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Crisis management in practice: 

A dynamic process intertwined with daily work performance 
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Abstract 

This article explores how a social services unit in Sweden coped with the large influx of 

unaccompanied children during the 2015 refugee situation. Crisis management is approached using 

social practice theory to examine how everyday work practices and their constituent resources 

informed personnel’s management of the chaotic situation. The research data consist of practice-

based interviews with managerial personnel from social services and operational staff at homes for 

unaccompanied children, as well as manuals and printed routines. The analysis demonstrates that 

the staff coped with the challenges posed by the refugee situation by adopting competences, 

mobilizing meanings, and adapting material resources belonging to different practices of everyday 

work. The article concludes by emphasizing the importance of studying crisis management from a 

practice-based perspective as a complement to framing crisis management as a static asset of 

organizations—governed by institutionalized practices—which has implications for defining what 

constitutes crisis management and who can become crisis managers. 

Keywords: Crisis management, Social practice theory, Social services, Refugee situation, 

Normalization. 

Introduction 

This paper explores crisis management and its relationship to an organization’s everyday work 

practices as a complement to the formal and top-down concepts of crisis management. Previous 

research on organizational crisis management typically focus on establishing a formal understanding 

of crisis management; that is, to develop institutionalized knowledge and best practices applicable 

to various actors across contexts (Fowler et al., 2007; Kovoor-Misra, 1995; Martínez-Córcoles, 2018). 

Such a view presents crisis management as a process governed by rational and structural features, 

where certain attributes—such as plans, methods, and tools—are used to decide how crisis 

management should be planned and executed (Heath, 1998; Sapriel, 2003).  

Although one cannot deny the importance of this formal perspective, we must remember that it fails 

to consider how crisis management is being performed as part of an organization’s everyday work 

practices. This is in line with several studies that address the organizing process within organizations 
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(e.g., Scott & Davis, 2007; Weick, 1976, 1979), indicating that organizations are not necessarily as 

rational and structurally oriented as some parts of the crisis management literature indicates. 

Instead, organizations exist as an ongoing social accomplishment, based on everyday practices 

(Orlikowski, 2002).  

Considering this starting point, it can be said that crisis management is, to a large extent, shaped by 

the context in which actions are performed through the elasticity of practices, as built-in capacities 

to uphold daily routines (cf. Heidenstrøm, 2020b). To consider crisis management in terms of the 

resources organizations possess in the process of performing their professional practices, this study 

uses a theoretical framework based on social practice theory. This approach enables an 

understanding of crisis management as constituted through everyday practices and their 

interlinkages (Schatzki, 1996; Shove et al., 2012).  

This study takes the starting point of the 2015 refugee situation and the various responses of staff at 

homes for unaccompanied children and how they handled the large influx of unaccompanied youths. 

By departing from an organization’s socially and culturally shared practices, this study aims to 

examine the resources that constitute crisis management, particularly by emphasizing the role of 

everyday work practices. This is determined through the following research questions: (i) In what 

way are everyday work practices part of crisis management? and (ii) How are these practices 

involved when an organization needs to cope with a crisis event? 

Research background 

Most crisis management studies are based on a formal view and the development of specific 

attributes that could be equated with “good” crisis management, regardless of context and type of 

actor; much of these have strong normative elements. In essence, it is assumed that, at least to 

some extent, the destructive capacities of crises can be prepared for and handled “through 

adherence to certain principles which should be embedded in institutional structures, rules and 

procedures” (McConnell, 2011, p. 67). As a result, there is a plethora of literature on best practice; 

for instance, how to plan for crises (Alexander, 2005; Lee et al., 2007; Perry & Lindell, 2003), 

implementation of crisis training and exercises (Adey & Anderson, 2012; Araz et al., 2012; Robert & 

Lajtha, 2002), and how organizations can learn from crises (Deverell & Olsson, 2009; Kovoor-Misra, 

1995). Furthermore, these crisis management efforts are often placed in relation to certain 

structural, cultural, and technical environments that promote the implementation and maintenance 

of specific standards and practices ('t Hart et al., 1993; Bundy et al., 2017; Martínez-Córcoles, 2018). 
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McConnell (2011) states that “The underlying logic, often implicit, is that certain processes 

[practices] are ‘best practice’ and that neglecting these generates a risk of failure” (p. 67). 

Following this formal view, an organization is likely to be viewed as a well-prepared crisis 

management actor if it is explicitly aware of and continuously works toward implementing these 

standards and practices. However, if an organization is passive and lacks awareness, it will likely be 

viewed as naïve (Hannah et al., 2009) and incapable of taking the appropriate measures during a 

crisis (Dynes, 1994; Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018).  

Although a significant portion of previous research has been devoted to examining crisis 

management from a formal and top-down perspective, there are studies that have moved beyond 

this perspective. For example, several studies reveal that professionals within organizations respond 

to what is known to them during a crisis, using professional skills and familiar resources 

(Christianson et al., 2009; Danielsson, 2016, 2020; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; Weick, 1988); moreover, 

when the situation requires, they adapt certain elements to allow for the possibility of acting outside 

of routine operations (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Bigley & Roberts, 2001; Schakel & Wolbers, 2021). 

