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Abstract 
Exerted from the top down, organizational crisis management is a concept 
with strong connections to rational and normative approaches. While 
acknowledging that these approaches form a solid foundation for crisis 
management, this thesis formulates a critique of this conceptualization. A 
primary critique rests in the fact that this perspective has rendered invisible 
the capabilities of actors on the fringes of crisis management. In addition, it 
rarely acknowledges that coping with crisis consists of more than is typically 
associated with rational attributes. This thesis aims to increase theoretical and 
empirical knowledge in two areas based on this research gap. This research 
seeks to contribute empirically by studying non-emergency organizations and 
their operational level’s coping with crises that affect their core operations. 
Theoretically, it aims to highlight the role of social practices in our 
understanding of crisis management. The main objective is to move beyond 
rational, normative, and top-down approaches in order to provide in-depth 
knowledge regarding the role of everyday work practices in understanding 
organizational crisis management. This approach means looking at how 
existing work practices and their constituent resources assist in forming crisis 
responses. The thesis consists of four individual studies (papers I-IV) that 
relate differently to the main objective of the thesis. To varying extents, all 
four studies take theories of practice as points of departure, allowing for 
various examinations of how non-emergency organizations manage crises in 
practice. The first three studies are qualitative, using interviews as their 
primary methodology. In study I, the interviews are complemented by 
accompanied tours of workplaces and internal organizational documents. The 
fourth study is conceptual, aiming at theory development. The first and 
second study focus on how a social services unit in Sweden coped with the 
large influx of unaccompanied children during the 2015 refugee situation. The 
first study shows how the staff, through their experience and professional 
competence, continually adjusted their operations to suit the prevailing 
situation, thus managing the new conditions successfully. The study explains 
the results by offering a model of crisis management as dispersed practices, 
telling us that crisis management is, to various degrees, interwoven within the 
performance of everyday work practices. Building on the first study’s results, 
the second study highlights three crisis management practices: improvisation, 
prioritization, and the creation of alternatives. These practices played a 
significant part in creating new routines or adjusting existing ones, eventually 
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contributing to normalizing the situation. The study also shows that 
operational staff received inadequate support from higher management, 
having to rely on their own ability to solve problems. The third study 
complements interviews of non-emergency organization staff with interviews 
of emergency personnel. The study examines the interaction between non-
emergency organizations and emergency services. It considers a situation in 
which a non-emergency organization suffers an emergency, and emergency 
services temporarily deploy their workplace inside the affected workplace to 
address the situation. Theories of boundary work and boundary practices 
demonstrate how cooperation between the parties allows for a mutually 
accomplished form of boundary work, enabling both parties to strive for 
business as usual. The fourth study is a theoretical discussion and 
argumentation of practice theory in research on crisis management. The study 
offers a theoretical framework of crisis-as-practice that complements existing 
research’s focus on crisis management based on rational and structural 
starting points. The framework provides tools for studying crisis management 
in light of the ordinary resources that organizations possess when performing 
their everyday work; this approach allows for a more comprehensive view of 
crisis management and understanding of whom can become a crisis manager. 
The overall findings in the thesis indicate that the social and material 
resources that organizations possess through performing their everyday work 
contribute to the coping and management of various disruptions and 
adversities posed by crises—despite the fact that these resources seldom have 
been defined as capacities during crises. The findings also show that these 
resources allow crisis normalization by enabling adaptations of the 
organizing mode. Based on these findings, this thesis concludes that, even 
though non-emergency organizations might seem unprepared according to 
the prevailing institutionalized norms of crisis management, they perform 
practices relevant to crisis management and maintain their core activities 
despite both disruptive and emergency events. 
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Summary in Swedish 
Organisatorisk krishantering är ett koncept med starka kopplingar till 
rationella och normativa föreställningar och något som utövas uppifrån och 
ner. Även om det är svårt att förneka att detta synsätt utgör en solid grund 
för krishantering, tar denna avhandling sin utgångspunkt i en kritik av denna 
konceptualisering. För det första eftersom synsättet har osynliggjort de 
kapaciteter som innehas av aktörer som befinner sig i krishanteringens 
utkanter, och för det andra för att det sällan anser att krishantering består av 
mer än vad som är förknippat med rationella attribut. Baserat på denna 
kunskapslucka är målet för denna avhandling att öka kunskapen, både 
teoretiskt och empiriskt, inom två områden. Empiriskt genom att studera det 
avhandlingen benämner som ”non-emergency organizations” och hur deras 
operativa nivåer hanterar kriser som påverkar kärnverksamheten. Teoretiskt 
genom att lyfta fram den roll sociala praktiker spelar i vår förståelse av 
krishantering. Avhandlingens huvudsyfte är att gå bortom rationella, 
normativa och top-down-synsätt och ge djupgående kunskaper om 
vardagliga arbetspraktikers roll för vår förståelse av organisatorisk 
krishantering. Detta innebär att undersöka hur en organisations befintliga 
arbetsmetoder och dess inneboende resurser utgör en viktig grund för 
hanteringen av en kris. Avhandlingen består av fyra separata delstudier som 
på olika sätt berör avhandlingens huvudsyfte. All fyra delstudier tar på olika 
sätt utgångspunkt i teorier om praktik, vilket möjliggör undersökningar av 
hur ”non-emergency organizations” hanterar kriser i praktiken. De tre första 
delstudierna är kvalitativa och använder sig av intervjuer som metod. I 
delstudie I kompletteras intervjuerna med guidade turer på arbetsplatser och 
interna organisatoriska dokument. Den fjärde studien är konceptuell och 
syftar till teoriutveckling. I den första och andra delstudien studeras hur en 
socialtjänstenhet hanterade det stora inflödet av ensamkommande barn 
under flyktingsituationen 2015. Den första delstudien visar hur personalen 
genom sina erfarenheter och yrkeskompetens ständigt justerade sin 
verksamhet för att möte de ansträngningar som flyktingsituationen ställde 
och hur det bidrog till att hantera de nya förutsättningarna. Studien förklarar 
resultaten genom att erbjuda en modell som baseras på hur olika resurser 
kopplade till vardagspraktiker antas och anpassas efter situationen. Mot 
bakgrund av den första delstudien lyfter den andra delstudien fram tre 
specifika krishanteringspraktiker: improvisation, prioritering och skapandet 
av alternativ. Dessa praktiker hjälp den operativa personalen att skapade nya 
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rutiner eller anpassade befintliga som ett led i en normalisering av 
situationen. Studien visar också att operativ personal i liten utsträckning fick 
adekvat stöd från ledningsnivån och därmed var tvungna att lita till sin egen 
lösningsförmåga. I den tredje delstudien adderas intervjuer gjorda med 
räddningspersonal för att studera interaktion när en arbetsplats drabbas av 
en nödsituation och en räddningstjänst tillfälligt larmas till platsen för att ta 
itu med nödsituationen. I studien används teorier om gränsarbete och 
gränspraktiker för att visa hur ett samarbete mellan parterna möjliggör ett 
ömsesidigt gränsarbete, vilket underlättar för båda parter att bedriva sitt 
arbete. Den fjärde delstudien är en teoretisk diskussion och argumentation 
om användning av praktiksteori i forskning om krishantering. Studien 
erbjuder ramverket kris-som-praktik (crisis-as-practice) som komplement till 
befintlig forsknings fokus på krishantering baserat på rationella och 
strukturella utgångspunkter. Ramverket ger verktyg för att studera 
krishantering mot bakgrund av en organisations vardagliga arbetspraktiker 
och dess inneboende resurser, vilket inte bara kan vidga vad krishantering är 
utan också vem som ses som krishanterare. De övergripande resultaten i 
avhandlingen indikerar att de sociala och materiella resurser som 
organisationer besitter i sitt dagliga arbete, som sällan har definierats som 
kapaciteter under kriser, bidrar till att hantera en kris olika verkningar. 
Resultaten visar också att dessa resurser möjliggör normalisering av krisen 
genom att tillåta anpassningar av organisationssättet. Detta möjliggör 
slutsatsen att även om ”non-emergency organizations” är oförberedda sett till 
rådande institutionaliserade handlingsmönster för krishantering, utövar de 
praktiker relevanta för att upprätthålla sina kärnaktiviteter trots både 
disruptiva och akuta händelser. 
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1 Introduction 
Organizations face threats with a higher frequency than ever, from minor 
local events, such as floods, fires, and power outages to bigger events 
originating from war, earthquakes, or terrorism (Hällgren et al., 2018). How 
organizations cope with and manage such events is well-documented, and 
previous research has developed a large stock of knowledge about 
organizational crisis management (e.g., Marsen, 2020; Pearson & Clair, 1998; 
Roux-Dufort, 2007; Shrivastava, 1992; Smith, 2006; Weick, 1993). However, the 
previous research on organizational crisis management (see chapter 3) 
provides relatively uniform results, generating specific knowledge 
production. Advocating for an institutionalised response to crises, 
organizational crisis management is traditionally associated with a 
perspective that can be implemented during nearly all disruptions and 
disturbances (Linnell, 2020). This thesis refers to this particular perspective as 
the formal perspective of crisis management (cf. Heidenstrøm, 2020b). 

The formal perspective is characterized by particular ways of approaching 
crisis management, discernible in both research and practice. The majority of 
conceptual and empirical studies in this paradigm departs from a rational and 
normative approach to crisis management. This approach constructs specific 
attributes that can be equated with “good” crisis management, regardless of 
context and actors. Such attributes are often based on predefined crisis 
management qualities and practices, such as practices for planning (Lee et al., 
2007), training and exercises (Fowler et al., 2007), and the ability to learn from 
crises (Deverell & Olsson, 2009). Furthermore, these attributes are often 
promoted by certain structural (e.g., command and control), cultural (e.g., 
safety culture and culture of preparedness), and technical environments (e.g., 
information technology). Drawing on this institutionalized view, 
organizations are expected to follow specific crisis management regimes, 
including maintaining a high level of awareness, planning, and holding 
rehearsals and drills. They also are expected to possess various crisis 
management objects, such as crises plans and other strategic documents. 
Consequently, the formal view defines resilient organisations as having these 
predefined resources in place. 

A second characteristic of the formal perspective involves a top-down 
orientation, having a pronounced focus on a set of “core” actors; that is, they 
focus on different types of public safety professionals, including emergency 
services and rescue organizations (Andersson et al., 2014; Berlin & Carlström, 
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2009; Jerzy, 2016; Schakel & Wolbers, 2021) or high-reliability organizations 
(Hales & Chakravorty, 2016; LaPorte & Consolini, 1998; Martínez-Córcoles, 
2018; Roberts & Bea, 2001). More “peripheral” emergency actors can be added, 
such as different voluntary organizations with predefined crises management 
tasks. These actors are trained and equipped to manage severe events and to 
become familiar with certain practices. As a result, crisis management is 
defined by how these “core” actors deal with crises; generally speaking, the 
models and tools seeking to develop normative frameworks of crisis 
management are based and focused on these actors.  

Moreover, the formal view is particularly interested in practitioners at certain 
levels, mostly top- and middle-level management and technical experts, often 
focusing on how they seal off emergencies or crises from the organization’s 
ordinary production or services (Sparf, 2018). Furthermore, a majority of these 
studies are directed towards developing decision-making models and 
strategic tools (Hannah et al., 2009; Klein, 2008; Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001; 
Sayegh et al., 2004), overlooking the actual actions of the staff described 
(Sparf, 2018). In essence, particular organizations and positions are 
highlighted as the frontline workers of crisis management and, therefore, 
become prominent in the formal crisis management discourse. 

