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Abstract  

 

Problem: Triggered by the present emission scandal of Volkswagen, we came across the 
fact that corporate crises constitute a revenant topic in the business world. 
They often entail significant consequences for the affected companies such as 
reputation damages, financial losses and loss of trust from stakeholders. Also 
the people working at these companies experience exceptional situations, 
managers as well as employees on all levels. Corporate crises can be influenced 
by many factors, for instance through internal triggers like power distance, 
transparency and communication. These factors can influence the 
development of a corporate crisis in a positive as well as in a negative manner. 
 

Purpose: With the underlying study our goal was to find fostering and hindering factors 
for corporate crises that are connected to internal processes within 
multinational companies. Initially we sought to understand which impact 
organizational structures have on the crisis management in a company. Later 
in our study, the impact of corporate culture as well as cultural origin emerged 
and caught our interest. That resulted in a shift of our focus towards the impact 
of a company’s cultural origin on corporate crisis management. 
 

Method: For the underlying master thesis, we conducted 17 semi-structured interviews 
with 13 companies and investigated the real-life case of Volkswagen through 
secondary data. Based on that we created 14 case studies. Through a highly 
explorative iterative process, we further analyzed our collected data going back 
and forth between our empirical data and emerging theory. 
 

Main 
Findings: 

Our empirical data suggested that corporate crises can be triggered internally, 
initiated for example by strict governance, hierarchy and insufficient 
transparency. Moreover, organizational structures are strongly influenced by 
the corporate culture of a company. Corporate culture, furthermore, seems to 
be strongly influenced by the cultural origin of a company, regarding decision-
making procedures, responsibilities and communication. Finally, in the 
perception of our respondents within our empirical study there is a link 
between the cultural origin of a company and its crisis management. 
 

Contribution: Although crisis management constitutes an exhaustive researched topic, we 
were able to contribute to the area of crisis management with an empirical 
indicator of the cultural origin of a company constituting an impacting factor 
for corporate crisis management. This coherence has not been acknowledged 
by crisis management literature to a meaningful extent so far. 
 

Keywords: Crisis, Crisis Management, Culture, Cultural Origin, Sensemaking, Building 
Theories from Case Study Research, Pragmatism, Grounded Theory Method, 
Volkswagen. 
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1 Introduction 

The introduction leads the reader through our background for the chosen topic. This is 

followed by the problem and purpose description where our research questions are stated. 

Finally, we provide a short guidance through our work and the structure of this thesis.  

 “The secret of crisis management is not good vs. bad, it’s preventing the bad from getting worse.” 

(Andy Gilman) 

There are different ways of dealing with crises. As Gilman’s quote suggests, damage limitation has 

priority. We aim to get general valuable insights into crisis management (CM) in practice. To 

make the topic more tangible, we started with examining a recent real life case. The emission 

scandal of German car manufacturer Volkswagen (VW) is an exemplary major crisis and widely 

discussed topic in the media. Everything started with the detection of a software program that 

served to defeat the regular emissions testing regime, in order to meet US emission standards. As 

a result, the Environment Protection Agency (EPA) ordered a recall of 482.000 vehicles and 

expressed their concern that VW cars emitted 40 times the legal pollution limit over the years 

(Chappell, 2015). VW now faces a crisis due to a significant loss in reputation and trust of their 

stakeholders all over the world. But VW is not a single phenomenon. Corporate crises are a 

revenant topic. Another recent example is the crash of Germanwings flight 9525 in the French 

Alps in March 2015, resulting in the death of 150 passengers. The co-pilot locked the pilot out of 

the cockpit and deliberately crashed the plane (The New York Times, 2015). There are some other 

examples, such as the Malaysian Airlines Flight 370 that disappeared on March 8th, 2014 or, even 

further back in the past, the BP Oil-spill, Enrons audit failure or the poison scandal at Johnson & 

Johnson in 1982. Corporate crises happen constantly and can impact the company’s future 

performance on a broad scale (Coombs & Holladay, 2002; Mitroff, 2005; Seeger, Ulmer, Novak, 

& Sellnow, 2005). Often, these firms cannot handle the crises and go bankrupt, like Enron in 2001 

(The New York Times, 2001). 

In many cases, these companies are big global players with many stakeholders and many 

employees all over the world. The organizational structures of these firms are often complex 

constructs that result in untransparent processes inbetween the different organizational layers 

(Stone, 2004). Problems or issues are often already known internally but not taken to a serious 

level of consideration. As an example, the deception software of VW is said to be already known 

internally since 2007, but this information got lost or was hidden within the organization of the 

global player (International Business Times, 2015). When a crisis then hits such a company, the 

organization is often not flexible enough to tackle the issue in a time frame that would prevent 

further aggravation of the case, for instance through the interference of the media (Kaufmann, 

Kesner, & Hazen, 1994). Moreover, lacking transparency of processes that often comes with the 

complex organization structure of a company exacerbates the position of the company in a crisis 

(Williamson, 1991). As VW in the international perception constitutes a typical German company 

(Counterpoint Global, 2016), with hierarchies and clear control & command structures, we asked 

ourselves during the course of our research, if organizational structures could have an impact and 

could further be influenced by the corporate culture of a company. Furthermore, the cultural 

origin of a company could influence the corporate culture and subsequently the organizational 

structures of a company. The underlying thesis therefore explores the impact of organizational 

structures on CM, taking into account factors like corporate culture and cultural origin that in 

turn may influence organizational structures in a company. In the end, some global players 

survive a crisis and many have to pay a high price in terms of either monetary penalties or 

reputation, or die as a cause (Grove, 2010; Mitroff, 2005). Our goal is to illuminate these issues 

that have not been extensively highlighted before. 
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1.1 Motivation  

Crises constitute a dominant topic in the news which triggered an intrinsic interest to ask 

ourselves why and how crises happen. It also seems like crisis events tend to increase (Pearson, 

Roux-Dufort, & Clair, 2007). As stated in the introduction, VW is a recent example of such a far 

reaching crisis. Having a German culture background, we feel that this crisis is associated with an 

international perception of Germany as being “the cheater” (Ambrose, 2015; Counterpoint Global, 

2016; Kreske & Weiss, 2015). Seemingly, this crisis has had major consequences, not only for the 

company but also for the originating country, as VW is one of Germany’s biggest employers. One 

out of seven jobs in Germany depends on the automotive sector (Counterpoint Global, 2016). The 

majority of employees at VW claim that they did not know what was happening and were generally 

not authorized to talk about the internal processes (Buschardt, 2015). Still, they were associated 

with the company and therefore with the company’s actions. We believe that greater transparency 

and more empowerment could help encountering a crisis situation with more self-conscience and 

voluntary loyalty from employees. 

Besides the publicly generated interest in the topic, we are personally attached to the focus of the 

study. We are both German and have a management background as well as an international 

mindset from studying and living abroad. In this context we learned a lot about cultures and 

proactive behavior within leadership in change processes. Furthermore, we gained practical 

insights in global companies through internships and working student practices. In theory, most 

managers of global companies are aware of rules and behaviors in crisis situations. But we asked 

ourselves, why some crises are handled in rather harmful ways in practice (Lerbinger, 2012; 

Rosenthal, Boin, & Comfort, 2001). From our experience, corporate crises constitute a sensitive 

topic and are poorly addressed before the consequences are visible. Information that does not 

directly concern the employees on a certain level or that could have negative implications for the 

organization is predominantly tried to be kept under lock and key (International Business Times, 

2015). From what we experienced, information between different departments is not always 

shared. As we aim to start our future work as consultants in a global company, we think it is of 

major value for our own career to understand the organizational dynamics and the corporate 

behavior in crisis situations in globally operating companies in order to be prepared to work in a 

complex business world which comes with a variety of risks and potential crisis triggers. 

 

1.2 Problem 

Corporate crises often entail substantial consequences for the company and its stakeholders, such 

as loss of reputation, loss of trust and in extreme cases even bankruptcy (Seeger & Griffin Padgett, 

2010; Seeger & Ulmer, 2002). For affected CEOs, managers, employees and further stakeholders 

such crises are often connected to significant damages and in most cases, there is no easy exit 

(Seeger et al., 2005). In many cases, the CEO and concerned employees tend to be fired or used 

as scapegoats (Colvin, 2015). For these target groups, better suited CM solutions could result in 

less damage or even reward for resolving a crisis in an exemplary way (Seeger & Griffin Padgett, 

2010).  

Depending on their configuration, factors like organizational structures of a firm can either be an 

obstacle or a supporter for CM (Deverell & Olsson, 2010). As an example, a centralized command 

and control structure as well as many hierarchical layers between top and bottom can lead to a 

lack of transparency, a lack in suitable control mechanisms, a lack of communication and as a 

result a lack of trust within the organization (Assimakopoulos, 1989; Deverell & Olsson, 2010; 



 

 3 

Mullins, 2007). Factors like that have the potential to influence the CM in a company negatively. 

The optimization of a company’s CM with regard to their interdependent structures, corporate 

culture and cultural origin would allow these firms to be one step ahead and perhaps even gain a 

competitive advantage by being proactive rather than reactive with taking the right action before 

a crisis occurs (Barton, 1993; Christensen & Knudsen, 2010; Deverell & Olsson, 2010; Seeger et 

al., 2005).  

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to identify influencing factors in the field of fostering and hindering 

practices in CM. We have chosen to focus our research on the area of CM with the objective to find 

a novel approach to handling crises and give suggestions for action to prevent “the worst from 

happening” (Adam Gilman). Initially we sought to understand which factors foster or hinder CM 

in multinational companies with regard to their organizational structures. Later on, the impact of 

corporate culture as well as cultural origin emerged in our study and caught our interest, resulting 

in a shift of our focus towards the impact of a company’s cultural origin on corporate CM. 

Furthermore, we aim to contribute to the field of CM by building new theory and providing initial 

evidence through our empirical data. With this data we strove to offer a novel perspective on the 

topic of CM connected to the cultural origin of a company. In order to be able to fulfill the purpose 

of this thesis, we talked to global companies about their CM. We aimed to understand how it works 

and what control mechanisms are implemented (e.g. contingency plans). Based on our findings, 

we aimed to develop a conceptual framework to give generalized guidance and inspiration for 

CEOs and managers within global companies who deal with CM. To make a valuable contribution, 

we strove for key responsibles within CM to find viable ways to gain theoretical insights and 

implement propositions, retrieved from our conceptual model in daily business practices. We 

however, did not seek to focus on a specific type of crisis within our research. Rather, we wanted 

to explore the phenomenon of general crisis handling to understand intentions, behavior and 

processes behind it. In our final iteration we focused on the cultural perspective of this 

phenomenon.   

 

1.4 Research Questions 

Based on our initial purpose, we suggested a highly explorative research question (RQ) as we were 

open to find out something new in the field of CM. It was a broad starting point in order to 

establish a vague direction for our research and to be able to minimize complexity. It guided us 

through our empirical study, followed by more concrete RQs evolving after each iteration round 

(IR). These refined questions were derived from our empirical data during the iterative analysis 

process and shifted their direction towards a cultural approach to CM in globally operating firms. 

We started our research process with our overarching RQ What hinders or facilitates crisis 

management in global companies?. After shifting our focus several times, led by the iterative data 

analysis process, we arrived at our final RQ How does culture impact corporate crisis 

management? which turned out to provide meaningful insights to our study as well as to the 

development of our conceptual framework.  

 



 

 4 

The initial RQ, our emerged RQs and the final RQ are listed below in the order they were 

introduced within our research process. 

What hinders or facilitates crisis management in global companies? 

 

How do rigid organizational structures affect corporate crisis management? 

 

How does corporate culture affect the organizational structures in a firm and 

subsequently its crisis management? 

 

How does culture impact corporate crisis management? 

 

1.5 Structure of the Thesis 

The present thesis consists of eight chapters, with each chapter being structured in relevant sub-

chapters, where applicable. Supported by visualizations like charts and tabulars, the structure of 

our thesis seeks to navigate the reader comprehensibly through the underlying study. The first 

chapter constitutes the Introduction to the topic, to familiarize the reader with the topic of our 

study while the second chapter states the Research Area of our topic. We will clarify the frame of 

our topic and present the most important terminologies, necessary for further research within our 

study. Our Research Design in the third chapter presents our underlying methodology and data 

collection methods. That includes our research philosophy, the construction of our 

methodological framework, built on Grounded Theory Method (GTM) of Glaser (1967) as well as 

Eisenhardt’s (1989) Building Theory from Case Study Research (BTCR) approach. In chapter four 

we elaborate on choices regarding used methods for our data collection and data analysis while 

the fifth chapter is comprised of our Data Analysis. We went through the iteration process until 

we reached theoretical saturation. The outcomes are chronologically presented at this point. In 

our sixth chapter we present the Findings from our iterative process. We display emerging 

patterns and present our conceptual framework. The theoretical as well as methodological 

Discussion follows in chapter seven. Finally, the eighth chapter reveals our Conclusion. We finish 

our thesis by reflecting upon it and outlining potential topics for further research. Additional 

information is prepared in our extensive appendix. The Gantt chart below shows our working 

procedure as an overview of the time frame of the underlying study.   
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2 Research Area - Clarification of Terminologies 

Within this section we introduce the most important theoretical concepts needed for our 

understanding of the research topic of CM. However, due to our explorative research 

approach we stay broad with the definitions in order not to limit our research from the 

beginning. Even though we used theory-building techniques and tried to stay as open-minded 

as possible, we could not ignore existing literature within the field of our study. Thus, we point 

out the most important terminologies at this point. We did not wish to establish a deep 

theoretical explanation of what we aim to find as this would not serve our theory-building 

research approach, which will be further presented in the section Methodology. The 

definitions have the pure function to show our general perception of CM and organizational 

structures in the context of our research area as well as related concepts prior to our research 

process. They serve as our theoretical point of departure. 

 

2.1 Corporate Crisis 

 
We are frequently confronted with the term crisis in diverse occasions: From midlife-crisis, oil 

crisis, bank crisis to financial or economic crisis (Claessens & Kose, 2013; Grewal & Tansuhaj, 

2001; Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). Crises are likely to occur with varying scope, degree and involved 

stakeholders every time (Burnett, 1998). There are many definitions of the word crisis in the 

literature, as for instance a general statement about crisis as a “low probability/high consequence 

event that threatens the most fundamental goals of an organization” (Weick, 1988, p. 305). 

However, within the scope of our master thesis we focus on the corporate character of a crisis and 

subsequently its effects. According to that, Barton (1993) frames a crisis in an organizational 

context as a major unpredictable event that may produce negative outcomes including substantial 

damage to an organization and its employees. Specific for a crisis is its disruptive character, 

meaning that a crisis marks the passage from a so-called normal, familiar and customary situation 

to an exceptional, unexpected and uncertain situation (Lalonde, 2010). As such, corporations face 

internal and external threats. Internal threats can be, for instance, financial failures or employee 

issues. External factors are constituted by competitors, economic threats or sabotage. Whereas 

internal threats can be tackled by appropriate risk management and crisis plans, external threats 

are rather a matter of training for the worst case scenario and hedging to minimize or avoid its 

effects (Skoglund, 2002). A crisis can be caused by different threats. Mitroff & Anagnos (2001) 

divide those types into economic threats, informational threats, human resource threats, physical 

threats, reputational threats, psychopathic acts and natural disasters. Internally, corporate crises 

can be caused by organizational variables like structure, culture, technology and the lack of 

suitable plans and procedures. Another important term connected to crisis is uncertainty, 

meaning its non-quantitative character (Knight, 1972). As crises differ in scope, time pressure, 

involved stakeholders and threat level, crises can be placed on a continuum. The same response 

to different crises is therefore not appropriate (Burnett, 1998). There are four characteristics that 

appear common in all crises: (1) crises are determined by individual perceptions rather than 

objective facts, (2) often resolved during a short time frame, (3) difficult to manage because of 

limited control of the environment, and (4) crises in one part of the organization have implications 

for all other elements of the organization (Burnett, 1998). Thus, a crisis often constitutes a wicked 

problem, as it is a highly uncertain, complex, and emotional event that can play multiple parties' 

interests against one another (Pearson & Clair, 1998). These four commonalities summarize the 

most important characteristics of a corporate crisis within the scope of our master thesis. Due to 

our explorative work, we did not limit ourselves to this definition per se, in order to be able to stay 

open-minded concerning the companies’ definitions of corporate crises. 
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2.2 Crisis Management vs. Risk Management 

 
Due to advanced communication technologies, information is accessible all over the world (Atzori, 

Iera, & Morabito, 2010; Berners-Lee, Cailliau, Groff, & Pollermann, 2010). That offers new ways 

of revealing and exacerbating crisis incidents. Due to the increasing occurrence of crisis incidents, 

the importance of CM is on the rise (Coombs, 2014). Definitions of crisis management vary within 

existing literature, depending on the taken perspective. Whereas some focus on the unpreventable 

character of a crisis, others focus on identifying ways to manage or avert corporate crises (Pearson 

& Clair, 1998). As it is on the one hand rather impossible to get through a crisis unscathed, it is 

on the other hand not desirable to only survive a crisis (Seeger et al., 2005). The effectiveness of 

CM can be measured by the following criteria: “Crisis management efforts are effective when 

operations are sustained or resumed […], organizational and external stakeholder losses are 

minimized, and learning occurs so that lessons are transferred to future incidents” (Pearson & 

Clair, 1998, pp. 60-61). CM can therefore be understood as means to avert crisis situations or 

minimize damage caused when the crisis is unavoidable (Pearson et al., 2007). In response to a 

triggering event, effective CM relies on improvising daily practices and interacting by key 

stakeholders that individuals and groups can make sense of what they experience, so that shared 

meaning and roles are reconstructed. Following a triggering event, effective CM entails individual 

and organizational readjustment of basic assumptions, as well as behavioral and emotional 

responses aimed at recovery and readjustment (Pearson & Clair, 1998). Success of CM depends 

in large parts on what is done before and after a crisis actually occurred. That means that a post-

crisis analysis could give new insights and prepare for the unexpected in the future (Pearson et 

al., 2007). Moreover, CM should be referred to as an entire process including a pre-crisis phase, 

the crisis event and the post-crisis phase, rather than having a responding plan when a crisis 

already hit a company (Coombs, 2014). 

In contrast, risk management means calculating with probability theories, meaning the 

likelihood that a specific event, in this case a threat, will happen. CM is planning upon the worst 

possible scenario that can appear and does not take into account the probability of that event 

happening (Skoglund, 2002). A crisis can furthermore not be anticipated, nor can it be predicted, 

as it rarely occurs (Pearson et al., 2007). Despite its unpredictable character, we take the approach 

of Pearson & Mitroff (1993) stating that effective CM can influence the outcome of a crisis 

positively, e.g. through better coordination, preparation or the generation of organizational 

resilience. The term refers to the characteristic of the organization as being robust, that is, capable 

of withstanding stress and tension; resourceful, which means to be capable of identifying 

efficiently the resulting problems, establishing priorities and mobilizing resources; and taking 

quick action, to minimize losses and negative effects of the crisis (Lalonde, 2011). 

 

2.3 Organizational Structure Design 

 
When we talk about an organization in the scope of this study, we address the formal organization 

defined by Schein (1983, p. 1), that is “the planned coordination of the activities of a number of 

people for the achievement of some explicit purpose or goal, through division of labor and 

function and through a hierarchy of authority and responsibility”. However, the informal 

organization is always present in terms of interaction between people, the development of groups 

and their own relationships and norms of behavior (Mullins, 2007). An organization consists of 

many different and connected parts, meaning that these parts work together interdependently 

(Pearson et al., 2007). The structural form of an organization can both enhance and constrain 

what an organization can accomplish (Bolman & Deal, 2008). It might therefore be important to 

look at the organizational structure of a corporation when designing its CM. Furthermore, 
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organizations need to rethink outdated structures due to changes in technology and the business 

environment, the pressure of globalization and new customers, which raises new interest in 

organizational design (Bolman & Deal, 2008). There is a fair amount of literature on the design 

of organizational structures within the field of management (Christensen & Knudsen, 2010). The 

alternative design possibilities for organizational structures are infinite, depending only on 

human preferences and capacity of the organization (Bolman & Deal, 2008). We acknowledge the 

diversity these structures can have and in this thesis we only touch upon the most important 

concepts related to our research topic prior to our study.  

An organizational structure constitutes “a pattern of organizational relations and communication 

among the management system components” (Assimakopoulos, 1989, p. 24). These 

organizational relations depend, among others, on the type of coordination and the form of 

decision structures. To clarify the concept of organizational structures we used for our empirical 

study, we highlight these constructs further. Vertical coordination means that higher levels 

control and coordinate the work of lower levels through authority, rules and policies, as well as 

planning and control systems. Within this type of coordination, authority is more formal. Within 

vertical coordination, a chain of command is used, constituting a hierarchy of managerial and 

supervisory strata, each with legitimate power to shape and direct the behavior of those at lower 

levels. The chain of command works best when it is endorsed by both subordinates and superiors 

(Dornbusch, Scott, & Busching, 1975). In contrast, lateral coordination forms are typically less 

formal and more flexible than authority-bound systems. With the beginning of the 1960s, matrix 

structures found their way into organizations. A matrix structure basically crisscrosses product 

organization (projects) with functional division (line organization), meaning that each employee 

reports to both a product manager and a functional- or department manager (Mee, 1964). Matrix 

organizations are common in global corporations (Bolman & Deal, 2008). According to Bolman 

& Deal (2008) vertical coordination is generally superior if an environment is stable, tasks are 

well understood and predictable, and uniformity is essential. In contrast, lateral communications 

work best when a complex task is performed in a turbulent, fast-changing environment. 

Concerning decision structures in organizations, companies have the choice between hierarchical 

and flat organizational structures. In hierarchical structures, a proposal needs to be validated by 

successive ranks of the hierarchy to be approved. In turn, in flat organizational structures or 

polyarchies (Sah & Stiglitz, 1986), approval by any actor in a parallel series of decision makers is 

sufficient for an alternative to be approved (Christensen & Knudsen, 2010). Subsequently, 

hierarchies have centralized decision-making authorities, whereas polyarchies have 

decentralized decision-making authorities. Within polyarchies, decision-makers can take action 

independently from one another whereas in hierarchies only a few or one individual can take 

decisions and others provide support. As there is no right or wrong type, the choice depends more 

on the goal that an organization wants to accomplish (Sah & Stiglitz, 1986). However, rigid and 

bloated bureaucracies are slow to respond to competitive threats and market trends (Bolman & 

Deal, 2008). We acknowledge the existence of various organizational types and will take these 

characteristics into account for the creation of our empirical study.  

 

2.4 Crisis Communication 

 
To have functional and effective communication within an organization and towards its 

shareholders is of great importance in order to decrease misunderstandings and rumors within a 

company that in many cases, increase the effects of a crisis (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). Crisis 

communication is essential, in a way that CM cannot be effective when crisis communication is 

ineffective (Coombs, 2014). With crisis communication, we address any form of communication 

between and among the different management levels in a corporation in the crisis process. 
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However, it is also vital to have good communication towards media in a crisis situation (Mitroff 

& Anagnos, 2001). Communication technology changed drastically over the last decades. It is now 

faster and easier and makes the world more transparent. This can have various implications, 

depending on the perspective on CM. The twentyfour-hour coverage of news throughout diverse 

communication channels allows the world to reveal crises within very short time frames. 

Additionally, crises are global nowadays, thanks to new communication technologies. That means 

at the same time that corporate crises are no longer isolated as stakeholders can get access to 

information all over the world (Coombs, 2014). Furthermore, crises often introduce new or 

diverse stakeholders, meaning that the identification process of relevant stakeholders can be more 

difficult in crisis situations and therefore hamper communication efforts (Deverell & Olsson, 

2010). One of the biggest threats a firm can encounter, is damage to its image and reputation, as 

this is a valuable but intangible resource. Communication constitutes a way that can limit or even 

repair the damage of a crisis to a company’s reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). The degree 

and the way of communication varies in different organizational structures depending on 

hierarchies, control and command structures and department organization. The biggest problem 

of detecting the signals of a crisis is that they often appear in lower levels where employees do not 

have the necessary power to do something about it: prior research shows that at least one person 

in every organization knew about a specific crisis before it happened (Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001). 

However, the information needs to be communicated higher up in the organizational structure 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2002).  

 

2.5 Delimitations 

In order to enable ourselves to make valuable contributions to the topic of CM, we had to make 

some delimitations for this study. Although we tried to be as explorative as possible with our 

empirical study, we needed to narrow down the scope of our researched topic. CM is a crucial 

global topic and involves various interdependencies. As a part of our acknowledgement of existing 

literature on CM we, however, only introduce feasible concepts within the field of CM that have 

been mentioned by our interview participants and therefore earned their way into our thesis 

(Glaser, 1978). Within the frame of our study and when we started with our first IR, our focus has 

been rather broad 1) on what fostering or hindering implications on corporate CM constitute, but 

not on CM in all its facets. Furthermore, we 2) focused on CM in globally operating and privately 

owned companies, as we expected to receive rich findings due to the far-reaching impacts and the 

diversity of stakeholders in global, private corporations. The CM of small family-like enterprises 

with a rather local reach has thus not been considered within the frame of this thesis. 3) Due to 

our explorative approach, we did not want to limit the CM topic to a certain crisis phase. We 

included all types of CM that were touched upon by our respondents. 4) We also limited the scope 

of our empirical study to the topics within CM and organizational structures, as well as the impact 

of corporate culture and cultural origin. These themes emerged naturally from our empirical 

investigation and were introduced by our interviewees throughout our empirical study.  
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3 Research Design and Methodology 

The following section presents our selected methodology and gives an outline of our applied 

research method, following in chapter four. As visualized in our research design model we 

will first explain our methodological choices and subsequently our research implications that 

guided us throughout the whole research process. The selected tools will be further described 

within the following section. 
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3.1 The Pragmatist Research Philosophy  

We applied a pragmatist view as our scientific point of departure, as its core is built on human 

action and experience (Egholm, 2014) and it emphasizes the existence of multiple realities 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). Additionally, the pragmatist approach puts the research 

problem at the center and allows researchers to use any method to understand the problem under 

study (methodological triangulation) and gain insights into the RQs (Saunders et al., 2009; 

Pansiri, 2005). That allowed us to use in-depth interviews, observations, secondary case data and 

other written information for our investigation in order to make sense of the material from 

different perspectives. As “the truth” is closely linked to human experience or action and its 

consequences (Egholm, 2014), we consider the pragmatist approach as most suitable to 

understand the practical reality of the social real-life issue we study (Bryant, 2009). The arriving 

truth is not final and immutable, but it creates the most probable and credible framework within 

that specific context (Egholm, 2014; Pansiri, 2005). Within social science, positivist or 

interpretivist paradigms are widely used (Saunders et al., 2009). The positivist view relates to “an 

observable social reality” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 129) where the end product can be law-like 

generalizations, whereas the interpretivist paradigm (how we know what we know) advocates the 

necessity for researchers to “understand the differences between humans in our role as social 

actors” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 129). On the one hand, we aimed to find empirical indications 

from our data, drawn from a positivist perspective, but on the other hand we examined a social 

phenomenon as well as its emergence in a social context which led us to a rather interpretivist 

approach. In order to combine these two with the goal to answer our RQs in the best possible way, 

we considered the pragmatist view as most valuable for our master thesis research (Saunders et 

al., 2009). 

 

3.2 Theory-Building Research Purpose 

The way in which RQs are asked and can be answered result in descriptive, explanatory or 

explorative responses (Saunders et al., 2009). Descriptive studies are more of an “accurate 

profile” (Robson, 2002, p. 59), mirroring what is studied and explanatory studies aim to establish 

and explain relationships between variables (Saunders et al., 2009). In regard to our research 

purpose, we used a theory-building approach with a highly explorative character. Through 

explorative RQs that ask for the how and what is happening “to seek new insights; to ask 

questions and to assess phenomena in a new light” (Robson, 2002, p. 59), we aimed to describe 

and clarify our topic. However, with the explorative approach, we were able to stay flexible and 

adaptable to change in terms of the direction of our research through emerging topics (Saunders 

et al., 2009). This does not mean that the research did not have a direction of inquiry, but rather 

that its focus was initially broad and became progressively narrower as we moved along (Adams 

& Schvaneveldt, 1991). This is also expressed through our proposed RQs.  

 

3.3 Logical Reasoning 

To clarify our logical reasoning, we examined the feasibility of an inductive and abductive 

combination in our study. In regard to the pragmatist approach, the truth can be revealed through 

an abductive study process (Egholm, 2014; Pansiri, 2005). Abduction is the analytical 

combination of the deductive and the inductive approach, where deduction looks into hypothesis 

testing (from theory to result) and induction aims to develop new theory (from data to theory) 

(Peirce, 1974). The abductive approach is valuable when the objective is discovering new things, 
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variables and relationships, with the main concern related to the development of theoretical 

models and generation of new concepts, instead of testing existing theory (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; 

Peirce, 1974). The underlying methodology, connected to our streamlined version of grounded 

theory and theory-building techniques yielded an ambidextrous reasoning logic which is further 

outlined for clarification. Abduction aims at developing new theory, just like induction. However, 

abductive reasoning considers pre-existing knowledge or experience to be able to generate 

qualified guesses and hypotheses which are tested in reality, the deductive part of it (Peirce, 1974). 

A deductive approach creates expectations based on other empirical data and theory which 

influences the own data collection and empirical results, as these are based on a theoretical 

framework and previous research (Jacobsen, 2002).  

GTM starts with an inductive logic but moves into abductive reasoning. We followed this logic to 

some extent to be able to make sense of our emergent empirical findings. Abductive reasoning 

aims to reveal surprises, anomalies or puzzles in the collected empirical data. The abductive 

approach invokes creative and unexpected interpretations as we tried to consider all possible 

theoretical accounts for the observed data and then developed and tested our own proposed 

theories until we arrived at the most plausible interpretation of our observed data (Charmaz K. , 

2006; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). Moreover, we selected a combination of inductive and 

abductive reasoning to explore our topic, limit bias and stay open minded. It was more suitable 

for us to start with the empirical investigation and move it towards finding appropriate literature 

and theory, as we researched on a phenomenon (Jacobsen, 2002; Saunders et al., 2009). As our 

starting point, we wanted to explore what is happening and why, in terms of fostering and 

hindering CM factors in global companies. In order to let theory evolve naturally, prior 

expectations and assumptions had to be limited as our aim was to formulate theory based on 

drawn conclusions of our empirical findings. However, we are aware that it is nearly impossible 

to conduct research and analyze findings without any expectations or bias (Jacobsen, 2002). 

Within the frame of our topic on CM, fast decision-making in times of crisis within a high-velocity 

and complex environment, as well as the impact of the crisis’ scope, is crucial for organizations 

(Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). With the inductive approach we attempted to fill a gap within 

existing theory in that area. For researching on a topic where much debate exists, Saunders et al. 

(2009) suggest inductively generated data and analysis and reflection on theoretical themes 

shown by empirical data. Our phenomenon-driven RQs were designed and shifted accordingly 

through our fieldwork in progress to make a contribution. Abduction intends to help social 

research to be able to discover something new in a logical and methodologically ordered way 

(Reichertz, 2007). We initially wanted to examine how organizational structures have an impact 

on CM within multinational firms to see if they provide hindering or fostering factors for CM. This 

focus was later on shifted further until we arrived at the cultural point of view. Insights into 

complex social processes and decision-making processes that occur during times of crises suggest 

the inductive study approach. As we worked with BTCR and GTM, the emergent methods are both 

inductive and abductive.  

 

3.4 Theory-Building Approach  

 
Although the field of CM is an already extensively researched topic, changing market conditions 

and the environment enforce a rethinking of influencing factors within the field of CM. Through 

globalization, companies operate more and more on an international level and therefore face 

various changes. Through our explorative examination of possible influencing factors on CM, we 

saw potential for new contributions to the field of CM at a later stage of our research. Through a 

streamlined version consisting of the Grounded Theory Method in combination with Eisenhardt’s 

(1989) Building Theory from Case Study Research, we aimed to create a research process that is 
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best suited to answer our RQs. To start the process, we first briefly introduce both the concept of 

GTM (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and BTCR (Eisenhardt, 1989) and further our combined, 

streamlined version. A more detailed explanation of the two approaches is attached in Appendix 

I. 

 

3.5 Methodological Framework Conditions 

 
GTM relies on the development of data generated by a sequence of observations (Saunders et al., 

2009). These data subsequently led to the generation of predictions which are then tested in 

further observations that may confirm or disconfirm these predictions. GTM relies on constant 

reference to the data to develop and test theory. It follows an inductive research approach with a 

focus on empirical data analysis emerging during the research process. The purpose of GTM is to 

generate new theory by creating concepts and patterns that explain and interpret the given 

problem area (Glaser, 1992). In practice, GTM constitutes an iterative process of purposefully 

selecting data, theoretical coding and memoing. Ideally, ideas earn their way into the theory by 

emerging naturally from the data. Researchers must respect earlier works, however, the 

dedication should be to the generated empirical data (Glaser, 1978). 