Furthermore, professionals are more likely to use earlier experiences and professional skills if the 

place and tasks are familiar to them, even if the situation is entirely unknown. However, if both the 

situation and the tasks are new, they need more formal guidance (Danielsson, 2020).  

Oscarsson and Danielsson (2018) exemplify this in their study of homes for unaccompanied youths 

handling the strain of the sharp increase in the influx of refugees during the 2015 refugee situation. 

During this time, prior knowledge of the tasks and goals allowed the staff to improvise, based on the 

practices of their profession. Using these practices created a map that the staff used to navigate the 

necessary actions when the situation became chaotic. Similarly, Sparf (2018) examined a Swedish 

municipal healthcare department’s management of parasite contamination in the freshwater system 

by integrating and absorbing uncertainties into each unit’s everyday work. Such management was 

possible due to strong downward-directed trust between managerial and operational levels. 

However, this resulted in the staff being left on their own, having to solve many situations without 

support from the management. 

Furthermore, in their study of how project organizations manage deviations that pose risks of 

delaying or shutting down the project, Hällgren and colleagues proposed that projects are inevitably 

exposed to deviations, not because of poor planning or inadequate risk management tools, but 

rather due to being tightly interlinked with complex dependencies. Consequently, the common 

standardized and structural way of avoiding or mitigating deviations is, by definition, insufficient. 
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They showed that, instead, project groups dealing with deviations sealed-off and absorbed the 

consequences that followed by using knowledge and skills related to everyday practices that form 

part of the project group’s day-to-day work (Hällgren, 2009; Hällgren & Maaninen-Olsson, 2009; 

Hällgren & Wilson, 2008). 

These studies reveal that crisis management is, to a large extent, shaped by the context in which 

actions are performed, through the elasticity of work practices as built-in capacities to uphold daily 

routines. Below, I present a theoretical framework of social practice theory that provides analytical 

tools for studying how an organization’s everyday work practices become important when coping 

with a crisis. 

Crisis management and social practices 

When applied to crisis situations, social practice theory (Bourdieu, 1977; Reckwitz, 2002) reveals two 

core points: (i) crisis management is studied through routine work practices and their elements, and 

(ii) these practices are socially and culturally shared (Heidenstrøm, 2020a, p. 381). Therefore, the 

contribution of professional knowledge, previous work experiences, and embodied skills in shaping 

crisis management can be highlighted. 

Weick (1979) contended that moving away from the tyranny of nouns allows one to stop considering 

organizations as something given and static; instead, he emphasizes the changing activities of 

organizational members – what they do, and how. Such a perspective calls attention to crisis 

management as a dynamic rather than a static process, depending on the socially and culturally 

shared practices in organizations, that are seldom visible in other research and are not explicitly 

defined as crisis management capabilities. Instead, they are, in the words of Heidenstrøm (2020b), 

“routines that are already there” (p. 178). 

As social practice theory lacks a uniform definition of practice, it is essential to clarify the practice 

concept before moving on. The present study uses Reckwitz’s (2002) commonly-cited definition of a 

practice, defined as a: 

Routinized type of behaviour (…) which consists of several elements, interconnected to 

one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a 

background knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion, and 

motivational knowledge (p. 249). 
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This definition points to the interconnectedness of several elements that together make up a 

practice. To sort these elements and facilitate the use of a practice perspective on empirical data, a 

concrete framework is required. This study uses a framework inspired by Shove et al. (2012) to 

organize the elements that make up a practice into three categories:  

• Materials (things and their use, including infrastructure, tools, hardware, and the body);  

• Competences (understanding and practical knowledge);  

• Meanings (mental activities, including emotions, aspiration, and motivational knowledge).  

A material aspect of practice (things) becomes vital, as carrying out a practice often means using 

things in particular ways. Materials encompass almost every tangible physical entity, such as objects, 

infrastructures, tools, hardware, and the stuff of which objects are made (Shove et al., 2012). 

Material objects are often directly associated with daily life, implicating the conduct and 

reproduction of everyday life (Spotswood et al., 2015, p. 24).  

Competences comprise culturally shared understanding and knowledge, including background 

knowledge, technical knowledge, and ways of understanding; these are the skills needed to perform 

a practice (Reckwitz, 2002). Competence does not have to reside entirely within the carrier of 

practice. Instead, the competence to perform a practice is situated in practice and in the objects 

used to perform it. Competence is then located within the actions carried out by the practitioners, 

and is therefore an essential part of understanding why and how certain practices are performed 

(Corradi et al., 2010). 

Meanings are often described as various forms of mental activities (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 1996), 

such as motivations, ideas, aspirations, emotions, and beliefs. The concept is heavily reliant on 

Bourdieu’s (1984) writing on habitus, which suggests that an understanding of significance is shared 

among a group, consequently bringing the group together (Spotswood et al., 2015). Shove et al. 