Even though it is hard to deny that the formal perspective forms a solid 
foundation for crisis management, it can be criticized for (i) not taking into 
account the capability of actors on the fringes of crisis management and for 
(ii) rarely considering that coping with crisis consists of more than is typically 
associated with formal attributes (Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018; Hällgren et 
al., 2018; Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018). Overall, it can be argued that the 
formal perspective on crisis management “lack[s] the capacity to account for 
all the complex and interwoven strategies that people [staff in organizations] 
mobilize when something happens” (Heidenstrøm, 2020b, p. 4). 

Studies that focus on the fringes of crisis management have highlighted the 
issues with this sometimes one-dimensional manner of addressing crisis 
management. By using concepts, such as official and unofficial (Barsky et al., 
2007; Johansson et al., 2018), core and periphery (Oscarsson, 2019; Robinson 
et al., 2013), or recognized and unrecognized (Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018), 
scholars have problematized what is missing in such a perspective. Firstly, it 
risks portraying actors who lack awareness of the formal attributes naïve 
(Hannah et al., 2009) and incapable of taking appropriate measures during a 
crisis (Dynes, 1994; Kvarnlöf, 2015). Secondly, it risks elevating the methods 
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and techniques used by “core” actors as too special and exotic to be usable by 
and applicable to “ordinary” organizations (Roux-Dufort, 2007).  

This line of reasoning led to the overarching goal of the thesis: to add 
knowledge, both theoretically and empirically, to two areas that have 
received little attention in research on organizational crisis management: (i) 
empirically by centring non-emergency organizations and the operational 
level as the object of study in organizational crisis management and (ii) 
theoretically by highlighting the role of social practices in our understanding 
of crisis management. By drawing on studies that have moved beyond the 
formal perspective (Heidenstrøm, 2020b; Hällgren et al., 2018; Laere, 2013; 
Weick, 1988), the thesis labels this approach as crisis-as-practice. 
Theoretically, it is rooted in social practice theory, understanding social life as 
being constituted through everyday practices and their interlinkages 
(Schatzki, 1996; Shove et al., 2012). Using a social practice perspective enables 
the assertion that crisis management cannot purely be understood from a 
formal perspective in which practitioners become familiarized with certain 
practices, including a high level of awareness, planning, and training, as 
determined by an institutionalized approach to dealing with crises. Crisis 
management must also be viewed in light of the resources that organizational 
members possess through performing their professional practices, with no 
formal connection to crisis management during normal times. As such, crisis 
management is, as much as following formal procedures, something enacted 
in the moment and generated through work practices. These work practices 
bear in them elements that can be used in coping with a crisis, such as 
localized knowledge, work experience, and embodied skills (Heidenstrøm, 
2020b). Thus, this thesis attempts to broaden our understanding of crisis 
management by offering a crisis-as-practice perspective. 

1.1 Study object and central concepts 
As a sociologist, I find that my primary interest lies in observing peoples’ 
everyday lives with the intention of understanding their actions, particularly 
in terms of how these actions form and are formed by the wider social context. 
Transferring this passion to crisis management, my primary interest has 
evolved into a curiosity for how everyday practices, without explicit 
connection to crisis management, are transformed into resources that assist in 
coping with a crisis. In doing so, I try to extend beyond the frequent focus of 
crisis management research—the formal response actors, who, wholly or 
partly, handle crises and emergencies as part of their job. Instead, I 



 

4 

concentrate on the actors who cope with a crisis simply by virtue of being part 
of an affected entity. As a note on word usage, I use the verb to cope when 
referring to the addressing of a crisis, a usage that extends the usual 
denotation of to manage. The main reason for choosing the term to cope is to 
avoid the connotations that come with manage. To manage implies being 
responsible for controlling, directing, or organizing someone or something, 
i.e., to exert authority (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020); in this thesis, such 
connotations are criticized for being tightly connected to the formal 
perspective. 

Within this context, the thesis revolves around several study objects: it 
involves non-emergency organizations and their coping with crises, and to some 
extent, their interactions with others. If the professional staff in non-emergency 
organizations are the subjects or actors, who act and interact, crisis as practice 
forms the overall study object. Moreover, certain distinctions have been made 
in that the studied practitioners are primarily the operational staff; this choice 
assumes that the further down in the hierarchy we look, the lower the degree 
of formalization in crisis management (Danielsson, 2016, 2020; Sparf, 2018). 

1.1.1 The non-emergency organization  
All papers in this thesis employ the concept of non-emergency organizations 
(NEOs). To the best of my knowledge, there is no single definition of an NEO. 
In this thesis, NEOs refer to organizations with work tasks that do not 
normally include addressing crises; however, when a crisis occurs, such 
organizations must take the necessary steps to maintain their activities. 
Hannah et al. (2009) use the term naïve organization, which to a certain extent, 
aligns with what I mean by NEO. Naïve organizations are defined as 
“organizations that are thrust into extreme contexts by chance, such as a hotel 
faced with a fire or terrorist attack, a passenger plane being hijacked, or a 
school hit by a tornado” (p. 901). Clearly, these organizations may lack 
relevant training and resources to respond to such events. Nonetheless, some 
parts of this definition could be critiqued, especially the use of the term naïve, 
which brings with it certain connotations. Being naïve implies that these 
organizations may be ignorant, see a low probability of being affected by a 
crisis, and generally lack the right resources to cope with a crisis. Such 
assumptions, however, have been proven wrong in several studies (Alvinius, 
2019; Oscarsson, 2019; Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018; Sarkar & Clegg, 2021; 
Sparf, 2018). 
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A probable reason why NEOs are seen as naïve when it comes to crisis 
management is that they are compared with public safety professionals, 
including emergency services. Instead of engaging in such comparisons, I 
believe it is more important to contrast them with these actors in order to 
clarify the NEOs’ primary tasks. By doing so, it becomes easier to dismiss the 
criticism of being naïve during crises because NEOs are highlighted as unique 
entities rather than standing in the shadow of another. In paper III, this 
distinction is accomplished by studying the boundaries between the fire and 
rescue services and an NEO in order to determine who does what and how 
responsibility is distributed. The findings show that rather than being naïve, 
NEOs have the knowledge and skills to continue with their work and, when 
necessary, support emergency services with their information and skills.  

Conceptually, the term NEO is broad and can include various actors, as 
partially shown in the thesis’s four papers. In papers I and II, NEOs represent 
homes for unaccompanied children, and in paper three, NEOs are represented 
by eldercare centres and schools. However, as the term functions to 
distinguish between “ordinary” organizations and professional crisis 
management actors, many other organizations could potentially be seen as 
NEOs, such as various non-gvernmental organizations that do not have crisis 
management tasks as their primary purpose. 

1.1.2 Public safety professionals 
Although the thesis's focus is on the NEOs coping with crises, it includes 
public safety professionals with the incident site as their workplace. In this 
case, the term public safety professionals refers to the fire and rescue services' 
operational staff whose everyday tasks include handling incidents, such as 
dealing with a fire affecting an eldercare centre. Although the fire and rescue 
services is the only emergency organization included in the thesis, personnel 
statements have been treated as representing the joint occupational group of 
emergency services, including the police and emergency care. This choice is 
based on their common work experience, their shared workplace, and their 
mutual priorities and tasks (Kvarnlöf & Johansson, 2014). 

The emergency services’ common workplace can be referred to as the incident 
site (Andersson, 2016). The incident site is a “peculiar kind of place” known 
for its high degree of uncertainty in terms of both spatial and temporary 
characteristics (Barsky et al., 2007; Harris et al., 2017). It is temporary in that it 
is created anew every time an emergency occurs, and it is unknown in its 
temporal demarcation, meaning that it is impossible to know when the site 
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will be established. Moreover, unlike most permanent workplaces, the 
incident site has no fixed physical location (Johansson, 2013). 

Previous studies of the incident site have focused on its establishment in 
public or at least semi-public places to which people have access before an 
emergency (Johansson et al., 2018; Kvarnlöf & Johansson, 2014). If the places 
are public, it lowers the degree of complexity when the incident site is 
established. When emergency services arrive, they reconstruct the public 
place into a workplace and exclude people who previously have had access. 
However, in the third paper of the thesis, the focus is not on public places but 
private workplaces, which renders the establishment of an incident site more 
complex; suddenly, the incident site accommodates two workplaces from 
entirely different fields, one temporary and controlled by emergency services 
and one permanent and controlled by the affected organization. In paper III, 
this complex co-location is examined in terms of boundary work between the 
emergency responders who are trying to establish their incident site and the 
affected workplace personnel who are attempting to move on with their work. 

1.1.3 Crises, their triggering events, and their disturbing effects 
When referring to a severe impact affecting an organization, using crisis as a 
concept comes with a risk: the term lacks a unified definition and is used 
rather generically. The concept can either refer to its cause (the triggering 
event), what is being affected, or the effects of the crisis. To avoid falling into 
confusion when using the term crisis, I distinguish between the triggering 
event and its disturbing effects. 

For an organization to suffer from a crisis, something has to happen. As 
Fischer (2003) states, “Without the precipitating [triggering] event, there 
would be no rapid social change—regardless of whether it is temporary or 
permanent” (p. 94). However, it is not enough that something occurs; it has to 
cause damage to a valued or vulnerable entity. That a crisis is about 
perception and that it has negative consequences implies that the definition 
presupposes certain values. As Sparf (2014, p. 19) contends, whether or not an 
event is assessed as a crisis depends on who is responsible for the assessment 
and which value perspectives are being used. As a result, the effects of an 
event can simultaneously be perceived as a crisis or a non-crisis by two 
different organizations depending on the value and vulnerability of the entity 
as well as their assessment of the resulting symptoms and consequences.  

To bring order and clarity to the meaning of crisis, several researchers have 
attempted to create classifications and typologies of crises (Gundel, 2005; 
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Keown-McMullan, 1997; Laws & Prideaux, 2006; 't Hart & Boin, 2001). These 
classifications order crises based on several different variables, such as 
causes/source of risk (Coombs & Holladay, 2002; Rike, 2003), characteristics 
of crises (Booth, 1993; 't Hart & Boin, 2001), and response strategies (Coombs, 
1995; Ihlen, 2002). Sparf (2014, p. 19) observes that a common shortcoming of 
these classifications is that the variables are conspicuously and uncritically 
mixed up, risking weak or incorrect analyzes and conclusions; in the worst-
case scenario, such classifications may lead to mistakes and faulty 
prioritization in practical efforts. Gundel (2005, p. 107) further criticises 
classifications for asserting that all crises can be traced back to a particular 
variable, such as their social, natural, or man-made origins. Some examples, 
however, demonstrate that a crisis may have two or even three origins, such 
as a tropical storm that at first glance seems to belong to natural causes but 
which may also have an origin related to global warming.  

To avoid confusion, I will return to the idea that crises presuppose damage to 
a valued and vulnerable entity. By doing so, the present thesis is not interested 
in the cause or type of crisis but rather the disturbing effects that follow. This 
focus aligns with Kahn, Barton, and Fellows (2013), who suggest the 
following: 

… in discussing crisis management, we focus less on the type of crisis 
and more on its disturbing effects. Appropriate responses need to 
reflect the disruption that has occurred, not just what caused it; so, too, 
should theories of crisis management (p. 383). 

Therefore, the “events” presented in this thesis are simply the various 
circumstances that affect the studied organizations. For that reason, it is not 
of interest if the event in itself is local (as in paper III), or global and extensive 
in the broader context (as in papers I and II), only that it affects the 
organization.  

 
Figure 1. Linear view of disruptions and adjustments (adapted from Fischer, 2003, p. 97). 