 
Although Eisenhardt (1989) agrees with Glaser about entering the research ideally with a clean 

slate in order to not shape any relationships between variables before theory from empirical data 

can emerge, she acknowledges that this is more an idle wish. She further states that her research 

methodology uses one or multiple cases to create “theoretical constructs, propositions and/or 

midrange theory from case-based, empirical evidence” (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 

2007, p. 85). In practice, researchers already have prior knowledge within their field of study and 

that should, according to Eisenhardt, be considered in the research process. Eisenhardt’s BTCR 

suggests a more practical approach to GTM. The method is constructed on the basis of the original 

GTM by Glaser and Strauss (1967) with regards to building new theory from empirical research. 

She, however, presents a roadmap that guides the researcher through a process in order to build 

new theory from case studies. Furthermore, her contribution extends qualitative tools in areas 

such as a priori specification of constructs, triangulation of multiple investigators, within-case 

and cross-case analyses as well as the role of existing literature (Eisenhardt, 1989). The method 

relies on a constant comparison between empirical data and evolving theory, starting with data 

collection. 

 

Important for BTCR by Eisenhardt (1989) is the formulation of cases, which are then further 

analyzed and build the ground for emerging theory. The theory emerges from the recognition of 

patterns and relationships within and across case studies (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). Within 

our study, this approach is suitable as case studies can be used to provide description, test theory 

or generate theory and are applied to focus on understanding the present dynamics within a single 

setting. As our research area is within CM, every case constituted an individual incident and 

therefore a single setting.  

Our goal was to connect GTM and BTCR through theoretical sensitivity. This concept can be seen 

as some form of abduction, as we did not enter the study with a completely clean slate. We are 

aware that prior to our study some theory-driven specifications and expectations existed already 

(Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Our internal (personal experience) and external sources (existing 

theory and literature) helped us to give meaning to the collected data, to make sense of it and 

differentiate between important and unimportant findings (Andersen & Kragh, 2010). Before 

creating our preliminary RQs, we were browsing the literature on our topic to identify a possible 

research gap. From that, we gained some prior insights as defined earlier in the section 
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Clarification of Terminologies. We kept these to a minimum to stay open and go along with Glaser 

& Strauss’ (1967) as well as Eisenhardt’s (1989) approach. Later on we made conscious choices in 

adding further constructs and theory after each IR. These were based on emerging topics to 

integrate our case research and reframe pre-existing assumptions by introducing novel theoretical 

perspectives (Andersen & Kragh, 2010). Furthermore, we involved existing theory in the 

theoretical discussion to refine and sharpen our empirical insights before developing a our 

conceptual framework.  

 

 

3.6 Our Streamlined Version of BTCR and GT 

 
This section further elaborates on our methodological choices and development of our 

streamlined version of GT, combined with Eisenhardt’s (1989) methodological contribution. The 

GTM is originally a neutral method of analysis that accepts qualitative, quantitative as well as 

hybrid data collection from surveys, experiments and case studies and is used within qualitative 

research (Glaser, 1978). However, when combining case studies with GTM it is crucial to not mix 

up the methodological implications stemming from the approaches and therefore to specify which 

methodology is driving the research process (Fernández, 2004). As an example, most case studies 

require prior theoretical knowledge (Yin, 1994), which contradicts the core of GTM of entering 

the research with a clean slate (Glaser, 1978). According to Banbasat, Goldstein and Mead (1987), 

a combination of BTCR with GTM is still consistent. The phenomenon can be studied in its natural 

setting and theory can be generated from practice. Also, we had the possibility to answer those 

questions that resulted in an understanding of the nature and complexity of the ongoing process. 

Finally, the combination offers an appropriate way to research a previously little studied area.  

 

BTCR builds in its core on GTM (Eisenhardt, 1989). However, Eisenhardt makes some changes 

and extensions to the classic grounded theory (GT) of Glaser and Strauss (1967) which appear 

more suitable to our purpose of research. Moreover, Creswell (2009) states that BTCR constitutes 

a different methodology than GTM. We did therefore not use classical GT within the scope of our 

methodology, but rather some elements of the Glaserian GT (1992) that helped us to explore our 

research topic and that completes our methodology with regard to Eisenhardt’s (1989) approach. 

For instance, we tolerated ambiguity within our application of GT techniques within our study in 

order to let the elements from our empirical data emerge naturally (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). 

At the same time, we tried to apply a rather procedural approach to theory-building in order to 

stay focused on our topic and finish our study with our available resources.  

Our streamlined version focuses on using cases to gain rich data in a short time frame. The case 

settings, furthermore, offer more diverse empirical data than a purely homocentric, individual 

study could do. The result is a combination of efficiency and abundance (Lehmann, 2010). The 

approach of Eisenhardt (1989) acknowledges the existence of our prior knowledge due to our 

practical and theoretical experience within the research field and is therefore more suitable. 

However, BTCR does not offer the possibility of theoretical memos and coding applied by the 

Glaserian GT (1992) that we continuously used for our data analysis (Fernández, 2004). 

Furthermore, the combination of an abductive and inductive reasoning from the two 

methodological approaches supports our pragmatist research philosophy and enabled us to 

exploit our methodology with the aim to answer our RQ (Saunders et al., 2009). As our research-

topic is phenomenon-driven, our RQ was broadly scoped in order for us to stay flexible with 

regards to variations of the topic through emerging themes from our empirical data (Eisenhardt 

& Gräbner, 2007). A key aspect of GTM is the constant comparison of theory and data within the 

process of data analysis (Glaser, 2001). As we were working with theory-building from case 

studies and GTM, the inductive, iterative process of going back and forth between data collection 
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and analysis made the emergent grounded theory analyses stay focused and incisive (Charmaz, 

2008). Moreover, the constant comparison of data and theory reduced the risk of bias-induced 

distortions (Fernández, 2004). 

 

Practically, we started our research process with the identification and formulation of a relevant 

research topic currently experienced by executives of leading organizations, as for instance global 

player VW. Our specific research objective and questions formulated in the introduction chapter 

of the underlying thesis were formed during the actual research process (Gregory, Keil, 

Muntermann, & Mähring, 2015). At the same time we tried to shape our understanding of what 

emerged from the data through conceptualization based on theoretical sensitivity (Glaser, 1978). 

Furthermore, we tolerated complexity and ambiguity of data in the beginning of our research 

process, in order to let topics and ideas emerge naturally and not to bias our respondents with 

existing literature in the area of CM (Urquhart, 2013). 

 

3.7 Iterative Model 

 
Our research process was based on several IRs, as we started a new iteration when a new research 

direction emerged (Eisenhardt, 1989; Glaser, 1978; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In the following 

section we present our iterative model (as illustrated in Figure 2) for the execution of our research 

analysis process. Our model is derived from the roadmap presented by Eisenhardt (1989). After 

every IR we presented our accumulated learnings for the transition to the next round. The further 

elaboration on emerged topics in connection to relevant literature follows in the Theoretical 

Discussion and is therefore only roughly mentioned in the Analysis. The data collection- and 

analysis methods will be further outlined in the Method section. 
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The visualization of our iterative process presents a repetitive cycle through our data analysis 

process. It aims at giving an understanding of the different steps and guiding the reader through 

the process. The presented steps constitute one IR. Our first IR has been a single case (VW) and 

deviates from this illustration. We went through the outlined iterative process four times until we 

reached theoretical saturation. An explanation for the application of the different steps is 

presented below. 

(1) Define Research Questions 

Starting with a broad and open RQ, we adjusted our research focus and question after every IR in 

order to follow the shift of research. Our initial RQ What fosters or hinders CM in global 

companies? was rather unspecific and constituted our point of departure. Further, we chose a RQ 

that emerged from the latest thematization of the topic of CM in the global media, in order to 

provide an interesting angle to the topic. We therefore shifted our initial RQ to How do rigid 

organizational structures affect corporate CM? in IR 2. This was linked to our investigations 

from the first round about the VW emission scandal. From the outcomes of this round we further 

dived into the topics of corporate culture in IR 3 How does corporate culture affect the 

organizational structures in a firm and subsequently its CM? and cultural origin in How does 

culture impact corporate CM? in IR 4, where we reached theoretical saturation and came to a 

conclusion. Although, we are aware that the point of theoretical saturation is a vague concept 

(Bowen, 2008), also described by Glaser (1978) as the key to knowing when to stop or by Guest, 

Bunce & Johnson (2006) as being helpful on the one hand, but giving little practical guidance for 

estimating sample sizes which would be useful prior to qualitative data collection on the other 

hand. We, however, considered it to occur naturally when our empirical data did not provide 

major new insights and accumulated learnings stopped changing radically as described by 

Eisenhardt (1989). As we used inductive elements, presumptions should not have shaped our 

initial field of study (Glaser, 1978). However, as we are human, it is impossible to achieve this 

ideal of a clean slate. With our rather broad initial RQ we nevertheless attempted to let theory 

evolve naturally and not limit and bias our findings (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

(2) Emerging Theoretical Constructs 

We identified some general, potentially important constructs (Clarification of Terminologies) 

from the literature on CM initially which were extended within each round. Our a priori constructs 

furthermore constituted our prior theoretical knowledge in the field and shaped our initial 

research design (Eisenhardt, 1989). As we acknowledged the existence of literature on CM, 

emerging constructs were collected and revisited in our theoretical discussion. We wanted to stay 

open to new constructs emerging from our accumulated learnings to make them stronger and to 

be able to let theory evolve naturally. However, we are aware that those constructs may have 

biased and affected our data generation. Nevertheless, we aimed to stay as open and exploratorive 

as possible in order to dive into the interviewees’ experiences and perceptions.  

(3) Theoretical Sampling 

Our cases have been chosen to either replicate previous cases or extend our emergent theory, as 

this constitutes the goal of theoretical sampling. For our empirical study we selected respondents 

that have the expertise to be able to answer relevant questions and give us insights in the field of 

research. The purpose of our research strategy was to develop theory rather than testing it, 

therefore our data did not have to be statistically representative. Based on our collected data and 

data analysis, we decided which data to collect next and where to find it, in order to develop our 

theory as it emerged (Urquhart, 2013). Using theoretical memos throughout the whole iteration 

process helped us to capture impressions, ideas and to make adjustments, for instance in the 

addition of cases. 
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(4) Within-Case Analysis (WCA) 

Through detailed write-ups, we analyzed key words and emerging themes in each case, and 

collected information about how “crisis” and “CM” are perceived by the respective interviewees to 

connect the information within an applicable framework and to be able to draw conclusions. It 

helped us to familiarize with each case as a stand-alone entity (Eisenhardt, 1989) and provided a 

coding that made it easier to shape patterns or compare them to other cases. The WCA allowed 

the unique schemes of each case to emerge before we started to generalize patterns across cases 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). We visualized and summarized our WCA with the support of graphs and 

tables, in order to make them more tangible for the reader. The detailed versions are attached in 

Appendix III.  

(5) Cross-Case Analysis (CCA) 

After the WCAs, we aimed to find patterns and relationships between and across cases and 

clustered them with emphasis on the emerging topics and environmental influences. One 

approach was to look for cross-case similarities and intergroup differences. We attempted to find 

confirming and/or contradicting cases to explore and verify emergent relationships between 

constructs.   

(6) Identifying Emerging Themes 

Through the collection of case profiles and key words we could identify emerging themes from 

our collected data of each IR that has been examined further and was included in the interview 

guidelines for the following IR (based on accumulated learnings, main novel insights from 

interviewees). Thereby we were able to achieve a more nuanced and detailed viewpoint on 

interesting upcoming topics. The next step of our highly iterative process was the systematical 

comparison of the emergent frame with the shaped evidence from each additional case, in order 

to assess how well or poor it fits our empirical data (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). 

(7) Memoing: Write-up of Accumulated Learnings  

We captured identified topics within theoretical memos to not loose the information and further 

investigate in the literature (Glaser, 1978). Theoretical memos are write-ups of ideas about codes 

and their relationships as they directed our attention while coding and helped us to summarize 

our most crucial findings (drawn from WCAs and CCAs) in each IR. Furthermore, it helped us to 

appreciate learnings across previous rounds. The accumulative learnings made the phenomenon 

we study richer in information and established clarity and gave a direction for further research in 

the following round. From these write-ups, possible relationships started to emerge where we 

could shape implications and repercussions. A key character of this highly iterative process was 

the comparison of the emergent frame with the evidence from each case, to test if our former 

created theory was confirmed or needed to be revised (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007).  

(8) Linking Process 

Due to the fact that the relevance of our preliminary constructs was uncertain we were open to 

add better fitting and additional constructs to our emerging research direction. One step in 

shaping our theory was the sharpening of constructs. It involved refining definitions of the 

constructs and building an empirical foundation that measured the construct in each case and 

helped to explore the underlying dynamic and why a relationship exists. Conflicting literature and 

cases represented an opportunity as it forced us into a more creative, frame-breaking mode of 

thinking than we might have been able to achieve otherwise and subsequently, deeper insights 

were possible (Eisenhardt, 1989; Patton, 1990). After each IR we gathered the main learnings and 

emerging topics and suggested possible links to our a priori constructs. These were later on 

discussed together with additional literature in connection to emerged topics of interest. 
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4 Method 

In the following section we present and discuss our methodical choices for our conducted 

empirical study. For our topic we chose to take a qualitative approach. In order to examine a 

special phenomenon, the design of our method is built on theoretical case sampling. This 

strategy served our evaluation purpose most efficiently as it focuses on cases that are 

accessible with our resources and at the same time rich in information. Subsequently, our 

limited time and resources allowed us to gain the most insights from our rich empirical data 

(Patton, 1990). Concerning our data analysis, we used WCA and CCA as well as category-

building, or coding. The upcoming section describes our applied methods more in detail. 

 

4.1 Qualitative vs. Quantitative Research Method 

 
For our empirical study, we used multi-method qualitative studies, where we combined several 

data collection techniques, including interviews, observations and secondary data with 

corresponding analysis techniques within a qualitative viewpoint (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). 

The qualitative method fits our explorative approach, as it allowed us to pursue upcoming topics 

and new perspectives during the interviews which would be left out through structured 

quantitative surveys (Jacobsen, 2002). We put emphasis on semi-structured interviews including 

observations, where we created cases to gain new insights for our empirical data collection. Semi-

structured interviews are based on a list of topics and questions to be covered which varied from 

interview to interview, meaning that given a specific organizational context, questions could be 

added or left out to keep the flow of the conversation and to stay open to explore emerging insights 

more in-depth (Saunders et al, 2009; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). We selected our cases and 

interviews purposefully, in order to qualitatively examine a phenomenon in its natural 

environment in order to find answers and focus on different facets of the problem (Jacobsen, 

2002; Ryen, 2004). 

 

4.2 Theoretical Sampling 

 
Theoretical sampling constituted an appropriate methodical choice as it means that cases are 

selected because they are particularly suitable for illuminating and extending relationships and 

logic among constructs (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). The purpose of our research strategy was 

to develop theory rather than testing it, therefore it did not have to be statistically representative. 

Theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) constitutes a data 

collection method that aims at generating theory by collecting, coding and analyzing the collected 

empirical data. Based on that, we decided what data to collect next and where to find it in order 

to develop our theory as it emerged (Urquhart, 2013). We chose specific cases rather than picking 

probability sampling which is used for statistical research (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Within our 

theoretical sampling process, we selected our interviewees on the basis of their potential 

contribution to the development of testing our own theoretical constructs, to gain broad 

knowledge about the studied phenomenon (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Throughout our iterative process we picked initial samples, analyzed the collected data and 

selected further respondents to refine our emerging categories and theoretical constructs. The 

sampling strategies have changed throughout our data analysis process. Initially, sampling was 

open and unstructured, but as theory evolved clear dimensional levels were developed and it 

became more purposive, in order to maximize our opportunities for a comparative analysis 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Theoretical sampling constitutes a special part of purposive sampling, 

where sample criteria are prescribed prior to the data collection process. Through theoretical 
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sampling we aimed to exploit the possibility to refine our choice of respondents dependent on the 

emergence of topics (Ritchie, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013). Due to our limited time and resources, 

this method allowed us to gain the most insights from our empirical data. 

 

We started our theoretical sampling process with seeking to find participants within global 

companies mostly located in the area of Småland, Sweden, where our research was conducted. 

Later on we interviewed some German firms in different locations in Germany. We chose 

multinational companies on purpose in order to be able to get rich insights. A multinational 

corporation describes a company that “consists of a group of geographically dispersed and goal-

disparate organizations that include its head-quarters and the different national subsidiaries” 

(Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1990, p. 603). Therefore, multinational, in our research context, refers to the 

fact that the companies operate in one or more different countries, independent if it is only 

production, sales or having a physical store in the respective countries. Furthermore, we used 

global company, globally operating company, multinational corporation and multinational 

company interchangeably in this context. We followed new leads during our fieldwork to gain 

unexpected insights and assigned our sampling strategy an “opportunistic character”, where we 

stayed highly flexible “to take advantage of whatever unfolds as it unfolds” (Patton, 1990, p. 179). 

Due to the sensitivity of the topic the interviews were held anonymously, for the respondents to 

be willing to speak freely about the topic and not come in conflict with company disclosure 

contracts. To still be able to give the reader an idea of each company, we used a coding on company 

names as well as interviewee names which will be further presented in the data analysis 

description. All Swedish participant firm names are followed by “AB” for Aktiebolag and all 

German participant firms end with “GmbH” for Gesellschaft mit beschränkter Haftung, both 

meaning company with limited liability in Swedish and German. This seeks to give the reader an 

orientation and points out the company’s national affiliation.  

 

4.3 Case Study 

Research strategies provide the link between a study’s underlying paradigm and the methods used 

to collect empirical material (Schwandt, 1994). In general, “case studies are the preferred strategy 

when how or why question are being posed, when the investigator has little control over events, 

and when focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” (Yin, 1981, p. 

59). The case study design can include a single, in-depth pilot case study followed by a CCA of 

several firms. Problems and issues identified in the pilot case study can be linked to an important 

variable for further investigation. However, while single-case studies can richly describe the 

existence of a certain phenomenon, multiple-case studies typically provide a stronger base for 

building theory (Yin, 1994). Theory is subsequently better grounded, more accurate, and also 

more generalizable when it is based on multiple case studies (Eisenhardt, 1991). Multiple cases 

also create more robust theory because the propositions are more deeply grounded in varied 

empirical evidence (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). The subsequent multiple case study has the 

objective of testing a tentative pattern of important variables identified from the pilot case and 

the literature. It is conducted in a natural setting, without intentionally manipulating the 

environment. A case study provides researchers with opportunities to unveil specific, unique 

contextual conditions, and allows to grasp a holistic understanding of a phenomenon under 

investigation (Andrade, 2009).  

 

A case study typically involves highly detailed, rich descriptions of human behavior and opinions. 

With regard to our analysis, data was organized “around the substantial topics of the case study” 

by first being reviewed and coded in terms of their relationship to the organizational factors 

identified (Merriam, 1998), whereas the resultant data represents a crucial link in the chain of 

evidence between the raw data and the subsequent analysis and development of conclusions (Yin, 

1994). Case study research focuses on collecting data through either a single or multiple-case 
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study, in order to get a broader understanding of a topic (Eisenhardt, 1989). Interviews were the 

primary data resource for our multiple-case study research. However, our case studies 

accommodated a rich source variety, including secondary data, qualitative data from in-depth 

interviews, observations and archival data (Eisenhardt, 1989). Through a diverse perspective 

from two researchers and retrospective sensemaking, which describes to retrospectively frame 

organizational outcomes (Merkl-Davies, Brennan, & McLeay, 1994), we aimed to limit researcher 

bias in our investigation (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). 

 

4.4 Sources of Empirical Data 

 

As a data collection method, interviews constitute a very efficient way to gather rich data, 

especially when the topic of interest is highly episodic and infrequent. A key approach is using 

numerous and highly knowledgeable informants who view the focal phenomenon from diverse 

perspectives (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). Thus, we recorded and transcribed 19 interviews with 

13 companies. Our interviews were semi-structured to stay open and to be able to adapt our 

questionnaire to upcoming themes and the person per se which enabled a flexible interview 

process (Bryman & Bell, 2015). Our semi-structured interview guidelines enabled us to hold a 

direction within the frame of our research topic while giving us the flexibility to adjust questions 

and exploit best opportunities to gain insights from our respondents to the researched topic. The 

interviews have been conducted within a time span of five weeks and were predominantly face-

to-face, in cases where we could not visit the company we conducted skype and telephone 

interviews. Our respondents came from various levels in a firm: CEO’s, top level managers, middle 

level managers, consultants, team leaders and employees with insights into risk and/or CM at the 

respective firm. This offered different perspectives on the topic and we were able to approach 

sophisticated interviewees who were knowledgeablet about the field of our study. This helped us 

to identify patterns within and across different companies, where we could find relations among 

indicated key concepts as well as emerging themes.  

 

Furthermore, we worked with participant observations during our fieldwork, mainly during the 

interviews (emotional reactions, authenticity of things said, jokes etc.). In some cases, we could 

observe the behavior of employees within informal settings to learn more about the corporate 

culture, before or after the interview. This strengthens the validity and consistency of our 

interview data. Additionally, we observed the companies’ websites, e.g. company values, 

organizational structures of interviewed companies and kept an eye on their appearance in the 

media, e.g. newspaper articles, if applicable. Follow-up questions along the way were answered 

by some of our respondents via e-Mail. These correspondences have also been included in the 

data analysis. The mix of data collection brings empirical evidence, as we could generate rich data 

and information for our theory development along the fieldwork to create a conceptual 

framework. Through multiple investigators we aimed to make sense of the observations from 

different viewpoints. That increased the likelihood to capitalize on novel insights arising from the 

collected information and later discussions enhanced the confidence within our findings through 

emphasizing convergent perceptions and further examining conflicting ideas before the 

grounding of hypothesis or emerging topics. During an interview one of us was interacting with 

the respondent and taking brief notes, whereas the second researcher took more detailed field 

notes to reflect immediate impressions and upcoming ideas. Thus, we could enhance richness of 

data and the creative potential of our study and created complementary insights (Eisenhardt, 

1989).  
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4.5 Data Analysis Method 

According to Yin (1994), there are various approaches to qualitative data analysis, some being 

more suitable to certain situations than others. Within our data analysis we used triangulation 

between data sources (data triangulation) and among different evaluators (investigator 

triangulation), as well as coding and data displaying (Miles & Huberman, 1994), as attached in 

Appendix III. As already outlined in our iterative model, we conducted within- and cross case 

analyses (Eisenhardt, 1989). This enabled us to derive categories and find relationships within 

our data. The use of summary tables and other visual aids that summarize the case evidence 

complemented our selective company descriptions and further emphasized the depth of the 

empirical grounding of our theory (Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007). We transcribed each interview 

and read through all of them with different foci to note down the main ideas in a table and to 

create a “profile” for each case (WCA). These tables aimed at theorizing ideas about the empirical 

information as well as building relationships within a case. Additionally, we conducted analyses 

across cases (CCA). Through the logic of replication, treating a series of cases as a series of 

experiments with each case serving to confirm or disconfirm the discovered phenomenon, we 

increased confidence and validity of emerging relationships, or disconfirmed our theory. In that 

case we had the opportunity to refine the relationship between constructs in the following IR 

(Eisenhardt, 1989).  

 

Through the support of tables and charts we searched for cross-case patterns and matched them 

to get valid information in relation to our theory-building approach. These graphical illustrations 

helped us to visualize the results of each IR (Eisenhardt, 1989). Our aim was to be objective, but 

as we are humans, we were not free of our emotions and tended to stereotype phenomena to 

understand and make sense of them. That constituted a potential threat to reach premature and 

even false conclusions as a result of this information-processing bias (Eisenhardt, 1989). We tried 

to counteract through researcher triangulation and looked at the data from diverse perspectives 

and standpoints. According to Eisenhardt (1989) one tactic is to select categories or dimensions 

and subsequently search for within-group similarities coupled with intergroup differences. 

Relevant dimensions can be for instance suggested by the research problem, by existing literature, 

or will be chosen, e.g. by selecting pairs of cases and list similarities and differences between each 

pair. We aimed to go beyond initial impressions to generate accurate and reliable theory 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Moreover, we recognized relationships between our data and subsequently 

created codes to integrate our categories and be able to produce our theory (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). The final step was the development of our own conceptual framework with regard to the 

topic and our RQs, to build theory in line with the previously explained Glaserian GTM and 

Eisenhardt’s BTCR approach. 

 

 

4.6 Research Ethics 

The underlying research philosophy in our study is pragmatism. Qualitative research constitutes 

a popular research method when researching a social phenomenon. Positivists and quantitative 

researchers, however, question its trustworthiness (Shenton, 2004). Subsequently, within the 

following section we will clarify how we collected, processed and stored the underlying data in 

order to act morally and responsibly. We therefore address credibility, transferability and 

dependability as ethical indicators for qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2009; Shenton, 

2004). As our data collection did not aim to make relations between personal characters, our data 

sources will stay anonymous and confidential.  
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4.6.1 Credibility 

Internal validity is what positivists refer to as being credible (Shenton, 2004). Within qualitative 

research, credibility ensures that a study tests what it is supposed to test, and nothing else. 

Furthermore, the question is: “How congruent are the findings with reality?” (Merriam, 1998). 

Within our data collection and analysis, we used different forms of triangulation to gain 

credibility. As an example, we used researcher triangulation considering different perspectives on 

topics and to enhance objectivity. Also, we applied different methods for data collection, such as 

interviews, observations as well as secondary data, establishing a solid understanding of the 

researched topic. Moreover, our informants were very diverse and from different cultural, 

managerial and sectorial backgrounds which increased the level of credibility of our study and 

prevented the influence of a single individual. Our interviews were conducted anonymously and 

we informed the interviewees that their name and the name of their company would not be 

disclosed, so we increased the chances of our informants to speak freely and stay honest. We 

aimed at removing the social desirability bias of our interviewee’s answers. Also, our respondents 

participated voluntarily and were therefore willing to share data and give useful information 

(Shenton, 2004). Finally, we tried to keep the influence of our personal values on the interviewees 

to a minimum. 

 

4.6.2 Transferability 

Transferability constitutes what in quantitative research is referred to as generalizability. That is, 

to which extent the findings can be applied to a wider population. In order to reach a certain level 

of transferability in qualitative research it is most important to give a clear description of the 

researched phenomenon as well as an area (e.g. geographical, industry) where the research was 

conducted. That increases the possibility to find aspects and concepts that can be transferred to 

similar situations (Shenton, 2004). In our study, we provided a clear problem description that is 

drawn from a broad background perspective, using general theories, examples of situations given 

and information on the organizations that we investigated, for example in the WCAs. Our 

empirical data collection and analysis can be transferred to a wider population in a way that we 

relate them to existing theory in order to be able to demonstrate its broader significance in the 

field of CM beyond our particular case settings (Saunders et al., 2009). 

 

4.6.3 Dependability 

Dependability means that if the same research was conducted again, using the same methods and 

context, the same or similar outcome or results would be revealed (Shenton, 2004). Regarding 

quantitative research methods, dependability equals reliability. In order to reach dependability, 

all research methods and procedures must be clearly stated throughout the whole research 

process. That enables other researchers to repeat the same investigation, regardless if they get to 

the same outcome. It also shows if the research has been conducted in a proper way (Shenton, 

2004). In our case, reaching a high level of dependability is rather complicated since every studied 

case is unique and might not apply to a broader range of firms in that field. Especially on the 

German side, we were only able to collect a few investigations due to restricted access and 

resources. However, through our extensive data collection description as well as broad analyses 

we aimed to give the reader a clear picture on what has been done in which way to provide future 

researchers in this specific area with valuable guidelines. 
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4.6.4 Validity 

We did not intend to overgeneralize from our rather small, purposefully collected sample size. 

The validity, meaningfulness, and insights that we generated from our qualitative research have 

more to do with the information-richness of the cases selected and our observational and 

analytical capabilities than with sample size (Patton, 1990). Moreover, resultant theory from 

BTCR is likely to be empirically valid as the theory-building process is intimately tied to generated 

evidence. Through construct building, relationship and category building it is very likely that the 

resultant theory will be consistent with empirical observation (Eisenhardt, 1989). Also the 

“intimate interaction of the researcher with actual evidence often produces theory which closely 

mirrors reality” (Mintzberg, 1979). This means that through our internal and external sources, we 

were able to make sense of the data in a meaningful way. 
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5 Analysis 

The analysis of the collected empirical data aimed to ascertain our empirical observations. 

Through an iterative analysis process we examined what hinders or fosters CM in global 

companies on the basis of our empirical data. First, we introduced some relevant a priori 

constructs which constitute a part of our theoretical sensitivity. Furthermore, we started the 

iteration process with a case study of the current emission scandal of Volkswagen. 

Subsequently we explored the topic of CM by capturing emerging topics that led our iteration 

process. We conducted WCAs and CCAs and finally terminated every IR with accumulated 

learnings.The overview of participants as well as our extensive WCAs can be found in 

Appendix III. 

 

 

5.1 A Priori Constructs 

The following a priori constructs constitute an acknowledgement to gathered theoretical insights 

about main concepts within our research field in CM that we encountered during the design of 

our preliminary interview questionnaire and right before starting our empirical data collection. 

In contrast to our Clarification of Terminologies, which is preliminary explaining general terms 

and definitions used in the field of CM, the underlying a priori constructs constitute theoretical 

constructs that are often referred to within CM literature. Our a priori constructs may have 

influenced the direction of our findings to some extent. However, we dissociate us from creating 

too tight bounds and to restrict ourselves to those concepts which are outlined briefly for the 

understanding of the reader. We aimed to conduct our empirical research with an open 

explorative mind throughout the whole process. This helped us to engage unbiased, novel 

emerging topics and build our emerging theory on a solid basis. In the following constructs we 

refrain from repeating ourselves and excluded previously mentioned concepts which are, 

however, also part of our a priori constructs but have been outlined earlier in the Clarification of 

Terminologies in chapter two. Stemming from the present emission scandal at VW, we started by 

thinking of possible influencing factors that potentially had an impact on the course of the crisis.   

 

5.1.1 Perception of Authority in Organizations 

According to Weber (1964) there are three types of authority within formal organizations: 

traditional, charismatic and legal-rational. They are based on the form of control regarded as 

legitimate by subordinates and their acceptance of the superior power (Mullins, 2007). Any of 

those three forms relates to a different type of organization. In the traditional organization, 

authority is perceived as a natural right to rule. In a charismatic organization, the personal 

qualities of the leader are in the center, meaning his or her strength of personality and inspiration. 

In the bureaucratic organization, it is the legal-rational authority which stems from a hierarchical 

position in the organization rather than from the personality that defines the leader. Within our 

thesis we initially focused on the legal-rational form of authority in the beginning of our research 

and therefore the bureaucratic kind of organizational structure, as this formal organization type 

is the most dominant in a business context (Mullins, 2007). 

 

5.1.2 Rapid Sensemaking (in Crisis Situations) 

As crises can entail high consequences for a firm they can be seen as a potential threat. Quick 

response and rapid sensemaking of individuals in charge becomes crucial to limit the scope of a 

crisis. Sensemaking is the mindful and attentive preparation of an individual towards weak, 

diverse and disparate environmental cues (Rerup, 2009), interrupting an individual’s ongoing 

activity, and involving the retrospective development of plausible meanings that give a rational 
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view on what people are doing (Weick, 1995). Those signals might be left unnoticed by an 

organization because they might not be recognized as indicators of potential threats (Rerup, 

2009; Weick, 1995) at an early stage and might only be seen when the situation becomes more 

intense. Sensemaking is a vague concept and involves intuitive action and emotions under 

uncertainty which influences decision-making (Sayegh, Anthony, & Perrewe, 2004). Also we tend 

to predominantly “see what we believe” (Weick, 1995, p. 133). Sensemaking relates to how we are 

exposed to information, which information we choose to process and subsequently, how we make 

sense of it (Klein, Moon, & Offman, 2006). Weick (1988, p. 305) claims that the “less adequate 

the sensemaking process directed at a crisis, the more likely it is that the crisis will get out of 

control”. Therefore, action plans could be a crucial factor for employees to know how to act and 

react under uncertainty when unexpected events occur. Taking an intuitive decision at a random 

point of time, without seeing the big picture may either have disadvantages and intensify a crises, 

or it can be just the right attempt for the mitigation of the crisis situation and a starting point for 

further crisis handling (Svenson & Maule, 1993; Weick, 1988). Hereby, activities which emerge 

together with a crisis can be seen as the sources which are used in rapid sensemaking and have an 

impact on the unfolding crisis (Weick, 1988). Situations might have a bigger scope than it is visible 

to the individual at that point of time and decisions made under pressure could be rather risky for 

the organization (Ordonez & Benson, 1997). The central point of sensemaking in turbulent 

conditions is the retrospective viewpoint, where an explorer can only see what happened 

afterwards and then make sense of it and sort out what was going on (Weick, 1988). Organizations 

and employees must deal with ambidexterity in times of unexpected circumstances and still be 

able to act even without full understanding of the situation (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Weick, 

1988). Furthermore, sensemaking on the top level of an organization might differ to sensemaking 

in lower levels of a hierarchy due to lack of information and different interpretations of situations 

(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991).  