(2012) explain this element of practice as “tacit and unconscious forms of knowledge and experience 

through which shared ways of understanding and being in the world are established” (p. 12). The 

meaning is not something that individuals possess inside themselves, but it is part of the practice 

(Reckwitz, 2002). Thus, the individual or group collective does not need to be conscious of the 

meaning. Instead, it is expressed in the doings and sayings adopted by practitioners in different 

ways. 

For a practice to arise, the elements must be linked, with this linkage allowing for an understanding 

of performance. The elements can become connected at any given time and the connections can be 
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dissolved and created, depending on the available elements (Forsberg, 2018). Thus, this should be 

considered to be a constant ongoing process, rather than a fixed state. 

Schatzki (1996) distinguishes between integrative and dispersed practices. An integrative practice is 

a complex bundle of elements (competences, meanings, and materials) that make up a practice. The 

common criteria for an integrative practice, according to Warde (2016, pp. 41-42), are: (i) a 

recognizable entity that is logical to talk about, (ii) has an identifiable performance pattern, and (iii) 

is something beyond the practitioner’s mind and goes beyond the sum of their doings and sayings. In 

other words, an integrative practice is constituted by an institutionalized action pattern. 

A dispersed practice, however, appears in many practices and does not carry its own elements. 

According to Schatzki (1996), a dispersed practice is woven into other practices and follows the 

teleoaffective structure (or meaning) of the practices of which it forms part. However, this study 

sees dispersed practices as governed by a broader set of elements than just the teleoaffective 

structure of integrative practices, including materials and competences. This extension is in line with 

Harries and Rettie (2016), who introduce that dispersed practices also get their shape from the rules, 

knowledge, and material arrangements of the integrative practices they are woven into. It is through 

these elements that dispersed practices obtain their conditions to perform in a specific context. 

Warde (2013) refers to this as making dispersed practices particular and concrete. Examples of 

dispersed practices include improvising, ordering, prioritizing, and creating alternatives. When 

performing a dispersed practice, such as an act of improvisation, the practitioner is also engaged in 

an integrative practice, making the improvisation understandable and meaningful. These concepts 

are all essential to consider, as one might argue that crisis management is as much dispersed 

practices, following the logic of other practices, as it is an integrative practice with its own elements.  

Methods and empirical setting 

This study is based on empirical data gathered during the 2015 refugee situation in a Swedish 

municipality. The study was designed as a case study to gain insights into how a social services unit 

managed the large influx of unaccompanied children (UC). Interviews and accompanied tours were 

performed and documents were collected from a social services unit in the municipality that dealt 

with the influx of UC at the time.1 Combining the data made it possible to obtain a broad picture of 

both the conditions surrounding the work (documents) and specific accounts of those working 

within a particular context (interviews and accompanied tours). The combination also made it 

possible to corroborate findings across datasets to guard against the limitation of the results being 
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an artifact of a single method, a single source, or a single researcher’s bias (Bowen, 2009; Patton, 

1990).  

Research context: The 2015 refugee situation 

In 2015, more than 1.25 million refugees arrived at the border of the European Union, some of 

whom were in acute need of shelter and protection from war and violence in their home countries 

(Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017). The massive influx of refugees resulted in Sweden receiving 

approximately 163,000 asylum seekers within 12 months, of whom 35,000 were UC 

(Migrationsverket, 2016b). In comparison, Sweden received about 81,000 asylum seekers, of whom 

7,000 were UC, in 2014 (Migrationsverket, 2016a). Refugees placed numerous demands on Swedish 

society and its functions, including accommodating and caring for all UCs arriving in Sweden in 

search of shelter. In Sweden, the responsibility for UC is shared between the central government 

and municipalities. The government—in particular, the migration agency—has the overarching 

responsibility of receiving all refugees, including UC, and their migration process. However, at the 

request of the migration agency, municipalities take over the responsibility of UC for practical 

reception. The municipalities are responsible for accommodation, daily care, special support, school 

attendance, and the overall integration process, both during and after the asylum process. 

Municipalities’ reception of UC is based on the principle of normalization, which means that all 

children staying in Sweden should be covered by the same social welfare system as Swedish citizens, 

as much as possible (The National Board of Health and Welfare, 2016). 

Caring for UC takes place at various caring homes (hereafter called “HVB housing sites”), 2 a type of 

accommodation for children between 14 and 18 years of age. In the studied municipality, the 

responsibility for the HVB housing sites was placed upon the Young Integration unit, which is part of 

the social services provided by the municipality. The primary purpose of these accommodations is to 

provide children with adequate living conditions and basic needs, as well as allowing them to grow 

up and cope with adulthood. Integration is a core activity to accomplish the latter and includes 

factors such as schooling, leisure activities, and other social opportunities that promote the 

integration of UC into Swedish society (The National Board of Health and Welfare, 2016). 

The HVB housing sites in the studied municipality harbor two professions: team leaders and 

counselors. Each HVB housing site must have at least one team leader responsible for the overall 

operative work, including personnel, children, and the finance of the HVB housing site. The team 

leader is the direct subordinate of the head of Young Integration (taken from the municipality’s 

home page). An HVB housing site may have several counselors, depending on the number of UCs. In 
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the housing sites where the interviews were conducted, there was approximately 8–10 counselors 

who worked different shifts. A counselor’s main task is to be a caring adult figure who is sensitive to 

the children’s need for security and safety and who helps them handle complicated feelings. More 

practically, counselors provide conditions for self-support regarding private accommodation (e.g., 

introducing the necessary skills of cooking and teaching household economy), schooling (e.g., 

helping with homework), and promoting integration (e.g., planning leisure activities and explaining 

and introducing norms, values, and tradition) (The National Board of Health and Welfare, 2016). 