In the present thesis, the interesting aspects of study are the disruptions and 
adjustments (boxes three and four in figure 1) following the triggering event 
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(box two). With this focus, the relevant questions pertain to various conditions 
under which an organization, for example, suddenly diverges from its 
proscribed social structure and temporarily or permanently replaces it with 
an alternative (Fischer, 2003, p. 93).  

The adjustments following a crisis lead to another concept in this thesis: 
normalization. To understand crisis management as a normalization process, I 
apply functionalist-inspired thinking. However, it is important to mention 
that a functional viewpoint is only a heuristic, a metaphor for explaining how 
crisis management is used rather than a theoretical lens used later in the 
thesis. As I mentioned above, a crisis can cause physical or social disruptions 
in an organisation’s essential functions (Lindell, 2013). From a functionalist 
viewpoint, an organization is seen as a social system consisting of different 
functions. The system’s functions work to maintain the system as a whole, 
and if a function changes or breaks down, it has consequences for the entire 
system. Thus, crisis management works as a restoration mechanism, making 
it possible to attain normalcy in the disrupted function, a phenomenon that 
creates social equilibrium (Parsons, 1991). Of course, referring to social 
equilibrium is problematic because it presupposes a perspective of balance 
and thus risks a problematic understanding of social change, which is an 
essential part of most crisis management. 

In the present thesis, normalization is a better concept because it points to the 
idea that a crisis might require a new evaluation of the situation and the 
development of new sets of actions and routines (c.f. Borell, 2008). Papers I 
and II of the thesis provide examples of crisis management as a normalization 
process by demonstrating how NEOs found a new way of accomplishing their 
operations during the large influx of unaccompanied children during the 2015 
refugee situation affecting Europa. For example, they used their premises, 
their skills, and their equipment in new ways to absorb the strains and 
normalize the situation, enabling them to continue with their work despite 
the changed conditions. 

1.2 Research aim and research questions 
Because previous research has focused extensively on formal aspects of crisis 
management and emphasised a rational, normative, and top-down approach, 
there is a need for empirical and theoretical investigations moving beyond 
such understandings of crisis management, especially among organizations 
with little or no formal competences in crisis management. Based on these 
arguments, this thesis holds the overall objective of providing in-depth 
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knowledge about the role of everyday work practices in organizational crisis 
management when a non-emergency organization faces a crisis event. This 
goal requires looking at how existing work practices and their constituent 
resources respond to crisis situations. The thesis thus has a dual purpose: to 
analyse how non-emergency organization staff cope with crises, and to propose a 
crisis-as-practice framework for understanding such operations. The primary 
research purpose is further specified through the following three questions: 

1. How do everyday work practices inform operational staff’s crisis 
management in non-emergency organizations? (Papers I and II) 

2. In what ways are surrounding actors’ jurisdictional claims and work 
practices part of shaping the operational staff’s crisis management in 
non-emergency organizations? (Papers II and III) 

3. How can crisis management be theoretically examined as part of the 
everyday work practices of an organization? (Paper IV) 

The research questions are examined through four papers that theoretically 
and empirically explore different aspects of crisis-as-practice, as studied 
through the lens of NEOs and their coping with crises. Paper I examines how 
a social service unit in Sweden coped with a large influx of unaccompanied 
children during the 2015 refugee situation using resources from daily work 
practices. Paper II deepens the knowledge presented in the first paper by 
offering three crisis management practices that the staff used when managing 
the large influx of unaccompanied children and the relationship between 
these practices and the staff’s everyday work. The paper also relates 
operational management to the managerial level to find enabling and 
constraining factors affecting the operational staff’s management. Paper III 
introduces the influences that an external actor has on NEOs coping with a 
crisis by exploring boundary practices established by emergency responders 
who temporarily deploy their workplace inside an NEO to address an acute 
incident. Paper IV offers a theoretical framework of crisis-as-practice that 
conceptualises crisis management in a new way, one not commonly seen in 
organizational crisis management studies. This framework provides the 
thesis’s main theoretical contribution. 

1.3 The thesis’s disposition 
This introduction has outlined the context and background of the thesis, as 
well as the overall purpose and research questions. Chapter 2 provides a 
research overview of the concept of crisis management using the military 
model as a point of departure, including its consequences for views of crisis 
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management. Moreover, the chapter highlights a shift towards collaboration 
over management, thus emphasizing society's broader abilities. Chapter 3 
reviews previous research on organizational crisis management by looking 
into the perspectives dominating research on organizational crisis 
management, arguing that they represent a rational, normative, and top-
down view. Chapter 4 draws on insights from social practice theory to 
construct an analytical tool of crisis-as-practice to understand the “informal” 
aspects of crisis management, increasing our knowledge of how NEOs cope 
with crises. Chapter 5 summarizes the research process, including the 
methodology, the empirical material and its analysis, and ethical 
considerations. Chapter 6 presents the papers included in the thesis and ends 
with an exposition that moves beyond the papers. Finally, Chapter 7 discusses 
the thesis’s contributions, points out its implications, and provides avenues 
for future research. 
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2 Background 
In this chapter, I describe the evolution of perspectives on crisis management 
during the 20th and 21st centuries, with a starting point in crisis management’s 
military heritage. I then provide a brief outline of the decentralisation of crisis 
management in Sweden and how it affects local actors' responsibility in crises. 

2.1 The command and control approach 
Historically, researchers and practitioners have made several problematic 
assumptions concerning the usual behavioural responses and organizational 
requirements needed to respond to crises. This assertion is grounded in 
observations of research traditions focusing on the nature and complexity of 
disaster responses. The tradition has evolved, primarily but not exclusively, 
in the United States. In this band of research, significant attention has been 
paid to developing and examining planning efforts, influencing planning 
efforts worldwide (Dynes, 1994, pp. 141-142). 

The models developed within this tradition are based on military methods 
where crisis management is seen as an extension or development of military 
scenarios with an external enemy (Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Dynes, 1994; 
Kvarnlöf, 2015; Scanlon et al., 2014). According to Dynes (1994, p. 142), 
especially one model has been dominant in developing the crisis management 
view: the military model of emergency planning. Henceforth, I will refer to 
this model as the command and control approach. The approach, which has 
played a major role in developing the crisis management discourse since 
World War II and the Cold War, has its roots in long-standing ideas about 
military organisations' capacity to deal with threatening situations. According 
to Dynes (1994, p. 144), this approach is made up of several interrelated 
assumptions and can be understood in terms of three C’s: CHAOS, 
COMMAND and CONTROL, which later developed into the widely used 
command and control structure (Neal & Phillips, 1995).  

The first C has to do with the characterization of the emergency period as 
chaos, a sharp distinction from the pre-emergency period’s normal 
conditions: 

This chaos is signaled by considerable irrational social behavior – panic 
is a term used frequently – and such personal disorganization is 
manifested in wide spread episodes of anti-social behavior (Dynes, 
1994, p. 144). 
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As the quote indicates, people will act irrationally during emergencies and 
crises due to the loss of traditional social control mechanisms, a situation that 
requires extraordinary action by preparedness and emergency actors to be 
restored. Not only ordinary people but also institutions and organisations are 
accused of acting irrationally. According to the command and control 
approach, institutions and organizations are fragile entities with structures 
that make them ineffective during emergencies; they are therefore incapable 
of dealing with emergencies. The second and third Cs have to do with taking 
“command” over the chaos and regaining “control” over this irrational 
behaviour, which can only be done by outside organizations (most preferably 
emergency services or military organizations). From this perspective, the only 
organizations functioning effectively are those with a military structure; 
following this assumption, organizations that hope to be effective during an 
emergency or crisis need to move their structure toward a military form 
(College of Policing, 2019; Dynes, 1994). Since the end of World War II, these 
assumptions have favoured a command and control structure striving for 
clearly-defined objectives, centralized decision-making, formal structures, 
and a division of labour characterized by para-military formats (Neal & 
Phillips, 1995). 

In essence, the command and control approach can largely be attributed to 
viewing local institutions, organizations, and the public as victims incapable 
of taking appropriate action during emergencies and crises. The local entities 
that can function most effectively are paramilitary organizations, such as 
emergency services, as well as those that change their structure towards a 
para-military form, with a command and control structure. 

2.2 Towards a model of capacity 
The command and control model has faced criticism from social science 
researchers who contend that it rests on antiquated and false assumptions 
(Boersma et al., 2014; Dynes, 1994; Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004; Neal & 
Phillips, 1995; Perry & Lindell, 2003; Quarantelli, 1988). Researchers have long 
demonstrated the importance of “others” beyond public safety professionals. 
For example, research has illustrated that, when participating in crises, 
“ordinary” public and private organizations (Drennan et al., 2015; Johansen 
et al., 2012), volunteers (Barsky et al., 2007; Drabek & McEntire, 2003; 
Johansson et al., 2018), and the general public (Whittaker et al., 2015) act 
rationally, complementing public safety professionals. Researchers have also 
shown that these actors tend to begin rescue work before the arrival of public 
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safety professionals, making them critical collaboration partners in crisis 
management (Kvarnlöf, 2015; Ramsell, 2021; Scanlon et al., 2014). 

This research focuses on the significant societal efforts that have been made 
to work towards greater empowerment and integration of resources from 
across society through stronger social infrastructure, increased individual and 
collective preparedness, and greater resiliency at the local, national, and 
global levels (Linnell, 2020, p. 10). Globally, these efforts manifest through, for 
example, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR), 
emphasizing an all-society approach to preventing new and reducing existing 
disaster risks (UNISDR, 2015); nationally, they become apparent through, for 
example, the “Whole Community Approach to Emergency Management” in 
the US (FEMA, 2011) and the “Whole-of-Society Approach” in Sweden 
(Lindberg & Sundelius, 2012). In policy developments directed at increasing 
societal security, these initiatives are packaged within the framework of 
“resilience”. Resilience has become a key concept (or buzzword) for 
policymakers seeking to create robust societies where responsibility for 
disaster preparedness and management is spread throughout society (De 
Bruijne et al., 2010; Tierney, 2015). The term resilience appears in numerous 
policy documents advocating for resilient societies, communities, 
organizations, and households (Boin & Van Eeten, 2013; Chenoweth & 
Stehlik, 2001; Promberger et al., 2020). 

2.2.1 Decentralizing crisis management in Sweden 
As described above, the pursuit of transferring, and in many cases, 
decentralizing the responsibility for crisis management from respective 
authorities to the whole of society has also changed the Swedish crisis 
management system.1 In recent decades, the management of crises has been 
decentralized, where local actors, with the municipality in charge, have been 
given increased responsibility during crises (Oscarsson, 2019; Sparf, 2014). 

This decentralization was built on a vision that societal crisis management 
could occur from the bottom-up instead of depending on a functional division 
where certain functions have responsibility for emergency preparedness and 
activities in a heightened state of alert (imminent danger of war). To realize 
this vision, Sweden introduced three crisis management principles: the 
                                                           
1 The system refers to a set of actors (e.g., organizations, institutions, groups, and individuals) 
with different roles, positions, and responsibilities striving for a common goal. The system is 
usually delimited by a common sense making, a common practice, and a resource allocation 
aimed at goal fulfilment (Sparf, 2014, p. 24). 



 

14 

principle of responsibility, the principle of similarity, and the principle of 
subsidiarity (Proposition, 2001/02:158). In short, these principles imply that 
actors responsible for an activity under normal conditions have the same 
responsibility during an emergency or crisis; meanwhile, their activities 
should function, as much as possible, in the same way they would under 
normal conditions. In addition, all unwanted events should be dealt with at 
the lowest level possible. With no decree or state of emergency suspending 
normal executive, legislative, or judiciary arrangements, the system is 
designed to mirror normal operations (Deverell et al., 2019, p. 492). 