 

5.1.3 The Gray Zone & Mindful Decisions 

Organizational studies suggest the success-failure heuristic (change when failing, persist when 

succeeding) because it improves problem solving (Rerup, 2006). On the one hand, heuristics can 

be useful with decision-making, on the other hand they produce cognitive and behavioral bias 

which is detrimental to decision-making (Denrell, 2003; Rerup, 2006). Depending on perspective 

and situation some outcomes, for instance of a crisis, can be categorized as a success whereas 

others are considered a failure (Rerup, 2006), therefore it is hard to draw a line and put outcomes 

into boxes and categories. Ambiguous outcomes can be processed through collective mindfulness 

to achieve organizational reliability in the face of complexity (Knight, 2004) and a mind to handle 

ambidexterity (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). As humans are not used to learn from ambiguity 

(Rerup, 2006) and prefer heuristics, they tend to put unclear reality into categories which are 

either black or white and help them to make sense of it (Klein et al., 2006). To remove arising bias 

of stereotypes and move ambiguous outcomes to the success or failure side, the Gray Zone 

becomes interesting. The gray zone does not only limit sensemaking on black and white to success 

and failure categories, but adds two more options (near-success and near-failure) that enhance 

learning due to the ability of having a more diverse choice between categories. This allows 

individuals to recognize variety and richness while knowing that categorizing and pattern building 

helps us to make sense of a situation and reduces complexity (Rerup, 2006).  

 

5.2 Methodological Introduction to Analysis 

Within a timeframe of five weeks we created 14 cases (including VW) consisting of 17 conducted 

interviews in total (Appendix III). Beforehand we executed two additional pilot interviews to test 

the understanding of our semi-structured questionnaire and to clarify our area of research. These 
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two pilot interviews were not further mentioned and are also not included in our analysis, as they 

were not purposefully conducted.  

 

For the iterative process and our analysis, we roughly introduced all cases by presenting the 

summarized results and main findings from our WCAs in a table. The topics connected to CM 

derived from the frequency of a word or topic used in an interview within the case, shown in the 

open codes in the graphs. Every case received ten characterizing terms (open codes), which were 

mentioned most often during the interview and were drivers of the conversation. We actively 

counted the appearance of those words from the transcriptions of our interviews, only including 

terms used by interviewees, not the ones mentioned by us through questions or comments. In 

total, we collected 140 open codes which were of further relevance as part of the data analysis 

process (Goulding, 2002). All of them are stated in the WCA tables under Topics Connected to 

CM. They also have been visualized in relation to their frequency in the charts for each case 

(Appendix III), which furthermore helped us summarizing upcoming topics after each IR. At the 

end of each IR we grouped those open codes that had similar implications into “conceptual codes” 

in order to create meaningful categories and find patterns. These “building blocks of theory” 

(Goulding, 2002, p. 121) allowed us to move in any direction and analyze the pieces independently 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The grouped codes were later examined and included in our findings 

and the creation of our conceptual framework.   

 

For visualization, we established charts showing the frequency of terms within each interview. In 

cases with two participants we provided a summarized as well as an individual frequency to be 

able to identify big differences in perception of the crisis handling within one case with two 

participants. After going through the WCAs in every IR, we conducted our CCAs and subsequently 

introduced emerging topics to identify upcoming patterns and themes, creating the basis of our 

emerging theory or theory extension (Eisenhardt, 1989). Finally, we chose a characterizing 

statement for every case, indicating a general attitude of the company towards CM. However, a 

CCA was not conducted for the first IR, as that was only based on one secondary-data case (VW). 

Instead, we conducted an in-depth WCA for the first IR, based on our secondary data and later 

supported by the primary data collected from our interviews, consisting of general perceptions of 

our interviewees about the current emission scandal at VW. Participant opinions to this specific 

case were added to provide additional evidence and another angle. Finally, every IR finished with 

accumulated learnings and a logical transition to the next IR. Due to the exploratorive nature of 

our research, the size of the sample (14 cases) as well as the number of IRs was unknown to us in 

the beginning. Throughout the whole iterative process, our RQs have been redefined several times 

to drive our research in a more specific direction and to specify the direction of our study.  

 

To begin with, our first IR was based on the secondary case study of Volkswagen. Based on 

collected secondary data and contributions from our conducted interviews, we also presented a 

summarizing table with our results for Volkswagen from a combination of secondary and primary 

data. Due to the fact that we did not get direct access to interview employees from VW, the first 

IR has been based on accessible secondary case findings and did therefore not contain topics 

concerning CM on the same basis as we approached the other cases in the following rounds. 

Rather, we chose terms from the secondary case data that we believe would describe the coherence 

between CM and possible influencing factors at VW best. Additionally, some of our interviewees 

made comments about the emission scandal at VW. These statements were integrated in this WCA 

to stay objective and involve different perspectives, as shown in Appendix III (WCA IR 1). 

 

5.3 Analysis of Collected Data 

In each IR the cases are presented firmly. When selecting the cases, we aimed for companies 

operating in the same or a similar field as Volkswagen to be able to refer to our initial case. 
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Therefore, most companies are global companies operating within the manufacturing sector. 

Some cases consist of two interviewees. We used this approach when we thought it was interesting 

to get various viewpoints on handling CM within the respective company and we were able to get 

access to more than one feasible participant. The within-case presentations are followed by 

analyses across companies within every IR. Emerging themes have been collected to be further 

discussed in the theoretical discussion. Every round has been finished with summarizing initial 

learnings in the 1st round and accumulated learnings in the 2nd, 3rd and 4th IR as well as a short 

reasoning for the transition to the next round.   

 

5.3.1 1st Iteration Round  

 

What Fosters or Hinders Crisis Management in Global Companies? 

Volkswagen is one of the biggest car manufacturers in the world, owning twelve brands, producing 

about ten million cars per year (2014) and employing almost 600.000 people worldwide. The 

company produces in 31 countries and offers its products in 115 countries all over the globe. The 

revenue of VW was € 202 billion in 2014. With its passenger cars, VW has a world market share 

of 12,9% (Volkswagen, 2014). In the table below we provided an overview of our WCA, based on 

secondary data. The extended version of the VW emission scandal case can be reviewed in 

Appendix III, WCA IR 1 (Within-Case Analysis 1st Iteration Round).  

Case 1: Volkswagen 

Names of “Respondents” Several authors in multinational media, interview opinions 

Base of Selection 

Volkswagen is one of the biggest car manufacturers 

operating globally. The recent emission scandal has a broad 

media-interest and VW’s CM suggested an examination of 

factors fostering or hindering CM at the company.  

Description of Organizational 

Structures and Governance 

Effective, top-down, centralized, authoritarian, “military” 

and controlled top-management leadership, complex 

Topics Connected to CM  
Top-down, Authority, Fear, Military, Trust, Reputation, 

Achievement, High Standards, Transformation, Challenge 

Characterizing Statement 
“He (Martin Winterkorn) did not bother if it was possible. 

It simply had to be done.” (Pröckl, 2015) 

 
In-Depth WCA: 

We started our first IR by scanning through recent topics to find an interesting case about CM. 

We came up with the currently discussed Volkswagen emission scandal as this showed a 

sophisticated development on how a crisis can be handled in a multilayered, centralized, 

multinational company. We compared and investigated international news articles, 

documentaries and different private and public voices in the media to obtain thick observations 

and reliable information on what has happened, how it happened and why it happened from 

various viewpoints in order to create an objective perspective on the topic. Later on, we added 

information from our empirical data collection on opinions from middle and top level managers. 

These observations and statements can be found in Appendix III (WCA IR 1). From what we read 

and heard, we derived assumptions on several internal factors in the company that seemed to 

influence its CM. Derived from interviews and articles we read in the internet, it seemed that a lot 

of people claimed they did not know about the use of the software within VW. But how was that 

possible, as operations in multinational companies tend to be rather hierarchical, meaning that 
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nothing can be done without asking for permission (Pillkvist, 2016)? Furthermore, it seemed that 

a link between hierarchy and transparency has been identified, in a way that with increasing 

hierarchy, transparency in a corporation decreases (Johansson, 2016). However, it cannot be said 

that VW handled the crisis the “wrong” way.  According to some of our interviewee’s opinions, 

VW sold even more cars due to raised attention, even though it was negatively connoted 

(Söderberg, 2016; Viking, 2016). However, facing several fines and a big reputation loss moves 

the company in a major crisis situation which may have a long term impact on the car 

manufacturer’s operations.  

 

Topics emerging from the WCA: 

From our in-depth WCA we created a chart with the most discussed topics within reviewed 

secondary data (Appendix III, WCA IR 1). Including the participant opinions conducted from our 

interviews, the main codes have been clustered and merged to indicate a direction of the 

discussions and opinions as shown in the graphic below. The topic code “hierarchy” includes 

mentioned terms like centralized, authoritarian, top-down, dictate and military and the code “loss 

of reputation & trust” describes terms like hiding things, cheating, fail and consequences. 

 

 

 

 

From the displayed chart we derived that hierarchy, miscommunication, the loss of reputation 

and a lack of transparency seemed to be major issues in the VW case that led to the current crisis. 

Terms like hierarchy, transparency and centralized seem to describe the institutional culture 

and organizational structure at VW in the public opinion. That confirmed the impression we got 

from going through our secondary data and our interviews.  

 

 

Initial Learnings from Iteration Round 1: 

Concluding our first IR, we analyzed the present emission scandal of VW and established several 

assumptions and implications, based on our secondary data and interview responses. First, the 

emission scandal seemed to be triggered internally. Possible reasons constituted the strict 
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governance, hierarchy and insufficient transparency within the company. We ascribed these 

phenomena to the organizational structures of VW. Employees feared to be punished if they would 

not fulfill certain instructions, things were kept secret and the leadership style at VW, including 

its leader, had a reputation of being strict, authoritarian and military-like, not forgiving failures. 

VW created a performance-oriented corporate culture where cheating is tolerated, if necessary 

(Ambrose, 2015; Chappell, 2015; Cremer, 2016). Emerging topics within the first IR were the 

corporate culture as a possible influencing factor for triggering crises and the perception of 

authority in organizations, already mentioned in our a priori constructs. We will further elaborate 

on these topics in our theoretical discussion in chapter seven. 

 

Transition from Iteration Round 1 to Iteration Round 2: 

We learned from our first IR that crises can have internal triggers, due to their organizational 

structures. Especially hierarchical structures seem to have an impact, increasing the possibility of 

crises in a corporation. For that reason, we came to the idea to find out more about hierarchical 

or rigid organizational structures in multinational companies. Subsequently, we derived our 

revised RQ for the next IR: How do rigid organizational structures affect corporate crisis 

management? In the next iteration we explored the impact of rigid organizational structures on 

the corporate CM in global companies. It was important to us to find out more about the internal 

communication structures and how decision-making is designed with regard to crisis events. For 

that reason, we approached several globally operating companies in Sweden to conduct face-to-

face interviews and collect empirical data that would help us to find an explanation for our 

phenomenon. 

 

5.3.2 2nd Iteration Round 

 

How Do Rigid Organizational Structures Affect Corporate Crisis Management? 

Within the second IR, we explored how rigid organizational structures impact CM. The term rigid 

in our RQ is mainly connected to strict governance and hierarchies within a company that often 

leads to insufficient transparency and distrust among employees (Deverell, 2010). In order to 

examine the respective phenomenon, we conducted several interviews with managers and CEOs 

of global companies in Sweden.  

 

Case 2: Flytande AB 

Flytande AB is a globally operating manufacturing company with six subsidiaries in Sweden and 

further branches within Scandinavia and the UK, aiming to continue to expand internationally in 

the future. We were able to interview two employees to collect information from different 

viewpoints. We noticed contradictory statements in respect to the organizational structure and 

how the company deals with crises, which showed us that even various subsidiaries within the 

same firm might differ in their CM execution and also that the perception of CM between the CEO 

and middle managers can vary. While Jesper, the CEO of Flytande AB, described the company as 

“a family with six children”, Jokke, one of the managing directors (MDs) of a subsidiary, felt more 

isolated and not well informed about conditions and procedures in dealing with crises in the 

subsidiaries. However, the key finding from the WCA of Flytande suggested a link between 

hierarchy and transparency in respect to the organizational structure. With a growing hierarchical 

structure, communication and subsequently transparency seems to decrease which appears to be 

a negatively correlated trend.  

 

Names Jesper Jorden Jokke Johansson 

Positions in the Company CEO MD of a subsidiary 
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Base of Selection 

With several international subsidiaries Flytande constitutes 

a multinational company and therefore fits our case 

selection. Jesper as the CEO has an overview about the 

whole company and Jokke has insights into a specific 

subsidiary of Flytande. 

Description of Organizational 

Structures (Keywords) 

Rather flat, typical industrial setup, decentralized, local 

responsibilities, small and flexible 

Topics Connected to CM  

Local Responsibility, Procedures/Routines, Family 

Feeling, Responsibility, Speed/Fast, Transparency, 

Type/Scope of Crisis, Communication, Information, 

Hierarchy 

Characterizing Statement 

“I think there is a link between hierarchy and transparency. 

A strong hierarchy can be an obstacle regarding 

transparency.” (Jokke Johansson) 

 

 

Case 3: Nyttig AB 

The Nyttig group is operating in around 35 countries worldwide within the industrial 

manufacturing sector with a focus on reducing their environmental impact while keeping a 

market-oriented viewpoint. We were able to encourage two employees working in different offices 

in Sweden to give us valuable insights to CM within their company. Ben, a global key account 

manager at Nyttig, emphasized the importance of quick decision-making and ad-hoc action 

during upcoming issues. For him it is important to solve a problem where it occurs locally in case 

it is possible, depending on the scope of the incident. In times of crisis upwards communication 

to the CEO is crucial. Björn, the head of corporate HR at Nyttig, explained risk management 

implications within the company. However, he also acknowledged that it is impossible to be 

trained for any possible incident (“Who would threat us with a bomb?”), so they try to be prepared 

for the most likely occurring events in different departments and have certain predefined 

measures in place. Both interviewees highlighted the importance of freedom in decision taking 

for the responsible manager, where individual sensemaking is encouraged in order to act in the 

best possible way. This would only be restricted by available resources and supported by the 

corporate network of the respective employee. Additionally, Ben and Björn mentioned the design 

of corporate culture in connection with organizational structures as having implications for 

corporate CM. 

 

Names Ben Billund  Björn Bake 

Positions in the Company 
Global Key Account 

Manager 

Head of Corporate HR & Risk 

Management Responsibilities 

Base of Selection 

Nyttig is a global company with 40 subsidiaries all over the 

world. As a global key account manager, Ben has broad 

experience with communication towards stakeholders. 

Björn operates within risk management and also has 

insights concerning internal communication towards 

employees. 

Description of Organizational 

Structures (Keywords) 

Small, entrepreneurial, global organization, strong local 

MDs, independent subsidiaries, flat, local decision-making, 

open communication  
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Topics Connected to CM  

Upwards Communication, Ad-hoc Action, Consequence, 

Malfunction, Empowerment, Corporate Culture, Audit, 

Lost Opportunities, Risk, Contacts/Networks 

Characterizing Statements 
“Who would threat us with a bomb?” (Björn Bake)  

“Solve the problem on the spot.” (Ben Billund) 

 
 
 

Case 4: Gosig AB 

Gosig AB is globally involved within the manufacturing industry and of Swedish origin. The 

company has a long tradition and quality focus. It’s driven by innovation and used to deal with 

constant change. The mentioned Viking attitude, “it could be worse”, describes the company 

character and attitude in time of crises at Gosig. The company is not divided by hierarchical 

management positions known from a traditional set-up, but rather by responsibility positions, 

according to Hjalmar, the company’s CEO. That means that the person best suited or most 

knowledgable in the respective field of a problem is empowered to handle it. Hjalmar described 

the management of uncertainty within Gosig as sitting together and talking until a solution is 

found. His main suggestion for succeeding a crisis was to take a little time to think about several 

options or alternatives before the actual action follows.  He put much emphasis on “keeping it 

cool” the whole time, meaning to gather information about the issue and possible consequences, 

but not missing out on taking actions. Within Gosig AB transparency, empowerment and 

consensus talk seem to create the best foundation for CM.    
 

Name Hjalmar Hagberg 

Position in the Company CEO 

Base of Selection 

Hjalmar held a guest lecture at our university last year, 

where we got to know him and the company. Gosig already 

overcame several threats concerning the industry and 

products. 

Description of Organizational 

Structures (Keywords) 

Flat, not hierarchic, responsibility positions, horizontal, 

decision-making on responsible management level 

Topics Connected to CM  

Spread Information, Talk, Informing People, Keeping it 

Cool, Wrong Action/Decision, Rash Action, Accident, 

Responsibility, Situation, Vikings 

Characterizing Statements 

“If you need two [minutes], take two [minutes]. Take it cool 

before you do something stupid.” 

“You know, it could be worse.” (Viking attitude) 

 

 

Case 5: Poäng AB 

Poäng AB nurtures long-term business relationships around the globe and focuses on customized 

and innovative products within the manufacturing industry. Poäng is still growing and currently 

operating in over 20 countries with emphasis on Northern Europe. Pelle, the CEO Deputy of 

Poäng AB, described the organizational structures of the mother company as small but 

centralized, however, region-wise the firm decentralized a lot and local MDs have a very strong 

position constituting “prolonged arms from the mother company”. In occurrence of crises within 

Poäng the people who have the best knowledge can ask for help and take the decisions, said Pelle. 

He clearly stated that “doing nothing is worse than doing something wrong” in critical situations, 

which underlined his attitude of accepting failure but not hesitation. Pelle also mentioned that 

“giving people trust and responsibility to do what they are supposed to do is crucial”. Moreover, 
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he brought up the cultural aspect of dealing with crises up, in which he sees Swedish firms as more 

adaptable and flexible than firms of other cultures, due to their organizational structure, which 

fosters transparency and highlights the importance to build trust with employees and 

stakeholders. Pelle talked a lot about support and help that is provided for the people taking 

decisions at Poäng in times of crises.  

 

Name Pelle Pillkvist 

Position in the Company CEO Deputy 

Base of Selection 

Poäng operates in a very fast-changing environment and 

Pelle has long been in the company and therefore witnessed 

the change of the industry. 

Description of Organizational 

Structures (Keywords) 

Small mother company, decentralized regions with local 

managing directors, many face-to-face meetings 

Topics Connected to CM  

Decision, Culture, Decision Power, Help, Doing Nothing, 

Giving Trust, Responsibility, Adaption, Explanations, 

Discussion 

Characterizing Statement 
“You don’t get hanged because you’ve failed, you get hanged 

for doing nothing.” 

 

 

Cross-Case Analysis 

Within our CCA we compared our overall findings from the interviews of IR 2. We summarized 

the accumulated topics as codes across cases in Figure 4. Furthermore, we displayed the frequency 

and allocation of terms used per company in Figure 5.  

 

 

 

From the terms that appeared in our WCA, we derived the most addressed topics from IR 2. 

Where it was possible, we clustered codes that had the same meaning in a broader context. As 

shown in Figure 4, the terms that were most frequently used within our interviews were 
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information, action, communication and situation. The terms used by all companies within this 

round were communication, support and action. Information in that regard can be referred to as 

spreading news and updates about crises and CM among employees. Action implies the 

importance to act quickly in crisis situations but also considering consequences of decisions. If 

communication is transparent in a company, everyone gets information about everything or at 

least knows where to receive this information. Situation describes the conditions of the company 

and the current status of the crisis. Depending on the timely situation, several actions are needed 

and some are already redundant. Support includes help, resources, a network and trust that a 

company offers to its employees to be able to take decisions. Responsibility refers to the 

perception of individuals to execute certain assigned tasks. Decision describes the need for fast 

decision-making in crisis situations. Finally, Empowerment addresses the necessity for lower-

level employees to feel that their superiors trust them and that they are free to take decisions 

themselves in order to tackle a crisis-situation. As Pelle said: “You don’t get hanged because you’ve 

failed, you get hanged for doing nothing” (Pillkvist, 2016). 

 

 

 

Regarding their organizational structures, all interviewed companies in the second IR had a 

traditional industrial set-up on the paper but were rather flat and decentralized in reality with a 

culture of open communication. That was a surprising result for us, as we expected more rigid 

structures in globally operating companies, derived from our first IR. Instead of hierarchies, our 

interviewees referred to responsibility positions, meaning that the employee that has the best 

knowledge about a certain topic or product proactively takes the responsibility in crisis situations. 

CM procedures in our cases showed some similarities concerning the selection of a responsible 

person who takes decisions in crisis situations. However, we came across several differences, as 

for instance the importance of training and preparation for crises. Whereas Gosig and Nyttig 

claimed that in their opinion crisis training is not so much needed or even redundant, Flytande 

emphasized the importance of being prepared and trained for a crisis in order to react quickly. 

According to Nyttig, it is rather individual sensemaking that would positively influence the 

outcome of a crisis than preparation or training. Moreover, the companies disagreed about acting 

individually or waiting for a better suited person instead in a crisis situation. Gosig emphasized 

the importance of taking time before taking decisions, whereas Poäng highlighted the importance 

of acting in a way that “doing something wrong is better than doing nothing” (Pillkvist, 2016). 

Also, the companies differed concerning the existence of a formal crisis team. Regarding 

communication, some of our interviewed companies stated that for them it would be important 

to spread information regarding crisis immediately across the whole company (e.g. Gosig), while 
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others told us it would be better to only communicate crisis information to people involved in the 

problem (e.g. Flytande). 

 

When we asked the respondents to give us their individual definition of a crisis and CM, we 

received terms like unexpected, negative, sudden and abnormal. However, the definition of CM 

differed at all four companies. At Gosig, CM is about “keeping it cool” (Viking, 2016) and not 

loosing control over the situation. At Nyttig, CM constitutes a situational analysis and taking 

action based on experience. Poäng highlighted the importance of giving trust and decision-power 

to the employees, Flytande emphasized procedures that need to be in place as well as training and 

communication in order to strengthen the employee’s resilience in crisis situations. 

 

Emerging Topics from the Cross-Case Analysis 

During our CCA we recognized an emphasis on topics connected to our a priori constructs, like 

the role of taking action which can be connected to rapid sensemaking in crisis situations. The 

importance of the situation of the company was another topic which could be linked to the scope 

and type of a crisis and that a crisis exhibits different phases. These topics will be further 

addressed in our theoretical discussion in chapter seven. Our interviewees talked about corporate 

culture and the typical way of doing things within the firm. The role of corporate culture on CM 

and employee’s responsibilities came up as an area of interest for further investigation. Also the 

power of corporate culture to change the traditional set-up of organizational structures “on the 

paper” towards a softer formation in reality might have an impact on how companies deal with 

uncertainty. 

 

Accumulated Learnings 1st and 2nd Round: 

From our first IR we learned that crises can have internal triggers, depending on their 

organizational structures.  After having conducted the first five interviews, we realized that all the 

global companies we interviewed did not have rigid structures, contradicting our original 

expectation. The companies had rather flat hierarchies/polyarchies and decision structures and a 

very open communication within the company. As organizational structures do not seem to have 

the impact on CM we assumed, we asked ourselves what influenced or exacerbated the occurrence 

of the emission scandal at VW. From our respondents we got the impression that instead of 

organizational structures it could be rather the corporate culture of a company that has a strong 

impact on CM. At VW, the corporate culture was described as constituting an atmosphere of fear, 

not accepting failures, very hierarchical and a military-like leadership style (Counterpoint Global, 

2016). Presuming that the organizational structures are a possible trigger of the emission scandal 

after the first IR, we now learned that it could be rather corporate culture that fosters or hinders 

the occurrence or exacerbation of a crisis in a company. 

 

Transition from Iteration Round 2 to Iteration Round 3: 

Although the conditions at VW first led us to the organizational structures as a determinant for 

CM, we now shifted our focus and explored how corporate culture affects CM in globally operating 

companies. By interviewing several multinational companies, we tried to elaborate on the 

corporate culture aspect of CM within IR 3. It was specifically important to us to find out how the 

corporate culture in globally operating corporations is designed and how it influences the 

company’s CM, with regard to spreading trust and responsibility among employees.  
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5.3.3 3rd Iteration Round 

 

How Does Corporate Culture Affect the Organizational Structures in a Firm and 
Subsequently its Crisis Management? 
 
Case 6: Malm AB 
Malm AB is a globally operating firm in the middle of the Nordic countries, constantly looking for 

new products, ideas and services. The organization is built on a matrix structure, divided in 

functions and products. We learned from our respondents that the challenge is to think cross-

functionally, as it is hard to find out who is in charge of a certain decision. We were able to collect 

information from Malm’s CEO as well as one of the external board members to get a multifaceted 

view on the firm and therefore we also heard a lot of critique on the procedures at Malm. The 

matrix structure for instance, has been seen as less effective and as a reason for decreased 

engagement and employee motivation, Sören explained. With regard to the corporate culture, 

Sören suggested the acknowledgement of the cultural background of a firm and its employees. He 

made a clear differentiation between Sweden and Germany, where he saw Swedes as 

communicative and aiming to reach consensus while avoiding conflicts and Germans as the 

complete opposite: Straight forward with clear responsibilities and strong hierarchies. They 

would work on an agenda through efficient processes to be able to take fast decisions. At Malm, 

important information is spread carefully through their own social media presence during times 

of crises. Our observation during the interviews was that the rigid hierarchical matrix structure 

might not comply with the Swedish corporate culture employees are used to and could be 

responsible for several issues that Malm faces right now. 

 

Name Sven Söderberg Sören Sund 

Position in the Company CEO Board Member 

Base of Selection 

Sven was recommended as 
an interview partner from 
another company. As a CEO 
he also has an overview what 
is happening in the company 
concerning CM. 

Sören was also 
recommended by another 
company. As a board 
member and consultant for 
several other firms he has a 
lot of experience. 

Description of Corporate 
Culture and Organizational 
Structures (Keywords) 

Functional departments, matrix structure, ambiguous 
responsibilities, small, complicated, frustration, 
demotivation 

Topics Connected to CM  
Being in Charge, Responsibilities, Challenge, Fast, Control, 
Practice, Plan, Change, (Missing) Action, Business as Usual 

Characterizing Statement “Every manager is a crisis manager.” (Sven Söderberg) 

 
 
Case 7: Avskild AB 
Avskild AB operates within the manufacturing sector, having employees in 40 countries 

worldwide and being a leader within their specific field with well known brands. Their 

professional business relationships are truly international and go well beyond 100 countries. 

Norbert, product manager at Avskild, pointed out the open corporate habits within Avskild: That 

everyone is on the same level on the corridor and can talk to everyone. When it comes to crisis 

decision-making, the first approach is reaching consensus through discussions to examine 

different possible solutions. The final decision is usually taken by the person closest to the 

product, based on what is best for the business, according to Norbert. Smaller crises decisions can 

be made ad-hoc and without a plan. We had the impression that Norbert does not get a lot of 

information to incidents within the firm. However, he addressed the internal intranet where 

information of interest and news are spread globally to all subsidiaries within Avskild. Concerning 
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the company culture, he pointed out the “typical Swedish” way of doing things and implied very 

flat hierarchies, discussions and consensus-seeking which may have implications on the CM 

within the firm. The most frequently mentioned term during the interview was clearly decisions 

and who is supposed to take them within Avskild.  

 

Name Norbert Nordmann 

Position in the Company Product Manager 

Base of Selection 
Avskild is a big, global company with many branches and 
subsidiaries worldwide. As a product manager, Norbert has 
a lot of contact with different customers. 

Description of Corporate 
Culture and Organizational 
Structures (Keywords) 

Typical Swedish, clear hierarchy for decisions, everyone 
talks to everyone at the corridor, PR department 
responsible for external communication 

Topics Connected to CM  
Decisions, No Plan, Ad-hoc, Discussions, Prepared, Typical 
Swedish, The Corridor, Same Level, Product-closest 
Manager 

Characterizing Statement 
“We will always do it the typical Swedish way: in consensus 
with the people involved in the situation.” 

 
 
Case 8: Gamleby AB 
Gamleby AB manufactures products internationally with a focus on CSR practices. Viktor as the 
CEO was able to relate to crisis situations and how they are affected by the corporate culture. He 
could also refer to previous working experience in Swedish corporations. The horizontal structure 
at Gamleby supports transparency and open communication to everyone in crisis situations, so 
Viktor. He elaborated on cultural differences within organizational structures and suggested that 
Danish, German and French firms are hierarchic and having a culture of hiding things when 
problems occur which would not be suitable in Swedish companies, as they are very democratic 
and open-minded and aim for consensus. The corporate culture of Avskild is built on 
transparency. Viktor described a crisis situation where they checked their products precautionary 
to make sure, what they sell is faultless. Viktor said they do not have a crisis team, and that is is 
impossible to have a plan for every possible crisis situation. He suggested that the bigger a crisis 
becomes, the stiffer the structure and procedures in the firm need to be to assure quick action. 
Taking responsibility to be able to act immediately is needed to safeguard the company image in 
a crisis. He summarized that successful CM in a firm can be achieved through building reliability 
as a basis, being transparent if something goes wrong and acting very quickly upon the issue. For 
Viktor immediate reaction in abnormal situations, supported by available information becomes 
crucial. This can be seen amongst the most mentioned topics in the respective Appendix III (WCA 
IR 3).  
 

Name Viktor Viking 

Position in the Company CEO 

Base of Selection 

Viktor owns a trading company that operates on a global 
basis. Being the CEO and also having collected much 
experience in his former employment in bigger firms, 
Viktor was a suitable choice for an interview concerning our 
topic. 

Description of Corporate 
Culture and Organizational 
Structures (Keywords) 

Flat, not hierarchical, no control & command, everyone 
speaks to everyone, transparent 

Topics Connected to CM  
Depending, Experience, (Re)act, Immediately, 
Information, Critical, (Ab)normal, Financial Loss, 
Quality, Morale 

Characterizing Statement 
“If a crisis becomes very big you see the structure: it goes 
from democracy to dictatorship.” 
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Case 9: Nyfors AB 
Nyfors produces and operates worldwide with a long tradition and is part of the manufacturing 

industry. The company works with approximately 200 retail stores all around the globe. Nyfors 

has a flat structure and Detlev, Head of Operations at Nyfors, claimed to be approachable for his 

employees, underlining the open culture of communication within the company. According to 

Detlev, Scandinavian firms have a bigger need for CM planning. Due to the consensus-seeking 

nature of Swedes much time can be lost in a crisis situation where speed is required. At Nyfors 

the respective departments take care directly of ocurring issues and take it as it comes with the 

help of the most knowledgeable people in the field where a problem emerges. If crises are bigger, 

an external global leadership team gets involved and helps out. ”This is not a one man show”, 

Detlev explained. Currently, Nyfors is working out a plan on implementing a crisis team and 

management plan in the future, as consensus-discussions can be hindering when taking quick 

decisions is required. In Detlev’s view, the biggest difference between German and Swedish crisis 

handling is the speed and efficiency in decision-making. He also talked about the importance of 

having employees realize when a crisis is building up and how this could be handled. He also 

indicated potential cultural differences in defining these boundaries concerning the when and 

how.  

 

Name Detlev Danielsson 

Position in the Company Head of Operations, MD 

Base of Selection 

Nyfors is a globally operating company. Through his current 
position at Nyfors, Detlev has a lot of experience and also 
deals with problems concerning products and subsequently 
reputation and brand management. 

Description of Corporate 
Culture and Organizational 
Structures (Keywords) 

Flat, non-hierarchical, open communication, approachable, 
caring 

Topics Connected to CM 
Trained, Leadership, Discussions, Responsibility, 
Knowledge, Consensus, Time/Speed, Protect, Brand, Press 

Characterizing Statement “This is not a one man show.” 