HVB housing sites care for specific numbers of UCs, depending on the accommodation’s reception 

quota and how many municipalities have received in total. In 2015, however, the situation changed 

and a massive influx of young children arrived at Swedish municipalities, resulting in a very strained 

situation, which later was declared a crisis for the studied municipality. The situation soon became 

chaotic, as the municipality lacked sufficient accommodation, staff, and resources. 

Data collection and analysis 

A qualitative approach with interviews was chosen as the primary collection method, as the purpose 

was to unveil the practices used when coping with the large influx of refugees during the 2015 

refugee situation. As the interviews were re-enactments of how things were handled, rather than 

enactments of the actual handling that took place, several challenges had to be addressed. First, the 

interviews had to be designed to capture practices using language-based methods (Hitchings, 2012). 

Hitchings, among others, have advocated for a type of practice-based talk that entails formulating 

questions to obtain the performative side of stories and to verbalize the non-linguistic elements of 

practices (Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018; Hitchings, 2012). Heidenstrøm and Kvarnlöf (2018) 

stressed the importance of asking the right questions to access aspects of performativity, such as 

questions addressing what the participants did, what they used, and who they were with. 

To allow the participants to speak freely and obtain details of and insights into their performance, 

the study utilized a practice-based approach. The interviews were semi-structured and based on four 

broad themes.  

• Organizational issues and tasks: everyday work related to their responsibilities, routines, and 

goals. 

• Practical management: (crisis) management during the refugee situation in terms of what 

they did, how they did it, with whom they did it, and the tools they used in the context of 

their responsibilities, routines, and goals. 
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• Collaboration (communication within their units, with other units and organizations, and the 

local community).  

• Lessons learned: reflections on how routines and plans were used, what they had learned 

from the situation, and how that could be valuable in the future. 

Although a practice-based approach can capture some aspects of performativity, it cannot observe 

the bodily performances of how the staff coped with the situation (Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018). 

To come even closer to the actual performance, some of the interviews were complemented with 

accompanied tours at the HVB housing sites (Carpiano, 2009; Kadibadiba et al., 2018; Kusenbach, 

2003). The combination of interviews and tours allowed the researcher to not only obtain the 

participants’ accounts of what happened, but also to observe the material surroundings and their 

connection to the practices performed. In total, four tours were conducted, one at each HVB 

housing site. Two of the tours were led by team leaders at their respective housing sites, while two 

experienced counselors conducted the other two. 

Thirteen interviews were conducted at four HVB housing sites in a medium-sized municipality in 

Sweden between March and April, 2016. Nine interviews were with operational staff (counselors), 

and four were with managerial staff (two team leaders, the head of administration, and the head of 

department). It is important to mention that the team leaders’ roles were not clear-cut, as they 

addressed both operational tasks and managerial issues. The operational staff were 

overrepresented, which is consistent with the purpose of the study, as crisis management at the 

HVB housing sites was the main focus. However, it was necessary to gain a broader understanding of 

the strategic planning and management of the refugee situation in the municipality and to 

understand how the managerial conditions, to some extent, set the conditions for the staff at HVB 

housing sites.  

Table 1. Data material. 

Position/role Responsibilities and work tasks Type of material and quantity 
Team Leaders Have the operational responsibility at the 

HVB housing sites, including the 
workforce, finance, and unaccompanied 
youths. 

Two interviews, recorded and lasting 2 
hours and 15 minutes. Two 
accompanied tours of 30 minutes each. 
Collection of four documents of 47 
pages in total.  

Counselors Constitutes the operative workforce. 
Those who met the refugees daily and 
care for and support the youths. 

Nine interviews, recorded and lasting 8 
hours and 15 minutes. Two 
accompanied tours of 30 minutes each. 

Head of 
administration 
(Social 
services) 

Has the ultimate responsibility for the 
social services department, including 
overall personnel and budget 
responsibilities. 

One interview, recorded and lasting 1 
hour and 15 minutes. 
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Head of 
department 
(Young 
integration) 

Has the strategic responsibility for the 
HVB housing sites and the 
unaccompanied youths that have been 
assigned to, or who emerge in, the 
municipality. 
 

One interview, recorded and lasting one 
hour. Collection of one document of 26 
pages. 

Source: author. 

Several team leaders from different HVB housing sites were contacted. After the recruitment of 

team leaders, each team leader invited counselors to participate in the study. The heads of social 

services and the head of the Young Integration unit were asked to participate separately. The 

request was formulated to recruit interviewees who worked strategically with the local management 

of the refugee situation. Before the interviews, all participants were provided with information 

about the study, including its purpose, ethical considerations, and the utility of the study, and they 

provided written informed consent. 