These principles are of crucial importance for the area of study in this thesis. 
They indicate that local actors, such as homes for unaccompanied children 
(studied in papers I and II) and local eldercare centres and schools (studied in 
paper III) have responsibilities for crisis management, ensuring that regular 
operations continue and that the crisis is managed at the lowest possible level. 
Of course, the scale and scope of the situation must be taken into 
consideration, but the fundamental concept holds that crises should be 
managed where they occur using structures similar to those in play during 
normal times. 

With this starting point, it is possible to criticize the decentralized crisis 
management model for being vague in meaning and function, particularly in 
terms of how it should be applied by local actors (Asp et al., 2015; MSB, 2016; 
Oscarsson, 2019; Sparf, 2014). For example, Asp et al. (2015, p. i) noted several 
shortcomings in connecting the principles’ demands with actors' actual 
abilities and readiness to carry out these tasks during crises. A clear example 
concerns the municipalities working with crisis preparedness. The 
regulations surrounding the principles says little about how crisis 
preparedness should be organised in respective businesses beyond noting 
that each municipality should work preventively with risk and vulnerability 
analysis, establish plans, design training and exercises, and have a pre-
designated crisis management board, which can take over management if 
necessary (Sparf, 2014). Often, the actual preparedness work is designed at 
the administrative level of municipalities and then applied to various local 
actors who lack profound knowledge of the preparations taken (Alvinius, 
2019; SOU 2020:80). A concrete example concerns crisis plans; studies have 
shown that they rarely involve or are designed by the local actors for whom 
they are intended. Instead, it is crisis management experts at the central level 
of municipalities that design this preparedness work, resulting in the 
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measures being ill-adapted to prevailing business conditions (Danielsson, 
2020). 

2.2.2 The collaboration ideal 
Today’s crisis management discourse seeks to distribute the responsibility for 
crisis management to a larger swathe of society, thus discussing integration 
between, for instance, authorities, organizations, groups, and individuals; 
such discourse often describes this phenomenon in terms of collaboration 
(Kvarnlöf, 2015, p. 14). This collaboration ideal or model (see e.g., Berlin & 
Carlström, 2009) is well established in the Swedish public sector where 
collaboration between authorities is regulated in the general Administration 
Procedure Act (SFS, 2017:900). The collaboration ideal can be contrasted with 
the aforementioned command and control approach, with collaboration being 
presented as a more democratic alternative with integration, rather than 
control, as the primary goal (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). 

The concept of collaboration has gained popularity, both nationally (Berlin & 
Carlström, 2008; Deverell et al., 2019) and internationally (Comfort & Kapucu, 
2006; Kapucu et al., 2010; Rivera, 2016). The research has predominantly 
focused on inter-organizational collaboration (Andersson, 2016; Berlin & 
Carlström, 2008; Bodin & Nohrstedt, 2016), and to some extent, multi-sectoral 
collaboration (Danielsson, 2016; McEntire, 2002). In this thesis, inter-
organizational collaboration is of primary interest in paper III, but not purely 
from a collaborative standpoint. Instead, collaboration, or the lack thereof, can 
tell us something about how a particular party is perceived. Research within 
collaboration shows a lack of collaboration during crises between local 
organizations, such as health care administrations and public safety 
professionals (see Danielsson, 2016; Danielsson et al., 2015). Danielsson (2016, 
pp. 43-44) contends that it is rare to include NEOs in the crisis management 
discourse because they are not seen as valuable resources in crisis 
management. In paper II of the thesis, this omission is further discussed by 
pointing to NEOs’ lack of recognition in terms of their knowledge and 
capabilities as crisis managers. 

Based on what has been described in this chapter, the myths and perceptions 
that exist about crisis behavior have had definitive consequences for 
collaboration and the utilization of society's collective resources. Not 
surprisingly, the military heritage of maintaining command and control may 
lead to disintegration instead of integration and cause difficulties in 
recognizing NEOs as capable actors in crises. 
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3 Research overview  
As this thesis focuses on how operational staff in NEOs respond to crises, this 
chapter presents an overview of previous research within the field of 
organizational crisis management. In reviewing the literature, a fragmented 
picture emerges with a diverse set of conceptual and empirical studies. At first 
glance, it is easy to think that the only thing holding the body of literature 
together is aspects of crisis or crisis management in an organizational context. 
This claim regarding fragmentation is nothing new; prior reviews have 
pointed it out over the years, calling for integration (e.g., Bundy et al., 2017; 
Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998; Hällgren et al., 2018; Pearson & Clair, 1998). 
However, as implied by the name organizational crisis management, researchers 
have emphasized the management procedures preceding and following crises 
in organizations, not crises’ impacts on individuals or society. 

The chapter continues by looking into formulations of crisis management 
viewing a crisis as either an event or a process. Based on these views, I discuss 
a frequently appearing stream of research found within organizational crisis 
management, arguing that this stream follows specific characteristics that 
adhere to a formal perspective on crisis management. The chapter concludes 
by reviewing the few existing studies that move beyond the formal view. 

3.1 Understanding the nature of crises 
Despite the fragmented nature of studies concerning organizational crisis 
management, there exist two broad conceptualizations of crisis: crisis as an 
event and crisis as a process. Before going more in-depth into these 
conceptualizations, it is essential to state that such a division is an analytical 
construct and can thus be a bit reductionist. In many cases, research is mixed 
and nourished by components from both approaches that share some core 
assumptions and commonalities (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998; Williams et 
al., 2017). 

3.1.1 The event approach  
The early literature conceptualized a crisis as an event or series of events that 
posed an acute threat to a society, community, organization, or group (Roux-
Dufort, 2016; Spector, 2019). Moreover, the crisis was unexpected, constituting 
a threat to high-priority values and presenting a limited amount of time for 
response (Hermann, 1963, p. 64). These core ideas gave rise to a focus on the 
notion of incidents or accidents as the unit of analysis, with relevant crisis 
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management techniques developed to effectively respond to these events. 
This focus is not least seen in the many case studies focusing on how 
organizations respond to crisis events (Rizzuto & Maloney, 2008; Rodríguez 
et al., 2006; Starbuck & Milliken, 1988; Weick, 1993). In these case studies, 
incidents or accidents constitute contingent and/or peculiar events that 
disrupt routines and normality in affected organizations. These events may 
involve a perturbation, a piece of information, trouble, or tension that disturb 
the organisation's fragile balance (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998). The 
widespread event focus becomes apparent in the frequently-cited definitions 
found in today’s literature of organizational crises: 

[ An organizational crisis is ] a damaging event, or series of events, that 
display emergent properties which exceed an organization’s abilities to 
cope with the task demands that it generates and has implications that 
can effect a considerable proportion of the organization as well as other 
bodies […] crises will normally be ‘triggered’ by an incident or another 
set of circumstances (these can be internal or external to the 
organization) (Smith, 2006, p. 7). 

An organizational crisis is a low-probability, high-impact event that 
threatens the viability of the organization and is characterized by 
ambiguity of cause, effect, and means of resolution, as well as by a belief 
that decisions must be made swiftly (Pearson & Clair, 1998, p. 60). 

As these definitions show, the focus is on an objective event or series of events, 
often referred to as triggering events (Shrivastava et al., 1988). Triggering 
events may be considered active constituents that put the organization to the 
test and force it to its extreme limits. The event is isolated in time and space 
(it occurs in a particular place and at a specific moment in time), and its origin 
is often quite distinguishable (social vs. technical source, internal vs. external 
origin) (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998, p. 5). As Spector (2019, p. 276) notes, 
the event perspective constructs crises as events possessing objective 
characteristics by ultimately stating that a crisis poses threats that exceed an 
organization’s ability to cope. In essence, the event perspective focuses 
primarily on the nature and consequences of crises. 

Focusing on events necessitates certain starting points, generating a particular 
set of theories and practices affecting crisis management’s development. 
Firstly, most studies have focused on large-scale events, such as natural or 
technical disasters, large accidents, or major emergencies (Adams & Stewart, 
2015; Lagadec, 2007; Schwartz, 1987; Shrivastava, 1992; Shrivastava et al., 
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1988; Starbuck & Milliken, 1988). These studies typically investigate the event 
as the unit of analysis for exploration, focusing on the degree of disruption 
caused by the event, its widespread nature, and its duration, and how these 
aspects implicate organizations, their members, and the surrounding 
environment (Christianson et al., 2009; Shrivastava, 1992; Weick, 1993). 

Secondly, actors dealing with these events are typically public safety 
professionals or high-reliability organizations (Andersson, 2016; Jerzy, 2016; 
LaPorte & Consolini, 1998; Perrow, 1984; Roberts, 1990). The staff in these 
organizations regularly manage a range of uncertainties and disturbances. A 
large part of their work consists of monitoring and avoiding risks, as well as 
responding to emergencies (Schakel & Wolbers, 2021). They therefore have 
the professional skills, equipment, and training to resolve incidents. As a 
result, many crisis management developments are based on and address these 
actors, which has led to a lack of applicable knowledge for local contexts and 
organizations where the staff members are not explicitly trained to deal with 
uncertainties and disruptions—in other words, any “ordinary” organization 
(Sparf, 2018, p. 76).  

Although it is possible to criticise the event perspective for drawing on 
particular types of events and certain actors, several important contributions 
result from this approach. The focus on crisis as an event has given rise to 
various typologies of crises, classifying between a diverse set of crises (e.g., 
conventional crises, unexpected crises, intractable crises, creeping crises, fast-
burning crises, and fundamental crises) (Drennan et al., 2015; Gundel, 2005; 't 
Hart & Boin, 2001). These typologies have generated efforts to develop 
enduring models of crises applicable across multiple situations. Moreover, 
studying these crises in their most acute stage has catalysed best practice 
developments when responding to these crises.  

3.1.2 The process approach 
Along with the event approach, crisis management research has also 
benefited from the process approach. Such an approach goes beyond crises as 
defined by a triggering event, instead seeing “crises (…) as being the result of 
a long period of incubation which bluntly occurs through the influence of a 
triggering event” (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998, p. 6). Moreover, the process 
approach suggests the existence of a genealogy of crises that may potentially 
be tracked long before the acute event and extend beyond its effects (Roux-
Dufort, 2016). 
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The process approach has enabled the division of the crisis management 
process into different phases, with the most common division being the pre-
crisis, crisis, and post-crisis phases (Santana, 2004; Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). 
Based on these phases, more advanced models have been developed to 
further detail the crisis management process, such as the eight socio-temporal 
stages of disaster (Dynes, 1970), the disaster management cycle (Khan et al., 
2008), Turner’s six-stage model (Turner, 1978), and the issue and crisis 
management relational model (Jaques, 2010). These models often refer to “a 
combination of actions [and] disruptions or to a succession of sequential 
(causal and linear) or systemic (mutual causality, interactions, feedbacks) 
steps or phases”; such models also illuminate the dynamism of crises and the 
relationships between issues and stakeholders (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998, 
p. 5). In accordance with this process view, several studies have addressed the 
progression of management activities in relation to various stages and steps 
(Coombs, 2007; Jaques, 2007; Lerbinger, 2012; Mitroff et al., 1988; Pearson & 
Clair, 1998; Sapriel, 2003). These studies are typically interested in “the ways 
organizations enact, interact with, and respond to the environment at 
different stages of crisis” (Williams et al., 2017, p. 736), allowing researchers 
to not only talk about the actual event but also about organizations (Roux-
Dufort, 2007). 