 
 
Case 10: Edelvik AB 
Edelvik AB operates in nearly 50 countries within the manufacturing industry with over 380 

stores, growing constantly. The corporate culture is characterized by open and personal 

communication, e.g. Gunilla’s office is always open for employees with concerns or ideas, support 

and leadership in flat organizational structures. Gunilla described that Edelvik engages in a 

culture of having as few managers as possible between the store manager and the co-workers to 

ensure a good and transparent working climate driven by active leadership. In times of crisis 

Edelvik helps out through supporting the people in charge of taking decisions or other employees 

in need of help. They try to take away learnings from occurred crisis incidents to be better 

prepared the next time. Gunilla described the extensive crisis plans, defined roles and well trained 

CM group within the company that can also get support from other branches in tricky situations, 

if needed. Edelvik aims to provide information through all channels (social media, personal 

communication, newsletter etc.), however, she highlighted the importance of validity of the 

information to not confuse or irritate employees or other stakeholders. Gunilla’s key argument is 

that “it takes extraordinary decisions to face extraordinary situations” and that in her opinion, 

CM has shifted towards a more morale-, trust and reputation-dependent maxim nowadays, which 

is also affected by the corporate culture of a firm. As Gunilla has worked in Switzerland before, 

she pointed out cultural differences in working conditions she experienced, where Swedes are 
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proactive in taking on responsibilities and taking the initiative, Swiss/Germans are used to 

receiving direct instructions. This constitutes a communication and expectation gap for working 

in a different country and culture within the same firm.  

 

Name Gunilla Grädde 

Position in the Company Store Manager 

Base of Selection 

Gunilla is already working at Edelvik for a long time and 
went through several functions and branches. Subsequently 
she experienced several crisis situations at the firm. Edelvik 
is a known global company and Gunilla has worked for them 
in Sweden and Switzerland. 

Description of Corporate 
Culture and Organizational 
Structures (Keywords) 

Flat, open, not many management layers, everyone talks to 
everyone, structured, active leadership, support 

Topics Connected to CM  
Leadership, Open Communication, Support, Information, 
Prepare/Train, Act, Trust, Reputation, Serious, Media 

Characterizing Statement 
“It takes extraordinary decisions to face extraordinary 
situations.” 

 

 
Cross-Case Analysis 
Within our CCA for IR 3 we examined our cases for differences and similarities regarding their 

CM approaches and the respective role of corporate culture. Furthermore, we summarized the 

most frequently used terms in Figure 6 and clustered similar terms in their meaning and 

implications. The individual frequencies of terms used are shown in Figure 7. 

 

 

 

In IR 3, the accumulated most frequently terms used were react, decisions & responsibilities, 

prepare/train and information. React refers to the fact that in crisis situations it is necessary to 

take action instead of waiting for a solution to appear. Decisions and responsibilities are 

connected to reaction. As stated above by Gunilla Grädde (2016), “it takes extraordinary decisions 

to face extraordinary situations”. In crisis situations it is important to know who is responsible 
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for what and to take fast decisions. Prepare and train was an intensely discussed topic, as the 

perception about the necessity of it in order to tackle crisis situations more effectively varied 

across our participants. Information, furthermore, constitutes an important factor in order to be 

able to react quickly in a crisis situation based on a broad overview of the holistic situation in the 

company. The term media was frequently mentioned from the participants of our bigger 

companies with media-interest. Having several stakeholders, involvement of the media was 

mostly interesting for companies on the stock exchange. As a trigger for a crisis having no plan 

was mentioned quite often, as well as having a plan was mentioned for effective CM. Support 

includes all kinds of things that could help individuals in a crisis situation to make decisions and 

take countermeasures, such as help, trust from their superiors and networks. The term fast refers 

to the speed that is needed in decision-making. Finally, discussions highlighted the importance 

of including as many people as possible in important decisions, in order for everyone to feel as if 

they are a part of the solution and appreciated, as “This is not a one man show” (Danielsson, 

2016). 

 

 

 

When we explored the corporate culture and its subsequent impact on the CM of our interviewees, 

we came to rather similar characteristics. Just as in IR 2, the companies we interviewed showed 

generally flat structures with nearly no control and command, an open communication within the 

company and the frequent use of discussions and consensus-seeking. These characteristics 

seemed to have positive implications for the corporate culture of a company, however, the 

occurrence of ambiguous responsibilities and subsequent frustration and demotivation was a 

mentioned side-effect, for instance by Malm. Open communication, discussions and the existence 

of “the corridor” (Nordmann, 2016), an alias for a rather non-hierarchical togetherness, where 

everyone can talk to everyone, were also identified as decreasing the occurrence of a crisis. That 

is due to the fact that if topics are addressed as soon as they occur and employees do not need to 

fear if they come up with a problem. Issues can be solved in an early stage and often do not 

exacerbate. Still, if there are crisis situations on their way, fast decision-making and clear 

responsibilities are crucial. Ambiguous responsibilities can hinder crisis procedures. CM 
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procedures within our 3rd IR were generally described as having no crisis plan in place, accept 

from Edelvik that has a generally more structured approach to CM. Edelvik was the biggest of the 

multinational companies we interviewed so far, which could also be a reason for a higher necessity 

to have a crisis plan in place. More often, the companies would use ad-hoc action and individual 

sensemaking to tackle a crisis. However, we encountered some differences between our 

companies regarding the spreading of information and the necessity of training for corporate 

crises. At Avskild, for example, employees do not get much information in crisis situations, only 

employees actively involved in the situation. Also Malm addressed concerns about spreading 

sensitive information to all employees. According to Malm, a situation should be handled as 

discrete as possible in order to keep business-as-usual and not scare the employees or raise 

attention of external stakeholders. Edelvik in contrast, highlighted the importance of providing 

valid and suitable information for all employees on as many communication channels as possible 

in order to establish transparency and a feeling of being taken care of. The formal existence of a 

crisis team was very important to Edelvik, to be able to handle a crisis situation in the best way 

possible. Malm, Nyfors, Gamleby and Avskild do not have a formal crisis team as they do not seem 

to see the need for it so far. However, Nyfors is currently working on putting a crisis plan and 

team in place for future safeguarding.  

 

Regarding the description of a crisis, terms like negative, uncertain, unexpected, stress and 

abnormal were used for a definition. Having a plan in place was mostly used to define CM. We 

thought that this was an interesting fact, as most of the companies stated within their CM 

procedures that they do not have a crisis plan. Still, they highlighted it as being the most important 

point when facing a crisis. Another interesting observation was that when talking about the 

corporate culture and its implications for CM, our interviewees often referred to their cultural 

origin and some characteristics that also influence corporate culture and subsequently CM 

procedures within their company. Avskild and Nyfors, for instance, mentioned to have a “typical 

Swedish” organizational structure, characterized by flat hierarchies, many discussions, 

consensus-seeking and trying to solve problems individually rather than escalating everything to 

the top-management. Also, Gamleby mentioned that an open climate is, in their opinion, mostly 

present in Swedish companies and that this would decrease the possibility for a crisis to occur. 

Malm stated the differences in hierarchies between Swedish and German companies and that this 

can have good and bad implications for CM. Moreover, Nyfors shared the opinion that the 

Swedish consensus-seeking can be an obstacle when a crisis is already there and needs to be 

handled quickly. Finally, Edelvik suggested that CM procedures in their company do not vary in 

different countries as the procedures are the same internationally. However, Gunilla mentioned 

that when she was in Switzerland, she encountered some differences with regard to working 

practices related to the culture. She expected from her employees to take the initiative actively 

whereas her Swiss employees expected her to give exact orders of what to do. This gap in 

expectations can also be transferred to CM situations as an influencing factor.  

 
Emerging Topics from the Cross-Case Analysis 
Emerged from our CCA we were confronted with Swedish traits and phrases like the “typically 

Swedish” handling of a critical situation. Therefore, we thought the cultural origin of a firm or the 

country where it is operating might have an affect on CM. The role of culture and cultural traits 

are an emerging topic to look into also in connection to its impact on the culture of an 

organization. Additionally, we think that a clarification of effective CM is important not only in 

connection to our empirical findings, but also in a country-specific context. Effective CM includes 

open and effective communication channels across levels and across divisions, as well as job 

descriptions which specify who is accountable for supporting CM activities and reporting bad 

news (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). Additionally, organizational learning as well as the importance 

of training and preparation for crises were emerging topics during this IR. They will be further 

addressed within our theoretical discussion in chapter seven. 
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Accumulated Learnings from round 1-3: 
From IR 1 and 2 we learned that crises can be triggered internally in a company. After having 

examined organizational structures as a possible influencing factor, we further examined the 

impact of corporate culture on CM. Within our third IR we realized that corporate culture seems 

to also be influenced by the cultural origin of a company, characterized by different cultural 

approaches to decision-making, hierarchies and openness of company culture. As some of our 

interviewees mentioned some seemingly Swedish characteristics like consensus-seeking or flat 

hierarchies, they often compared Swedish to German companies, implying a stricter hierarchy 

and a less open company culture in Germany. That, however, could also be biased due to our 

German origin as interviewers and the close connection of our interviewees to business in 

Germany (either previous working experience, German business partners or language knowledge) 

of about half of our participants. Going back to the case of VW, it could be derived from our first 

and secondary data that VW constitutes a typical German company in the perception of the 

national and international media as well as the public opinion. We therefore wanted to find out 

in our next IR, how German companies design their CM and how their cultural origin impacts 

their CM procedures, in comparison to the Swedish companies we interviewed so far. 

 
Transition from Iteration Round 3 to Iteration Round 4: 
When analyzing our third IR of interviews, we realized that the cultural origin of a company seems 

to have an impact on the corporate culture of a company and subsequently its CM. As many of our 

interviewees compared typical Swedish cultural characteristics to German characteristics with 

regard to corporate culture and subsequently CM, we therefore interviewed four German-

originated multinational companies in order to explore the question how corporate culture differs 

in Sweden and Germany and what constitutes the impact on the country-specific CM. 

 

5.3.4 4th Iteration Round 

 

How Does Culture Impact Corporate Crisis Management? 
 
Case 11: Clausthaler GmbH 
Clausthaler GmbH is a company with German origin, operating globally within the manufacturing 

sector. The company has several branches and subsidiaries abroad and the setup of the firm can 

be seen as “typically German” with similarities in their structure to our initial VW case. Corinna, 

our interviewee at Clausthaler, stated that the country of origin has a big influence on managing 

unexpected events at Clausthaler which is marked through strictly defined and rigid processes 

and clear plans. Corinna pointed out issues with these guidelines in subsidiaries abroad (e.g. in 

the Arabic countries), where people would be culturally not used to this structured approach and 

they would see it more like a waste of time to look into details and report everything back to the 

top management. Clausthaler also has strict guidelines regarding at what point of time the 

responsible managers need to escalate an issue that is beyond their scope to a higher management 

level. Overall, Clausthaler has clearly defined countermeasures for many possibly ocurring 

incidents, with little room for individual interpretation. Corinna described the structures at 

Clausthaler as rather flat, which is contradictory to her description of how a typical crisis is 

handled in the company. However, in a German point of view there might be companies with 

stiffer structures, to which Corinna might have related in that case.  

 

Name Corinna Colmer 

Position in the Company Controller, Risk Manager 
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Base of Selection 

Clausthaler GmbH is a subsidiary of a big multinational 
company in the manufacturing sector with German origin. 
Corinna has valuable insights into the company’s 
controlling as well as its risk management procedures. 

Description of Corporate 
Culture (Keywords) 

Small subsidiary, flat hierarchies, company culture has a big 
influence, country of origin - Germany, strict processes, 
plans, not easy to act quickly, thorough processes 

Topics Connected to CM  
Risk Management, Risks, System, Defined, Escalate, 
Manager, Problem, Management Level, Registration 
(Office), Processes/ Guidelines 

Characterizing Statement 
“Foreign subsidiaries do not work as structured and 
concerned about details, as we would desire them to do.”  

 
 
 
Case 12: Radeberger GmbH 
Radeberger is a big corporation of German descent, operating in different sectors (including 

manufacturing) worldwide, focusing on digitalization and efficient, sustainable solutions. The 

firm inherits complex organizational structures which can be described as typically German.  

Radeberger covers a wide area nationally with over 120 branches in Germany as well as 

internationally with subsidiaries in about 200 countries. Robin, quality manager at Radeberger, 

saw a rather personality-dependent decision-making process among Radeberger employees. Rolf, 

quality manager as well, stated that hierarchical organizational structures could complicate the 

coordination when the responsible center for the holistic solution is not clear, as at Radeberger 

managers are assigned to specific departments or projects. These can only contribute a part of a 

solution in a crisis situation. This silo thinking is a German habit, according to Rolf. It would be 

common in Swedish companies to influence others, also beyond one’s responsibility area. Rolf 

talked about fast, direct and efficient actions in German CM due to its culture-related control view 

(goal-orientation) and in comparison to that a more holistic view (process-orientation) in favor 

of the whole business, where decisions are taken in consensus, related to the Swedish working 

culture. For Rolf and Robin quick reaction is important in an unexpected situation. This could be 

achieved through predefined plans and clear responsibilities. It was interesting that Rolf saw the 

company as very hierarchic and goal-oriented, which Robin did not mention at all. This could be 

due to the fact that Robin, as a German, saw it as the normal way of doing business. Rolf, with a 

Swedish background, could relate to major differences to Swedish companies he worked at before.   

 

Name Robin Reichert Rolf Rennberg 

Position in the Company Auditor, Quality Manager Quality Manager 

Base of Selection 

Radeberger GmbH operates worldwide within various 
sectors. Robin and Rolf are both involved in quality 
management on different hierarchical levels and have 
insights into CM and control systems within the firm.   

Description of (Corporate) 
Cultural Differences 
(Keywords) 

Complex organizational structures, efficient, fast and direct 
problem solving within departments, silo-thinking, limited 
responsibility in one’s scope, missing holistic view on 
processes 

Topics Connected to CM  
Hierarchical, Division, Defined, Goal-oriented, 
Responsibility, Fast, Procedure, Information, Process, Plan 

Characterizing Statement 
“Everyone is responsible for his or her area of concern but 
not for the holistic solution of the firm.” (Rolf Rennberg) 

Case 13: Dinkelacker GmbH 
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Dinkelacker GmbH is a multinational manufacturer and one of the biggest employers in Southern 

Germany. Next to manufacturing, Dinkelacker is also providing product-related services. They 

operate in the B2B and B2C business. With employees all around the globe, Dinkelacker sells its 

products nearly in every country in the world. As the firm constitutes a conservative, traditional 

German company, hierarchies were described as being rather rigid. Our respondent Dirk stated 

that this hierarchical structure has advantages and disadvantages for CM: “On the one hand, 

strong hierarchies help us to do things good, consistent and determined. On the other hand, the 

individual is limited in his or her creativity.” At Dinkelacker clear rules show when a situation 

needs to be escalated to a higher level in a crisis situation. Employees in Germany are used to 

operate in this very structured and stiff organization, so Dirk. He, however, related to Germany 

as being in the middle of extremes, acknowledging that some countries are even stricter than 

Germany (e.g. India, where social caste influences power) at setting rules and procedures, 

whereas others are more easy going and open (e.g. Scandinavia).  

 

Name Dirk Dengler 

Position in the Company Team Leader, Project Manager 

Base of Selection 

Dinkelacker is a multinational company in the 
manufacturing sector with German origin and subsidiaries 
worldwide. As a project and team leader, Dirk has a good 
overview over the processes within the company.  

Description of (Corporate) 
Cultural Differences (Keywords) 

Hierarchical, big departments, clear divisions, matrix-
structure, some countries are stricter or more hierarchical, 
compared to German companies some are less strict, 
explicit instructions 

Topics Connected to CM  
Fast-paced, Complex, Escalation, Hierarchical, 
Measure/Action, Missing Communication, Short-term, 
Consistent, Central 

Characterizing Statement 
“On the one hand, strong hierarchies help us to do things 
good, consistent and determined. On the other hand, the 
individual is limited in his or her creativity.” 

 
 
Case 14: Jever GmbH 

Jever GmbH is an international manufacturer of quality products and technologies. The company 

has subsidiaries in over 40 countries worldwide and sells its products in over 120 countries. 

Recently, the company went through several international mergers and acquisitions, exposing 

employees to several insecurities about work practices, location and restructuring attempts. The 

company operates in Sweden and Germany, among others, which gave our participant the unique 

opportunity to compare several work practices, the (corporate) culture and CM approaches at 

Jever GmbH. However, our participant Jana pointed out that it would be harder after the series 

of mergers, to determine typical Swedish and typical German culture characteristics within the 

company. That would be due to ambiguous responsibilities and work practices within the 

company, stemming from the mixture of corporate cultures through the mergers and increasing 

size of the company. Activities at Jever need to be reported back to inform the higher level 

managers, who are also the people spreading instructions in a crisis situation, as explained by 

Jana. Contradictory to that she did not talk about existing crisis plans in the firm to manage 

uncertainty when asking her about it earlier. 

 

Name Jana Jakobs 

Position in the Company Global Marketing, External Relations 
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Base of Selection 

Jever GmbH operates worldwide through several 
subsidiaries. Jana has a broad overview over business 
practices in Sweden and Germany to point out differences. 
She is responsible for global marketing and company 
communication at Jever GmbH.  

Description of (Corporate) 
Cultural Differences  
(Keywords) 

Very hierarchical, cultural origin plays a role, Swedish-
German merger, different corporate cultures and values due 
to merger, company expanded and directives are stricter 
and more clearly defined, little communication regarding 
problems, strongly top management driven, little decision-
making power on lower levels, partly unclear 
responsibilities 

Topics Connected to CM  
Clearly, Meeting, Communication, (Action) Directives, 
Notification, Merger/Fusion, Release, Instructions, Top 
Management, Responsibility 

Characterizing Statement 

“After the mergers it is hard to say what is typically Swedish 
and typically German, also connected to different company 
cultures. Responsibilities are not necessarily conversant to 
all colleagues.” 

 
 

Cross-Case Analysis 
For our 4th IR we interviewed four multinational companies with German origin, in order to 

further explore the impact of the cultural origin on CM and identified differences to Swedish 

characteristics from our former IRs. We visualized the accumulated frequencies of the most used 

terms regarding CM within the fourth IR in Figure 8. The individual frequencies of terms used 

per company (partially translated to codes deriving from mutual meaning), can be seen in figure 

9. 

 

 

 

Our accumulated most frequently used terms in IR 4 were responsibility, measures, clearly 

defined and hierarchies. Responsibility was mostly used with regard to the importance of having 

an individual in place, taking over the decision-making and task-allocation in a crisis situation. 

As in crisis situations, decision-making needs to be fast and accurate, it is important to have 
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someone taking the responsibility immediately and to identify with the leadership role. Measures 

include all kinds of processes, guidelines, directives and actions that are undertaken in order to 

tackle a crisis in a structured manner. Hierarchies was also a very important point to all our 

interviewees and was mainly used in the context of top-down instructions and the necessity to ask 

permission for certain actions and escalate issues to a higher level, if they exceeded a certain 

scope. Instructions, delegations and tasks have to be clearly defined in crisis situations so that 

responsibilities are clear and everyone knows what to do from the beginning. That counteracts 

ambiguity of tasks and roles. Fast-paced often referred to the need for speed in decision-making 

and task delegation when facing a crisis, as well as the character of a crisis itself. Finally, 

management-driven goes back to hierarchies, the need for a responsible person in place but also 

implies the missing empowerment of lower-level employees in crisis situations. 

 

 

 

From an individual point of view, the terms management-driven and measures were used by all 

four companies. We assigned that to the fact that this seems to be a present condition in all four 

companies. All of the companies are rather management-driven and assign a certain importance 

to having measures in place in order to face a crisis. At some point of our interviews, we asked 

every respondent what he or she thinks of the impact of cultural origin on CM. In general, all 

respondents agreed that they see an impact on CM stemming from the cultural origin of a 

company. Typical German characteristics mentioned were stritcly defined processes and rigid 

hierarchies. Dengler (2016) stated that: “On the one hand, strong hierarchies help us to do things 

well, consistent and determined. On the other hand, the individual is limited in his/her creativity.” 

That shows existing advantages and disadvantages of hierarchies in crisis situations. Moreover, 

Colmer (2016) mentioned that it would be easier for German employees to comply with rules and 

procedures than in other subsidiaries. However, Robin Reichert (2016) from Radeberger did not 

see the link between cultural origin and CM procedures but rather made CM personality-

dependent. In the end, it can be assumed that also personality is shaped by the cultural origin of 

an individual, which again leads to a cultural influence on CM.  

 

The respondents described their companies as having rather hierarchical structures and 

operating in a matrix-organization (Dinkelacker, 2016; Radeberger, 2016). Also they mentioned 

to have clear responsibilities in place (accept from Jever) and prevailing a silo-thinking within 

their companies. Radeberger compared the Swedish and German company culture by process- 

versus goal-oriented action. Rolf Rennberg exemplified the German goal-oriented action by: 
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“Everyone is responsible for his or her area of concern but not for the holistic solution of the firm”. 

He furthermore explained that within Swedish companies it would be normal to take 

responsibilities beyond one’s scope and which are not 100% in the own area in order to reach a 

common company goal in the end, meaning cross-departmental thinking. We recognized 

differences between the cases regarding the information of employees in crisis situations. 

Whereas at Radebeger our participants described the information flow as being quick and 

transparent, especially in crisis situations, Clausthaler and Jever mentioned that the information 

flow in crisis situations is restricted towards employees. At Jever, information is even tried to be 

hidden from employees, such as current restructuring and relocation approaches. At Clausthaler, 

employees sometimes get information faster from the media than from their top-management, as 

stated by Corinna Colmer (2016). Decision-making in crisis situations mostly lies in the 

department manager’s or project manager’s responsibility. With increasing scope of a crisis, 

however, responsibility is forwarded to the top-management. Our respondents defined a crisis in 

general as something extremely bad that threats the existence of their company, mostly 

financially, sometimes it even seemed like the apocalypse to them, e.g. “survival” of the company. 

CM mostly included predefined measures and clear structures and doing everything possible to 

“keep the company alive”.  

 
Emerging Topics from the Cross-Case Analysis 
Within the fourth iteration round we did not find major emerging topics anymore. Instead, it 

constituted a confirmation of assumptions and emerged topics from previous rounds. We could 

find cultural traits which can be described as “typically German” and related to the cultural 

difference between Sweden and Germany. We found a more vertical, performance-oriented 

viewpoint among German firms compared to the Swedish horizontal viewpoint which involves 

the whole organization (holistic view). We will further elaborate on these cultural patterns in our 

theoretical discussion in chapter seven. 

 

Accumulated Learnings from iteration round 1-4: 
We started our empirical journey by exploring factors that foster or hinder CM in organizations, 

based on the recent emission scandal at VW. We learned that crises could be triggered internally, 

due to prevailing internal conditions within a company. In IR 2 we identified organizational 

structures as a possible influencing factor of CM. Moreover, we learned that organizational 

structures may not have the strong impact on CM we presumed but rather corporate culture could 

play a role. Within IR 3 we therefore explored corporate culture and its impact on CM procedures. 

We realized furthermore that corporate culture seems to be strongly influenced by the cultural 

origin of a company, mainly regarding the decision-making procedures, responsibilities and 

communication in a firm. Especially differences between the Swedish and the German company 

culture emerged. For this reason, we conducted a fourth IR where we interviewed German 

companies in order to find distinctive characteristics in the company culture and its subsequent 

effect on CM within the companies, compared to our Swedish participants. From the final round 

we learned that in the perception of our respondents within our empircial study there is a link 

between the cultural origin of a company and its CM procedures. Therefore, we reached a point 

of theoretical saturation, with no major upcoming topics we aimed to research within the scope 

of our thesis at that point. Within the following sections we will therefore elaborate further on our 

empirical findings, the cultural characteristics of Swedish and German crisis handling and its 

implications for fostering or hindering CM in multinational organizations.   
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6 Findings  

The underlying chapter constitutes the findings from our prior data analysis with emphasis 

on our final RQ “How does corporate culture impact corporate crisis management?” and our 

overarching and initial RQ “What fosters or hinders crisis management in multinational 

companies?”. First, we will present our findings based on our data analysis, followed by the 

introduction of our conceptual model. Subsequently we will elaborate on the model, how the 

different factors conspire together and in which context they can by applied. 

Within our iteration process several topics connected to CM in global corporations have emerged. 

We started by exploring which factors foster or hinder CM in organizations, triggered by the 

present emission scandal of VW. After having conducted several interviews, we further developed 

our theory by asking how culture impacts corporate CM. Based on our accumulated learnings 

from the final IR, we were able to derive the following findings and implications from our data 

throughout the IRs that were connected to our RQs: 

 Crises can be triggered internally, initiated by strict governance, hierarchy and 

insufficient transparency (IR1). 

 Organizational structures are influenced by the corporate culture of a company (IR2). 

 Corporate culture seems to be influenced by the cultural origin of a company, regarding 

decision-making procedures, responsibilities and communication (IR3). 

 In the perception of our respondents within our empirical study there is a link between 

the cultural origin of a company and its CM (IR4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Figure 10 we visualized our research process throughout the IRs. We arrived at the cultural 

origin of a company as a highly influencing factor for corporate culture and subsequently an 

important factor that seems to have the ability to trigger or hinder corporate CM. Organizational 

structures of a company were our initial focus of research. Although they did not have the strong 

influence on CM as presumed in the beginning, they are still influenced by the cultural origin of a 

company as well as the corporate culture. Additionally, organizational structures can have an 

impact on the corporate culture and subsequently they may still impact CM to some minor extent. 

In the following section we will therefore elaborate on our final theory, stating that the cultural 

origin of a company has an impact on its CM, as indicated by our empirical data. For that reason, 

we compared our generalized Swedish CM practices to several general German CM approaches, 

derived from our interview data. We also included factors that, according to our interviewees, are 

connected to CM practices in a company, such as hierarchies, communication-practices and 

processes in place. The differences are displayed in Table 2. 

Organizational 
Structures 

Corporate 
Culture 

Cultural  
Origin 

Crisis Management 
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 Sweden Germany 

Hierarchies 

 Flat 

 Basically No Hierarchical 

Structures 

 "Rigid" Hierarchies 

 Emphasis on Hierarchical 

Levels 

Processes  Informal ("The Corridor") 
 Formal (Through 

Hierarchical Levels) 

Communication-

Practices 

 Discussions 

 Consensus-seeking 

("Togetherness") 

 Open Communication 

 Transparency 

 Communication Restricted in 

Crisis Situations 

 Only People Involved in the 

Problem Get Information 

Department-

Organization 

 Responsibility Positions 

(Cross-departments) 
 Department Silos 

Orientation of Work 

Practices 

 Process-orientation  

(Holistic View) 

 Goal-orientation  

(Silo/Department-view) 

Most Crucial in CM  Reputation  Financial Result 

Characteristics of 

Working Culture 

 Empowerment 

 Trust 

 Transparency 

 Support 

 Compliance with Rules and 

Hierarchies 

 Discipline 

 Performance-driven 

 Structured 

Characteristics of 

CM 

 Individual Sensemaking 

 Ambiguous Responsibilities 

and Tasks 

 Preparation, Organization 

and Training 

 Clear Responsibilities and 

Tasks 

In general, we found out that the German organization can be characterized as having strictly 

defined, formal processes and rigid hierarchies as we assumed and which can also be confirmed 

by the characteristics of VW in the first IR: VW is known to be effective, top-down and centralized. 

CEO Martin Winterkorn has a reputation of being authoritarian, control-oriented and hard 

(Fredberg, 2015). Furthermore, employees work in department-silos and orient their 

performance at department-goals. In crisis situations communication is restricted to people that 

are directly involved or affected by the crisis. The biggest concern considered in decisions 

regarding CM in German-originated corporations is the financial result of a company. Moreover, 

German employees have fewer issues to comply with rules and regulations and do not question 

the hierarchical status of superiors. The working culture in German-originated multinationals can 

be described as being rather structured and performance-driven and responsibilities and tasks 

are clear for everyone in the company. Finally, training and preparation are part of the agenda. 

The Swedish organization, in contrast, was generally characterized by flat hierarchies, basically 

no hierarchical levels, more informal processes and a more holistic view in terms of processes 

compared to our German examples. Employees rather possess responsibility positions, meaning 

that tasks can also be cross functional rather than only in a specific department or function. The 

working culture in Swedish-originated companies was described as consisting of empowerment 

of lower-level employees, trust from superiors, transparency and support, if needed by the 

employees. The most crucial value in crisis situations in Swedish-originated companies was 

reputation (e.g. Edelvik, Nyfors). In terms of processes, employees have a rather holistic view on 
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the company, meaning that they orient their performance more at the overall performance of the 

company, rather than at department goals. Ultimately, the CM in Swedish companies is based on 

individual sensemaking, meaning that there is no special person or group responsible for CM but 

rather the persons with the best knowledge is obliged to tackle crises. Responsibilities therefore 

are rather ambiguous in a sense that they are not clear to everyone in the company.  

In the last step we identified from our interviews that our participants had varying interpretations 

for the word crisis and CM. We displayed these perceptions in table Participant Definitions for 

“Crisis” and “Crisis Management” that can be found in Appendix IV. From the different 

definitions of the word crisis we acknowledged the different perceptions and interpretations 

people can have for a crisis. For some people a crisis seems to be rather something unexpected 

that can be solved by appropriate measures, for other respondents a crisis seems to constitute the 

worst event that could happen. For this reason, before tackling a crisis, it must be put in a context, 

evaluating the threat level, for instance trough a time- or a scope-variable in order to be able to 

take appropriate measures. In the next section we will therefore introduce our conceptual 

framework. 

 

6.1 Conceptual Framework  

With the following conceptual framework, we aimed to give some action guidelines on which 

factors tackle or hinder CM in multinational companies. With our study we did not aim to assess 

which culture performs better in CM. For this reason, we extracted the different cultural 

characteristics from our Swedish and German company cases out of their cultural context and put 

them purposefully together, in order to create a “best case scenario”. This conceptual framework 

therefore contains cultural characteristics from both country’s origins. An aspect to consider, 

however, before planning for CM, is to assess the time and scope of a crisis. We therefore 

established a crisis classification matrix shown in Table 3. With the help of the crisis classification 

matrix, the crisis can be placed on a continuum, based on the scope of the crisis and the underlying 

time pressure, as the same response to different crisis and also different phases of a crisis would 

not be appropriate (Burnett, 1998). 

 

    Time Pressure 

   low high 

S
c

o
p

e
 

low Level 1 Level 2 

big Level 2 Level 3 

As shown in Table 3, a crisis can be placed on a continuum, depending on its severity. Low time 

pressure and a low crisis scope can be addressed as crisis level 1, a big crisis scope as well as high 

time pressure result in a crisis level 3, meaning that a crisis level 3 is more severe than a crisis 

level 1. The table is, however, not supposed to assess individual crises as being better or worse 

than others, rather it aims to give an idea about the general potential of crises to vary in degree, 

depending for example on scope and time level and subsequently demanding different responses 

(Burnett, 1998). In the next step, our conceptual framework is introduced. 
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We decided to base our conceptual framework on a situational continuum-model, with regards to 

the fact that crises are situation-dependent. For this reason, our conceptual framework can be 

divided in three periods: Pre-crisis, crisis and post-crisis. Pre-crisis describes the point of time 

before a crisis occurs. In this phase, a company still practices business-as-usual. The crisis phase 

describes the actual event when the crisis is happening, a specific point of time. That is when the 

crisis event just hit the company and decisions and countermeasures need to be taken quickly. 

The post-crisis phase addresses the time when the actual crisis event is over but the consequences 

of the crisis need to be dealt with, as well as organizational learning measures can be established. 

 

Furthermore, our conceptual framework shows three factors that impact corporate CM: 

Hierarchies, Involvement and Communication. Our model is the condensed version of where the 

created main categories from our fieldwork come together. These three categories have been 

derived from our structured codes which evolved from the 30 codes of our CCAs which were 

summarized earlier from the 140 initial open codes of our conducted WCAs. All three topics have 

been major drivers of the interview conversations in all four IRs and contributed to our empirical 

study (Appendix III, Coding WCA & CCA). Through clustering and sensemaking we declared 

hierarchies, involvement and communication as the most crucial categories to build our 

theoretical model regarding their impact on CM in a company in combination with our research 

findings. If taken into account appropriately, these factors foster effective CM in a company. If 

they are disregarded or practiced in an inappropriate way, these factors can also hinder corporate 

CM. Hierarchies describe the extent to which authoritarian levels are executed and followed by 

the members of the organization. If hierarchies are flat, control and command from superiors is 

not really practiced and everyone talks to everyone, independent of organizational levels. If 

hierarchies are rigid, however, authority levels are practiced and also perceived by all members of 

the organization, meaning that control and command is established and communication mostly 

happens over hierarchical levels. Also, decision-making in flat organizations is rather 

collaborative, e.g. through discussions and consensus-seeking, whereas in a rigid organization, 

individual persons or groups take the decisions that have to be complied with. Involvement 

addresses the extent to which employees voluntarily participate in the performance of the 

company as well as to which extent they are involved in decision-making processes. If involvement 

is low, employees are not much considered in decision-making and only execute their exact 

assigned tasks. If involvement is high, employees feel empowered and trusted, contributing to the 
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company’s decision-making and performance, e.g. through individual sensemaking. Finally, 

communication describes the extent and the speed to which information is shared across the 

company. If communication is low, important information is only shared within the top 

management and employees in the lower levels are not informed or are informed but only after a 

long time frame. If communication is high, important information is shared across the whole 

organization within a short time frame. 