Furthermore, documents were gathered from some of the interviewees to obtain insights 

concerning the manuals and handbooks that provide guidance on how to carry out practices at the 

HVB housing sites. Primarily, the documents provided information on the knowledge that informed 

the practices (Bueger, 2014). Five documents were obtained from the social services department 

within the municipality and comprised an overarching guideline for security matters and manuals of 

work practices, including checklists, SOPs, and action plans that regulated the work at the HVB 

housing sites. Table 1 summarizes the interview participants, their role and tasks, and the 

supplementary material collected in the study. 

Each interview was recorded, transcribed verbatim, and checked for consistency. The data were 

then analyzed using a thematic content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Krippendorff, 2004) using 

NVivo software. The analysis was used to build a richer understanding of crisis management and its 

connection to everyday work practices when coping with a crisis. The analysis process was divided 

into several steps to ensure that the material was thoroughly scrutinized. The process started with 

reading the all retrieved material and, based on the research questions, extracting parts that were 

related to regular operations (documents and interviews), work during a crisis (interviews), and how 

crisis work was related to their everyday work (interviews and documents). 

The extracted material was then compiled into one large document to create an overview, before a 

more detailed analysis was conducted. To ensure that no information was missed, the extracted 

parts were compared with the removed parts of the material. In the next step, an inductive coding 

process was conducted, including listing the codes and grouping the codes into categories 
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representing similar narratives, such as “adapting resources at hand,” “normalizing the situation,” 

“do what has to be done,” “the importance of previous experiences with UC,” and “knowing the 

premises.” In the next step, the three elements of social practice theory were applied to identify 

overarching themes connected to capabilities forming different aspects of crisis management, as 

presented in the analysis below. For instance, “normalizing the situation” and “experiences with UC” 

were categorized as adopting competences, while “do what has to be done” was categorized as 

mobilizing meanings, and “using resources at hand” was categorized as adapting material resources. 

Using the three elements of practice theory enabled me to highlight how the staff’s crisis work was 

interwoven with everyday work practices. To further theorize on what had been found, the final step 

used the concepts of integrative and dispersed practices to determine whether the staff’s coping 

with the refugee situation was based on the formation of dispersed practices, following the logic of 

the organizations’ existing (integrative) work practices. The three elements (meanings, materials, 

and competences) could then be tied to the formation of dispersed practices, as these elements 

were salient in most of the solutions that emerged in the staff coping, such as improvising or 

prioritizing problems. This resulted in the model of crisis management as dispersed practices 

presented in the discussion (Figure 1). 

Results 

The results reveal crucial elements of crisis management that the HVB housing staff took part in 

during the refugee situation, including the influence of pre-existing practices. By applying a practice-

based approach, this section highlights the elements that influence the staff’s management of the 

refugee situation. The analysis resulted in three themes: adopting competences, mobilizing 

meanings, and adapting material resources. These themes feature crucial aspects that show that 

crisis management is more than a coherent practice; rather, it comprises many elements from 

existing work practices. 

Adopting competences 

To deal with the large influx of refugees arriving in the municipality, the staff had to initiate their 

competences to manage the new situation and work toward maintaining daily routines. The data 

showed that experience played a significant role in coping with the situation. However, most studies 

that consider the importance of experience focus on experiences acquired from previous crises 

(Deverell & Olsson, 2009; Lalonde, 2007; Stern, 1997), rather than experiences gained in daily work. 

For the staff, previous experience is a form of tacit knowledge embodied in everyday work that can 
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be activated during disturbances. The head of the department and the counselor discussed the 

importance of experience: 

Before, I worked for the Swedish Migration Agency. I was used to being where it 

all happened; I was used to preparing for these kinds of events and to be at the 

center of events. I knew that the [refugee] situation could evolve as it did, 

although I did not understand to what extent. It was hard to convince the others 

in the municipality that this was actually going to happen. […]. I did everything in 

my power to prepare them and teach them about what the situation could mean 

for us, but because I found it hard to make my voice heard, we were still taken by 

surprise (Head of Department). 

The problem was that you did not really know [how many would arrive]. Then, it 

was like this: ‘no, I cannot do this because many more [UC] came than expected, 

but I can go and do this or that.’ Due to [my] experience […] I knew things that I 

could postpone, things that were not urgent, or things that could be re-scheduled 

[…] After all, it was not that much of a problem (counselor at an HVB housing 

site). 

The knowledge utilized by staff who had worked at various HVB housing sites for a long time 

contributed to normalizing the refugee situation. Their ability to adapt everyday practices instead of 

breaking them enabled the staff to normalize the situation and continue their work, as this 

participant explained: “Things went quite smooth, I think. Although things became chaotic, we 

worked the same way and tried to create a situation as normal as possible, and I think we 

succeeded.”  

Their previous work experiences and professional skills contributed to creating improvised solutions 

to adapt to the many demands imposed by the refugee situation (e.g., where to fit in the newly 

arrived youths despite the lack of rooms or how to feed 25 UC in a kitchen made for 10). 

