banks, 2011). In contrast, JAAB’s goal was to use 
communication to change the beliefs and perceptions that the public made on the firm and 
create opportunities for strategic change. Through their efforts to communicate and build 
good relations with the news media, they were able to gain strong legitimacy in the eyes of 
the public (Coombs and Holladay, 1996). By working together with the news medias, both 
companies were also seen as highly reliable and trustworthy (Fearn-Banks, 2011). Both 
spokespersons for the firms, additionally believed in the importance of telling the truth, 
responding quickly, consistently and accurately, so that the threats of each crisis were greatly 
reduced. 
 

The empirical studies show that the organisational and communicational structures that were 
adopted by both companies greatly helped in the successful resolution of their crises. JAAB 
was able to speed up the links between each actor, which allowed for collective decision-
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making between them (Dynes, 1983). Even though their size made it much more difficult to 
conduct flexible structures, this mix between centralisation and decentralisation allowed 
HGAB to also respond quickly and to make sure that all stakeholders were on the same page. 
This greatly reduced the internal and external panic and confusion that typically results during 
a crisis (Quarantelli, 1988).  
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6.	  Discussion	  

This chapter begins with the presentation of a model that has been developed from the 
analysis of our thesis investigation. Here we provide feedback on the limitations of our study, 
which we will evaluate in terms of strengths and weaknesses. This chapter is finalised with 
suggestions for further research in the area.  
 

6.1.	  Crisis	  Interpretation	  Model	  	  
	  
The concepts suggested in this chapter, aim to provide readers with answers to our research 
questions and to elaborate on the fulfilment of the purpose. The analysis of our empirical 
findings in combination with our theoretical framework, aided us in our development of the 
Crisis Interpretation Model (Figure 6 below).  
 

Through the research process that was conducted on two major Swedish companies, it was 
found that they see crises differently. Interestingly enough, we discovered that the values and 
visions of an organisation were the main factors that determined how people interpret a crisis, 
as well as the crisis management strategies that they chose to adopt. The way that a company 
chooses to view a crisis will also affect the communicational tactics it later chooses to 
implement. Depending on the values and visions of the organisational entity, one can view a 
crisis in two ways. First, they can see a crisis as either an opportunity, whereby they will 
approach it with a positive mind set in order to turn it into an advantageous opportunity for 
the firm. Second, they can perceive a crisis as a threat, associating it as a negative obstacle, 
and one that will result in misfortune and danger for the whole organisation or parts of it.  
 

Jönköping Airport had clearly seen a crisis as an opportunity to invest in new equipment and 
develop environmental policies and projects that would eventually lead to better compliance 
with environmental and legal regulations, and thereby resolve their crisis with declining 
passenger volumes. Hence we see that the organisation had adopted an opportunistic approach 
to crisis understanding and organisational tactics. In contrast, Husqvarna Group saw a crisis 
as a potential threat to the organisation that would negatively impact the company if the 
wrong measures were taken. We have clearly identified it through our empirical research 
section, that the company’s organisational values and management visions treat any crisis as a 
threat that must be managed through efficient management and communication strategies.  
Since the company operates globally and has strong values that aim to attract new investors 
(shareholders) yearly, it’s understandable that they see a crisis as an uncontrollable situation. 
 

In the model we developed, we identify that opportunistic approaches to a crisis are normally 
aimed at strategies for change and turnarounds. So organisations that interpret a crisis as an 
advantageous opportunity are driven by their potential for strategic change, and therefore 
view these unfavourable crisis situations as a trigger for necessary turnarounds. 
In contrast, when an organisation sees a crisis as a threat, they see the possibility of potential 
dangers to its reputation. Therefore, the organisation often adopts a managerial strategy of fast 
reputation repair during the crisis. 
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Figure 6. Crisis Interpretation Model 
 

In the suggested model (Figure 6), we clearly illustrate this process of crisis interpretation by 
organisations based on their vision and values. Depending on that, the organisation is able to 
spot crisis situations, so that they can consider the value of their interpretation. As we show, a 
crisis can be interpreted in two different ways. If the organisation interprets the crisis as an 
opportunity, then it leans towards implementing a strategy of change and turnaround. But if 
the organisation interprets a crisis as a threat (due to its vision and values), then consequently 
a crisis management strategy focused on reputation repair is implemented. Both crisis 
management strategies in our model should to a large extent, be undertaken with 
communicational tactics that greatly depend on the circumstances. In the following section we 
suggest some general communicational tactics that should be considered by organisations for 
the efficient management of a crisis. 
 

6.2.	  Communicational	  tactics	  during	  the	  crisis	  
 

We have identified four fundamental approaches that have been widely adopted by both 
companies. These tactics have helped guide them through their successful crisis 
communication responses. These communication tactics are:  
 

Honesty refers to the organisation’s moral character and belief, that you should always tell the 
truth. It holds moral attributes of integrity, trustworthiness and care for those affected by the 
crisis.    
Speed of response is concerned with how quick the organisation reacts to unexpected 
situations. The unit has to constantly monitor current and future situations, so that when a 
crisis inevitably hits, the organisation can react in a favourable way.  
Consistency of their messages and information means that organisations should aim to be 
persistent in how and what they choose to deliver information. If they are not consistent, 
people won’t see them as trustworthy.  