This process perspective has reshaped organizational crisis management by 
broadening the continuum of management activities involved in crisis 
management. However, similar to the event perspective, the process 
approach has been the subject of criticism. Above all, researchers have noted 
that it tends to produce results with strong normative elements that promote 
certain processes as best practice (McConnell, 2011), but sometimes lack 
verification in empirical research (Vašíčková, 2019). Furthermore, the 
approach involves complex systems thinking, making it hard for 
organizations to implement findings (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998). Finally, 
critics suggest that the process perspective sacrifices bottom-up analysis 
because the crisis management process was designed for and implemented by 
crisis management specialists or top-level management (Laufer, 2007). 

3.2 Crisis management to avoid or restore disruption 
of normality 

Having reviewed the foundational conceptualizations of crisis and crisis 
management, I found—consistent with my discussion above—that much of 
the empirical research has focused on preparing for and responding to a 
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diverse set of crises in order to avoid or restore disruptions of organizational 
normality (Drabek, 1985; Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992; Williams et al., 2017). 
Williams et al. (2017, p. 737) contend that this line of research has sought to 
develop emergency management policies and procedures by identifying 
coordination efforts, allocation of resources, communication initiatives, and 
other activities that enable more effective crisis responses (Comfort & Kapucu, 
2006; Fiedrich et al., 2000; Moynihan, 2009). Most studies are case-oriented, 
with strong normative elements. These studies offer lessons drawn from 
experience gained in responding to past crisis events (Hwang & Lichtenthal, 
2000). Over the past 40 years, crises have contributed to producing normative 
understandings of crisis management, including the explosion of the space 
shuttle Challenger (Schwartz, 1987; Starbuck & Milliken, 1988), the Union 
Carbide’s chemical leak in Bhopal (Shrivastava, 1992; Varma & Varma, 2005), 
the Exxon Valdez oil spill (Harrald et al., 1990; Williams & Treadaway, 1992), 
and the Three Mile Island accident (Le Bot, 2004; Macleod, 1981). These 
normative understandings are often framed in the form of “how-to” checklists 
(Hwang & Lichtenthal, 2000, p. 130), including steps like establishing and 
preparing response units, appointing spokesperson(s), managing reputation, 
and overseeing communication (Hwang & Lichtenthal, 2000). 

As a natural extension to the normative aspects of crisis management, a 
substantial part of the research has examined the importance of leadership 
during crises, typically from the view of middle and top management 
(Hannah et al., 2009; McConnell & Drennan, 2006). This research strongly 
emphasizes effective leadership in making organizations aware of potential 
vulnerabilities and organizing actions to bring these vulnerabilities into the 
collective forefront in order to foresee adversities before they become 
triggering events. Furthermore, numerous studies have underscored effective 
crisis leadership during and after the response phase. For example, a great 
portion of this literature has studied decision-making during unpredictable 
and challenging conditions; often studies focus on time constraints, uncertain 
circumstances, and high stakes environments (Klein, 2008; Vickers & 
Lewinski, 2012). Many decision-making models have sought to support 
leaders in these achievements, presenting important factors affecting 
decision-making during crises, including context, information access, 
sensemaking, and time pressure (Hannah et al., 2009; Higgins & Freedman, 
2013; Klein, 1993; Snowden & Boone, 2007). 

One stream of the literature exerting great influence on research into 
organizational crisis management focuses on high-reliability organizations 
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(e.g., Bigley & Roberts, 2001; Hales & Chakravorty, 2016; Martínez-Córcoles, 
2018; Roberts & Bea, 2001; Weick, 1989; Weick et al., 1999). This perspective 
has grown out of a critique of Perrow’s (1984) normal accident theory. Instead 
of arguing for inevitable failures, researchers focus on how organizations 
manage to avoid such failures. The overarching emphasis here is to 
understand what characterizes organizations working under a high level of 
complexity, including nuclear power plants, air traffic control systems, and 
naval aircraft carriers. The most central tenant of this theory involves finding 
patterns in how these organizations avoid and manage unexpected events. 
Strategies include changes in culture, design, and structure that prevent 
systems from breaking down in a way that may lead to crises (Bundy et al., 
2017, p. 1667). 

Although these organizations are highly specialized and regularly work with 
a range of uncertainties and disturbances, scholars have proposed using these 
organizations as models for crisis management (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001; 
Weick et al., 1999; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). For example, Roberts and Bea 
(2001) argue that managers should apply the lessons learned through research 
on high-reliability organizations to their own organizations, regardless of 
their purpose. Additionally, Weick et al. (1999) contend that non-high-
reliability organizations should follow high-reliability organizations’ focus on 
failure and reliability rather than success and efficiency. Consequently, the 
work of high-reliability organizations will ultimately spill over, informing 
how NEOs should organize their crisis management as normative 
frameworks.  

Building on this premise, scholars have focused on factors that may play an 
important role in an organization’s ability to prepare for and respond to crises, 
such as an organization’s culture, structure, or governance (Bierly III & 
Spender, 1995; Deverell & Olsson, 2010; Heath, 1998; Moynihan, 2009). Several 
scholars have examined the impact of organizational culture and how it 
contributes to escalating or diminishing the effects of a crisis (Cooper, 2000; 
Deverell & Olsson, 2010; Mitroff, 1988; Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). For example, 
Deverell and Olsson (2010) examined cultural and structural factors affecting 
organizational adaptions by investigating how fast and precise an 
organisation could acclimatize to a crisis. Most adaptive organisations can 
centralize their leadership in a short time, with key representatives in charge 
spread out to different organizational departments. Similarly, several scholars 
have advocated for working towards an all-encompassing crisis-avoiding 
culture. Following the notion of, for example, “safety culture” or “culture of 
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preparedness”, they aim to minimise the exposure of employees, managers, 
customers, and members of the public to conditions considered dangerous or 
harmful (Cooper, 2000; Kapucu & Khosa, 2013; Medina, 2016; Turner et al., 
1989). 

Finally, scholars have focused on developing specific organizational tools and 
models to increase organizations’ ability to respond to crises, with a typical 
branch of research connected to developing and using plans (Eriksson, 2010; 
Klick et al., 2020; Wang & Ritchie, 2010). The rationale is that plans help 
organizations foresee potential problems and project possible solutions to 
improve response effectiveness (Lee et al., 2007; Ritchie et al., 2011; Wang & 
Ritchie, 2010). To help organizations develop these plans, several attempts 
have sought to present a broad set of abstract principles or best practices on 
how to design planning processes and establish planning standards. 
Researchers have considered the use of various tools and models, such as 
scenario design, simulations, and exercises (Alexander, 2005; Perry & Lindell, 
2003). These planning activities have occurred under different terms and 
standards, with perhaps the most influential being the Business Continuity 
Planning (BCP) model. The BCP model was designed to avoid or mitigate 
risks; to reduce the impact of a crisis; and to reduce the time needed to restore 
“business as usual” (Cerullo & Cerullo, 2004; Herbane et al., 2004; Lindström 
et al., 2010). The popularity that the BCP model has gained in organizations 
comes mainly from its changed way of understanding organizational 
reliability. Instead of searching for organization-wide risks, the BCP attempts 
to identify critical functions an organization must perform to stay in business 
by planning for how these functions can remain reliable even when affected 
by internal or external pressure (Cerullo & Cerullo, 2004). Taken together, 
these views resemble today's “be ready-campaigns” that have gained 
renewed strength at all societal levels (Danielsson, 2020). 

In summary, the body of research focusing on response efforts to avoid or 
restore normalcy after disruptions involves the coordination of complex 
technical and relational systems and structure design to prevent and reduce 
the impact of crises (Bundy et al., 2017). This perspective rests on the 
assumption that the destructive capacities of crises can, to some degree, “be 
prevented, prepared for, managed, recovered from and learned about 
through adherence to certain principles which should be embedded in 
institutional structures, rules, and procedures” (McConnell, 2011, p. 67). Some 
studies also suggest that, because HROs are especially capable of avoiding 
and managing crises, their strategies should form the basis for crisis 
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management in a broader sense. The result is a plethora of normative 
understandings of crisis management framed in the form of best practices and 
models. 

3.3 Synthesizing perspectives 
As Kahn et al. (2013) noted, “Most crisis management studies focus, 
understandably, on the theory and practice of minimizing interruptions of the 
operations by which tasks are completed, work is performed, and products 
are delivered” (p. 377). While some crisis management research has moved 
beyond this mandate, the present research overview shows that many 
researchers still emphasize this fix-the-problem approach, often focusing on 
developing enduring models of reality applicable across contexts and 
situations framed under the umbrella of “effective crisis management”. Thus, 
crisis management is founded on the premise that organisations and 
individuals should be aware of these models and follow them in order to act 
rationally; ultimately, increased knowledge will lead to better actions (Sapriel, 
2003). 

Within these models, the role models for crisis management are often 
particular types of actors, such as public safety professionals or high-
reliability organizations. The staff in these organizations regularly deal with 
a range of uncertainties and disturbances. They therefore have specific types 
of knowledge, equipment, and skills, recurrently training to increase their 
capabilities in resolving incidents (Sparf, 2018). 

Based on these findings, I argue that a great deal of previous research into 
organizational crisis management follows a formal paradigm with the 
following characteristics (cf. Heidenstrøm, 2020b, p. 24): 

• Rational. The logic of being prepared and ready for crises is the 
baseline from which crisis management is understood. 

• Normative. Organizational crisis management is operationalized as a 
set of enduring methods, models, and tools applicable to various 
actors across multiple situations. 

• Top-down. The concept of crisis management mainly stems from a 
discourse acquired from core actors, such as public safety 
professionals or high-reliability organizations, or from the 
perspective of middle and top management. Consequently, models 
and tools trying to develop crisis management are typically based on 
this discourse. 
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Although these are important findings, the literature review shows that the 
formal perspective can be criticized for failing to integrate essential 
ingredients into organizational crisis management, such as the role of 
“ordinary” organizations. Bundy et al. (2017, p. 1668) and Sparf (2018, p. 76) 
both confirm this observation by highlighting that the crisis management 
research often draws on atypical, highly volatile environments, populated by 
certain actors, thus limiting the knowledge applicable to more “typical” 
contexts and “ordinary” organizations. As such, the literature remains 
underdeveloped when it comes to how crises are dealt with in ordinary 
organizations, where the staff are not explicitly trained to deal with 
uncertainties and disruptions caused by crises. 

Furthermore, my review suggests a lack of understanding of crisis 
management as an ad hoc, informal achievement, enacted in the moment and 
generated through all the resources an organization has accumulated through 
the everyday work of employees (Hällgren & Maaninen-Olsson, 2009; 
Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; Williams et al., 2017). This ad hoc organizing process 
is often taken for granted in the crisis management literature because it is 
connected to routine practices rather than formal crisis management 
principles and standards. Williams et al. (2017, p. 738) point out the dangers 
of failing to attend to and incorporate informal aspects into crisis management 
planning and preparation as well as the broader response. These pitfalls may 
include a greater risk for organizational conflicts, failure to complete 
objectives, and, potentially, more widespread suffering among crisis victims. 