Improvisation is a well-known strategy for organizations during critical situations (Kendra & 

Wachtendorf, 2006), and its success is often based on the knowledge and experience of the place 

and tasks, while being accustomed to flexible and creative solutions. Several interviewees talked 

about working daily under unpredictable conditions, which required a lot of creativity and flexibility. 

A counselor said, “All the time you have to be creative because unexpected things always turn up 

that need to be dealt with in different ways.” When the influx of UC increased, the staff activated 

competences from daily work practices to find improvised solutions and create alternatives to 
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problems that occurred. Thus, as the staff were accustomed to being creative in their daily work, 

they became facilitators in the success of improvised actions during the crises. 

The lack of previous experience among the newly recruited staff was something that the more 

experienced staff considered problematic. A counselor stated: 

If I give you routines that you have not performed in practice, it is hard for you to 

know what to do with them, especially in a situation like this [the refugee 

situation]. You have to make them your own and practice them to use them 

(Counselor at an HVB housing site).  

A team leader gave an example of how the situation can evolve if an almost entirely inexperienced 

group of staff is thrown into a situation such as the refugee situation: 

When I saw them work, they were like confused chickens, even if I exaggerated a 

lot. They did not know what to do in the beginning, they did not know each other, 

they did not know the youths, and they did not know the work. It was not 

possible for the staff to apply the available routines, and thus, they had no 

working method to fall back on (team leader at an HVB housing site). 

The lack of experience in the newly established accommodations resulted in more experienced staff 

having to support and share their competence with the new ones. Several of the inexperienced staff 

mentioned the importance of turning to the more experienced staff, as this newly hired counselor 

said: “We had help from them [the staff] in the department below us. We could ask a lot and check 

how they did stuff.” By getting assistance, the new staff could start solving problems in their own 

manner by employing competences and resources learned from more experienced staff, as well as 

resources at the accommodations (e.g., action plans, checklists, and SOPs). In practice theory, this is 

related to careers. A career starts when novice outsiders are drawn into and simultaneously defined 

by the practice in which they are engaged. As a result, they slowly start to acquire competence and 

develop the skills they need to become full practitioners (Laven & Wenger, 1991). 

Mobilizing meanings 

Several participants talked about a special mentality connected to the work environment. The head 

of administration described it as a drive among the staff “that has to do with overcoming problems.” 

The staff members at the accommodations described something similar. No matter how difficult the 

situations were perceived to be, the staff expressed that “It was no problem,” “We knew we would 
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fix it,” and “[We] just do what has to be done.” This mentality allowed the staff to consider the 

situation as not very problematic or challenging, as this counselor expressed: 

It was just go home, sleep, come back, and give all you had. We did not have time 

to think […], we simply knew we could handle it. This is why we never thought of 

getting help from someone. We knew we would fix it (counselor at an HVB 

housing site). 

This mentality could be related to the staff’s perception of themselves, defined in practice theory as 

emotions, motivations, and symbolic significance for the practitioner to participate in a particular 

practice (e.g., being a caring individual, doing something satisfactory, and giving to those in need) 

through which shared ways of understanding are established (Shove et al., 2012). Thus, these 

meanings became a driving force to pursue practices, to know why they need to be pursued, and 

what purposes they fulfill.  

These meanings also changed how the situation was framed. Instead of framing it as a crisis—as the 

municipality administration did—the staff considered the refugee situation as a situation in which 

they could handle the normality of everyday work, albeit with a heavier workload and sometimes 

improvised methods. To frame it as part of their “normal” work fortified their normalization strategy 

and made the situation less intimidating. One of the team leaders stated:  

We said: when the municipality called it [the refugee situation] a crisis, we 

“raised the bar” even though we [at the HVB housing sites] did not experience it 

as a crisis. When there are events of this kind, with a high influx [of youths] and 

workload, it will pretty much unify and bring us together. It becomes like, how 

should I say it? […] There is no turning back; you just have to take hold of it, and 

this united us and created a strong force …. This meant that instead of calling it a 

crisis, we said that this is our new normal (team leader at an HVB housing site). 

However, these meanings interact with the competences inscribed in the practices (Shove et al., 

2012). For the staff to normalize the refugee situation, they had to be familiar with the premises, the 

infrastructures and technologies, and most of the basic working methods and routines. These 

meanings and competences are an interwoven part of the staff’s everyday practices and, therefore, 

are partly taken for granted and hard to observe on the surface. 

 

 
This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved. 



15 

 

Adapting material resources 

So far, this study has illustrated that adopting competences together with a mobilization of 

meanings was part of normalizing the refugee situation. However, previous research has 

demonstrated that materiality is also an essential part of crisis management (Heidenstrøm, 2020b; 

Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018; Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018). In line with adopting competences 

and meanings, the materials used to cope with the refugee situation are an equal part of the staff’s 

everyday work practices. Despite a lack of specific preparedness objects, such as a crisis 

management plan that covered the refugee situation, the staff effectively handled the situation by 

adapting the material resources used in their everyday work, something that required a lot of 

improvisation and prioritization (cf. Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018). New material resources had to 

be purchased to furnish facilities and accommodate newly arrived UCs. Existing facilities with their 

premises, including gathering places, living rooms, and kitchens, had to be adjusted to accommodate 

more UC than usual. This rearrangement was chaotic. Two staff members explained this adaptation 

of material resources: 

…My reaction was, ‘What the hell are we going to do with them?’ It was what I 

felt hardest in this situation. […] We went and purchased several beds, 

mattresses, blankets, and pillows. […] We had to make sure they had somewhere 

to sleep. They slept on the floor, on couches, in extra beds, and on mattresses. 