Crisis	  
interpretation	  	  

Threat	  	  

Organisational	  
vision/values	  

Reputation	  
Reparation	  

Opportunity	  	   Strategic	  
Change/Turnaround	  

Value	  of	  the	  interpretation	   Management	  Strategy	  
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Accuracy of the information that is communicated to exposed parties, means being able to 
communicate the correct and relevant information during the crisis. 
 

Both organisations stress the importance of these four communication strategies. Even though 
they perceive a crisis differently, they still understand the importance of having a good 
communication strategy. 
 

6.3.	  Limitations	  of	  the	  study	  
	  
In our thesis, we deliberately chose to conduct multiple case studies in order to strengthen our 
qualitative research and provide extensive finding that would contribute to our area of 
research. Throughout the process however, some limitations were found.  
 

While conducting multiple case studies on two Swedish organisations, we discovered 
differences in their interpretations of a crisis, its communicational tactics and patterns and its 
managerial strategies. Initially, we had planned to provide more specific and detailed 
communicational strategies, but through our research we learnt that there is no specific or one 
clear communicational technique that can be derived in all organisations. Communicational 
patterns depend on the specific visions and values of a firm, and hence each organisation that 
encounters a crisis would have to construct its interaction with stakeholders by first taking 
into account a variety of circumstantial factors that determine its values and visions. 
However, we were able to suggest some general communicational tactics that both 
organisations had successfully adopted in their crisis responses. Most importantly, these 
tactics can be employed by any organisation encountering a crisis.  
 

Moreover, it can be argued that more case studies could have given us a greater scope of the 
study, and added to the richness of our findings. However, since we have conducted in-depth 
research with the application of a variety of different data collection techniques, we claim that 
the extent of our empirical finding is quite diverse (comprehensive organisational case studies 
with full information on the area are provided). 
 

Furthermore, the subjectivity of our respondents can also be seen as an additional limitation 
for this paper. It is likely that the collected data is to some extent subjective to the 
interviewees’ personal thoughts and values. However it was aimed to be as low as possible, 
due to the representation of the information that is appropriate and relevant to the purpose of 
this paper.  

 

6.4.	  Suggestions	  for	  further	  research	  
 

For future research, it would be rewarding to investigate the characteristics, communicational 
skills, abilities and attributes, of the crisis management team and spokesperson during a crisis 
situation. The idea was driven from the two companies we studied, and how their values and 
visions were key factors for building their crisis communication strategies. Also, a 
spokesperson in a crisis often communicates the companies’ vision and values, and depending 
on how they frame a crisis, the organisation can be seen differently from the stakeholder’s 
perspective. Thus it would be interesting to find effective communication strategies by using 
the right knowledge to understand how important it is to have the right strategies to use and to 
have the right person to handle such strategies effectively. 
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7.	  Conclusion 

This chapter represents the conclusions of our paper, with an assessment on the fulfilment of 
our purpose and response to the findings, analysis and discussions.  

 

In this paper, we initially intended to investigate the organisational concerns on the recently 
emerging phenomenon of crises, and how they respond through crisis management and 
communication strategies. Every year, more organisations become aware of the importance of 
their actions and especially communicational tactics, for the favourable management of a 
crisis. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to analyse organisational crisis interpretations, 
communicational tactics and its outcomes.  
 

In our theoretical framework, we identified what existing academic works have suggested in 
the areas of crises, crisis management and crisis communicational. This was followed by a 
thorough investigation that was constructed in order to answer the research questions and 
fulfil the underlying purpose of our thesis. Through this process, we have collected explicit 
information, and contributed with an in-depth analysis and derivation of relevant insights. 
 

Interestingly, we have found that depending on the organisation’s values and visions, every 
unit perceives a crisis differently. So depending on these values and visions, a crisis will 
ultimately be seen as either an opportunity for strategic change, or as a threat to the 
organisation (especially its reputation). Therefore, our contribution with this research is the 
identification of a pattern: the organisation will first interpret the crisis as an opportunity or a 
threat, depending on their vision and values. And depending on these visions and values, 
communication strategies will be adopted. Those who see a crisis as an opportunity for 
change will explore the possibility of taking advantage of the crisis situation, and try to see 
the problem as a motivation for organisational turnarounds. Whilst those who see crises as 
threats, focus their resources on strategies that protect the organisation from potential 
damages.  
 

Through the research process, we have came to the conclusion that companies that are 
involved in crisis management, do not normally have specific communicational patterns that 
they follow from one crisis to another. They design and implement communication with their 
stakeholders based on each crisis situation, the circumstances they’re faced with, and their 
visions and values. In line with the previously derived theoretical concepts, we have 
contributed some general communicational tactics that an organisation might be interested in 
adopting for their management strategy. Surprisingly, this research has endowed some general 
communication tactics that help guide organisations in the efficient interaction between 
management (spokespersons of the responsible unit) and stakeholders. These are: honesty, 
consistency, accuracy and speed of response.  
 

In conclusion, we have been aiming to fulfil the purpose of our paper in order to be able to 
provide extensive answers on the research questions. The ultimate outcome of our research 
has been illustrated by the design and evaluation of the Crisis Interpretation Model, and our 
findings on four general communicational tactics during the crisis. 
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