3.4 Moving beyond the formal view 
It is rare to find studies of the more “informal” aspects of crisis management. 
To the best of my knowledge, few studies have taken an overarching 
approach towards aspects moving beyond the formal view. However, some 
studies have considered how specific elements of crisis management become 
manifest informally in organizations coping with a crisis and how this 
informality fits within their already-existing crisis management structure 
(Delreux & Keukeleire, 2017; Rochlin, 1989). For example, studies have 
pointed to the importance of informal networks (Fischbacher-Smith & 
Fischbacher-Smith, 2014; Rochlin, 1989), informal decentralization ('t Hart et 
al., 1993), and ad hoc organizing (Sparf, 2018). For instance, in a study of naval 
flight operations, Rochlin (1989) found that informal networks were an 
important part of the formal redundancy, complementing the permanent 
structure when coping with potential crises. Similarly, Fischbacher-Smith and 
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Fischbacher-Smith (2014) found that informal networks can impact 
organizational decision-making, as knowledge distributed in an organization 
is often shared through informal channels and not captured effectively 
through formal decision-making processes. Furthermore, 't Hart et al. (1993, 
p. 21) underscored how responses to threatening situations might lead to 
informal decentralization. They contended that there are two factors that 
generally contribute to informal decentralization: time pressure at the 
operational level and overload at the central level of government. These 
factors make organizations more inclined to refrain from formal decision-
making and pivot towards operational initiatives and cooperation, increasing 
the possibility for maximized creativity and experimentation in managing an 
uncertain situation. 

Studies have also pointed to the significance of considering the ad hoc 
organizing process that inevitably emerges during crises. For example, 
Danielsson (2016, 2020) investigated how familiar or unfamiliar places, tasks, 
and situations affect how organizations organized their response to a crisis 
and revealed that organizational members base their response on what is 
known to them, using their experiences and skills in ad hoc ways even if the 
situation is entirely new. Nonetheless, if the place and tasks are new to them, 
they need more formal guidance. Additionally, Sparf (2018) pointed to the ad 
hoc adjustments characterizing how a Swedish municipality healthcare 
department coped with parasite contamination in freshwater by showing how 
contacts between units and organizational levels were modelled ad-hoc as the 
outbreak evolved and changed. In line with Danielsson (2016, 2020), Sparf 
(2018) also found that operational staff's work revolved around integrating 
and absorbing uncertainties into each unit’s everyday work, using resources 
and skills from daily practices. Furthermore, Hällgren and colleagues showed 
that project groups dealing with deviations that could delay or shut down 
their project, only based their solutions on formal methods and innovations 
to a minor extent. Instead, their solutions generally involved ad hoc 
adjustments connected to the everyday practices that project managers and 
their project groups used as part of their day-to-day work (Hällgren, 2009a; 
Hällgren & Maaninen-Olsson, 2009; Hällgren & Wilson, 2008). 

Improvisation is another factor that often appears in the studies mentioned 
above. Although many of these studies do not investigate improvisation in 
isolation, it is frequently mentioned as an essential ingredient. For example, 
Sparf (2018) and Hällgren and Maaninen-Olsson (2009) both showed how 
improvisation plays a significant role when adjusting to a crisis; in such cases, 
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measures for dealing with the crisis are integrated into the organization's 
regular tasks. What is brought to the forefront in these and similar studies is 
the significance of an organization’s ordinary practices as a basis for 
successful improvisation. Elsewhere, this phenomenon has been described as 
bricolage,2 where organizational members experiment with alternative 
courses of action based on collectively shared knowledge about how a task 
should be performed (Baker & Nelson, 2005). In these situations, actions are 
adjusted by rapidly recombining resources, skills, and experiences (Kendra & 
Wachtendorf, 2016; Weick et al., 1999), as demonstrated in the thesis’s first 
and second papers. 

Building on this logic, studies within resilience research have pointed to 
various durability capabilities connected to actors' endowments prior to a 
crisis (Hobfoll, 1989; Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). In their review article, Williams 
et al. (2017, pp. 743-745) group these elements into financial, cognitive, 
behavioral, emotional, and relational capability endowments. Together, these 
endowments provide various capabilities that facilitate access to and 
manipulation of resources. For example, cognitive capability endowments, 
such as a vision, a sense of purpose, and expertise help organizations to 
rapidly notice and make sense of signals of potential disruptions and 
emotional endowments, such as mental fortitude provides actors with the 
mental hardiness and self-regulation needed to reduce stress and increase 
long-term adjustment (Avey et al., 2009; Bonanno et al., 2004). 

In essence, studies that have moved beyond formal aspects of crisis 
management either have a narrow focus (e.g., noting a specific informal 
resource) or only implicitly touch on the informality involved in crisis 
management. Nonetheless, they provide important clues about crisis 
management. In the next chapter, I present a theoretical framework based on 
social practice theory that contributes to advancing our current 
understandings of crisis management in organisations. Before moving on, it 
is important to state that the perspectives and studies mentioned in this 
chapter provide an overview and should be seen as a backdrop for 
understanding the fragmented field of organizational crisis management. 

                                                           
2 The concept of bricolage was first introduced by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his work The Savage 
Mind (1966). In it, he describes bricolage as a strategy to overcome constraints due to scarcity of 
resources using an improvisational recombination of resources for new purposes. This notion has 
gained attention in research on organizations and management (Duymedjian & Rüling, 2010; 
Pina e Cunha, 2005; Zollo et al., 2018), increasingly being used by crisis management researchers 
(Carstensen, 2017; Weick, 1993; Weick et al., 1999). 
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Many research fields have been omitted or mentioned only briefly here. Many 
additional studies providing important insights into organizational crisis 
management are reviewed briefly in the thesis’s four papers.  
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4 Theoretical framework  
This thesis takes inspiration from the social practice perspective in studying 
crisis management (Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018; Hällgren, 2009b; Shove et 
al., 2012). This perspective is used to strengthen the fundamental claim that 
professional practices embody elements used when coping with crises. The 
thesis relies on three theoretical streams found in the social practice literature. 
Firstly, it follows Shove et al.’s (2012) clustering of practice elements into the 
three distinct categories of materials, competences, and meanings, a 
categorisation that helps in uncovering the complex characteristics of 
practices. Secondly, it draws on Schatzki’s (1996) distinction between 
integrative and dispersed practices, which distinguish between practices with 
their own set of elements (integrative) and practices governed by other 
practices’ elements (dispersed). A third theoretical construct in forming the 
thesis framework is Schatzki’s (2005) site concept, emphasising the importance 
of seeing practices as embedded in contexts with people and their actions. 
Based on these practice streams, I develop a framework of crisis-as-practice 
(partly in paper IV) through which it becomes possible to examine the role of 
professional practices and the use of their constituent elements (materials, 
competence, and meanings) when coping with a crisis in a particular context. 

Below, I will discuss the wider context of this framework (presenting core 
assumptions and fundamental thoughts) while moving towards the central 
elements of the framework—which means zooming in on the actual construct, 
including core concepts and critical propositions selected for their relevance 
to the crisis-as-practice approach. 

4.1 Theoretical roots and core assumptions 
For a long period of time, there were two strong social-theoretical ways of 
explaining actions and social order. The first position—that of purpose-
oriented theories of action—extends all the way to contemporary rational 
theory. Coming primarily from economic thinkers like Adam Smith as the 
leading figure, this view holds that humans are essentially rational economic 
beings, leading to the term homo economicus. The second position, which 
Durkheim and Parsons presented as the proper perspective of sociology, 
includes norm-oriented theories of action falling under the umbrella of homo 
sociologicus (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 245). A third position has challenged these two 
opposing classical perspectives, emerging from the “culturalist” revolution in 
twentieth-century social philosophy. 
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Several theories emerged from this culturalist revolution, such as mentalism, 
textualism, intersubjectivism, and social practice theory, all of which 
understand actions and social order by refereeing symbolic and cognitive 
structures of knowledge (Reckwitz, 2002). These cultural theories are diverse, 
with influences from several theoretical orientations, such as structuralism 
and semiotics, phenomenology and hermeneutics, and Wittgensteinian 
language game philosophy. What distinguishes all of these various cultural 
theories from the two classical directions of homo economicus and homo 
sociologicus are different ways of grasping the conditions in which actions 
and social order are embedded (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 245). The model of homo 
economicus explains actions based on an actor making rational choices given 
preferences that can be ranked (Holton, 2013); the social order then becomes 
a product of these combined single interests (Reckwitz, 2002). The homo 
sociologicus model is not interested in a single actor’s intentions and interests, 
instead pointing to collective norms and values; social order thus is 
guaranteed by normative consensus (Reckwitz, 2002). Cultural theories 
oppose elements of classical perspectives, particularly their imminent focus 
on the actor as a free individual independent of societal norms and values, or 
their overly strong focus on societal structures as constituting the individual's 
way of being and acting. Instead of rejecting these perspectives, cultural 
theories attempt to emphasize aspects from both of these perspectives while 
simultaneously distancing themselves from their understandings of action 
and social order as far too unilateral: 

This stress is absolutely essential if the mistakes of functionalism and 
structuralism are to be avoided, mistakes which, suppressing or 
discounting agents’ reason – the rationalization of action as chronically 
involved in the structuration of social practices – look for the origins of 
their activities in phenomena of which these agents are ignorant. But it 
is equally important to avoid tumbling into opposing error of 
hermeneutic approaches and of various versions of phenomenology, 
which tend to regard society as the plastic creation of human subjects 
(Giddens, 1984, p. 26). 

From the point of view of cultural theories, classical theories overlook the 
implicit, tacit, or unconscious layer of knowledge that enables a symbolic 
organization of reality. Reckwitz (2002) puts it this way: 

…the newness of the cultural theories consists in explaining and 
understanding actions by reconstructing the symbolic structures of 
knowledge which enable and constrain the agents to interpret the 
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world according to certain forms, and to behave in corresponding ways 
(p. 246). 

Understanding social order then becomes not a product of compliance to 
mutual normative expectations or single interests but embedded in collective 
cognitive and symbolic structures – a “shared knowledge” enabling a socially 
shared way of ascribing meaning to the world. Reckwitz notes that “the basic 
distinctions and schemes of this knowledge lay down which desires are 
regarded as desirable and which norms are considered to be legitimate” (2002, 
p. 246). In addition, these cognitive-symbolic structures (of which language is 
a prominent example) reproduce a social order even when a normative 
consensus does not exist (Reckwitz, 2002). 

However, there exist several distinctions between cultural theories, including 
their views on how to locate the social or collective; in essence, they differ in 
choosing the proper unit of analysis for understanding actions and social 
order. Should it be (i) in the minds of humans and mental structures, as 
proposed by the mentalism perspective; (ii) in discourses, signs, 
communication, or symbols, as suggested by the textualism perspective; (iii) 
in the interaction between agents, as proposed by the intersubjectivism 
perspective; or (iv) in the practices performed by practitioners, as suggested 
by social practice theory?  

As already stated, this thesis utilises the practices performed by NEO staff as 
the primary unit of analysis. I, therefore, move on to a detailed account of 
practice theory to build the foundation of the thesis’s main analytical 
framework: the crisis-as-practice approach. 

4.2 Practice as the unit of analysis 
The emphasis on practice fits within a wider practice turn that has grown 
stronger since the late 1970s when our understanding of human actions and 
the dynamics of everyday activities began to grow. This shift has influenced 
a variety of social theorists with diverse theoretical origins, including Schatzki 
(1996), Giddens (1984), Bourdieu (1977), Rouse (2007), and Shove et al. (2012). 
As indicated by the rather diverse set of social theorists adopting the concept 
of practice, practice theory is by no means a unified approach. Instead, it 
constitutes a rather broad family of theoretical thoughts connected by a web 
of historical and conceptual similarities (Nicolini, 2012). 

These theoretical streams share in common the adoption of a practice-based 
ontology with a common interest in everyday life practices and the dynamics 
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of routine actions (Schatzki, 1996) and their consequentiality for the 
production of social life (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). For most practice-
based researchers, the fundamental unit of analysis is the practice itself, with 
the social world understood to be composed of socially shared practices 
(Schatzki, 1996). What otherwise would have been seen as primary units of 
analysis, such as language, institutions, roles, norms, and emotions, are in 
practice theory “always understood as being embedded in and acted out 
through socially shared practices” (Heidenstrøm, 2020b, p. 44). 