 

Within our conceptual framework, we used arrows in order to show the appropriate amount of 

hierarchies, involvement and communication, depending on the crisis phase. We derived these 

amounts as recommendations from our empirical data, meaning that they are not supposed to 

represent immutable amounts but rather general recommendations that we derived from our 

interview data and the underlying cases. 

 

In the pre-crisis phase, hierarchies should be rather low in order to foster a company’s 

“togetherness” or resilience to crisis. Employees should be able to talk to each other and not be 

afraid to address problems. Doing that, small issues that have the potential to evolve to a crisis 

can be solved in an early stage already. During the actual crisis, however, hierarchies should be 

rather rigid, in a way that roles and responsibilities are clear to everyone in the organization and 

are complied with. Flat hierarchies in this crisis phase could lead to ambiguous roles and 

responsibilities and subsequently to confusion and frustration, exacerbating a crisis potentially. 

In the post-crisis phase hierarchies should be loosened again in order to rebuild the togetherness 

of the employees. In that way, they do not feel left alone and organizational learning can be shared 

across the corporation. Involvement should be rather high in a pre-crisis phase. That can also 

foster togetherness and resilience as well as providing different perspectives on issues, helping to 

detect problems in an early stage. During a crisis, however, involvement can lead to too many 

people involved and to too slow decision-processes. That is why in a crisis-phase, involvement 

should be rather low, meaning that decisions should be taken by people assigned to these 

decisions, without first discussing solutions with the employees. In the post-crisis phase, 

involvement can be increased, in order to include people in organizational learning and decisions 

regarding further action. Communication in the pre-crisis phase can be practiced on a normal 

level, meaning that information reaches the people who need this information. In a crisis, 

however, information is key and important to everyone to process a situation. For that reason, 

viable information should be spread across the whole organization in a short time frame in order 

for everyone to be able to assess the situation and make sense of it individually. Also, information 

is crucial for employees to feel as a part of the organization and to feel included in the solution for 

the problem. In the post-crisis phase, communication should still be high, as employees need to 

know what the consequences are and what they can contribute in order for the crisis to not happen 

again. However, the extent of information as well as the speed of spreading it can be decreased 

compared to the actual crisis-phase. 

 

Our conceptual framework is designed to give proposals for action to managers or crisis-related 

key persons in multinational organizations. It represents a best-case suggestion, derived from the 

empirical data from our 14 company cases in Sweden and Germany. The framework suggests how 

(crisis) managers can try to create a working culture that can prevent crises to occur and if they 

occur, how to proceed with them in the best possible way. We will further elaborate on the 

practicality of our conceptual framework and its connection to literature within our following 

theoretical discussion. 
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6.2 Limitations 

Through our methodological choices as well as the selection of data collection and data analysis 

method, our field of research and our time and resource constraints, our study was attended with 

limitations.  

 

CM constitutes a widely discussed topic. We chose to conduct an explorative study in order to 

establish an empirical foundation for our research field. As we proceeded we recognized 

furthermore that crisis and CM constitute terms with various associations, depending on 

subjective perceptions and interpretations of our respondents. It was therefore more suitable to 

conduct a qualitative study for our research topic, as it could have been hard to measure the 

intangible elements of CM through quantitative research methods. Moreover, we chose the 

companies and respondents for our empirical study based on our prior assumption about the 

companies as being global corporations and the respondents as being familiar with CM 

procedures within their corporation. We are aware of the fact that our selection criteria for our 

first respondents were theoretically weak. However, throughout our research process we could 

increase the quality of our preconditions through emerging theory and empirical evidence that 

constituted the base for further choices of participants. Additionally, we acknowledge the 

subjective perception of the terms crisis and CM by our respondents. Also, they were sometimes 

not able to differentiate CM from risk management due to overlapping conditions. That means 

that their descriptions for CM could also contain elements of risk management. Our companies 

and respondents have mainly a Swedish background, as we conducted our study in Sweden. Later 

in our research process, the comparison with the German culture emerged. We are aware that this 

was triggered by our own cultural background as Germans. Also we are aware that language bias 

might have slightly changed the meaning of our collected data. What our interview participants, 

who were of Swedish and German origin, explained and meant in the interviews and what we 

understood from it might have varied, as neither the participant’s nor our mother tongue is 

English. Also we conducted the interviews with the German interviewees in German and later on 

translated them which might have led to a different phrasing in the generated codes. Finally, it 

was our aim from the beginning to develop a conceptual framework that can be applied by key 

figures in corporations in a certain context (see Findings). However, our conceptual framework 

does not constitute an immutable solution to CM and even if the factors are implemented as 

suggested, crises can occur and proceed in a bad way as they still constitute an unpredictable and 

unexpected phenomenon (Pearson et al., 2007). 
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7 Discussion 

The underlying discussion presents the connection of our empirical data and our findings to 

existing literature in our field of study within CM. We divided our discussion in two parts, a 

theoretical- and a methodological discussion. Within the theoretical discussion we will 

elaborate on our a priori constructs and further theoretical concepts which emerged during 

our empirical study. Subsequently we will show how our methodological choices enhanced 

our research process in the scope of our methodological discussion. 

 

7.1 Theoretical Discussion 

Within our theoretical discussion we will show how our research supports and challenges existing 

literature. Therefore, we will discuss how our empirical findings relate to our a priori constructs 

and terminologies and how they contribute with new evidence. Generally, we saw that existing 

literature disregarded the importance of the cultural origin when dealing with corporate CM so 

far. Thus, we contributed with new empirical evidence to existing literature on CM. Furthermore, 

we put emphasis on factors that can foster or hinder CM by assessing their potential with the help 

of a situational continuum, included in our conceptual framework (Figure 11).  Although some of 

these factors have already been established within the literature on CM, we presented them in a 

new light. 

Position to Our A Priori Constructs 

In this section we will elaborate on previously introduced topics from our a priori constructs, 

including the ones mentioned in our clarification of terminologies. Hereby we only looked into 

relevant concepts, where we felt they have impacted our empirical findings in a way that they 

confirmed or contradicted them. Furthermore, we extended them with related topics we 

considered interesting throughout the research process.  

Characteristics of a Corporate Crisis  

The table of participant definitions of crisis and CM (Appendix IV) shows various opinions on 

how our participants understood and defined a crisis and CM and at what point they declared an 

incident as a corporate crisis. In connection to our a priori constructs most descriptions we 

received fit Weick’s (1988, p. 305) definition of a “low probability/high consequence event” which 

constitutes a threat to the firm. Due to their uncertain character, corporate crises are in general 

impossible to control or predict (Beck & Holzer, 2007). However, the development of a crisis also 

depends on what is done before and after the occurring incident. Connected to cultural origin we 

saw a more severe meaning of the word crisis from our German interviewees, as their definitions 

can be compared to what we labelled as “near apocalypse”, e.g. when they talked about CM as 

ensuring the “survival” of the company (Dengler, 2016; Reichert, 2016). For our Swedish firms, a 

crisis might already start with a gradual deviation from business as usual conditions: “something 

that would take down a vital part of our delivery capacity to customers, more than 3-4 days” (Bake, 

2016), but retaining their Viking attitude “You know, it could be worse” (Hagberg, 2016). Often 

the given definitions of CM were connected to immediate action. Our interviewees put strong 

emphasis on “the role of taking action” (Billund, 2016; Grädde, 2016; Sund, 2016; Söderberg, 

2016) as well as employee empowerment and clear responsibilities (Jakobs, 2016; Jorden, 2016; 

Pillkvist, 2016; Sund, 2016).  
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Rapid Sensemaking and Taking Action under Uncertainty  

In situations with time constraints rational and rapid sensemaking in a complex and uncertain 

environment become crucial to prevent the worst from happening (Rerup, 2009; Weick, 1995). 

However, as crises are rare, organizational sensemaking tends to break down during crises 

(Roberts, Madsen, & Desai, 2007). If the understanding of the situation is missing, the actions 

undertaken may be misinterpreted. This can intensify crises before people know what they are 

doing (Weick, 1988). Among our interviewees many participants said they want employees to take 

action and that it is more important to take actions than doing nothing: “You don’t get hanged 

because you’ve failed, you get hanged for doing nothing” (Pillkvist, 2016). However, Viktor Viking 

agreed with Weick (1988) and uttered it would be better to do nothing before taking the wrong 

actions: “Take it cool, before you do something stupid” (Viking, 2016). Germany and Sweden are 

individualist cultures and “individualism and collectivism strongly influence ways of thinking 

(Bhagat, Kedia, Harveston, & Triandis, 2002, p. 208)”. To be more precise, they influence how 

members of a culture treat, interpret and make use of information and knowledge. Thus, 

sensemaking approaches differ in Sweden and Germany from a cultural perspective. Overall it 

becomes crucial to see the bigger picture and to help people prevent larger crises by smart 

management of smaller crises (Weick, 1988). Methods that facilitate sensemaking during a crisis 

help coping with unexpected events. Our interviewees from Swedish companies introduced the 

importance of ad-hoc decision-making. They involve the most knowledgeable people in the field 

where an issue is building up as well as the ones closest to the product (Danielsson, 2016; 

Hagberg, 2016; Nordmann, 2016). Sayegh et al. (2004) claim that intuitive actions under 

uncertainty have an impact on the decision-making process of employees. Therefore, action plans, 

transparency and information flow throughout different departments is important to align 

involved employees and support them in their sensemaking process, as the crisis otherwise is 

likely to get out of control (Weick, 1988). Developed shared understandings by organizational 

members drive organizational activities and outcome (Weick, 1995). With the help of collective 

sensemaking and through interactions among employees, similar and compatible mental models 

are connected (Roberts et al., 2007). In our empirical study we identified the importance of 

communication for the Swedish firms, whereas in our German companies communication during 

crises was rather reserved from what our interviewees experienced. This could be a trigger for 

internal-induced crises (Fischbacher‐Smith & Fischbacher‐Smith, 2014). On the other side, 

German companies seem to be more involved into action plans and structured crisis handling 

compared to the Swedish firms we interviewed. Both factors, communication and planning, seem 

to be important to solve a crisis in a positive way, where we see a combination of the German and 

Swedish approach as most beneficial for rapid sensemaking in crisis situations.  

Sensemaking and Effective Communication in Different Crisis Phases    

Not only is ad-hoc sensemaking important in crisis situations, the concept of crisis inquiry 

sensemaking gives important insights into “how people construct and interpret crisis events as 

well as how people recount crisis events they experienced on prior occasions” (Gephart, 2007, p. 

155). According to Gephart (2007) CM should be based on experience. However, we encountered 

controversial viewpoints on the importance of training for crisis situations, where some 

participants found training valuable (Grädde, 2016; Jorden, 2016) and others described it as 

redundant (Hagberg, 2016). The literature suggests further investigation in the occurrence of a 

crisis due to incidents in the predevelopmental phase of a crisis. Moreover, sensemaking practices 

and processes should be compared in terms of predevelopment and post accident inquiries (pre-

crisis and post-crisis in our conceptual framework). It can be tricky to identify when the pre-phase 

of a crisis starts, as it may be overseen that a crisis is about to occur and no hearings can be 

conducted at this point. Our data analysis has shown a dissension amongst our interview 

participants about when a crisis event occurs. This is in line with CM literature, where it is 
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described that potential threats might only be recognized by employees at a further elevated and 

more intense stage (Rerup, 2009; Weick, 1995). Detlev Danielsson (2016) also pointed out the 

importance of having a definition within a company when a crisis is building up and how this 

could be handled to overcome lethargy in action at this stage. The dynamics in sensemaking help 

managers to sustain a sense of shared meaning through important features in the anticipation of 

different stakeholders’ views of crisis issues. This approach, among others, drives effective crisis 

communication and benefits the prevention or the management of a crisis in a firm (Gephart, 

2007). Communication in times of crisis is essential (Coombs, 2014). It becomes especially 

important during an occurring incident where high transparency is recommended as shown in 

our conceptual framework. 

Crisis Management and Crisis Learning  

When looking into the definitions of our participants regarding CM (Appendix IV), we often 

received the following description: overcoming the crisis with available resources with the help of 

processes and plans to limit the damage to the firm. “If you fail to plan, you plan to fail” (Fitzhenry, 

1993) has been true already many years ago. Within the existing literature CM is often dependent 

on the scope of a crisis (Burnett, 1998; Kovoor-Misra & Misra, 2007) or separated into different 

stages of managing the incident, as stated above earlier. Burnett (1998) claims that crises must be 

placed on a continuum, linked to its severity and other criteria, due to the fact that crises are not 

alike and the same response would not be appropriate for various crises. She therefore introduced 

a classification matrix based on time pressure and threat level (Burnett, 1998). Identified phases 

of CM, are for example, according to Mitroff (2005, p. 205)  and Mitroff & Pearson (2003, pp. 10-

11) the (1) sensing of early warning signals, (2) preparedness of a firm and crisis prevention, (3) 

damage containment, (4) business recovery and continuity, (5) learning from the experience and 

(6) redesign of the business processes and a shift to the newly resulting conditions. There are 

contradictory opinions towards learning from crises. Where some see it as beneficial (Mitroff, 

2005; Pearson & Mitroff, 1993) other sources claim that “learning from crisis can lead to rigid 

behavior hampering future CM and organizational resilience” (Deverell, 2012, p. 26). 

Furthermore, prior crisis experience may not be sufficient for effective future crisis responses. We 

acknowledge the existence of an intrinsic contradiction in regard to crisis-induced learning. 

According to Pauchant & Mitroff (1990, p. 132), CM does not only exist to return to the prior status 

quo and to continue “business as usual”, it rather needs to be “transcended” in regard to potential 

disasters. Among our interviewees we did not receive very detailed answers concerning crisis 

phases. It was rather an assessment depending on its scope and situation (Billund, 2016; Jorden, 

2016). The main factor mentioned was to limit the damage and to be prepared or to have a plan 

in place (Dengler, 2016; Johansson, 2016; Nordmann, 2016; Reichert, 2016). We could see a lack 

of awareness of the fact that CM already starts before the actual crisis occurs (in the pre-crisis 

phase). From our interviewees we got the perception that they think more about the actual crisis 

and post-crisis handling. Furthermore, a crisis can be seen as an indicator for change, also 

connected to potential organizational learning (Deverell, 2010). In our conceptual model we 

therefore included all three time slots, to also add post-crisis learnings for potential future pre-

crisis support.  

Impact of Organizational Structures and Crisis Scope on Crisis Management 

Sensemaking differs between the top level managers and lower level managers or employees who 

are supposed to handle crises. This is mainly due to a lack of information or varying 

interpretations of a specific situation (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). Especially among the German 

interviewees we found that the missing information, trust and empowerment limit their action 

space in times of crises, e.g. through clearly defined processes, procedures and the necessity of 

superior approval (Colmer, 2016; Jakobs, 2016). This may be due to the hierarchical structures of 
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the big companies we interviewed in our German sample. With our Swedish sample we did not 

face this issue, as organizational structures have been described as flat and horizontal in contrast 

to rather rigid and vertical structures in the German companies. Therefore, the cultural origin 

which impacts corporate culture and subsequently the organizational structure, seem to influence 

CM as shown in our findings. Rigid hierarchies, on the one hand, offer better control over the 

decision-making process but at the same time require higher costs in terms of providing control 

mechanisms. Flat structures or polyarchies on the other hand, are more open to communication 

and innovation but at the same time lack adequate control against incompetent decision-making 

(Sah & Stiglitz, 1986). Both can foster or hinder CM depending on the situation. The bigger a 

crisis, the stiffer a structure should be. This enables fast decision-making, delegating tasks and 

giving clear instructions. Viktor Viking (2016) stated that the hierarchical structures in a company 

would “go from democracy to dictatorship” with an increasing crisis scope. In contrast to our 

findings Bolman & Deal (2008) state that vertical coordination is generally superior if an 

environment is stable, tasks are well understood and predictable, and uniformity is essential. 

Horizontal communication works best when a complex task is performed in a turbulent, fast-

changing environment (Bolman & Deal, 2008). Therefore, rigidity can lead to conflict, depending 

on the situation.  

 

For instance, in the case where “organizational structures that are rigidly designed […] limit 

collaboration through silo-thinking, when there is actually a need to work interdepartmentally” 

(Stone, 2004, p. 15). When thinking in silos or departments, a special work group tends to only 

focus on the result of their unit rather than a common goal of the corporation (Bolman & Deal, 

2008; Stone, 2004). This was for example confirmed by Robin Reichert (2016)  among our 

interviewees by pointing out that employees in German companies tend to focus only on 

department-results rather than having a holistic view on the company. This problem can be 

transformed to the area of CM, as small crises in special departments often have implications for 

other departments, referred to as a systemic approach of a crisis (Pearson et al., 2007). But due 

to the organizational structure or department organization, these interrelations are often 

disregarded and can therefore exacerbate the development of a crisis (Rosenthal et al., 2001; 

Seeger et al., 2005; Tuite, Chisholm & Radnor, 1972). For this reason, we displayed the role of 

hierarchies in our conceptual model on a continuum to be able to loosen the structure before a 

crisis or after it has occurred, as this seems most appropriate according to our research findings 

and fosters involvement also on a horizontal level. 

 

The Gray Zone in Connection to the Dynamics of a Crisis  

In respect to the earlier introduced gray zone, we did not specifically focus on extreme cases for 

our empirical study, meaning no clear success or failure cases with regard to their CM. It is hard 

to categorize a crisis into a pure failure or success case as it can be divided into different phases. 

Mitroff & Pearson (2003) suggest phases, where a company can experience a more positive or 

more negative tendency at different stages. Situation-dependent, ambiguous outcomes of a crisis 

can be either categorized as a success, near-success, failure or near-failure, also depending on the 

perspective (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; Rerup, 2006). When asking our participants about their 

opinion on the examined Volkswagen crisis, some saw it as a failure due to loss of image, resulting 

from miscommunication and cheating and how VW handled the crisis overall (Bake, 2016; 

Johansson, 2016; Pillkvist, 2016). Others, however, indicated that the final outcome was a 

success, as VW raised a lot of attention and sold more cars than ever before, “because it is a good 

car anyway” (Söderberg, 2016; Viking, 2016). Subsequently, we focused on the gray zone by 

conducting cases in-between extremes to overcome bias, increase the generalizability of our 

findings (Rerup, 2006) and restrain ourselves from strictly categorizing our explored phenomena 

overall. The inclusion of all potential four dimensions among our case studies allowed variety and 



 

 56 

richness in our data collection. We acknowledged the phenomenon of a crisis as a continuum 

where things can turn out better or worse from one stage to the next.  

Emerging Topics from our Final Iteration Round of Our Empirical Study  

“How Does Culture Impact Corporate Crisis Management?” 

The underlying RQ “How does culture impact corporate CM?” was introduced through mentioned 

topics from our interviewees. Throughout the interviews we recognized that several of our 

participants, in explaining their organization, corporate culture and CM procedures, referred to 

their cultural origin or compared it to other cultures, especially Germany. We therefore explored 

the influence of the cultural origin mostly during our 4th IR when we interviewed several German 

companies, in order to be able to compare different perspectives on the topic. What we 

experienced from our interviews was that culture can be linked to CM, e.g. in the sense of different 

corporate culture characteristics, crisis preparation as well as different behavior during crises. 

Our research suggests that cultural origin has an impact on the company culture and that in turn 

impacts the organizational structures of a firm in a reciprocal fashion. The cultural origin also 

affects the organizational structures to some extent and all three determinants influence the 

handling in times of crises as shown in Figure 10. Therefore, we identified a strong influence from 

the roots of a company: its cultural origin. We confirmed this assumption in our fourth and final 

IR. As we felt that we have reached theoretical saturation at this point, we elaborate further on 

our final accumulated learnings, as everything else developed from this point in our research 

process. 

Cultural Differences in the Swedish and German Culture 

Culture influences how its members process and make sense of information and knowledge. Built 

on the early work of Hofstede (1980; 1991), and more recent acquirements by Lewis (2000) and 

Bhagat et al. (2002), there are differences between cultural patterns in societies. Within our 

empirical study, we examined the Swedish and the German culture, connected to its CM 

implications. Cultural patterns can be grouped into vertical individualism, horizontal 

individualism, vertical collectivism and horizontal collectivism as shown in Figure 12.  
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Individualism and collectivism constitute social patterns that define shared patterns of beliefs, 

attitudes, norms and values of a society. Individualism, in that sense, can be defined as a social 

pattern consisting of loosely linked individuals viewing themselves as independent of collectives 

and being motivated by their own preferences, needs and rights (Bhagat et al., 2002). Based on 

our empirical data we linked these characteristics to our conducted company cases, as both 

cultures are independent and individualist. They, however, differ in the vertical and horizontal 

level. The upper left quadrant stands for seeing each other as unique and accepting inequalities 

(e.g. Germans). They tend to hoard knowledge, which is seen as power. The upper right domain 

consists of horizontal individualists (e.g. Swedes) who see themselves as equal in status with high 

tolerance for ambiguity and complexity. The side of collectivism consisting of closely linked 

individuals who see themselves as belonging to one or more collectives (e.g. family, organization) 

has not been further examined in that context as it is more common in other parts of the world, 

e.g. Asia (Bhagat et al., 2002). We found indicators for this cultural mapping in our empirical 

data. Our Swedish companies mostly showed flat organizational structures, loose hierarchies, an 

emphasis on discussions and consensus-seeking and mostly informal processes, indicating a more 

horizontal pattern with equal status. Our German companies showed stronger hierarchies and 

formal processes, indicating the acceptance of social class structure.  

 

In Hofstede’s model of six cultural dimensions, 6D model (Power Distance, Individualism, 

Masculinity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long Term Orientation and Indulgence), we discovered 

further explanations for our implications connected to cultural behavior in the Swedish and the 

German culture we received in our fieldwork. A comparison between both countries with the help 

of the 6D model is shown in Figure 13 (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). Hofstede agrees with Bhagat 

et al. (2002) on the horizontal structure in Sweden which was also described by our Swedish 

interview participants, for example the use of hierarchies on paper only. Power Distance as 

described by Hofstede is similarly low in Sweden (31) and Germany (35). As it stands for the 

acceptance of unequally distributed power, it is not in line with Bhagat et al. (2002), who group 

the two cultures in two different boxes: horizontal and vertical. Our empirical data is more linked 

to a differentiated view towards power distance than in Bhagat et al. (2002), as the findings 

revealed strong hierarchical organizational structures within our German case companies and flat 
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hierarchies in the Swedish cases. Both countries score high (71/67) on the Individualist 

dimension (The Hofstede Centre, 2016), which was indicated by individualist society patterns 

discussed earlier (Bhagat et al., 2002). However, in our empirical data we found that emphasis 

was on consensus discussions and mutual agreements in Swedish firms which contradicts the 

individualist characteristic to some extent and shows a more collectivist nature. In Germany we 

recognized a clear individualistic “rewards on personal achievements” approach and defined 

responsibilities of the individuals. The 6D model shows a big difference in Masculinity between 

the two countries, where Sweden scores very low (5 = feminine society) and Germany relatively 

high (66= masculine society) (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). Swedes prefer work-life-balance, 

inclusivity and involvement over lifting themselves above others for personal benefits. This was 

confirmed by our empirical data where we heard much about people valuing equality and 

solidarity in the working environment. Lewis (2000, p. 339), however, describes the “avoidance 

of conflict” and “fear of confrontation” as well as the reliance on the team as weak points for 

Swedish firms from a business relations perspective. When speed is required these characteristics 

can detain CM procedures. In contrast, performance is highly valued in the German society where 

everything is based on a goal-achievement system. Our empirical findings imply that Germans 

have a rather silo-thinking approach to do everything in favor for their working department. This 

can be an obstacle when a holistic solution is needed to manage a crisis effectively (Rennberg, 

2016). We encountered another big difference with regard to Uncertainty Avoidance (29/65) and 

Long Term Orientation (53/83), where Sweden scores rather low and people tend to have a 

relaxed attitude towards uncertainty and unexpected situations (Hagberg, 2016; Pillkvist, 2016). 

Germany in contrast, scores high underlining the security-seeking nature in the German business 

environment where everything needs to be according to plan (Lewis, 2000; The Hofstede Centre, 

2016). Germans are not as flexible and adaptable when unexpected events hit the firm. They 

believe an “organization will be successful if procedures are first perfected, then kept in place” 

(Lewis, 2000, p. 230). In the last dimension, Indulgence, Sweden scores high (78) which is in line 

with the optimistic attitude described during our interviews with the Swedish sample. Germany 

scores comparatively low (40) characterizing a rather pessimistic culture. Next to many 

similarities between cultural characteristics in the literature and our empirically collected data, 

we also found some contradictions and differences between the models. Overall, we found that 

due to cultural differences and different understandings of certain situations, the assessment of 

crises varies between these countries. Additionally, the point of time when a crisis can be classified 

as a crisis is quite different (Appendix IV) as well as CM. The main differences we identified 

through our empirical data collection and the literature examination are listed below. A more 

detailed list has been presented earlier in chapter six with our findings.  

Sweden 

Horizontal (Flat Hierarchies, Equal Status) 

Process-orientation & Holistic View (Femininity) 

Germany 

Vertical (Rigid Hierarchies, Unequal Status) 

Goal-orientation & Silo-view (Masculinity)  

It is, however, not our aim to blame every phenomenon that we came across in connection to CM, 

on culture. We acknowledge that there are various factors which may have influenced the specific 

CM procedures and behavior in the firm. For example, our empirical study showed a trend that 

the German companies had a planning approach towards CM with clear procedures in place for 

several types of crises (Colmer, 2016; Dengler, 2016; Reichert, 2016). That has also been indicated 

by the high uncertainty avoidance score (The Hofstede Centre, 2016). In contrast to that, we found 

out that the majority of Swedish companies prefers to act ad-hoc and does not follow a specific 

crisis plan (Bake, 2016; Billund, 2016; Nordmann, 2016), perhaps also due to the fact that Swede’s 

are more flexible and optimistic as explained by a high score on indulgence (The Hofstede Centre, 

2016). In the literature we did not find this connection between planning for crisis and the cultural 
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origin. Rather, it is stated that the size of a company is responsible for the existence of a crisis 

plan, also due to accumulated knowledge and learnings taken away from former crises. Johansen, 

Aggerholm & Frandsen (2012) found through their study a strong positive relation between 

organizational size and having a CM plan, a crisis team and formalized procedures.  

Remarks Towards Our Cultural Aproach:  

“What Fosters or Hinders Corporate Crisis Management?”   

When looking at our overarching RQ about what fosters or hinders CM, we could take away 

learnings from both sides of our bicultural study. The prior mentioned criteria from our findings 

(table 2) could give the impression of having negative and positive connotations. It was, however, 

not the intention with our findings to evaluate which cultural characteristics are good or bad and 

which culture subsequently performs better in CM. In fact, there are fostering and hindering 

implications stemming from both countries’ corporate culture and CM characteristics.  

Beneficial and Detrimental Cultural Indicators for Crisis Management (Sweden vs. Germany) 

Starting with preparation and training for crisis situations (pre-crisis), our German company 

cases predominantly had trainings and procedures implemented (Colmer, 2016; Reichert, 2016). 

In contrast, our Swedish company cases mentioned more often individual sensemaking and that 

the person with the best knowledge will handle the issue when it comes up (Danielsson, 2016; 

Hagberg, 2016; Nordmann, 2016). German crisis preparation therefore can be characterized to 

be more structured and anticipating, whereas Swedish pre-crisis behavior can be characterized as 

being more spontaneous and situational. Still, concerning corporate culture and atmosphere, our 

German participants described themselves as being very performance-oriented, hierarchical and 

authoritarian. This goes in line with the discussed cultural dimensions from The Hofstede Center 

(2016) and the extreme linear-active cultural type of Germans as displayed in the Lewis Model. 

This model was created for cross-cultural communication and to raise cultural awareness. It 

describes Germans as cool, factual and decisive planners within a business environment (Lewis, 

2000). The Swedish business environment after Lewis (2000) is characterized by horizontal 

hierarchies, small power distance and the importance of communication and information flow to 

motivate employees. That confirms the statements we encountered during our interviews. In case 

of a crisis, the two cultures also had different approaches: Whereas Swedish companies seemed 

to rely more on individual or collective (consensus) sensemaking. Also the person closest to the 

issue or with the best knowledge solves a crisis by intuition (Colmer, 2016; Reichert, 2016). The 

German companies generally seemed to have clear responsibilities and procedures assigned 

(Jakobs, 2016; Rennberg, 2016). On the one side, sensemaking and proactive decision taking in a 

crisis situation can be helpful and are based on trust and empowerment of the employees (Roberts 

et al., 2007). On the other side, it could be helpful to have a contingency plan with clear 

responsibilities and procedures in place (Smith, 1990). That is due to the ambiguity of 

responsibilities and tasks in the rather Swedish individual sensemaking approach. Ambiguity can 

lead to perception gaps concerning what constitutes the responsibilities of employees and 

subsequently to frustration and could therefore hinder CM. Ultimately, the more department-

oriented process approach of our German companies could hinder CM in the sense of the 

departments not talking to each other and therefore letting little issues evolve into serious 

problems. In a more holistic process-oriented view, often mentioned by our Swedish participants, 

issues tend to be identified and tackled earlier. As a result, we identified hindering and fostering 

cultural characteristics for CM in both country’s cultures. 
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The Influence of the Cultural Origin on Corporate Culture 

Before examining the impact of the cultural origin on the CM of a firm, our research has led us 

through another IR which looked into corporate culture as a mutually influencing factor on 

organizational structures and its impact on CM. During our case analyses we also looked into 

similarities and differences in terms of company values. These values characterize a company’s 

broad corporate culture (Posner, Kouzes, & Schmidt, 1985). This, in turn, is based on the intrinsic 

cultural belief system of the organization and reflects the emotional persuasion, traits and values 

of senior executive mindsets. Thus, it can hinder or facilitate preparation or CM thinking at the 

company’s core (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). We derived our knowledge about company values 

within our cases from the respective websites. Due to the anonymity of our empirical study we 

cannot reveal the sources as well as the specific phrasing of these values. For this reason, we 

summarized the most frequent appearing values on which we further elaborate.  

To start with, both countries put similar emphasis on Innovation and a Development-Driven 

approach among their corporate values, which shows their ambitions in creating contemporary 

products and services for their customers. Sweden and Germany are among the four innovation 

leaders in Europe and well above the EU average (European Commission, 2014). These values 

indicate preparedness for change and an entrepreneurial orientation which stimulates innovation 

(Dess & Lumpkin, 2005). As a result, crisis and how it is managed can bring new opportunities 

for renewal and corporate entrepreneurship to the organizations (Abdul Rashid, Sambasivan, & 

Abdul Rahman, 2004; Seeger et al., 2005). In order for the Swedish and German organizations to 

live up to their values, response to failure, post-crisis- as well as organizational learning can help 

increasing the corporate innovation capability and extend their competitive advantage (Cohen & 

Levinthal, 1990). Besides these similarities we found major differences in some of the company 

values we researched. In our Swedish companies the corporate values Simplicity, Togetherness 

and Empowerment were at the forefront, which also applied to the descriptions of CM we received 

within our empirical study: communication and support, considering the holistic view/consensus 

and proactively taking on responsibility (Coding CCA, Appendix III). This is also in line with 

typical Swedish cultural values extracted from the literature addressing cross-cultural 

management, where characteristics like loyalty, equality, honesty, tolerance and modesty have 

been mentioned (Lewis, 2000). In our German companies corporate values like Discipline, High 

Performance and Quality were most common, which was confirmed by the German participants’ 

description on how CM is carried out in their respective organization: clearly defined and 

structured, goal-oriented, fast-paced and management-driven (Coding CCA, Appendix III). Lewis 

(2000) characterizes Germans with typical cultural traits like: strong sense of duty, time-

dominated, organized, honest and serious. This analysis indicates a possible influence of the 

cultural origin of an organization (Sweden and Germany) on its corporate culture which 

subsequently impacts its corporate CM, as stated in the analysis of our empirical fieldwork. Our 

study contributes with these insights to the area of CM in a cultural context, as existing literature 

did not provide this link between culture and CM so far.  

Application of Our Conceptual Model to Crisis Management Theory 

Our conceptual model is aiming to give general suggestions, taken out of the cultural context, on 

the intensity of Hierarchies, Involvement and Communication. These factors are placed on a 

continuum in the different phases of a crisis: pre-crisis, crisis and post-crisis. The mentioned 

categories constitute a final summary of our collected clustered codes from our empirical study. 

The model has been created for beneficial outcomes and successful management of a crisis as 

described by our interviewees. These outcomes were taken to a broader non-cultural level to raise 
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awareness and hand over behavioral suggestions for action. Globally operating companies which 

are likely to face various crises in a complex world have the possibility to apply these suggestions.  