We had a room–a small TV room–where they slept in a heap (Counselor at an 

HVB housing site, cf. Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018, p. 232). 

It takes time to refurnish […]. We focused on those sleeping in a living room. We 

had two living rooms, or should I say media rooms, and we had to use one of 

these so they [UC] had somewhere to sleep. It was for a short time. […]. The idea 

was that they should move, but still, it may not be too easy to stay in a living 

room with four others. However, together with the working group, we solved it in 

the best way we could (counselor at an HVB housing site). 

These excerpts indicate that some of the material resources that used to be taken for 

granted had a different meaning and were put into other practices to function in new and 

different ways. As discussed above, to use these material resources in the manner 

described by the staff, the staff’s competence and the meanings inscribed in their practices 

became essential for generating creative solutions. This illustrates the importance of 
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considering the interconnectedness of the elements, competence, meaning, and material 

when illuminating different aspects of crisis management that the staff took part in. 

Discussion  

This study focuses on illuminating how capabilities from existing work practices are used to cope 

with and manage a crisis event. Using the analytical lens of social practice theory, this study 

demonstrates how an organization—with little or no formal competence in crisis management—

coped with and managed the chaotic and strained situations posed by the 2015 refugee situation 

using previous experience and professional skills. Using known practices, the staff adopted 

competences (e.g., the ability to improvise), meanings (e.g., a feeling of doing what is required), and 

materials (e.g., rearrangement of premises), which provided them with conditions to normalize the 

situation and continue their daily work (cf. Kreps, 1991). 

Theoretically, this can be illustrated by differentiating between integrative and dispersed practices 

(Schatzki, 1996). Crisis management is often displayed as an integrative practice with its own 

elements, such as particular rules and procedures, goals and purposes, and specific tools. As such, 

crisis management is depicted as a static asset of an organization. However, this study found that 

crisis management is something more than a coherent practice; rather, crisis management consists 

of elements (meaning, materials, and competences) that are part of an organization’s ordinary work 

practices, and the results suggest understanding it as dispersed practices, following the logic of the 

organization’s many integrative practices. By mobilizing resources from their ordinary practice, the 

staff was able to develop improvised actions, prioritize solutions, and create necessary alternatives. 

This way of understanding crisis management can be illustrated through a model of crisis 

management as dispersed practices (Figure 1), telling us that crisis management is, to different 

extents, interwoven within the performance of everyday work practices. As displayed in Figure 1, 

elements of integrative (ordinary) practices composed the foundational resources for dispersed 

crisis management practices. This means that when performing dispersed practices, such as 

improvising, prioritizing, or creating alternatives, organizational members are also engaged in 

several integrative practices, making the actions understandable and meaningful (Schatzki, 1996). 

A potential reason for the strong connection between their everyday work practices and their crisis 

management activities could have many answers. As pointed out in previous research, it could be 

associated with the place and tasks being familiar to the staff (Danielsson, 2020; Hällgren, 2009). 

Although the situation was new, the staff mostly had to do what they always do—caring for all the 

UCs arriving—although the number arriving increased drastically. What differed was the increased 
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workload and the need for improvised solutions to deal with increased workload. This could also 

explain why most of the staff did not frame the situation as a crisis. 

 

Figure 1. A model of crisis management as dispersed practices 

Source: author, adapted from Shove et al. (2012, p. 14). 

Another possible answer may be the staff’s lack of formal crisis management training. The HVB 

housing site staff were not familiar with specific crisis management strategies, nor did they know of 

any plans describing these strategies. If there existed any crisis plans stating how a prevailing 

situation could be handled, they were kept at the department’s administrative level (cf. Penrose, 

2000). This is consistent with the assumption that the degree of formalization in crisis management 

decreases further down in the hierarchy (Danielsson, 2016, 2020; Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018; 

Sparf, 2018). As noted in previous research, at the operational level, it is important to adapt to 

changing situations with resources at hand – a normalization strategy of and through practice that 

creates structure and security for the operational staff (cf. Faraj & Yan, 2009; Schakel & Wolbers, 

2021). 
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Implications for crisis management 

The results of this study have the potential to lead to several implications for crisis management, in 

both theory and practice. On an overarching level, it contributes to nuancing the concept of crisis 

management. First, it can help us extend what is seen as crisis management by shifting attention 

away from crisis management as a highly specialized field dependent on particular practices, to 

something informed by the everyday work practices of ordinary organizations that bear within them 

elements of crisis management. Such an extension can lead to re-examining some of the 

assumptions made in crisis management research. For example, it can challenge the belief that 

organizations that merely respond to crises, without proactive posture, are naïve and incapable of 

taking appropriate measures during a crisis (e.g. Hannah et al., 2009), that they automatically suffer 

more damage (e.g. Nudell & Antokol, 1988), or that they only rely on chance in their response (e.g. 