By centring practices as the fundamental unit of analysis, it is possible to 
highlight the processual view and emphasize the complex bundle of elements 
that make up practices, ranging from the human body and mind, via 
knowledge and skills, to norms, structures, and institutions. In other words, 
practice theory seeks the duality of the different elements; for instance, actor-
structure can be seen as two dependent and no longer opposite elements, 
although they remain separated conceptually (Giddens, 1984, p. xxi). The 
interplay between actor and structure is absolutely essential to practice 
theory. This argument holds that social structures appear not as external to 
human action, as a source of constraint, but… 

…as constituted in social practices: structure is both medium and 
outcome of reproduction of practices. Structure enters 
simultaneously into the constitution of the agent and social 
practices, and 'exists' in the generating moments of this constitution 
(Giddens, 1979, p. 5).  

Thus, structure exists both internally within practices and externally as the 
manifestation of these practices. In other words, all social practices affect and 
are affected by structures, thus dissolving the oppositional relationship 
between them. 

4.2.1 Practice-as-entity and practice-as-performance 
Before moving deeper into a theoretical framework of practice, another 
question needs to be addressed: what do we mean when discussing practices 
in a theoretical construct? Schatzki (1996, p. 89) identifies two central notions 
of practice: (i) practice as a coordinating entity and (ii) practice as 
performance. The first notion constitutes practice as “a temporally and 
spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings” interconnected by a diverse 
set of elements. Elements should be understood as entities “out there” that 
can be spoken about and used as resources when performing a practice 
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(Forsberg, 2018). Reckwitz’s (2002) definition of practices further 
operationalises these elements: 

A ‘practice’ (Praktik) is 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).  

As Schatzki (1996, p. 89) suggests, these elements need to be brought together 
to create a practice. First, when there is a link, we can discuss practice as an 
entity. By merging the understandings of Schatzki (1996) and Reckwitz (2002), 
Shove et al. (2012) present an effort to simplify the elements of practice for the 
purpose of empirical studies. They contend that a practice is a block of 
patterns consisting of interdependencies between elements: 

• Materials: objects and things, including infrastructures, tools, 
hardware, and the body; 

• Competences: understandings and practical knowledgeability; and 

• Meanings: mental activities, including emotions, aspirations, and 
motivational knowledge. 

For a further explanation of these elements, see papers I and IV. 

By looking at practice as an entity, “we are given a helpful depiction of the 
components which form a ‘nexus’, the means through which doings and 
sayings hang together and can be said to be coordinated” (Warde, 2005, p. 
134). For instance, understanding documentation as an organizational 
practice requires an analysis of the elements that make up the practice. To 
document, one needs the material components of a pencil, a computer, and 
often times, specific software. One may also need an office and its 
infrastructure. Beyond these components, one must also possess the required 
competence to use the equipment and knowledge regarding what the 
documentation should contain. How one chooses to organize the 
documentation, whether with an informal or formal tone, rests upon the 
meaning of the cultural conventions and expectations (cf. Spurling et al., 2013, 
p. 9). 

The linking and breaking of these elements involves an ongoing process 
depending upon the elements' availability. It is important to note that no 
element alone is superior to the others, meaning that it is essential to focus 
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equally on the elements when analysing a practice. Going back to the example 
of documentation, the meanings and the materials would not be given priority 
over competence. For example, it is possible to have the materials (e.g., a 
pencil or a computer) and meanings (e.g., knowing the purpose of 
documenting); however, without the competence to perform the practice, the 
task cannot be carried out. Accordingly, documenting would not be possible 
without either the right material arrangements, competences, or meanings.  

The second sense, practice as performance, refers to the carrying out of doings 
and sayings, actualising and sustaining practices in the sense of nexuses 
(Warde, 2005, p. 134). Thus, the practice provides patterns through 
performance and the immediacy of doing, filling out and reproducing the 
entity (Shove et al., 2012, p. 7). Returning to the example of documentation, it 
only exists and endures because of countless recurrent enactments, each 
reproducing the interdependencies upon which the practice is built. 
Consequently, practices are coordinated entities but also require performance 
to exist. Spurling et al. (2013) put it the following way: 

… the successful performance of a social practice…thus rests upon the 
use of objects, tools and infrastructures, of knowledge and skills and of 
cultural conventions, expectations, and socially shared tastes and 
meanings (p. 9).  

However, performance is not all about reproduction. As much as practices are 
repetitive patterns that reproduce certain performances, they are also 
permanently displacing and shifting patterns depending on either minor 
adjustments or major ruptures in practice (Bueger, 2014, p. 391). A minor 
adjustment refers to the constant and small changes surrounding any new 
situation, which requires adjusting to and re-arranging the practice in it. A 
major rupture relates to those moments in which practices partly or wholly 
break down when one or more practice elements cease to exist. Therefore, 
Bueger (2014) asserts that moments of rupture or crisis are particularly 
interesting to study because they reveal insights about practices that are 
adjusted, replaced, or newly emergent. Here, it is imperative to highlight the 
improvisational aspects connected to practices (Nicolini, 2012; Trentmann, 
2009), especially because improvisation is an important ingredient in NEOs’ 
coping with crises, as highlighted in the thesis’s papers. These 
improvisational aspects can be understood in relation to practices and their 
elements, because performing a practice, especially during a crisis, requires 
adaptation to new circumstances; such adaptation requires using elements in 
novel and creative ways, replacing them, or inventing new ones (Forsberg, 
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2018). This tenant is exemplified in paper II: the organization’s documentation 
practice had to be adjusted due to a unique situation, resulting in a lack of 
computers. To enable a continuation of the documentation practice, 
computers had to be replaced with papers and pencils, necessitating 
competence changes. When these scenarios occur, the practice can either be 
changed for a short period of time or permanently, depending on the available 
elements and their recurring performances (Shove et al., 2012).  

The changing character of practice leads to another concept used in the 
thesis’s papers: normalization (Borell, 2008; Roux-Dufort, 2000; Saraç-Lesavre 
& Laurent, 2019). In practice theory, normalization has been referred to as… 

…the work that actors do as they engage with some ensemble of 
activities (that may include new or changed ways of thinking, acting, 
and organizing) and by which means it becomes routinely embedded 
in the matrices of already existing, socially patterned, knowledge and 
practices (May & Finch, 2009, p. 540).  

In a crisis situation, this normalization process can be translated into taking 
comfort in familiar practices and acceptable frames (Roux-Dufort, 2000, p. 28). 
Depending on the situation, it may mean adjusting these practices or 
establishing new ones to reach a state of normalcy, whereby an exceptional 
situation enters the realm of normal functioning3 (Saraç-Lesavre & Laurent, 
2019). As Borell (2008, p. 68) points out, it is not a question of returning to a 
previous state of normal; rather, it means giving the new perceptions and 
action patterns a routinized and embodied character. This normalization 
process is present in several of the thesis’s papers, serving as a strategy of and 
through practice that helps create a manageable situation and reduce the 
emotional charge while making the situation socially, politically, and 
symbolically acceptable (cf. Roux-Dufort, 2000). 

4.2.2 Integrative and dispersed practices 
As Heidenstrøm (2020b, p. 50) argues, as an entity, practices themselves can 
serve as the study object, but practices can also be used as a lens to understand 
                                                           
3 Although the use of normalization in crises is referred to as a strategy making crises manageable, 
it has also been the subject of criticism. Above all, some have asserted that it is a process that can 
have restricting effects. For example, Roux-Dufort (2000, p. 29) has claimed that although the 
normalization process helps to make quick and apparently appropriate decisions, it places too 
much emphasis on reaching the status quo. Thus, it might restrict the learning process. Moreover, 
the normalization process may increase a defensive stance that at worst can result in denial, 
leading to an inability to relieve fears and restore a psychologically safe environment. 



 

36 

a specific issue, which is crucial to consider when studying crisis 
management. As presented in papers I, II, and IV, crisis management is not 
merely a formal state depending on a set of institutionalized practices, but 
also something achieved through resources resulting from performing 
everyday practices.  

Schatzki’s (1996b) differentiation between integrative and dispersed practices 
guides our understanding of the differences between these two ways of 
approaching crisis management. Integrative practices are “found in and 
constitutive of particular domains of social life” (Schatzki, 1996, p. 98). These 
include caring practices, cooking practices, and business practices, 
comprising a complex bundle of elements that together make up the practice 
to be performed by practitioners. According to Warde (2016, pp. 41-42), there 
exist common criteria for integrative practices: they constitute recognizable 
entities that are logical to discussion, they have identifiable performance 
patterns, and they exist beyond the practitioner’s mind, extending beyond the 
sum of their doings and sayings. 

Unlike integrative practices, dispersed practices do not have their own 
elements; rather, they depend on the meanings of the integrative practices into 
which they are woven (Schatzki, 1996). They circulate, in transfigured form, 
in many facets of social life and through many integrative practices (Harries 
& Rettie, 2016). Dispersed practices do carry with them their own 
understandings, but, as Harries and Rettie (2016) put it, “These 
[understandings] are “sensitized” towards the integrative practice of which 
they form a part” (p. 875). However, in the present thesis, dispersed practices 
are governed by a broader set of elements than just the meanings of 
integrative practices, including the elements of competences and materials 
(see figure 2). This choice aligns with Harries and Rettie (2016, p. 876), who 
argue that dispersed practices obtain their overall influence from rules, 
knowledge, and the material arrangements of particular integrative practices 
(see also Alpenberg & Scarbrough, 2021). Through these elements, the 
dispersed practices become what Warde (2013) calls particular or concrete; in 
essence, they acquire a specific purpose and the conditions to be performed 
in the specific context. Examples of dispersed practices include examining, 
improvising, prioritizing, and describing. 
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Figure 2. The formation of a dispersed practice. 

As displayed in figure 2, when carrying out a dispersed practice, such as 
improvising, the practitioner is also engaged in several integrative practices. 
These practices govern the improvisation and make it understandable and 
meaningful in the particular context. In this sense, crisis management is not 
only governed by an institutionalized practice with particular elements 
attached to it, but also something that relies on an organisation's regular 
practices that bear in them elements (competences, meanings, and materials) 
used in coping with a crisis. 

4.3 The site of practices  
Practices are always an inseparable part of the context that they define and by 
which they are defined. To understand the context surrounding practices, I 
turn to Schatzki’s (2002, 2005) site ontology, which emphasizes the idea that 
social life is inherently tied to its context. This context can be called a social 
site, which means “arenas or broader sets of phenomena as part of which 
something — a building, an institution, an event — exists or occurs” (Schatzki, 
2005, p. 468). This social site is the context in which all human actions belong. 
The site of practices is essentially tied to this sociomaterial practice world, 
where people live, interact, and coexist intelligibly. 
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The site consists of infinite amounts of temporary institutionalized actions 
connected to different practices, such as planning, documentation, and 
reporting, all of which are linked to different norms and expectations of 
behaviors, e.g., how to plan the work, how a meeting should be arranged, and 
how results should be reported (Hällgren, 2009a). Notably, practices are an 
inseparable part of the context in which they belong and must always be 
understood in relation to the site. However, as Schatzki (2005, p. 468) asserts, 
it is important to emphasize that the site need not be spatial. The crucial 
difference between the spatial location and the site is that the caring practice, 
for example, is similar regardless of where in the world it is performed; that 
is, it is not inseparable from the context of which it is part. Instead, the site is 
defined and created by the action and the context in mutual interaction 
(Hällgren, 2009a, p. 26). As such, an NEO is surrounded by a site, including a 
set of practices telling the practitioners how “things” usually are carried out 
based on existing and previous experiences and executions. Consequently, 
the site includes ingredients and conditions that shape actions.  