As displayed in the initial case of VW, the characteristics in our proposed model can lead to a 

corporate culture of fear (Pröckl, 2015) if the intensity of the three factors are wrongly assigned 

to the actual crisis phase. The combination of rigid organizational structures, stiff hierarchies, 

missing involvement of key employees, as well as little or no communication about issues with the 

cheating software within the firm, exacerbated the crisis at VW, followed by loss of reputation and 

image worldwide (Ambrose, 2015). Through high transparency and open communication 

internally (to employees) and externally (towards stakeholders: media, customers, suppliers etc.), 

the crisis may have been solved more smoothly. In combination with clear and unambiguous 

instructions as suggested by our model, the image and reputation during a crisis like this could be 

protected, as retaining a good image is central to the continuity of a firm (Coombs, 2007). 

Frameworks have been created on how to protect the organizational reputation during a crisis, 

linked to the estimation of the type of crisis and respective crisis response strategies. When 

looking at a crisis like the initial VW case, crisis response strategies involving apology or corrective 

action to treat the crisis seriously are recommended (Timothy & Holladay, 2002). This would have 

involved transparency and open communication from VW. However, the way of managing 

corporate crises as VW did seems to be common in German-originating companies, as 

experienced by our interviewees (Colmer, 2016; Dengler, 2016). Also cross-cultural literature 

addresses the existence of too much secrecy in German organizations where information does not 

flow freely:”Knowlegde is power, power flows from the top down” (Lewis, 2000, p. 230). Swedish 

companies, in contrast, resulted in having a generally more open communication structure, less 

hierarchical structures and therefore foster the togetherness of employees. These cultural 

characteristics were described by the interviewees as a decreasing factor for the probability of 

occurrence of an internal crisis or as crisis calming factors (Jorden, 2016). Also Pearson & Mitroff 

(1993, p. 54) claim that effective CM should be an integrative system including “open and effective 

communication channels among levels and across divisions, as well as job descriptions which 

specify who is accountable for supporting CM activities and reporting bad news”. Discussions, 

unclear guidelines from the management, consensus-seeking and the concept of slow decision 

taking are controversial indicators for this phenomenon (Lewis, 2000). Although decisions taken 

in Swedish firms may be considered delayed, relying on the team, in the end everybody is in line 

with it and will be pulling the same way (Lewis, 2000, p. 339). In this case, our model suggests 

more details plans and instructions through hierarchies within the peak of a crisis to gain speed 

in decision-making. In contrast, the German’s individual convictions often lead to internal 

discord, a hindering factor for CM (Lewis, 2000), where our model suggests to have the right 

people involved to be able to see the bigger picture in decision-taking. Therefore, we see the model 

as helpful for CM in globally operating companies, also with various cultures of origin. We, 

however, acknowledge that cultural differences can be highly diverse and this framework might 

not fit all country cultures in any type of crisis.   

 

7.2 Methodological Discussion  

 
Our methodological and philosophical choices were valuable to understand how culture impacts 

CM and to examine factors that foster or hinder corporate CM. Within this section we will 

therefore elaborate on how our research implications, following from our philosophical and 

methodological choices, supported and guided our research process. 

 

Pragmatism as research philosophy allowed us to stay flexible throughout our research process. 

We were able to include any triangulation (methodological-, investigator- and case triangulation) 
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that was necessary to understand our RQ and it allowed us to adapt our research to change, in 

terms of direction of research through emerging topics (Saunders et al., 2009). We started by 

asking what fosters or hinders CM and later shifted the focus on the question how culture impacts 

corporate CM. Using our streamlined version, based partly on GTM by Glaser & Strauss (1967), 

but to a larger extent of BTCR by Eisenhardt (1989), allowed us to work inductively and 

explorative. We were able to shed new light on the topic of CM by adding rather neglected cultural 

perspectives as an impacting factor on CM to the literature (Robson, 2002). Furthermore, the 

combination of research approaches enabled us to use the advantageous research tools of both 

methods. Through mainly applying BTCR we were able to use a priori constructs, triangulation 

methods, WCA and CCA to construct and make sense of our data. GTM provided us with the 

concept of theoretical sensitivity and enabled us to go through an iterative process of purposefully 

selecting data, theoretical coding and memoing (Glaser, 1978). Moreover, through theoretical 

sensitivity and our a priori constructs we were able to stay close to our data. The inductive iterative 

analysis process of going back and forth between our data and emerging theory enabled us to let 

theory emerge that is focused and decisive (Charmaz, 2008). As researchers, we have taken part 

in the construction of our empirical data through applying our skills, a priori knowledge, 

experiences and interpretations, which also influenced the research direction. Finally, our 

analysis and findings resulted in a conceptual model that can be applied in a certain context whose 

scope had been explained and limited within our findings and discussion. We do not perceive our 

findings as the universal truth but rather as the most useful, probable and credible result based 

on the underlying situation and context (Egholm, 2014; Pansiri, 2005). 

 

We are happy to share our findings with other researchers in order to bring the topic of culture 

within CM forward. However, this does not go without confidentiality for our interviewees. As CM 

constitutes a sensitive topic, it was a requirement to change the names of participants as well as 

companies in order to ensure that they are willing to talk about the topic unrestrained and without 

having to fear any consequences. The full transcripts are therefore not attached to the thesis. 

Instead, we made transcript summaries where we changed the names of our interviewees to 

aliases to be able to guarantee anonymity. We hope that through our conducted study on culture 

and CM we inspire other researchers to continue our enlightening research journey in the future. 
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8 Conclusion 

In the final chapter of the underlying study we will reflect upon our most important findings, 

implications and our contribution to CM literature. Furthermore, we will provide an answer 

to our final RQs “How does culture impact corporate crisis management?” and our 

overarching RQ “What fosters or hinders corporate crisis management?”. Finally we will 

provide the reader with implications for further research. 

 

8.1 Concluding Remarks  

The purpose of the underlying master thesis was to understand which factors foster or hinder CM 

in globally operating companies with a later emerging emphasis on the role of cultural origin. To 

fulfill the purpose of this study we chose to execute an empirical study with a gradual involvement 

of theory to back up our findings and become more specific with our further empirical research 

throughout the process.  

 

We believe that our thesis contributed to the field of CM by generating empirical data through 

which we were able to discover novel insights as well as adding to and challenging existing 

literature within the field of CM as existing literature did not acknowledge the impact of the 

cultural origin of a company on its CM procedures yet. Based on our generated empirical data we 

developed a conceptual framework which offers potential support to CEOs and key persons 

involved or interested in the field of CM in practice. 

 

Using a pragmatist research approach, our main goal with this master thesis was to find an answer 

to our initial RQ What fosters or hinders CM? and our final RQ that emerged from our fieldwork 

How does culture impact corporate crisis management?. We see our mission accomplished by 

providing a conceptual framework and discussing the implications of the framework for practical 

use. By examining the German and Swedish company cultures, their approaches to handle 

corporate crises and the subsequent impact from the cultural origin on CM, we designed our 

conceptual framework. We based the respective framework on a continuum, suggesting that crises 

constitute a process instead of a single event. This process includes the pre-crisis, crisis and post-

crisis phase. Moreover, we recognized the multifaceted nature of a crisis and established an 

understanding about a crisis being a situational event. Therefore, it requires different reactions 

and measures to an equivalent extent at various points of time. Extracted from their cultural 

context, we furthermore suggested three main factors that can influence CM positively or 

negatively, resulting from our findings: Hierarchies, Involvement and Communication. The 

implication of our situational continuum framework was that in distinct phases of a crisis, a 

different amount of each of these factors is needed in order to prevent or manage the crisis. We 

trust our developed framework has not only added to literature, but furthermore has the potential 

to give concerned key people in practice a poke towards the right direction. Especially due to the 

fact that the continuum and degree of intensity of the aforementioned categories can be fit to the 

specific needs of the firm to the specific crisis phases. 

 

Generally, we contributed to existing literature by providing an empirical foundation for the 

coherence of the cultural origin and corporate CM in a new light. Existing literature has not yet 

acknowledged the impact of a company’s cultural origin on CM. The role of organizational 

learning has been pointed out by several researchers (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Roberts et al., 

2007), as well as potential learnings taken away from previous crises (Deverell, 2010; Deverell, 

2012; Mitroff, 2005). This has also been transferred to a cultural level from a post-crisis 

perspective in a broader sense, such as the transfer of knowledge across cultural borders (Abdul 
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Rashid et al., 2004; Bhagat et al., 2002; Kirkman & Shapiro, 2001; Seeger et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, we found contradictive views on the topic if crisis planning is possible or not 

(Deverell, 2010; Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). In the literature, however, we did not come across 

indicators for what triggers a crisis and what exacerbates or reliefs it in a cultural context.  

 

During our research we were able to follow the emission scandal at VW and how it unfolded. It 

was interesting to see how long and costly the consequences of a crisis can be. During our research 

process we labelled VW as a “typical German” company, showing traits which could have led to 

the internally triggered crisis (Ambrose, 2015). Presumably, VW will struggle financially in the 

upcoming months or years, to pay compensation for the damage and recalling the claimed diesel 

cars as well as rebuilding trust among its stakeholders (Handelsblatt, 2016). To our current 

knowledge, owners of the 500,000 cars in the US affected by the VW emissions scandal will be 

offered “substantial compensation”, and have the option to sell their car back to VW. There are 

no exact numbers on the overall cost for VW but the company stated it calculates €16.2 billion to 

cover the cost of the emission crisis (Cremer, 2016). Last year the costs were still estimated to € 

5.9 billion. The VW group announced its global sales figures for the first quarter of 2016, revealing 

a 0.8 per cent increase of car sales over the same period last year. Although the VW Group as a 

whole experienced a growth, the VW passenger car brand showed a global drop in sales by 1.3 per 

cent (Saarinen, 2016). Efforts to improve structures and increase efficiencies across the twelve-

brand group will be fully in place by the start of 2017, according to the new CEO Matthias Müller 

(Cremer, 2016), as of our latest knowledgde. 

 

The VW case is only a practical example to show how a big corporate crisis could look like. 

Although crises as well as surrounding circumstances are unique in every firm and we could base 

our findings only on the specific cases we investigated, we tried to reach as many valid 

interviewees as possible within the scope of time and resources we had with the underlying thesis. 

We conducted our empirical data collection mainly with CEOs and key people connected to CM 

of a firm. Therefore, our results are based on their understanding and the findings, retrieved from 

our codes, are built on their truth. 

 

Our explorative research journey led us to investigation factors that foster or hinder CM 

procedures in multinational companies. We arrived at the cultural origin as an interesting and yet 

neglected factor influencing CM in globally operating companies and provided an empirical 

foundation for further exploration of its coherence. 

 

8.2 Implications for Further Research 

 
Within the scope of our thesis we explored factors that hinder or foster CM and thus implemented 

a cultural perspective on CM. The validity of relationships and implications of our findings would 

most possibly increase if we would have interviewed even more managers and companies as well 

as collected more observations. That would also have increased the requirements for our 

respondents and companies. In doing that, our links and implications would likely be more 

precise and based on greater evidence. Due to time and resource constraints we were, however, 

not able to invest in further data collection. We would therefore like to point to some ideas and 

concepts that emerged throughout our research process that we thought are of great interest for 

conducting further research, based on our researched topic of culture and CM. 

 

First of all, it could be interesting to expand our research on a cultural approach to CM to more 

culturally diverse countries. We think that in comparing the impact of cultural origins on CM 

across more countries or continents, e.g. Europe and Africa, would unfold even more differences. 
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Furthermore, culture could be broken down to different elements of culture, such as religion or 

language and their individual impact on CM could be explored. Moreover, we thought it could be 

interesting to examine how globalization and subsequently diverse cultures within one company 

impact CM. Due to that hierarchies, communication and involvement could be perceived 

differently by employees and therefore interfere with CM procedures. At the same time cultural 

diversity could lead to generating common practices that are more or less culture-neutral and 

therefore enhance CM practices in multinational companies. Finally, as global companies operate 

in many countries worldwide, the impact of their cultural origin (e.g. Swedish) within the home 

country (Sweden) could be compared to changes in CM behavior and processes in other branches 

of the same firm which are located abroad (e.g. Germany, UK, USA). As a result, different 

behaviors, procedures and implications may be discovered. 
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Appendix  

The attached appendix delivers additional information to our methodology as well as our data 

collection and analyses. The material for the analysis aims to support our reasoning for the 

findings and discussion, as well as it should provide insights into our data collection for further 

research on that topic. The appendix mainly consists of anonymized summaries and visualized 

charts for our coding and category building technique, derived from our case companies. 
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Appendix I: Methodology 

In addition to our streamlined version of the used methodology we created a more detailed 

development of the Grounded Theory Method (GTM) and Building Theory from Case Study 

Research (BTCS) to support the reader’s understanding. 

 

Development of Grounded Theory 

Classic Grounded Theory (GT) was introduced by Glaser and Strauss in (1967) with their book 
The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Strategies for Qualitative Research. Its particular value lies 
in its “ability to provide a conceptual overview of the phenomenon under study” (Glaser B. , 1998, 
p. 32), with focus on participants’ perspectives, the articulation of thoughts they consider 
important as well as the creation of an understanding through reflection in order to gain new 
insights (Glaser B. , 1998). While Glaser sees GT neither as superior to qualitative or quantitative 
methods (Glaser B. , 2003), many researchers assign GT to qualitative research methods 
(Partington, 2002; Locke, 2001). As Grounded Theory constructs theory from data, rather than 
testing theory, the focus of GT is therefore on theory generation and new contributions in the 
underlying research area (Bryant, Grounded theory and pragmatism: The curious case of Anselm 
Strauss, 2009).  

GT is an extensively used method within qualitative research. Due to many different 
interpretations and variations from the original method from 1967, researchers disagree about 
the original GTM (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).  According to Glaser (1978), a researcher should 
enter the field with no prior constructs or hypothesis in order to stay open for emerging topics 
and not be biased. ”The worldview of GT is to allow the researcher the freedom to discover and 
generate conceptual theory about ‘whatever’ and not preconceive its nature. Its limits are the 
researcher’s self and resources.” (Glaser B. , 2003, p. 128). According to Glaser & Holton (2004), 
due to its generative and emergent methodology, GT requires the researcher to remain open to be 
able to discover what is really going on in the field and not what should be going on according to 
extant theory or the preconceived notions of the researcher’s worldview. However, Glaser 
recognizes the researcher’s prior theoretical knowledge and argues for its integration in the 
theory. Yet, the aim of GTM is to build new theory and not to master the existing theory in the 
respective research field.  This awareness of the a priori theoretical knowledge of the researcher 
is known as Theoretical Sensitivity (Glaser B. , 1978) In contrast to Glaser (2003), Strauss & 
Corbin (1998) later argue for preconceived theoretical frameworks on data, an approach Glaser 
finds highly unethical (Holton, 2008).  

As there is no right or wrong GT (Glaser B. , 2003), Glaser & Strauss (1967, pp. 237-250), and 
later reaffirmed by Glaser (1978, pp. 4-6), suggest four criteria to assess the quality of GT: Fit, 
work, relevance and modifiability. The GT fit refers to the emergence of conceptual codes and 
categories from the data rather than the use of preconceived codes or categories from extant 
theory. Work addresses to the ability of the GT to explain and interpret behavior in a substantive 
area and to predict future behavior. The theory’s focus on a core concern or process that emerges 
in a substantive area is labelled the relevance of GT. Its conceptual grounding in the data indicates 
the significance and relevance of this core concern or process thereby ensuring its relevance. 
Finally, modifiability constitutes the theory’s ability to be continually modified as new data 
emerges to produce new categories, properties or dimensions of the theory.  This vivid quality of 
grounded theory ensures its continuing relevance and value to the social world from which it has 
emerged. (Glaser B. , 2003; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007)  

 

Building Theory from Case Study Research 

A weakness of the underlying methodology is, that the intensive use of empirical evidence can 
yield theory that is overly complex, meaning that it is rich in detail but lacks in simplicity. With 
our study, however, we aim to balance the richness and simplicity of our data through cross-case 
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analyses. By searching for similarities and contradictions between our cases, we will focus only on 
the topics that emerge naturally from our data and that are revenant phenomena. Also, as the 
methodology aims at building theory that is generalizable and testable, the simplicity is tried to 
be achieved while maintaining richness in the data (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Building 
Theory from Case Study Research constitutes a suitable choice for our empirical study, as it is 
likely to generate new theory. As Eisenhardt has a positivistic approach to the respective 
methodology, the emergent theory has a strong potential to be testable with constructs that can 
be readily measured and hypotheses that can be proven false. Finally, the resultant theory is likely 
to be empirically valid. Also, theory-building from cases is surprisingly objective, as the research 
process requires a close adherence to the data and subsequently keeps researchers “honest” 
(Eisenhardt & Gräbner, 2007, p. 25). 

 

Theoretical Sensitivity 

Preconceived knowledge from literature is an underlying challenge to theory-building qualitative 
research, as this may prematurely determine our analytical focus and limit our creativity and 
openness to reveal new insights (Glaser B. , 1978; Maxwell, 1996; Weick, 1988) Due to our 
research we are not free from developing special sensitivity towards our empirical data and 
studied themes. However, personal perceptions and experience can help researchers to exploit 
the data’s potential for emerging theory (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). We aim to find a balance 
between having some prior knowledge through constituted a priori constructs as well as personal 
experience from our management background, in order to be able to make sense of the collected 
data and not letting bias and pre-existing ideas limit or determine our openness and creativity in 
building theory (Glaser B. , 1978). 
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Appendix II: Data Collection 

Overview of Participants in Empirical Study 

 

Interview Date Company Code Contact Person Infos 

01/02, Monday Pilot 1 AB Tatjana Tullig 
CEO,  
Pilot Interview 

06/02, Saturday Pilot 2 GmbH Miriam Meier 
Senior Consultant,  
Pilot Interview 

08/02, Monday Flytande AB Jesper Jordan  CEO 

08/02, Monday Nyttig AB Ben Billund Global Key Account Manager  

10/02, Wednesday Gosig AB Hjalmar Hagberg CEO 

12/02, Friday Poäng AB Pelle Pilkvist CEO Deputy 

16/02, Tuesday Avskild AB 
Norbert 
Nordmann 

Consultant, 
Product Manager 

17/02, Wednesday Malm AB Sven Söderberg CEO  

17/02, Wednesday Malm AB Sören Sund 
Consultant,  
Malm AB Board Member 

18/02, Thursday Nyttig AB Björn Bake 
Head of Corporate HR, 
Risk Management 

18/02, Thursday Gamleby AB Viktor Viking CEO 

18/02, Thursday Flytande AB Jokke Johansson 
Managing Director for a 
subsidiary 

21/02, Sunday Nyfors AB Detlev Danielsson 
Head of Operations, 
Managing Director 

22/02, Monday Dinkelacker GmbH Dirk Dengler 
Project Manager,  
Team Leader 

23/02, Tuesday Clausthaler GmbH Corinna Colmer 
Risk Management,  
Controlling 

23/02, Tuesday Radeberger GmbH Robin Reichert 
Auditor, 
Quality Management 

26/02, Friday Edelvik AB Gunilla Grädde Store Manager 

05/03, Saturday Jever GmbH Jana Jakobs 
Senior Marketing Manager, 
External Relations 

07/03, Monday Radeberger GmbH Rolf Rennberg 
Middle Manager,  
Quality Management 
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Exemplary Questionnaire 

Due to the semi-structured nature of our interviews and to stay explorative, we added, left out 
or changed some of the underlying questions depending on the respondent’s experience and 
answers. This example gives a main idea of what our interviews were about.  

 
Interview Guide for Questions IR 3 

 
Preliminary questions and explanations: 

 The interview will be in English, is that ok? 

 The interview will be anonymous: your name and the company name will not be 
revealed. 

 We would like to record the interview to transcribe it later, is that ok for you? 

 

First of all, we would like to give you a short introduction to the topic: 
 
Recent corporate incidents that were discussed in the media often lead to loss of image and 
reputation. These incidents often occur due to internal trigger events arising from the 
characteristics of the organizational structure. With our thesis we would like to examine the 
impact of organizational structures on the management of unexpected events in a company. 
More precisely, we would like to focus on the role of the corporate culture of a company in 
connection to its organizational structures and subsequently the management of unexpected 
events. 

 
Main Interview: 

 Would you please introduce yourself in a few sentences (position, duration, work field)? 

 

 How would you describe the organizational structure of your company? 

 

 How does your company manage uncertainty, especially after an unexpected event hit 
the company and had negative impacts? (Is there a special department dealing with it?) 

 

 Was there any unexpected event in your firm in the recent past?  

 

 Do you think the organizational structure of your company had an impact when dealing 
with unexpected events? (Which role did it play?)  

 

 Do you see a connection with the corporate culture of your company in regard to 
unexpected events? (How did it affect the handling of the situation?)  

 

 Is consensus decision-making more important in your firm or individual decision-
making in times of uncertainty? (Do you see any weaknesses, strengths about this?) 

 

 How do you define the word “crisis”? How would you describe “crisis 
management”? 
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Appendix III: Data Analysis 

WCA, IR 1  

Case 1: Volkswagen 

 
 
Case Description 
Volkswagen (VW) is one of the biggest car manufacturers in the world, owning 12 brands, producing about 
10 Million cars per year (2014) and employing 592.586 people around the globe. The company produces in 
31 countries and offers its products in 115 countries all over the world. The revenue of VW was € 202 billion 
in 2014. With its passenger cars, VW has a world market share of 12,9% (Volkswagen, 2014). 
The diesel-emissions scandal of German car manufacturer Volkswagen (VW) is a recently wide discussed 
topic in the media. Everything started with the detection of a software program that served to defeat the 
regular emissions testing regime, in order to meet US emission standards. As a result, Environment 
Protection Agency (EPA) ordered a recall of 482.000 vehicles and announced the concern that VW cars over 
the years emitted 40 times the legal limit of pollution (Chappell, 2015).  On September 23, 2015 former CEO 
Martin Winterkorn resigned due to the pressure of the public and was replaced by Matthias Müller on 
September 24th (Wirtschafts Woche, 2015). VW now faces a crisis due to a huge loss in reputation and trust 
of their stakeholders all over the world, additionally to a financial damage of about € 3.5 billion (Wirtschafts 
Woche, 2015). VW is challenged externally by media and stakeholders but the crisis of confidence has severe 
impacts inside the company as well. Volkswagen is known to be effective, top-down and centralized. CEO 
Martin Winterkorn is (like its predecessors) known for being authoritarian, control-oriented and hard 
(Fredberg, 2015). “The governance of Volkswagen was a breeding ground for scandal,” said Charles M. Elson, 
professor of finance and director of the John L. Weinberg Center for Corporate Governance at the University 
of Delaware (Stewart, 2015). At the Geneva Motor Show in March, Winterkorn announced publicly to cut 
fuel consumption by 30% in 2015. He did not bother if it was possible, it simply had to be done. Contradiction 
was not welcome. For engineers, it was just to work backwards based on the ordered consumption, no matter 
how. They did not dare to fail as that would mean to loose their jobs (Pröckl, 2015). According to the German 
Newspaper Die Zeit, the leadership style of Winterkorn can be labelled as “military” (Die Zeit Online, 2015). 
However, it is not the leadership that ordered the cheating, but by asking for high standards and no failures, 
VW created an atmosphere of fear that contributed to the process (Pröckl, 2015). Such an environment 
nourished a squeamish culture. It is more important to meet managers' demands than to achieve results to 
be proud of. In short, it becomes more important to deliver up than delivering outwards. In the long term it 
is extremely dangerous. With that, Volkswagen ended up creating an organizational structure and culture 
where the cheating has been able to slip through (Fredberg, 2015). New CEO Matthias Müller has pledged 
to transform the notoriously unwieldy structure of VW after the company admitted that the emissions 
scandal had occurred because of a “whole chain” of errors and a corporate mindset that tolerated rule-
breaking (Ruddick, 2015). Successor Müller has been quick to explain that the structure and culture must be 
changed. But this is a big challenge for a company that for decades has been characterized by top-down and 
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authoritarian leaders. Trust needs time to establish (Fredberg, 2015). The first steps towards a more open 
company culture are introduced. VW wants to rebuild its organizational structure in a way that the brands 
and regions are supposed to receive more responsibility (Die Zeit Online, 2015). The process of 
decentralization aims at giving managers at lower levels more freedom to make decisions (Fredberg, 2015). 
Martin Winterkorn said the management changes would “speed up the decision-making process, reduce 
complexity and increase efficiency” (Ruddick, 2015). 
 
Statements Concerning the Current Emission Scandal from our Interviewees: 
 
Pelle Pilkvist (Poäng AB) 
“Personally I think that is a cultural problem at VW, they have created this. Nobody can go out in the German 
newspaper and say they didn’t know. There are thousands of people who knew this. It is impossible to hide 
things like that. So there were hundreds of people who knew about it but they created a culture in such way 
so they didn’t say anything. Or it was a demand from the top management which was unreasonable but 
nobody turned back and said “This doesn’t work!”. In the Swedish newspaper now they talk a lot about the 
Swedish Police force because they are saying that nobody of the police is allowed or has the stomach to go 
against their boss. They are pressured. In the Police Force they are silent. They don’t complain. Same thing 
there, they have created a culture of that. And as I tried to explain earlier today, of course there could be 
some but at Poäng it’s very low because at Poäng everybody knows that everybody is allowed to do creative 
things. And now and then we fail and when we fail we ask for help and we solve it. You don’t get hanged 
because you have failed, you get hanged for doing nothing (not literally of course). If you’re not doing 
anything at Poäng then you have a problem. If you do a lot of things and sometimes fail- no problem.” 
 
Jokke Johansson (Flytande AB) 
“At VW the major problem was miscommunication, for sure. I think there is a link between the hierarchy 
and transparency. If you look at the organizational structure of VW, it is similar to, for example Scania, you 
have a matrix organization. I’ve been working in such an organization, it’s always difficult with 
communication and transparency. A strong hierarchy could be an obstacle regarding transparency. That’s 
one thing, the other is the culture. I mean you can have a certain structure. But anyway, do the 
communication and transparency in an open way. So t’s not necessarily coming from the hierarchy in the 
company. But I think it could be linked.” 
 
Björn Bake (Nyttig AB) 
“I don’t know this VW case actually, but of course that was a lot of consumers behind and the fast that the 
company was sewed by collective action in the US. I mean that’s nothing you want to have. It’s really bad.”  
 
Sven Söderberg (Malm AB) 
“How German companies would react on unexpected events, we just have to look at VW recently – how did 
they do and how did they react was quite interesting because they increased the marketing (they pushed out 
more marketing than ever during that time, that was quite interesting) instead of lying there dying. They 
changed focus from the company to the special products in the VW family (for now it was a 4WD VW Passat 
with some kind of winter special offer and they took away the logo “Das Auto” and increased advertising a 
lot with focus on the car/the product. In the beginning they maybe handled it wrong, because they thought 
they would get over it. But they couldn’t oversee what kind of huge impact the small software could have on 
the whole company (however they sold more than ever during that time). Obviously that got some kind of 
PR out of it. Even if it is negative it is good to have attention. I think they handled it in a way of maybe how 
we should handle it also (be proud of the product, take away the logo and slogan) and they time in the market 
(ads, social media etc). No one cares about the emission problems anymore. They handled it in that direction 
very very good. Even though they lied they have a good product.”  
 
Viktor Viking (Gamleby AB) 
“I can imagine in VW that when this thing happened, the clear message to all employees was: don’t talk to 
the press, if the press wants to talk, send them to me (I am the CEO of the whole group). You see the 
democracy goes up to dictatorship because it is a big big big crisis and we don’t want the small managers 
running around, spreading things. Big crisis – you see the structure; it goes from democracy to dictatorship 
– definitely. A friend of mine who runs the VW here in Småland in Jönköping, he did his best year last year. 
I am not sure, they sold more due to the attention, but it is a good car. People don’t care, they want to buy 
the Passat anyway. It could be worse, or probably the others are the same. The car industry is crap.” 
 
Corinna Colmer (Clausthaler GmbH) 
“I think at VW the development was more in the other direction. At VW, the problem was now (i.e. what I 
heard about the emission scandal), that it was actually the other way around - that it was built rather 
hierarchical so far, which is why the employees did not dare really to report problems up or escalate what in 
that case should have happened would actually have been necessary.  Now they start thinking about more in 
the direction to loosen the hierarchies a bit. Now they say, OK, nothing happens to the employees and they 
should definitely report if they know anything about that, even if they had to do with it. If employees know 
something about that emission scandal the flow of information is now rather in the opposite direction, more 
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open. In this way the employee gets more freedom and feels more respect and not so much dictated from 
above.” 
 
Rolf Rennberg (Radeberger GmbH) 
“It is very difficult to say something about VW as you always hear only a fraction of what is being 
communicated externally. What is communicated externally, is first very carefully thought through 
concerning possible legal consequences. The processes that are running behind it are probably incredibly 
more complex than it looks from the outside. There is always the question of how quickly someone takes 
responsibility. I find it interesting that the first communication of VW to the outside was that they only part 
by part admitted what happened. I would have expected them to start with a clean slate. That probably could 
have been better for them in communication and reputation terms. But I understand from a legal 
perspective, if it was not clear how big the scandal is, that they first have to look internally before 
communicating externally. But it seems to be very centrally coordinated, as we didn’t hear about any part 
results. VW communicates always centrally to the subject, so the topic appears to be centrally placed 
anywhere.”  

 

WCA, IR 2   

Case 2: Flytande AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
Through a very good local contact, we were able to connect with Jesper, the CEO of Flytande. He was very 
enthusiastic and replied very fast. The interview with Jesper took about 20 minutes and was conducted on 
February 8th, 2016. We asked him if he could recommend someone else from the company we could interview 
concerning our topic to grasp the topic from various angles. Jesper referred us to Jokke as being very 
insightful and knowledgeable. We conducted our interview with Jokke at February 18th, 2016 and it took 
about 20 minutes as well. 
 
Organizational Structures of Flytande AB 
Jesper described the organizational structures at Flytande as very decentralized. There are six companies 
within Flytande which all have their own management team and representatives. Jesper is the CEO, the 
chairman, and the coach for the management teams in all companies. He has the overall responsibility, but 
most decisions are taken locally by the respective managers. Moreover, he describes Flytande as being small 
and flexible and having a “family-like” corporate culture where everyone knows everyone. Jesper highlights 
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the importance of responsibilities in crisis management situations and enhances fast and immediate 
reaction. Jesper furthermore explains that he knows everything that is going on within the companies as 
they have monthly reports (coming from the subsidiaries) and he also talks to all managing directors (MDs) 
nearly every day. Jokke is the managing director of one of the companies of Flytande. He has the overall 
responsibility over the subsidiary. According to him, his subsidiary has its own structure. They are divided 
in a sales and marketing department, an own R&D department, production and transportation, including 
logistic planning and transportation, as well as quality assurance and purchasing. Jokke said that their 
structure is rather flat. It’s not a matrix structure, but a traditional industrial setup. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
When we asked Jesper for a recent critical incident (for us, we implied critical incident as a crisis, but didn’t 
want to suggest it in the beginning as it is very sensitive and we did not want to bias our interviewee), he 
presented us a recent car accident of an employee who died as a cause. He further described how he and the 
company responded and reacted on it. According to Jesper, they followed the crisis routines at Flytande and 
subsequently called doctors and psychologists so they would help the immediate family and persons 
concerned and sent out messages to customers and key persons in the company. Furthermore, they would 
have a meeting and decided what to tell the newspapers and stakeholders. That all happened within a couple 
of hours. Jokke told us about a recent event where Flytande almost had a fire in a warehouse. He further 
explained that this constituted a typical situation where Flytande would gather their crisis group, also, 
because the media called and asked for interviews. He elaborated, that due to the fact that they managed to 
follow their routines and processes, it didn’t have an impact on their daily operations. According to Jokke, it 
was good for the company that the information about the crisis incident did not reach the customers but was 
addressed by their internal processes. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
Jesper responded that they have business continuity plans for each unit and each site and additionally some 
routines for crisis management and how to handle different cases. He explained that crises are locally 
handled by each company. For the overall group of Flytande, there is no special crisis management 
department, but each management team has it on the agenda as a focus area. Each managing director is 
responsible for this. According to Jokke, not everyone can talk to the media. He, for instance, has that 
responsibility for his respective subsidiary of Flytande. He further explained that they have a crisis team that 
would gather together in case of a crisis and make a plan depending on the type of crisis. The team consists 
of responsible employees of all different departments in the company. This team also takes care of 
communication, internal and external. Concerning Crisis Management, Jokke enhanced the importance of 
a process in place, training and exercise and good communication. Also, a short timeframe (24 hours) is 
important to him. 
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Jokke defined crisis as a sudden event outside the normal. Jesper said that speed and immediate action, 
depending on the scope, are connected to a crisis. For Jokke, crisis management is about making sure that a 
process exists for a crisis event and also to train and exercise, in order to make sure it works in reality. The 
most important part of that plan is communication. Jesper thought crisis management involves talking about 
how to handle the issue (which procedures, systems are used) and to find out who is responsible for media, 
personnel, customers or suppliers.  
 