Smits & Ally, 2003). Ultimately, it is possible to question whether “ordinary” organizations are as 

unprepared as previous research has emphasized when it comes to addressing a crisis (Hannah et 

al., 2009; Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992). 

Second, it enables us to question the strong focus of previous research on crisis management as 

solely a top-down accomplishment, with a particular emphasis on the administrative levels or the 

level of technical experts (Hannah et al., 2009; Heath, 1998; Lerbinger, 2012). By understanding how 

a crisis is integrated and absorbed on the operational level, it is possible to better capture how crises 

are managed throughout organizations and, consequently, what characterizes the work by 

operational staff; or as Sparf (2018, p. 76) expresses it:  

…provide knowledge on how crises materialize and are dealt with from an 

organizational perspective, i.e. how changes and adaptations are actually carried 

out by the staff as active agents, and how the changes are integrated within the 

formal and social structures of the organization. 

If we only examine crisis management from a formal perspective, we will probably miss those at 

“ground level” and the “nitty-gritty” work they carry out to continue with their operations during a 

crisis. 

Third, it illuminates how staff normalize a strained situation by adapting their mode of organizing to 

the event. This relates to previous findings of research on fast-response organizations where 

responders can adapt practices to different contexts (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Schakel & Wolbers, 

2021), often by various degrees of improvisation (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003, 2006). However, 

although this study shows that the crisis management performed by the staff at the HVB housing 
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sites may not differ as much from the strategies used by professional crisis managers, it offers new 

insights into how everyday work practices, with no connection to formal crisis management during 

non-crisis times, are transferred into the crisis (cf. Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018). Moreover, it 

displays how these routine practices build a strategy used to simplify events, reduce the emotional 

charge, and make the crisis socially, politically, and symbolically acceptable (Roux-Dufort, 2000). 

Recommendations and future research 

To further develop our understanding of this study’s findings, more research combining a social 

practice perspective and crisis management is needed. Such a combination will help us to 

understand how organizations manage crises by highlighting how familiar everyday practices are an 

essential part of crisis management and how these practices are transferred to a crisis context. In 

conducting such studies, two overarching suggestions that could guide future research are 

presented: (i) research needs to conduct a more profound bottom-up analysis of crisis management, 

and (ii) research needs to put greater emphasis on how crises are managed in practice. The first 

suggestion is aimed at determining how a crisis is managed throughout the entire organization, 

including the work at operational level, in line with what has been proposed in research on extreme 

contexts (Hällgren et al., 2018). This presupposes that crisis management studied without assuming 

that specific organizational units, positions, or other “top-down” definitions of the relevant 

organization are good entry points in the empirical context. Rather, it is important to critically assess 

the research context and remember that crisis managers are not always found, but invented (cf. 

Blomquist et al., 2010). 

The second suggestion is to consider, in more detail, what is actually being done when organizations 

manage crises, and to build an understanding of the larger context based on these observations (cf. 

Blomquist et al., 2010) to make crisis management theories and models more relevant for 

management practice (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011). To achieve this, more insights are needed on the 

micro activities constituting the “nitty-gritty work” during a crisis. These activities can help advance 

our understanding of how actions are performed through the elasticity of work practices as built-in 

capacities to uphold daily routines (Hällgren et al., 2018). It also raises the possibility of establishing 

formal aspects of crisis management in embedded activities already at hand in organizations, 

illuminating the interconnectedness between formal crisis management activities and everyday 

work practices. Moreover, it can contribute to bridging the theory–practice gap by providing insights 

into the logic behind practices as experienced by practitioners, rather than the logic imposed by 

researchers (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011). As a result, it will help practitioners to better understand, 
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engage, and, above all, improve their own practices, thereby making theory more relevant and 

usable. 

Conclusions 

The overall conclusions gained from this study are that the staff managed the refugee situation by 

mobilizing resources from known practices, and that this mobilization of resources was an essential 

part of the staff normalization process. In particular, the adoption of competences, mobilization of 

meanings, and adaptation of material resources were crucial to regaining a controllable situation in 

which the staff could maintain their operations. Thus, this study concludes that it is important to 

extend the view of crisis management, including crisis management as dispersed practices that bear 

in them elements (competences, meanings, and materials) becoming important when coping with a 

crisis. 

Returning to the observations made in the previous section on the character of crisis management, it 

seems clear that studies need to use insights from social practice theory to gain an understanding of 

how crises are managed in practice and how routine practices are essential for developing adequate 

responses to a crisis event, especially if the organizational members have little or no formal 

competences in crisis management. Insights from such studies could be highly relevant for 

developing a more specific crisis management theory that complements existing organizational crisis 

management research. 

Endnotes 

1 The concept of UC is regulated in the Swedish law, SFS (1994:137), that defines UC as a child under the age of 
18 who, when arriving in Sweden, is separated from either parents or guardian or who, after arrival, are left 
without such connections. 

2 HVB housing site is a Swedish acronym for homes for unaccompanied children, in Swedish called “hem för 
vård eller boende.”  
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