Observations 

 Both, Jesper and Jokke were interested in helping us to find out more about the topic on crisis 
management in Flytande and gave valuable insights into their crisis routines.  

 We got different perspective on how crisis are handled from Jesper and Jokke even though they are 
working in the same company. When we asked Jesper about a special crisis management team 
within the company he answered, that there is no such thing at Flytande. Jokke, however, replied 
us to the same question that in his subsidiary they have a crisis team, consisting of a responsible 
from every department. Our assumption is that Jesper might not talk about this topic very often 
with Jokke, contradictory to what he told us.  

 That could be due to social-desirability bias or his individual perception or understanding of what 
constitutes “often” or “regularly”. 

 Jesper as the CEO was talking more in general about Flytande whereas Jokke applied his answers 
to his specific subsidiary that is why differences and contradictions could occur between both 
interviews.  

 Jesper was able to turnaround Flytande from an almost bankruptcy after he took over as CEO a few 
years ago.  

 Jesper sees himself as the center where all information gets together from the managing directors 
of the different subsidiaries. It seemed the communication flow only takes place towards his 
direction but not between the subsidiaries.  

 
Interesting from the Within-Case Analysis 
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 Transparency was mentioned seven times by Jokke (MD), and zero times by Jesper (CEO) 

 Family Feeling was named four times by Jesper and zero times by Jokke 

 Information and Hierarchy were mentioned three and four times by Jokke and not at all by 
Jesper 

 Communication was included seven times by Jokke and no times by Jesper 
 Procedures/Routines has been named twelve times by Jokke, four times by Jesper 

 Responsibility was named seven times by Jesper and four times by Jokke 
 

 The dispersion of answers suggested that Jokke, as the overall responsible of one of Flytande’s 
subsidiaries, implied that he wishes for more transparency and communication, especially from the top 
(Jesper). Also Jokke, who works with the crisis team, mentioned the importance of procedures, plans 
and routines in crisis situations. Jesper did not mention it one time as he apparently does not deal a lot 
with crises in the company. That confirmed that the MDs have the responsibility over their sites, a fact 
that seemed very important to Jesper.  Jesper, as the CEO of Flytande, sees the company as a family 
with six children. Jokke, in contrast, only talked about his subsidiary and also didn’t really know 
anything about the other company’s structures or crisis management approaches. 
 

Case 3: Nyttig AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
As we already interviewed Ben for a project during our management courses last year, we had his contact 
details and could approach him again after he gave us very valuable insights last time. As for our master 
thesis, Ben was willing to help us and was eager to have an interview with us. The interview was conducted 
at February 8th and took about 25 minutes. Furthermore, we scanned the company’s website and LinkedIn 
profiles in order to find suitable participants. This is where we also found Björn, working in another branch 
and area of Nyttig as Ben. Just as Ben, he was eager to help us and we were able to conduct our interview 
shortly after the first one, on February 18th 2016. The interview with Björn took about 25 minutes as well 
and for that we were invited over to Nyttig’s headquarter. 
 
Organizational Structures of Nyttig AB 
Ben described the organization of Nyttig as very global. Every subsidiary of Nyttig is rather small (40 
subsidiaries in total). Furthermore, the structure is rather flat and does not have many layers. According to 
Ben, Nyttig operates rather decentralized and a lot of decision-making is done in the local companies. Also, 
Nyttig has a fairly open communication and employees share information all over the company. However, 
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Ben mentioned that they are in a change process right now, meaning that the new owners of Nyttig demand 
a more centralized organizational structure for the future. Ben recalled, due to the organizational structure 
employees and especially managers can act much faster when unexpected incidents occur and the people 
closest to the problem take the decisions. With different structures (more centralized) and stricter 
regulations with handling issues, the response-time would be much longer and wrong decisions could be 
taken if they are taken by the people in the headquarter who might not be involved enough or too far away 
from the problem (might not have expertise on local environment and issues). Björn used words like small, 
entrepreneurial and a strong local focus when describing the organizational structure of Nyttig. That implied 
that people here have multiple responsibilities as their headquarter is rather small. He confirmed the strong 
responsibility of local managing directors and the prevalent upwards communication of important topics. 
Empowerment is characterizing at Nyttig and the business development is pretty much up to the local 
managers of each branch, according to Björn. He phrased this as the “Nyttig culture” – strong, local 
companies and a lot of relationships, Swedish style. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
A few months ago, Nyttig had an incident in Brazil. Their local factory in Brazil was suddenly taken over by 
local military and police, as they had been informed that there was something going on in the terrain of the 
factory of Nyttig. Immediately, the Brazilian media were filming about it. As Ben is the responsible for one 
of the biggest customers of Nyttig, who also is the most important customer for Brazil, the local manager 
decided to inform Ben about it. In order to prevent this information to reach the customer or to be escalated 
to the headquarter in Sweden, Ben talked to the CEO in Sweden and they sat together and made a quick 
crisis plan for the customer and the headquarter in case the problem gets public in Sweden. In the end, the 
incident could be handled locally. But according to Ben, this is a typical way at Nyttig to address crisis 
incidents. It is more ad-hoc action. The organizational structure of the company and the culture of local 
empowerment of managers play a big role in crisis management at Nyttig, according to Ben. Björn admitted 
that due to the funneling up of information (towards the CEO), he does not get all information in the 
company. To his best knowledge, critical customer claims were the only “crises” for Nyttig last year, as one 
customer nearly took Nyttig to court, claiming their product had serious damages on their product. Björn 
mentioned the customers’ dependence on Nyttig and that they could go bankrupt very easily if Nyttig could 
not deliver – this could turn into a company crisis. Smaller “crises” are handled locally, according to Björn. 
Finally, Björn acknowledged the importance of networks in crisis situations. If something happens, people 
at Nyttig talk to each other, more or less informal.  
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
According to Ben, Nyttig conducts audits on a headquarter level. But in contrast to other companies in their 
size, they don’t have formal procedures and trainings for crisis situations. In his opinion, the corporate 
culture of Nyttig does not have a lot of policies or structures like this. Rather, it is up to every individual to 
act based on their own responsibility if something happens. More precisely, it is up to the responsible 
manager to act, based on the given situation. The manager is empowered and has the freedom to act in the 
best possible way, restricted only by his/her resources. Communication is mostly upwards, towards the CEO 
as he/she has the overall responsibility over Nyttig. It depends on the nature of the crisis if something is 
communicated also to the rest of the organization, so Ben. Björn agreed with Ben that local managers just 
take measures based on the situation, ad-hoc. He described structures as empowering the local MDs and 
having the freedom to take action. Just as Ben, Björn said that there are no formal procedures in place, but 
Nyttig does have media training for the respective responsible managers, they have a checklist for bomb-
threats, they have audits, internal compliance checklists and so on. However, the big global clients expect 
specific standards to be respected and met by Nyttig. Therefore, he brought in a risk management point of 
view. According to Björn, Nyttig’s risk management is built on internal demands from boards or insurance 
companies which do audits sometimes and give recommendations for Nyttig that are implemented later on. 
These include formal business contingency plans for the big customers. Also Björn described risk-mapping 
workshops which are accomplished with the management team, where potential risks are discussed with a 
company assessment in terms of probability. Thus, a risk list is created to prepare the managers and show 
them what resources are available when crises hit the company. One of Björn’s responsibilities in the firm is 
to keep an eye on exercises like that depending on the overall risk assessment.    
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
In Ben’s opinion, a crisis has to do with the fact that something goes severely wrong, not according to plan. 
For him, it is a matter of consequence and how severe it was if a situation that went wrong can be labelled a 
crisis. Also he claimed, as soon as they see something is not going according to plan, actions need to be taken, 
not only afterwards. Concerning the definition of crisis, Björn mentioned the repercussions of internal crises 
on their customers and the importance of showing grievance for the people involved and affected. Crisis 
Management for both of them means an analysis of the situation on the spot, and a structured way to address 
it, based on experience.  
 
Observations 

 Both participants spoke freely and open about the sensitive topic on occurred crises and the 
subsequent management within Nyttig.  
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 It seemed like, although Nyttig is a global company, the local subsidiaries are quite small, 
independent and therefore quite flat and open. Still, communication concerning crisis incidents 
does only go upwards in the command chain.  

 Furthermore, Björn looked at the topic more from a risk management perspective, which might be 
due to his responsibility to take care of risk management issues in the firm. To him, calculating and 
mapping risks seemed to be the best way to approach possible crisis situations.  

 Also, it seems like both, Björn and Ben, have the opinion that training or formal procedures are not 
so much needed in crisis situations. Rather individual sensemaking and having the freedom and 
resources to act on it seem important.  

 Furthermore, both of them mentioned the design of corporate culture in connection to 
organizational structures, independent from each other.  

 Networking throughout the company seems to be an important factor when dealing with crisis 
management. 

 

Case 4: Gosig AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
We approached Hjalmar as we know him from last year’s guest lecture at the university and we knew that he 
would have another one this year. We participated in the guest lecture and conducted an interview with him 
afterwards. The interview took about 40 minutes, the guest lecture, where we derived some observations 
beforehand, lasted three hours. 
 
Organizational Structures of Gosig AB 
Hjalmar described the organizational structures of Gosig AB as totally flat. According to him, they do not 
have a hierarchical management but rather responsibility positions. Furthermore, Hjalmar mentioned that 
Gosig constitutes a horizontal organization and that he also promotes horizontal communication throughout 
the organization. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
One incident that happened a year ago was that the internet at Gosig shut down for about three days. All 
external communication in the company was done over the internet (e.g. customer orders, customer service). 
Thus, Gosig could not take any orders for three days. Luckily for them, the disruption happened in July when 
not much was going on in the business. What they did was then to take their mobile phones and contact all 
their customers to inform them that they have problems with the internet and cannot take orders. Another 
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incident happened some time ago: One of Gosig’s client’s environmental union representatives claimed that 
Gosig used poisonous material in their products and without noticing Gosig about it, this representative sent 
out an e-mail to all his safety ombudsmen throughout Sweden. That went so far that another client of Gosig 
did not want to buy Gosig’s products anymore. In the end, the representative did not have the right to write 
that e-mail without prior notification, so Hjalmar complained about him. Finally, Gosig got an apology from 
the union and it did not have any effects on the sales numbers. Still, according to Hjalmar, it was very ugly 
for him and the company, as he spent a lot of time with damage control communication. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
Within Gosig, Hjalmar defined the management of uncertainty as “we sit down and talk, and talk, and talk”. 
According to Hjalmar, the horizontal communicative way of working at Gosig enables an open 
communication within the company. If it’s a big crisis, information would be sent out everywhere in the 
company immediately but decision-wise it would be more the managers that sit together and talk. One of 
Hjalmar’s examples was that even if there has something changed on the website, people in the organization 
would get a notification about it. Concerning stakeholders, Hjalmar mentioned that Gosig acts rather 
cautious with forwarding information, as then the organizational situation of them is a coefficient for a 
suitable decision, too. Moreover, in crisis situations, Gosig would pick the person best suited for a certain 
situation to handle it. That means that they adapt to every situation individually. What Hjalmar highlighted 
was that he prefers if people take a little time before they act, instead of doing something “stupid” and then 
even create a crisis due to a wrong decision. Also, he thinks that crisis training is redundant, as people will 
do it wrong anyway under pressure. According to Hjalmar, it’s always best to call the person/organization 
which is doing that as their job or has the best knowledge about it. 
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
In Hjalmar’s view a crisis is something so negatively big that it cannot be handled fully with the potential 
tools which are available at that specific moment. Crisis management for him is about “keeping it cool the 
whole time” but not missing out to take actions.  
 
Observations 

 Hjalmar was very patient and took a lot of time to explain crisis management in Gosig AB, even 
though he already had a three-hour long lecture beforehand.  

 He was very calm and “cool” himself during the interview. 

 Hjalmar presented Gosig as being a very open and communicative organization, where everyone 
talks to everyone and people can take their time to make a decision.  

 Transparency (preferably informing more people than necessary), empowerment (the 
responsible person can take any decision) and consensus talk (if several factors are involved, a 
decision will be found through talking to each other) were important for him.  

 He seemed to be very keen on “keeping it cool”, which could stem from his experience as a 
professional diver. Still he uses harsh terms at times, so to us he makes a quite authoritarian 
impression and therefore we guess that his employees are still under pressure in times of decision-
making and not as chilled as Hjalmar may think.  

 Moreover, in connection to keeping it cool, Hjalmar mentioned the Swedish “Vikings” mentality, in 
terms of “you know, it could be worse.” So for us it seemed, culture could have an impact on crisis 
management as well. 
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Case 5: Poäng AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
Pelle has held a guest lecture within Corporate Entrepreneurship and Strategic Renewal last year. We 
therefore already knew about Poäng and also about the ongoing industry changes Poäng faced over the last 
decades. Moreover, Pelle is a very charismatic and knowledgeable character. We attended his guest lecture 
again this year in order to make some observations and interviewed him afterwards, in order to fit in with 
his very busy schedule. The interview was conducted on February 12th and took roughly 20 minutes.  
 
Organizational Structures of Poäng AB 
According to Pelle, the mother company of Poäng, although rather small, is pretty centralized. They have a 
main board, a group management and several group management teams. However, region-wise Poäng 
decentralized a lot. According to Pelle, Poäng has a region manager for every area, as well as an executive 
committee. Still, the local MDs have a very strong position and constitute “prolonged arms from the mother 
company”. Pelle explained, all regions and companies work with the same philosophies, strategies and ideas 
which are taken further into the specific organization by the managing directors. Every now and then big 
strategy meetings are conducted to spread information all around Poäng’s branches.  
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
As Poäng operates in the business to business sector, Pelle explained that they don’t have these media-
attracting incidents in the company. If there are crisis-like incidents, then these are mostly connected to 
transportation or delivery delay of products. One time, there was a problem with a container that would lie 
in the harbor of Shanghai and could not be delivered. Pelle said that he knew what was going on, meaning 
that the people there wanted something from him in order to process his order. But Pelle didn’t want to get 
involved with working attitudes like this, so he approached a local contact of the supplier company and 
presented her the issue. Two days later the container was delivered and Poäng never had a problem with 
them again. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
In crisis situations, Poäng collects the people who have the best knowledge about a certain situation. Also, 
Pelle explains, they don’t have an emergency team but SWAT teams (special crisis team focused on specific 
topics, consisting of the best people to solve a problem). While telling us about the crisis management 
procedures at Poäng, Pelle also mentioned that to him, change is a natural development and people get used 
to it very fast. He also mentioned the culture in a company as being important, regarding how a crisis is 
handled. If the company creates a culture of pressure and asking people not to talk about certain things, that 
could trigger or at least exacerbate a crisis. Regarding the management of a crisis, Pelle was convinced that 
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crises can only occur if there is no decision-maker or no person who has control over a situation. In his view, 
people need the power to take decisions and the trust of their superiors that they do the right thing. Also, 
asking for help was very important to Pelle. For him, doing nothing is worse than doing something wrong. 
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Pelle defined crisis as something unexpected which happens when nobody is empowered to take decisions. 
In Pelle’s view a crisis is created when people are doing nothing or not taking responsibility of what they are 
supposed to do. Concerning crisis management, he mentioned that giving people trust and responsibility to 
do what they are supposed to do is crucial.  
 
Observations 

 Pelle was very eager and ready to help us with our empirical study, so he took some time for the 
interview even though he was in a rush after the lecture. 

 He was very compelling and open about the topics he described. It felt like he really lives what he 
prays and empowers his employees, gives them trust and believes in their work and power to take 
the right decisions. Pelle made the impression that he is serious about his attitude that he accepts 
failure but not hesitation.  

 Also his approach that people should get help if they need it seems to be a very much lived principle 
at Poäng.  

 However, as a B2B, Poäng may not face the dangers of being faced with media, which seems to 
make it easier to handle crises in the industry.  

 Also, Pelle talks several times of the ability of – mostly Swedish companies- to adapt to different 
situations and therefore being able to handle it better than others, which brings the culture aspect 
of crises back on the table. 

 He explained the success stories of Swedish corporations due to their ability to adapt, discuss 
differences and taking decisions and responsibility. They can export a lot and generate a quick 
turnover once they built trust with their partners. (In contradiction the Germans seem more 
authoritarian to him and tell their partners what to do from above). They also put issues on the 
table to show partners, e.g. in China, that they are not ready to support bribing behavior for 
instance, to set clear boundaries on what Poäng stands for and what not.   

 
 

WCA, IR 3  

Case 6: Malm AB 
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Data Collection 
We approached Sven and Sören through our professional network. Both were available to talk to us 
personally. So we initially conducted an interview with Sven on February 12th. However, he was not available 
that day due to a double booking and offered us a new time to come back to his office for our empirical study. 
We interviewed Sven on February 17th, where the conversation took place in an open meeting room and 
lasted about 40 minutes. Sören welcomed us in his office on the same day in the afternoon. The interview 
with Sören was very extensive and took one hour. 
 
Organizational Structures & Company Culture of Malm AB 
According to Sven, Malm operates in a matrix structure, where people are divided in functions (sales, 
marketing etc.) and in products. Sometimes it would be hard to determine who is in charge of a certain 
decision, as the product managers do not have control over resources, for example. The business managers 
are the ones who control that. Furthermore, Sven mentioned a fast environment where they operate and that 
the challenge with Malm is then, to think cross-functional for every decision. He highlighted that they try to 
keep the core team informed all the time and that transparency about profit and loss is the most important 
thing at Malm. Sören confirmed Sven’s statements, however, he highlighted that Malm did make a big 
mistake when they changed to the matrix structure because the company is too small for that kind of 
organization. He also acknowledged, that Malm did become less effective in net income due to that change. 
Also, Sören mentioned that the engagement and motivation of the employees decreased. Sören continued 
with making cultural acknowledgements to crisis management: In his opinion, German companies are very 
hierarchic in general, compared to Swedish companies. He said that this can be good, as responsibilities are 
clear and everyone just does the things they are supposed to do. In Sweden, people would talk more and 
want to participate in decisions and discuss and reach consensus. Also, the German way of communication 
is straighter than the Swedish one. Swedes are, according to Sören, more cautious about taking a stand. 
Furthermore, Swedes try to avoid conflicts and Germans, in contrast, love conflicts. Sven said that Germans 
would not be afraid to be a little excited during meetings and afterwards, it’s gone. Germans would always 
have a process and agenda what to do in a meeting, whereas Swedes could talk for hours without any 
outcome. This is why Sören said that German companies, in his view, are more efficient in decision-making. 
That could have negative implications for crisis management, as Swedes are not well trained in taking fast 
decisions, according to Sören. Still, what Swedes do pretty well, is delegating responsibilities. However, 
Sören also acknowledged that the German hierarchical way of doing things does have implications for 
triggering a crisis to occur. That is due to the higher possibility that things are hidden, due to too much 
respect or even anxiety of higher levels. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
With respect to crisis incidents, Sven did not have a specific example. He rather explained that his operations 
depend a lot on environmental factors, social attitude towards topics, and the social media surrounding. For 
these more or less sudden incidents, Malm does have a crisis plan. For social media, for instance, Sven 
explained that Malm owns 90 websites, 40 Facebook sites, 10 twitter accounts and 6 Instagram accounts. 
According to Sven it’s therefore possible to control news which are spread out publicly about Malm via these 
channels. Moreover, the company was recently sewed by another company for copying their product. In the 
end, the main owner of Malm had to take the decision if Malm could continue with that product, that they 
did. According to Sören, the change of the organizational structure, however, is the biggest crisis or disaster 
for the company and he’s still trying to convince the leaders to change it back to its original organization, in 
order to re-establish clear responsibilities. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
As mentioned before, Malm owns several social media accounts in order to be able to control the news that 
go out of the company. Furthermore, they recently did a crisis practice, where they pretended to have a real 
crisis and TV and other media came to the company to “interview” employees. According to Sven, that went 
quite chaotic but in the end they took some learnings out of it. One was, that a book on crisis would not help 
them but rather the natural instinct, as people react differently. Later in the interview, Sven also mentioned 
the common procedure of having a scape goat for the media, as they would love that. Moreover, Sven said 
that it would be important that information is spread thoughtfully. According to him, not every employee in 
the company should know about a crisis from the beginning, rather a company should start with the people 
closest to the product and if they cannot gain control, this information should be spread more and more. In 
his opinion, crisis situations should be handled as discrete as possible and business as usual should be tried 
to be continued. 
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Sven defines a crisis as unexpected accidents or unplanned situations that disturb your business activities 
and a turn in direction becomes necessary. Sören described a crisis as something that is very big, dangerous 
and really bad. Regarding crisis management, Sven stated that a crisis occurs when people don’t act, don’t 
take decisions and there are no possibilities to change. Sören added that in his opinion, it would be less the 
organizational structures of a company but more a person that takes the lead that can determine the outcome 
of a crisis.  
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Observations 
 We gained valuable insights from both participants from completely different points of view, which 

was very interesting.  
 We determined an interview with Sven on February 12th at first. When we arrived he told us that he 

double-booked that time and that we would have to wait. We waited in the coffee corner and 
observed other employees who met for the afternoon fika (Swedish: coffee break). After half an 
hour Sven rushed in and sent us home as he had another emergency meeting in the city. We noticed 
that many employees came in the coffee corner and talked intensely after the boss has left. We were 
able to reschedule the interview and met Sven on February 17th in his office where he took plenty of 
time to talk to us.  

 For us it was quite obvious that there seem to be some kind of difficulties at Malm. Not only did 
Sven talk a lot about the issues with the matrix structure within Malm but also Sören confirmed 
and even highlighted that.  

 Concerning crisis management, we have the impression that the unclear responsibilities could 
exacerbate a crisis to a high extent. Furthermore, decision-making issues seem to exist between the 
CEO and the board/owners of Malm. That is transferred to the organization and in combination 
with the “wrong” organizational structure it seems that the corporate culture at Malm was not very 
motivating for the employees.  

 Finally, Sören compared different cultural approaches to administration and also crisis 
management, which we will elaborate on within the theoretical discussion. 

 

Case 7: Avskild AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
We approached Norbert via e-mail, as one of our fellow students interviewed him already for her master 
thesis we were able to get connect through her. That is also why we knew that Norbert is very knowledgeable 
in his field and eager to help us. Norbert even invited us to the compound of Avskild, so we could have the 
interview in a very authentic atmosphere. The interview with Norbert took place on February 16th and lasted 
about 25 minutes. 
 
Organizational Structures & Company Culture of Avskild AB 
According to Norbert the company culture of Avskild has very clear hierarchies regarding decision-making 
structures. On the corridor, however, everyone is on the same level and can talk to everyone. Moreover, 
Norbert stated that, as a Swedish-origin company, managers at Avskild do not escalate every decision to the 
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CEO. Rather, the person closest to the product is best suited to make a decision. Also, at Avskild managers 
like to reach consensus with people who are involved in a certain situation, for instance through discussions. 
Finally, company values are addressed on a yearly basis but Norbert said that they are not explicitly stated 
somewhere and therefore he was not sure if people are completely aware of them. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
According to Norbert, unexpected events or disruptions at Avskild are mostly connected to customer 
complaints, products and thus sometimes lawsuits. One example (although ten years ago) was a lawsuit from 
an American customer, connected to one of Norbert’s products. But what Norbert had to do in the end, was 
to get some numbers from a laboratory and show a proof that the product does what it is claimed to be doing 
via marketing. Norbert explained that for this type of situations Avskild does not have a plan. They act more 
ad-hoc and go step by step, with the person with the best knowledge or closest to the respective product 
taking the decisions. First various causes of an upcoming problem are investigated, followed by suggestions 
for different solutions and a decision based on what is best for the business.  
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
At Avskild the public relations department deals with external communication. It is quite small (2-3 people) 
and company internal employees do not get much information from that. Norbert explained that this could 
also be due to the fact that there haven’t been many crisis situations at Avskild in the last decade. As stated 
above, decisions for minor “crises” are made ad-hoc and without a plan. Additionally, Avskild has an agency 
which would deal with the majority of the work if any problems occur. Norbert assumes that Avskild has a 
crisis plan, but he was hesitant as he does not work with it. There also exists a checklist existing when working 
with a dealer business in terms of customer relationship management, where data is collected and issues are 
sorted out and notified by a system. Concerning communication, Avskild does have an intranet where 
company related news, from all over the world, are stated on a daily basis. 
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Norbert defines a crisis as a negative uncertain situation. Crisis management means to him, to be prepared 
and having a plan for different situations you could possibly get into.  
 
Observations 

 Norbert was open to help us and invited us directly to the company site, where we received batches 
and got registered before we were able to enter the compound. Besides the person on the entrance 
gate we did not see any other employees as they might work within their own offices or within the 
production area. 

 When it comes to communication in the firm, it seemed like Norbert does not get a lot of 
information to incidents that are not connected to his products and therefore does not have many 
insights into how crisis are managed in reality but could give us some broad overview on his 
assumptions.  

 Norbert mentioned comparatively often that they had no plan for the incidents and then said in his 
definition of crisis management, that having a plan is required. Subsequently, we have the 
impression that decisions at Avskild are taken ad-hoc and somehow uncoordinated. But they are 
taken fast.  

 It seemed like Norbert sees crisis management more related in a risk management point of view: to 
be prepared for several potential threats.  

 Norbert mentioned the “typical Swedish” way of doing things and implied very low hierarchies, 
discussions and consensus-seeking. It seemed like these are some characteristics of the Swedish 
way of doing things and we therefore are interested, if that has implications for the crisis 
management of a company. 
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Case 8: Gamleby AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
Viktor had a guest lecture at Jönköping University within our course Corporate Social Responsibility. In this 
context, we did a project with him about the introduction of ISO or quality assurance in general Knowing 
that his company operates quite much with Chinese and Indian suppliers, we thought that Viktor is a relevant 
interviewee for our topic as he has some insights based on his intercultural experience. The interview was 
conducted on February 18th and took about 30 minutes where he specially visited us on campus for that. 
 
Organizational Structures & Company Culture of Gamleby AB 
Gamleby is a rather small company, so according to Viktor, the structures are flat and not at all hierarchical. 
There is no control & command structure and everyone speaks to everyone. Also, Gamleby does not have a 
special department for crisis management. If an issue is coming up, colleagues would send out mails in order 
to inform all employees immediately. The culture at Gamleby is, according to Viktor, quite transparent. 
Viktor elaborated on cultural differences in organizational structures. He for instance suggested that, 
Danish, German and French companies are all very hierarchical, the culture is more of keeping things quiet 
when something is going wrong or problems come up. Swedish companies, however, generally have a very 
democratic, flat and open-minded structure and culture, according to Viktor. They also like to reach 
consensus in discussions, meaning that decisions are not taken much individually.  
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
Viktor explained that there was an incident with one of their products about three months ago. A competitor 
of Gamleby sold the same product for children’s use in the local area. After some parents called and claimed 
that the products would have a funny smell, the competitor sent it to a laboratory to test it and they found 
poisonous PVC in it. It went public very fast and the competitor had to deal with major consequences. As 
Gamleby sells this product as well, their customers got nervous. Gamleby sent a sample to the laboratory as 
well to check it and to prevent becoming a victim of negative press, as it happened to their competitor. In the 
end, Gamleby’s products were not poisonous and everything worked out well. Still, Viktor called his Chinese 
supplier and told him about it, implying that the supplier knows that Gamleby doesn’t accept any kind of 
products containing questionable substances. Moreover, Viktor gave us a lot of examples of Swedish 
corporate crises and his opinion on how they were handled in a “typical Swedish way”, such as Gina Tricot, 
Arla, IKEA and Stora Enso. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
As mentioned above, Gamleby does not have a specific department for crisis management. According to 
Viktor, unexpected events are the “normal way of doing business” and since crises are abnormal, one cannot 
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have a plan for everything. Moreover, Viktor differentiated between: when a crisis is about to occur or you 
are in the middle of it, then you need to act, but if the crisis already happened, it could sometimes be wise to 
take some time and think about it, as it already happened. But if you are in the middle, you need to act. 
Furthermore, Viktor differentiated between different levels of a crisis. His opinion was, that the bigger a 
crisis gets, the stiffer the organizational structure and the control & command structures become. He 
compared that to the way the military works – with clear instructions. At Gamleby, they have so called 
“Quality-Mails”, in order to ensure and follow up that processes and customers are handled the way they 
should. And then they have a follow up every month.  
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
In his definition of a crisis, Viktor addressed the financial result and the company brand value as a measure 
for a crisis. Furthermore, a crisis constitutes something that deviates from the “normal”. It’s rather abnormal 
and has a big impact on the normal routine of a firm. In regard to crisis management Viktor explained his 
view, that the company becomes more like a dictatorship with a steep structure towards regiment of top 
management if it is very big and compared it to the military. The bigger the crises, the more it goes up to the 
top. If they don’t take responsibility the popularity of the brand image is going down, so Viktor.  
 
Observations 

 Viktor has a strong connection to the university and was very eager to help us with our investigation 
and visited us on campus for the interview.  

 Due to his CSR background, Viktor put much emphasis on terms like quality and transparency and 
the morale and values of employees.  

 Furthermore, he demanded an exact definition of the situational circumstances mostly every time.  

 His statement, that a company in a crisis situation becomes more like a dictatorship, independent 
of its actual organization made us curious. 

 Culture-wise, Viktor mentioned that some countries are more hierarchical than others and an open 
climate (which is mostly present in Sweden, due to his statement) can decrease the chance for a 
crisis to occur. 

 Due to Viktor’s previous work experience in bigger companies he could also refer to that and 
compared it to the Swedish background. 

 Viktor was able to give us insights on his opinion as an external view on how other Swedish firms, 
which operate globally have dealt with recent corporate crises and what the outcomes were which 
was quite interesting for our overall understanding of companies in Sweden and how they tend to 
tackle crises.  

 He summarized the interview with three points: 

 You build your brand name, you build RELIABILITY  If something goes wrong, the key word is 

TRANSPARENCY. (Don’t try to hide anything)  Act very QUICK and transparent.  
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Case 9: Nyfors AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
Nyfors is a typical Swedish company with a global reach and a long tradition. We got to know Detlev through 
our professional network and decided to write him concerning our master thesis. Here was willing to help 
us, so we met him for a face-to-face interview on February 21st. The interview took about 20 minutes.  
 
Organizational Structures & Company Culture of Nyfors AB 
According to Detlev, there are flat hierarchies at Nyfors. Detlev claimed to be very approachable for his 
employees. According to him, he always checks if everyone has what they need to work and usually Detlev is 
the first person in and last person out of office at Nyfors. The company has an open culture of communication 
between all levels. However, Detlev acknowledges that the company values are not really spread across the 
organization. Concerning cultural differences, Detlev has the opinion, that Scandinavian countries have a 
bigger need for crisis management organization, as for example Sweden wants to reach consensus solutions 
and employees are used to discuss and reflect on issues to find the best solution, but there is no time for 
discussions in crisis situations. In Detlev’s opinion Swedish companies could be a bit lost if they don’t have 
structured teams and a plan to solve crisis. He also explained that in Sweden, people tend to keep problems 
at their own levels as they don’t want to their problems to be exposed to others.  
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
There were once a lot of customer claims due to issues with the quality of the material of the product itself 
under certain environmental conditions. According to Detlev the sales department reported that matter and 
the customer complaints to the leadership team. This team then decided quickly to invest in further research 
and assigned a German institute to find a better solution for that material, so that they could offer a better 
product to fully satisfy their customers. Detlev mentioned that this could have become a big crisis with image 
loss, if the respective teams would not have reacted so fast. Also Detlev explained that Nyfors has a lot of cost 
for infringements to protect the brand and brand symbols from other parties and companies, both in Europe 
and China. Usually incidents are handled by the respective departments and persons who have the best 
knowledge about it, for example the product development. Communication throughout the firm and also 
with marketing is important in times of crises, according to Detlev. Through Nyfors’ intranet information is 
spread all over the world to all subsidiaries if product problems occur.  
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
According to Detlev, there is a person at Nyfors that is taking care of the press and external communication, 
as a small part of crisis management. Otherwise, Nyfors does not really have a specific crisis management 
team. So far they basically take it as it comes when problems occur, Detlev explained. However, there is a 
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very experienced global leadership team consisting of members from big companies who understand how to 
deal with uncertainty and crisis. In critical situation this team gets involved and helps out at Nyfors AB. 
Detlev told us, that currently they are planning to set up a crisis management in addition to the global 
management team to get further support if needed, it is not a one-man show. Moreover, Nyfors provides an 
intranet that is accessible worldwide for all employees and all partners working at subsidiaries, also to give 
them the feeling that they are included. If something is new or urgent, it is posted there. Overall he thought 
with increasing scope of a crisis there is a shift to a more hierarchical type of organization because speed is 
needed in that case and consensus discussions can only happen when there is enough time.   
 
Observations 

 Detlev was eager to help us and open for a quick interview during his free time.  

 Detlev said that it is necessary for big companies to have a crisis management plan. However, 
Nyfors did not have an implemented plan so far.  

 Also, it seemed that damage of reputation or the brand of Nyfors constitutes the biggest crisis Detlev 
can imagine for the company.  

 In general, Detlev saw the biggest cultural difference concerning organizational structures and 
crisis management in the speed and efficiency in decision-making of the German- more 
hierarchical- structure and the Swedish need for consensus and discussions. 

 He also talked about the importance of having employees realize WHEN a crisis is building up and 
HOW this could be handled. Detlev saw potential differences between cultures when answering the 
“when” and “how” question. 

 

Case 10: Edelvik AB 

 
 
Data Collection 
As Gunilla already held a company guest lecture at our university, we could just write her an e-mail and ask 
if she would be willing to participate in our study. For the interview Gunilla invited us to her office. The 
interview was conducted on February 26th and took about 25 minutes. 
 
Organizational Structures & Company Culture of Edelvik 
On the paper, Edelvik tries to have as few managers as possible between the store manager (Gunilla) and the 
co-workers. But Gunilla said that Edelvik sees the need for an active leadership and therefore one manager 
in general has between 8-15 co-workers in order to guarantee a good leadership. Furthermore, Gunilla 
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explained that her office is always open for the employees to come by and everyone talks to everyone. 
Subsequently, the hierarchies at Edelvik are flat and the culture is open and very personal. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
According to Gunilla, Edelvik experienced a very big crisis in the recent past at one of their branches. In the 
respective location, a customer killed two other customers randomly with the use of displayed products. 
Gunilla explained that this was a really terrible situation, as employees as well as customers were 
traumatized by this incident and it could have a big influence on the reputation of Edelvik. But in Gunilla’s 
opinion the responsible store manager handled the situation very well, so that in the end the incident even 
built trust in Edelvik. They provided psychological support and all the information the employees and 
customers needed in order to not scare them. At that time, the media was present at Edelvik, so Gunilla 
explained that they had to handle that as well. However, the technical issues were handed over to the police 
and since the Edelvik’s products were not really the problem but rather the person that lost his/her mind. 
Gunilla said that they did not really change a lot at the product packaging. Still, they tried to learn from that 
event and now a customer has to ask a co-worker if he/she wants to feel the products and the co-worker will 
take it out of a locked cupboard. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
Edelvik has a crisis management group that gathers if something happens. Within that crisis management 
group there are defined roles and responsibilities and a schedule. Moreover, Edelvik would get support from 
other branches if needed. Gunilla further explained that in crisis situations it is very important to provide 
information for all people involved and also for the media. For that, Edelvik uses all the channels they have 
(newsletter, Facebook, internal groups). However, she highlighted the importance of the information to be 
valid. Gunilla explained that for crisis situations they have a really structured flow and the management is 
well trained and knows what to do and when to do it. Concerning crisis management, Gunilla highlighted 
that it takes extraordinary decisions to face extraordinary situations. She also emphasized that crisis 
management changed in the last decade, from being accident-connected to now being more morale-, trust- 
and reputation-dependent. Also their crisis plan has changed in regard to that and questions concerning 
trust and reputation have been added. Furthermore, Gunilla compared the crisis management and corporate 
culture at Edelvik in Sweden and Switzerland. The crisis management would work the same way in both 
locations (using the same crisis plans more or less) but with regard to communication, work practices and 
culture, Gunilla acknowledged several differences: Gunilla expects from her co-workers to come up with 
ideas or complaints themselves and to take responsibility and the initiative themselves. In Switzerland, 
however, the co-workers were used to get direct instructions, so they expected from Gunilla to tell them what 
to do. That constituted a communication and expectation gap. 
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Gunilla defined a crisis as something unexpected, a stress situation which stresses the organization and 
where normal behavior and routines don’t match the reality. Good crisis management for Gunilla involves 
honesty, providing information and taking small crises serious instead of waiting as they might get bigger. 
Good crisis management is really fast and acting directly, so Gunilla.  
 
Observations 

 Gunilla is a busy person as store manager at Edelvik. When we asked her for an interview she was 
looking forward to help us out and invited us to her office. She could offer us the last open slot in 
her calendar four weeks after we first approached her via e-mail.  

 When we arrived at Edelvik other employees were very friendly and helpful to direct us to Gunilla’s 
office, which was a bit hard to find.  

 Due to her experience in Switzerland, Gunilla also speaks German and understands the German 
culture and was able to make comparisons in regard to working culture.  

 Gunilla seemed very structured and organized and we felt that she thought about a crisis example 
she could present us in advance.  

 Moreover, her multinational working background gives her a good standpoint to compare different 
corporate cultures and examine differences in crisis management. However, in Gunilla’s case, there 
were no differences with respect to crisis management but more concerning expectations and work 
practices. As can be derived from the graph, Edelvik (or Gunilla) gives trust and providing the right 
information a strong emphasis in crisis situations.  

 Also, the media seemed to play a big role as stakeholders in crisis situations.  

 Gunilla’s observation that crisis management changed a lot from being more or less accidental to 
becoming a trust and reputation issue caught our interest furthermore. Finally, Gunilla speaks 
Swiss-German as well as Swedish, so she already got to know the German politeness form “Sie”, 
which in our views is one indicator of the German commonality to have hierarchies and put people 
on levels. 
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WCA, IR 4 

Case 11: Clausthaler GmbH 

 
 
Data Collection 
We approached Corinna via E-Mail for an interview time slot. She is a trustworthy contact from our 
professional network and has valuable insights in the field of controlling and risk management within 
Clausthaler. She was eager to help us and participated voluntarily in our empirical study in her spare time. 
We conducted the interview on February 23rd and we covered the most important topics within 20 minutes. 
The interview was held in German and was conducted via Skype, as it was not possible for us to travel to 
Germany. The summary of the findings has been translated to English from our German transcription. We 
were sensuous and as objective as possible with our translation in order to avoid changing the original 
content or meaning of statements. 
 
Description of Cultural Differences 
Corinna stated that the company culture or the country of origin (Germany) has a big influence on the 
management of unexpected events in a company. At Clausthaler, it is marked through strictly defined 
processes which need to be complied with (i.e. in quality or risk management) and worked with as planned. 
In general, Clausthaler has flat hierarchies, as described by Corinna. However, the procedures are rigid, 
which makes it hard to act quickly. The clear defined processes include many factors which might be 
forgotten when taking ad-hoc decisions without such a plan. In Corinna’s opinion, that is strongly impacted 
by the German culture. German employees, according to Corinna, would have fewer problems with these 
standards and procedures compared to subsidiaries abroad. It is more difficult for the foreign employees to 
work their way through the system in a structured fashion while respecting all guidelines and regulations. 
They tend to see it more as a waste of time to dive deep into these topics. Corinna explained that foreign 
subsidiaries are a bit more unstructured and unorganized and not as concerned about the details in 
comparison to the German side, of what she has experienced. 

Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
As a small subsidiary, Clausthaler did not experience many crises so far. An exemplary recent crisis incident 
was connected to fake or copied products produced and sold online, which resulted in sales loss for the firm. 
Things like that are noted down and the responsible managers take care of it and try to find a solution to 
stop the sales competitors.  
 
 



 

 97 

Crisis Management Procedures 
Clausthaler has a newsletter which should sensitize employees with broad information in regard to risk 
management and what to consider. According to Corinna, the communication flow is rather restrained in 
times of crisis. Employees are not informed directly when problems occur. Usually the media informs people 
through the news before the company does, as media agencies have a quick information flow due to various 
informants, sometimes even in the company. However, internal messages are sent out later on within the 
firm. Corinna stated that this would still happen within a reasonable timeframe but in general, 
communication is rather reserved. Corinna further explained the risk management within Clausthaler, 
which helps to identify problems at an early stage and supports the definition of countermeasures for certain 
risks, to be able to react quickly. According to Corinna, Clausthaler uses the same risk assessment system as 
other subsidiaries or companies within their field. The system identifies issues, collects them and passes 
them on. Within the system probable risks in different departments are collected and reported to the board. 
It is however, somewhat static and not easy to influence and also not often updated, said Corinna.  This type 
of risk preparation aims to prevent the occurrence of bigger crises at Clausthaler GmbH. The managers of a 
respective department are primarily responsible for dealing with upcoming issues. If the problems grow too 
big for the responsibility of the managers (depending on value limits concerning turnover or a certain 
amount of sales fail), they need to be escalated to higher management levels or (depending on the scope) to 
the board of directors where final decisions are made, said Corinna.  
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Concerning the understanding of a crisis incident, Corinna mentioned the collapse of an established system. 
In her opinion, crisis management consists of an analysis of the situation, the questioning how the crisis 
could happen and to assess different perspectives on the situation. Finally, countermeasures need to be 
defined. 
 
Observations 

 Corinna talked about flat hierarchies at Clausthaler but also much about managers, management 
levels and the board of directors, which contradicts her first statement.  

 In her opinion, the structured and organized, typically German traits (deriving from the firm’s 
originating culture) influence the planned, strict processes and procedures in terms of risk-and 
crisis management within Clausthaler.  

 Furthermore, it seemed that Corinna did not really differentiate between risk- and crisis 
management. When we asked her about crisis incidents (implying), she always gave examples for 
risk assessment. That could also be the case due to missing examples for crisis at Clausthaler. 

 

Case 12: Radeberger GmbH 
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Data Collection 
Through our personal contact to Robin we could approach him for an interview in the scope of our thesis 
topic. He was motivated and open to talk about this topic in his spare time. We conducted the interview on 
Februrary 23rd and it lasted about 35 minutes. After this interview he referred us to his colleague Rolf, who 
is on a higher management level in his field at Radeberger GmbH. Rolf supported us with more information 
and a cultural comparison to his cultural origin, Sweden. Rolf also provided us with broad and valuable 
insights in the interview taking place on March 7th, lasting about 40 minutes. The interview was conducted 
in German and has been translated sensuous the best way possible to avoid changing the original content or 
meaning. 
 
Description of Cultural Differences 
Generally, both of the interviewees mentioned that it would be quite hard for them to make statements for 
the whole Radeberger group, as there are global differences. In Robin’s view the way of handling things is 
more personality-dependent (in a smaller scope, where people can take their own decisions) than depending 
on their culture. Rolf stated, that the hierarchical structure of the firm is not the crucial point, when it comes 
to cases where responsibilities are assignable one to one. When the crisis situation is more complex and 
could lead to personal risks, the project responsible needs to inform other departments and escalate if 
necessary. This, however, takes a bit longer and the hierarchical structure can complicate the coordination 
when it is not clear where to find or define the responsible center for the complete package, especially when 
several causes in different silos induced the problem. Rolf summarized: “When we faced a case like this, 
everybody was responsible for his/her own area but not for the holistic solution. At Radeberger it is not 
common that somebody takes responsibility when not having the complete process within his or her 
responsible area.” The missing overview and will to find holistic solutions could be seen negatively from a 
customer point of view. Rolf didn’t find that behavior in Sweden, where the responsible person also needs to 
influence others which are not in his/her responsibility area. At Radeberger, the silo thinking leads to pure 
responsibility in one’s scope and anything that falls beneath that scope can be rejected or delegated, which 
dissects the whole topic and creates vagueness, so Rolf. According to Rolf’s experience, Radeberger GmbH 
works efficient, fast and direct and is based on the control view in Germany: objectives and targets, reaching 
the purpose and measures are central topics. It’s organized in a way that every organizational unit gets a 
clear target which fosters goal-oriented work and behavior within the firm and things which don’t lead to 
reaching the target might be left aside. The Swedish companies Rolf knows (and has worked for) are usually 
more process-oriented, meaning the holistic process plays a bigger role than individual unit measures. That 
also means that organizational borders in Swedish companies are not so strict, so that people also overtake 
responsibilities beyond their actual tasks. Consensus discussions are furthermore a major part of the 
Swedish working-culture. These are the main differences in the work Rolf can see between the two countries. 
Robin did not point out differences in cultural approaches to crisis management. In his view the way people 
handle crisis is more dependent on their personality. Robin explained that Radeberger overall has a rather 
complex, traditional, divisional and stiff matrix-like organizational structure. In some areas or departments 
with much project work (e.g. quality management) the structure is a bit less stiff. Rolf confirmed Robin’s 
statement that Radeberger would be rather complex and hierarchic with strong silo functions which are 
target driven. The information flow, however, is usually quick, so Robin’s opinion.  
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
Some years ago there was a major bribery scandal at Radeberger, where the company paid a high amount of 
money to a certain party in order to get orders from them. In that case Radeberger reacted very quickly, 
according to Robin. They implemented organizational units and controls that clarified topics in that regard. 
Robin and Rolf also mentioned a deadly accident of an employee on a foreign construction site, which has 
been treated very fast and according to plan via communication and information channels and clear 
responsibilities. In Robin’s opinion, systems and error control-systems as well as detailed plans on how to 
handle things and who should receive which information, help dealing with unexpected events. For cases 
like accidents or missing parts on construction sites, these processes and plans exist at Radeberger. For more 
unexpected events, as for instance the bribery scandal, there was no real plan but still there were clear 
responsibilities, which increased the speed of handling very much, according to Robin. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
Rolf mentioned that crisis management procedures are strongly dependent on the sector in which 
Radeberger operates, as these are quite diverse. It is also connected to potential consequences of occurring 
events. Overall he said that there are two processes: a formal one (through the levels of the hierarchy) and 
an informal one (directly to the responsible person, where hierarchical steps can be skipped). In some areas 
it would be strictly defined, who to contact first, in less critical cases the informal way can be chosen to 
decrease preparation time. Robin explained, that there is a plan which would be followed and in certain cases 
crisis management systems and a crisis team help to solve evolving issues with internal cases, for example 
accidents. Also, Rolf emphasized a crisis plan which holds especially with personal damage, environmental 
damage or greater customer damage. In those cases, the communication flow is organized, structured and 
planned. Furthermore, with external disasters or nature catastrophes, Radeberger reacts quickly and 
informs employees globally if applicable, Robin said. He explained further, that if there are problems 
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concerning a product, the responsible product manager or the responsible unit will take care of the 
information and communication of the issue and escalate it up to other responsible people, which is usually 
a group of people. Both interviewees said, that the leeway (who needs to do what) as well as the scope 
(classification steps), when a crisis needs to be escalated, are clearly set in these situations which also fosters 
speed in action.  
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
For Robin, a crisis is something that threatens the existence of a company. In his opinion, everything else 
can be characterized as challenges. In order to tackle a crisis, Robin suggested predefined processes as the 
most suitable measure. Rolf confirmed Robin’s definition of a crisis and added that it includes “the worst” 
happening. For Rolf, crisis management consists of measures which secure that the fundamental existence 
of a company survives. 
 
Observations 

 Robin’s extensive explanation of the organizational structures and different roles in the firm 
showed us how complex and diversified the company is.  

 Rolf is a Swedish citizen currently working in Germany in a German originated firm (Radeberger 
GmbH), so he was able to point out major differences in working culture and procedures of dealing 
with uncertainty and unexpected events.  

 Due to his previous work experience in Sweden in several firms of a similar size he could compare 
the organizational structures and company cultures and give indications of what could be impacted 
by the country culture in that sense.  

 Robin was eager to help us out with an interview in his free time. Rolf has found a slot during his 
work time to enlighten us extensively about the topic. 

 

Case 13: Dinkelacker GmbH 

 
 
Data Collection 
After approaching Dirk via E-Mail for an appointment, he was able to offer us an interview slot in his spare 
time as things are very busy within the firm during office hours. We know Dirk from previous work 
experience at Dinkelacker. Therefore, he was very resolute and open to help us. The interview took place on 
February 22nd and lasted about 30 minutes. We conducted the interview via Skype as it was not possible for 
us to travel to Germany at that point of time. The interview was conducted in German and has been 
translated sensuous the best way possible to avoid changing the original content or meaning. 
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Description of Cultural Differences 
Dirk explained that Dinkelacker, as one of Germany’s biggest employers constitutes of rigid hierarchies, big 
departments with clearly divided responsibilities and operates in a matrix structure. According to Dirk, the 
culture and organizational structure has an impact on the management of unexpected events in a firm. “On 
the one hand, strong hierarchies help us to do things good, consistent and determined, on the other hand 
the individual is limited in his/her creativity.” That also implied missing flexibility, said Dirk. He 
furthermore pointed out that there are some culture-related differences in managing crisis between 
Germany and other countries’ cultures. According to Dirk, Germany is in the middle of the extremes. There 
would be countries which are stricter than Germany and ones which are less strict in command and control. 
In India, for example, hierarchies and power are stronger. That is among others influenced by one’s caste, 
race or skin color, Dirk added. If someone is new to the business, he or she doesn’t have any decision power 
or even the right to say something during meetings but rather receive explicit instructions what to do. Dirk 
added that in Germany people work more with one another, also depending on their knowledge and expertise 
to discuss an issue. As an example he mentioned a situation where expert knowledge and authority is needed. 
It is very common in Germany that a manager on a higher level would then turn to a person on a lower level 
that would have that expert knowledge. Thus, the strictness of command and control is relative, depending 
on the comparison country, said Dirk. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
Crises on a project-level at Dinkelacker often occur due to missing or misled communication or transparency, 
according to Dirk. He gave an example of a trade show where a description of the project was suddenly 
needed from one minute to another. As the project, supervised by Dirk, is very complex and technical, it was 
not easy to describe it within two pages. And after they handed in the description, they even recognized that 
it wasn’t the project they were supposed to describe but rather their exhibition stand. So it was on short 
notice and a lot of miscommunication going on. However, the project team managed to write the description 
so generally, that it was fitting anyway. Due to quick action, the issue could be solved positively in the end 
but also with a little luck and less a structured plan, explained Dirk.   
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
Overall there is a crisis team among the board of directors, when the brand is threatened. On a project basis, 
the team members clarify the issue to escalate it to the directorate of a project, which then takes further 
actions if necessary. The responsibility for managing a crisis or escalating it lies with the project manager’s 
decision. Dirk explained, that it would be highly dependent on the affected department or business area 
within Dinkelacker and how this area is organized, or if it is a global concern, which would be handled by the 
central organization at Dinkelacker. In regard to a project, it is usually dealt with through hierarchies and 
escalation management. Most issues are solved internally from the specific control bodies and responsible 
leaders. Mainly the person with the leading responsibility is taking care of it (e.g. project leader, department 
manager) as well as someone from the professional or technical field who is knowledgeable about the area 
of concern. They discuss the issue and come up with decisions and appropriate actions to take. Furthermore, 
hierarchies become stronger and stiffer with the scope of the crisis, especially on lower hierarchical levels, 
not on the middle and top level. He further explains, regulations are executed in a stricter fashion. If the 
project leader cannot fully handle a problem anymore, the issue needs to be escalated to a higher level. It is 
the responsibility of the project leader to assess this, so Dirk.   
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
When we asked Dirk what constitutes a crisis for him, he first addressed the threat to the financial result of 
a company but later refined it to limiting resources due to shortage in crisis situations. Crisis management, 
in his opinion would then be to keep the damage for the company as small as possible. 
 
Observations 

 Dinkelacker has a quite hierarchic and central organizational structure, also connected to its 
German cultural origin.  

 We had the impression that Dirk is used to operate in this type of structure, but he added some 
concerns in terms of flexibility and creativity which can be limited within rigid hierarchies.  

 The fact that Dirk was able to participate in our interview within his spare time shows us his interest 
in our research but also made us think that he could have felt uncomfortable to answer the 
questions in his working environment and/or that he is quite busy as a project leader.  

 Moreover, he did not want to give an example of a crisis incident when we asked for it the first time. 
That could also be an indicator of the German loyalty or, stated differently, hush that mostly comes 
from signed contracts that prohibit talking about the company’s operations or problems to third 
parties.  

 Having prior work experience as team member in one of Dirk’s prior projects, we know that the 
hierarchical structures are very tight at Dinkelacker and that confirmation is needed for every step 
that is out of the “normal” process, in order to be allowed to approach a person on a higher level. 
Still, as Dirk mentioned already, the clear responsibilities can give employees a feeling of security 
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that everyone knows what they are supposed to do and what not. However, sometimes it can be 
difficult and frustrating to find a responsible person for a topic that does not match one or another’s 
responsibility to 100 per cent. People at Dinkelacker tend to avoid this kind of topics, as that would 
only mean more work and it does mostly not help them for the achievement of their department-
goal. 

 

Case 14: Jever GmbH 

 
 
Data Collection 
We were able to connect with Jana through our professional network. When we were looking for participants 
working in a German firm, we received the recommendation to contact Jana on the German side from a 
friend working in the Swedish office of Jever GmbH. The interview with Jana took place on March 5th and 
lasted about 25 minutes. The summary of the findings has been translated to English from our German 
transcription. We were sensuous and as objective as possible with our translation in order to avoid changing 
the original content or meaning of statements. 
 
Description of Cultural Differences  
In Jana’s view, the cultural origin of a firm plays a role when it comes to dealing with uncertain events. This 
is also connected to the corporate culture and values, which are communicated and lived worldwide 
throughout the company. However, Jever is a merger between a Swedish and a German firm, so it is hard to 
differentiate and say where the behavior in crisis management comes from originally, also due to different 
company cultures. Since the company is bigger after the merger, instructions and responsibilities are stricter 
and more clearly defined and decisions need to be confirmed from the management side. Furthermore, there 
is not much communication regarding problems since mergers and fusions are on the agenda regularly. 
Rather, there are rumors going on about lay-offs and transfers of locations that are not clarified by the top-
management. According to Jana, Jever GmbH is strongly top management-driven and actions or the release 
of public notifications need to be confirmed from the head office in the holding before they can be executed. 
In general, Jana mentioned as a cultural-driven difference, that people in Germany are more used to delegate 
tasks. 
 
Recent Crisis Incidents and Management 
Jana explained that there was a public release with information about a product, which turned out as a 
problem for a key stakeholder of the planned merger. Afterwards there was a quick reaction to take back as 
much information as possible from the online communication channels. The instructions on how to react 
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and what to do came from the central top level management. From that point no more public communication 
was allowed for the global marketing department. The product management was involved to take measures. 
Within a few hours a clearly structured plan has been followed. However, it was more a coincidence that the 
PR manager was checking her E-Mails that morning, otherwise this situation could have turned out worse. 
 
Crisis Management Procedures 
Jana didn’t really know about a general crisis plan. The top management and responsible managers from the 
respective departments are taking care of managing unexpected incidents or crises. According to Jana, not 
all colleagues know who has the responsibility for what, especially when it comes to different locations of the 
firm. The responsible actors however, would know when they need to act. Communication happens through 
a local intranet, nothing similar exists on a global scale so far. Also meetings among the work council or 
town-hall meetings are used to communicate with each other.  The work council is usually quicker with the 
information than the top management. Information from the top level are more about seeing upcoming 
mergers as new chances and try to hide or avoid speaking about the problematic side of it. Jana explained 
that the scope of the crisis would also have an impact. When there is a far-reaching threat to the firm, 
employees are very limited in their action space. They receive clear instructions what to do from the top level 
management, and the actions need to be reported back later on. Furthermore, signature authorizations are 
established and clearly settled for various management levels.  
 
Personal Definition of Crisis and Crisis Management 
Concerning the definition of a crisis, Jana mentioned the threat to corporate success of a company as being 
crucial. In order to handle a crisis, Jana thinks clear responsibilities and also the execution of these 
responsibilities are of major importance. 
 
Observations 

 Jana was eager to support our study and offered us some time to interview her on a weekend, 

outside her actual working-time.  

 There were contradictions between Jana’s initial opinion and following descriptions in terms of 

managing crises incidents. First the impression was that there are no structured crisis plans in 

general but her later description of a typical example of a crisis seemed to be clearly structured and 

planned with clear responsibilities and a rather management-driven approach. That leads us to the 

impression that Jever has an overall rather strict and hierarchical working culture where people are 

unsure about their jobs and responsibilities.  

 We think that this could harm the company in a major crisis situation, as people would probably 

look more for themselves than for the whole company, due to anonymity issues and insecurity.  

 Furthermore, delegations and hierarchical levels could be a German corporate culture 

characteristic. 
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Coding WCA & CCA  

The table shows our coding throughout the whole process. The most frequently mentioned words 

from the interview participants are stated in the first row. We identified 140 open codes from 

the within-case analyses. In the second row the 30 merged and clustered codes, the so called 

“structured codes” after meaning and content for every iteration round are presented. The 

different colors show topics within the same field or with a similar meaning in the scope of our 

study. Finally, the categories for our conceptual framework have been built. They were retrieved 

from the main topics of all iteration rounds, having one remaining factor for each category 

(yellow: communication/ red: involvement/ blue: hierarchy).  

 

Coding Overview 

Open Codes WCA    
IR 1  
Case 1: Volkswagen 

IR 2  
Case 2: Flytande AB 

IR 3  
Case 6: Malm AB 

IR 4  
Case 11: Clausthaler GmbH 

Culture Local Responsibility Being in Charge Risk Management 
Top-Down Procedures/Routines Responsibilities Risks 
Communication Family Feeling Challenge System 
Hierarchy Responsibility Fast Defined 
Transparency Speed/Fast Control Escalate 
Increased Marketing Transparency Practice Manager 
Dictate Type/Scope of Crisis Plan Problem 
Responsibility Communication Change Management Level 
Reputation Information (Missing) Action Registration (Office) 
Centralized Hierarchy Business as Usual Processes/Guidelines 
 Case 3: Nyttig AB Case 7: Avskild AB Case 12: Radeberger GmbH 
 Upwards Communication Decisions Hierarchical 
 Ad-hoc Action No Plan Division 
 Consequence Ad-hoc Defined 
 Malfunction Discussions Goal-oriented 
 Empowerment Prepared Responsibility 
 Corporate Culture Typical Swedish Fast-paced 
 Audit Swedishness Procedure 
 Lost Opportunities The Corridor Information 
 Risk Same Level Process 
 Contacts/Networks Product-closest Mg.  Plan 
 Case 4: Gosig AB Case 8: Gamleby AB Case 13:Dinkelacker GmbH 
 Spread Information Depending Fast-paced 
 Talk Experience Complex 
 Informing People React Escalation 
 Keeping It Cool Immediately Hierarchical 
 Wrong Action/Decision Information Measure/Action 
 Rash Action Critical Missing Communication 
 Accident (Ab)normal Responsibility 
 Responsibility Financial loss Short-term 
 Situation Quality Consistent 
 Vikings Morale Central 
 Case 5: Poäng AB Case 9: Nyfors AB Case 14: Jever GmbH 
 Decision Trained Clearly 
 Culture Leadership Meeting 
 Decision Power Discussions Communication 
 Help Responsibility Actions/Directives 
 Doing Nothing Knowledge Notification 
 Giving Trust Consensus Merger/Fusion 
 Responsibility Time/Speed Release 
 Adaption Protect Instructions 
 Explanations Brand Top Management 
 Discussion Press Responsibility 
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Case 10: Edelvik AB  

  Leadership  
  Open Communication  
  Support  
  Information  
  Prepare/Train  
  Act  
  Trust  
  Reputation  
  Serious  

  
Media 
  

10 40 50 40 
    
 
 
 

Structured Codes CCA 
   
Miscommunication Situation (No) Plan Clearly Defined 
Hierarchy Action Discussions Hierarchies 
Lack of Transparency Decision Support Management-Driven 
Loss of 
Reputation/Trust Empowerment Information Measures 
(Company) Culture Communication Prepare/Train Fast-Paced 
(Organizational) 
Structures Support React Responsibility 

Responsibility Responsibility 
Decisions 
&Responsibilities  

 Information Fast  
  Media  

7 8 
 
9 6 

    
 
 
 

Categories Conceptual  
Framework 
   
Hierarchy    
Involvement    
Communication    
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Appendix IV: Theoretical Discussion 

Participant Definitions for “Crisis” and “Crisis Management” 

 
Respondent Definition of Crisis Definition of CM 

Viktor Viking 

A Crisis could jeopardize the 

financial result, growth of the 

company, brand building of the 

company – more heavily than just a 

normal, small event, like a 

bankruptcy of a very big customer. 

Crisis have a big impact on the 

normal routine of a company. 

The company becomes more like a dictatorship. 

If a crisis becomes very big, it is the same if you 

run a war, if you have the military. If the crisis 

is big enough, the ruling of the company tends 

to be very steep and go to the top management. 

Hjalmar 

Hagberg 

Something that is so negatively big 

that it cannot be handled fully with 

the tools that I think that I have at 

the moment. 

I’m a true believer that CM is about “keep it cool 

the whole time”. But do not keep so cool, so that 

you miss the actions. 

Sven 

Söderberg 

Unexpected accident/event or 

something you haven’t planned 

shows up that disturbs your actions. 

A crisis is something that is not going 

as you planned. 

When you as a management don’t take action in 

a situation that is not going how it is planned. 

Jokke 

Johansson 

A crisis is a sudden event, it’s outside 

the normal. And I think in a crisis 

process you need to define what the 

crisis situation is.  

It’s about making sure that we have a process for 

such an event. And also to train and exercise, in 

order to make sure it works in reality. CM is 

about having a plan in place for such an event. 

And the most important part in the plan is 

communication. 

Jesper Jorden 
You immediately need to act, 

depending on how small or big it is.  

Within one hour all the management teams and 

the key persons need to be in contact and decide 

how it’s handled. I think speed is important in 

that case. Crisis Management is more about 

defining the rules and who is responsible for 

what in timelines and so on. 

Sören Sund 

For me it has to be something 

REALLY bad. And then the alarm 

clocks should go on. Otherwise it can 

be hick-ups, bumpy roads, and 

unexpected events. Crisis is crisis for 

me. 

 

For me it’s very much taking a personal 

responsibility in those situations. Than it’s a lot 

of layers behind like practice, education etc. But 

you can have that thick contingency plans in 

your shelf behind you and you can read it once 

in two years, but when things are actually 

happening, then it must be in your spine.  

Norbert 

Nordmann 
Negative uncertain situation. 

Be prepared and have a plan for what different 

situation you could get into.  

Gunilla 

Grädde 

Something that is coming up 

unexpected, that is a stress situation 

(stresses the organization) where the 

normal behavior and where the 

normal routines don’t match the 

reality, where we have to do 

extraordinary actions and take 

extraordinary decisions.  

It is a lot about honesty, information and being 

really taking the crisis serious. Also if it seems 

to be a small crisis, we need to act and take it 

seriously, it might get bigger – you never know. 

Because, good CM is really fast, it is here now 

and it’s acting directly.  

Pelle Pilkvist 

When some unexpected things 

happen and there is no decision 

maker. I think a crisis is created 

when people are doing nothing or 

Crisis Management is giving people trust to do 

what they are supposed to do and giving 

responsibility to them. People should know that 

they can call in all the help they need. 
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not taking responsibility of what 

they are supposed to do. 

Ben Billund 

Crisis for me is, when something 

goes severely wrong, not according 

to plan and the potential outcome (if 

it continues in the same direction) 

would have a severe impact on the 

company and the business. It is very 

much a matter of the consequence 

how severe it is. 

When you have a structured way of handling an 

ongoing crisis, then that can be handled in many 

different ways, e.g. already beforehand specified 

(with policies/processes/procedures etc. that is 

one type of crisis management); another type is 

the way that we do it – analyze the situation on 

the spot and take appropriate actions right 

there, based on their experience. That is also a 

structured way of doing it, but differently. 

Björn Bake 

But I would say it’s something that 

would take down a vital part of our 

delivery capacity to customers, more 

than 3-4 days. 

- 

Detlev 

Danielsson 
- - 

Dirk Dengler 

A decisive event, consistently, 

reducing resources, immediately, 

ad-hoc, widely. 

The conditions , i.e. external influences ( any 

influences ) lead to a crisis in the company and 

in order to minimize  the damage to the 

company, launch appropriate measures , rules 

etc. to ensure that the damage is as small as 

possible 

Jana Jakobs 

An event that occurs unexpectedly 

and that basically threats the 

company's success. 

That there are clear responsibilities, how to deal 

with a crisis and that this responsibility is also 

perceived. 

Corinna 

Colmer 

If an established system collapses 

and you have to look for ways to 

correct the whole thing again. 

Look at the issue closely and analyze how it is at 

all the crisis came about, what are the causes of 

the crisis. Analysis and then take 

countermeasures. 

Rolf Rennberg 

Event that can have negative effects, 

which are in such a magnitude that 

they can significantly damage the 

results of the company. 

To handle potential crises so that any required 

changes have not come about. 

Robin Reichert 

A crisis is threatening. Life-

threatening, when it comes to people 

or when it comes to the company, 

then a threat to existence. 

Everything else are challenges. 

Prescribed process exists on how to respond to 

a crisis, how the communication flow is, who 

needs to be informed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