Following this site ontology, the thesis is interested in the practice bundles 
surrounding NEOs and how they help constitute NEOs’ crisis management. 
One central task in such an analysis involves identifying the resources present 
at the site surrounding NEOs and how they are part of NEOs’ crisis 
management (Paper I). A second key task is to identify the actions that 
compose the crisis management at a particular site (paper II). A third task 
necessitates studying other sites tied to the site under study (papers II and III). 
In the thesis, these sites are both internal and external. 

Paper III introduces a boundary perspective to study how boundaries 
separate and enable interaction between sites. Combining a boundary 
perspective with a practice theory perspective is not without risk. Such a 
combination can be problematic due to the shared, intertwined, and 
entangled character of practices; it may be illogical to think of clear-cut 
boundaries between practices (Forsberg, 2018). However, there may also be 
value in looking at how practices are distinct from each other: where one 
practice ends, where another begins, and how some practices have exclusivity 
over others. In paper III, I argue for the benefits of introducing a boundary 
perspective to illuminate how the practices of different workplaces are 
separated from each other during an emergency, bringing clarity and 
enabling each workplace to conduct business as usual. 
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4.4 The practitioner in practice theory 
Practice theory has a special way of viewing practitioners. In contrast to the 
classical theories of action, where individuals are seen as either self-interested 
figures of homo economicus or as norm-following and role-playing actors of 
homo sociologicus, practice theory is not interested in the practitioners 
themselves, but rather their practices. The social world thus becomes 
populated by the diverse social practices carried out by practitioners 
(Reckwitz, 2002, p. 256). Following this view, practitioners are preservers, 
carriers, and creators of practices. Therefore, they serve as a given unit of 
analysis when studying practices (cf. Hällgren, 2009a). As carriers of practice, 
they are neither completely self-determined and autonomous nor completely 
compelled to comply with social norms: “They understand the world and 
themselves, and use know-how and motivational knowledge, according to 
the particular practice” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 256). Because every practitioner 
performs a multitude of different social practices, the practitioner serves as 
the unique intersection for these practices (Reckwitz, 2002). 

Research on crisis management is dominated by a top-down focus, 
emphasizing practitioners in leading positions. Most often, this choice results 
from the assumption that managers and leaders execute crisis management 
(Fener & Cevik, 2015; Hannah et al., 2009; Heath, 1998; Lerbinger, 2012). As 
shown in the thesis’s papers, using a practice theory lens can highlight how 
crises are managed throughout an organization, regardless of the 
practitioner’s position in a predefined structure. This lens benefits from 
practice theory’s deliberate attempt not to make a hierarchical classification. 
Instead, all practitioners who contribute in a given context through their 
actions are seen as equally important (Hällgren, 2009a). Practice theory is thus 
particularly suitable for broadening the truncated view of crisis management 
as a deliberate, top-down process by identifying a much wider group of 
practitioners as potential crisis managers (cf. Jarzabkowski et al., 2007, p. 13). 
In this way, practice theory aligns with the thesis’s pronounced bottom-up 
perspective focusing on operational personnel. 

4.5 Putting the concepts together 
The thesis offers a complementary way of studying organizational crisis 
management by drawing on social practice theory and the concept of practice, 
presented as a framework of crisis-as-practice. Crisis-as-practice provides two 
core points that frame the way crisis management is approached: (i) crisis 
management is studied through routine work practices and their elements, 
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and (ii) these practices are socially and culturally shared (cf. Heidenstrøm, 
2020a, p. 381). In addition to providing the analytical starting point of the 
thesis, the framework also develops analytical concepts from which these two 
core points can be studied (used in whole or in part in the thesis’s papers). 
Below, I will return to these concepts. 

There are several broad and general motives for studying organizational crisis 
management based on these two core points. First, the relationship between 
everyday work practices and crisis management is a recurring topic in the 
empirical material. Papers I, II, and III reveal the crucial importance of this 
relationship with regards to the research questions. Because of this first 
motive, a second and conceptual motive emerges, one underscoring the need 
to develop a framework that can capture how work practices and their 
constituted resources are utilized when coping with a crisis. This framework 
contributes to widening the understanding of crisis management—from an 
active state of readiness, depending on certain principles and methods, to a 
process intertwined within organizations’ “ordinary” practices. Following 
this view, crisis management is not something placed on top of organizations, 
packaged in special understandings, methods, and tools; rather, it is a coming 
together of many taken-for-granted resources. 

4.5.1 The analytical focal points 
A crisis-as-practice perspective follows practice theory’s analytical starting 
point by taking practices as the fundamental unit of analysis rather than the 
individual or the organization as a collective. Thus, organizational crisis 
management is not examined from the viewpoint of rational decision-making 
individuals or rule-like normativity, as often is the case in the formal 
perspective of crisis management. Instead, crisis management is explored 
from a more “informal” view – as a dispersed practice – following the logic of 
already existing organizational practices that bear in them elements 
(materials, competences, and meanings) used in coping with a crisis. 

The foundation of the framework is based on three main concepts: (i) the 
formation of dispersed practices, (ii) the social, cultural, and material 
resources (derived from an organization's integrative practices) drawn upon 
while forming dispersed practices, and (iii) the social site in which practices 
are embedded. By integrating these concepts, the framework attempts to 
reflect the bundle of organizational practices and their role in coping with a 
crisis. The analytical point of departure rests on the view of crisis management 
as visible in most professional work practices as an alternative way of 
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performing a task (e.g., caring for newly-arrived unaccompanied youths 
without appropriate material resources). Therefore, some aspects of crisis 
management are arguably more informal in that they exist and are embedded 
in everyday work practices. This analytical framework recognizes this reality. 

To a varying extent, all of the thesis’s papers highlight the usefulness of a 
crisis-as-practice approach. Papers I-III illustrate empirically how crisis 
management results from and is part of the resources that organizations 
possess through their professional practices. These papers highlight the 
significance of viewing crisis management as something more than an 
integrative practice defined in, for instance, strategic documents or plans. 
Together, these papers assert that crisis management is as much a dispersed 
practice—following the logic of other practices—as it is an integrative practice 
with its own elements. The importance of studying crisis management as a 
dispersed practice is further elaborated upon in chapter 7. 

In paper IV, I argued that the framework can broaden the analytical attention 
to crisis management by recognizing doings that may be neither intended nor 
formally articulated as crisis management—yet remain consequential for 
organizations during a crisis. The framework thus has the potential to 
pinpoint crisis management efforts throughout the organization, including 
lower-level personnel and the resources they draw upon when coping with a 
crisis. The paper also highlights the importance of the site as a socially-
accepted context, governing how things should normally be handled in an 
organization. Thus, the site is inevitably associated with the practices and the 
(material) structures and tools that make them possible. Consequently, an 
understanding of the actions performed during a crisis requires attention to 
the specific context because activities are always part of a particular 
sociomaterial practice world (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011).  
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5 Method 
Studying crisis-as-practice necessitates methods that produce materials about 
everyday practices. To access these practices, I apply a research approach 
inspired by social practice theory (Bourdieu, 1999; Schatzki, 1996). An 
approach based on practice theory stresses the importance of turning the 
focus away from the purpose-oriented individual (methodological 
individualism) or the norm-bearing society (methodological holism) and 
towards shared practices as the primary unit of analysis. Heidenstrøm (2020b, 
p. 59) describes this shift as turning the focus to the situational and context-
specific practices, thus considering both the performing individual and the 
norms and values of the collective (methodological situationalism). 
Methodologically, it points towards the idea that a phenomenon cannot be 
fully understood independently from what is happening in a specific context 
(Heidenstrøm, 2020b). What we do is inseparable from the context within 
which our actions become meaningful: “We are never separated but always 
already entwined with others and things in specific sociomaterial practice 
worlds” (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011, p. 343). Thus, understanding crisis 
management from a practice-theoretical viewpoint means continually 
relating what goes on to the context in order to find the details, the thorough 
narratives, and the conditions comprising crisis management. 

Approaching crisis management using methodological situationalism has 
influenced not only my choice of methods but also how I have related to my 
material. It has always been important to follow the practice-theoretical onto-
epistemological assumption concerning the relationship between theory and 
practice, making theory a derivative of practice and not vice versa (Sandberg 
& Tsoukas, 2011, p. 339). With this principle in mind, the overarching research 
process follows an inductive approach, with the empirical material 
constituting the foundation. My analytical approach has always meant 
immersing myself in the empirical material with existing knowledge and 
theoretical reasoning; this approach has permitted in-depth understandings 
of implications in the empirical material (cf. Johansson, 2011). In other words, 
curiosity about the empirical material has guided me to seek out an 
appropriate theory that would raise the abstraction level to explain what the 
empirical material articulates on a conceptual level. 

This chapter now turns to a discussion of my methodology and the rationale 
behind it. I start with a description of the methodological considerations 
relative to my theoretical framework of practice theory. I then move on to 
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outlining my research design and strategies for collecting the empirical 
material. Moreover, I present an overview of the empirical material 
constituting the data in the thesis’s papers, including selection, research 
process, and analysis. I conclude by discussing some ethical considerations 
encountered during the research process. 

5.1 Research design  
In practice theory, ontological questions have been given priority over 
epistemological questions, perhaps because of practice theory’s strong focus 
on philosophical and theoretical questions (Nicolini, 2012). Thus, 
epistemological concerns dealing with methodological problems have 
received less attention, especially regarding methods for studying real-life 
practices (Halkier et al., 2011). 

Nonetheless, practice researchers have debated about which methods capture 
the essence of practices, with some advocating participant observations as the 
preferred methodology. These researchers argue that participant observations 
allow direct recordings of bodily movements; in addition, because the 
technique enables direct participation in a practice, it provides insights into 
the implicit knowledge underpinning practices (Bueger, 2014, p. 399).  

Other practice researchers have asserted that practice theory is not tied to 
specific methods (Blomquist et al., 2010; Shove, 2017). Rather, the choice 
depends on what the researcher wants to know. For example, some practice-
oriented researchers are interested in accounting for change (e.g., Gram-
Hanssen, 2011), while others are more interested in historical practices (Borg, 
1999) or how people are recruited into practices (Laven & Wenger, 1991). The 
point is that it is impossible to determine whether “observations” are a 
necessary part of a practice-inspired enquiry. Instead, the real issue is the 
point of interest for the research: what is it that the researcher wants to 
discover and what follows that concern (Shove, 2017)? Such a view implies a 
pragmatic understanding, emphasizing a best-solution approach to solve 
problems and respond to research questions (Feilzer, 2010). For example, if 
the researcher is interested in a historical practice, participant observations 
are insufficient because the practice is already gone. In such a case, it is more 
appropriate to interview practitioners who were part of the historical practice 
or to comb through documents giving clues about the practice. The main 
argument here is that practice-theoretical inquiries are multifaceted and 
complex in nature and can, therefore, as Nicolini (2009) contends “never be 
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captured by a single method or reproduced through a single style of writing” 
(p. 196). 

5.1.1 Methodological strategies  
This thesis follows a pragmatic view regarding the choice of research design, 
and the chosen methods represent a best-solution approach to accessing 
appropriate data (Feilzer, 2010). The first reason for this choice of 
methodological strategies has to do with capturing crisis management as a 
system of dispersed practices. At first glance, it seems that participant 
observations would be an obvious choice because they enable observations of 
practices' performance. However, studying crisis management as dispersed 
practices makes observations very demanding and time-consuming, perhaps 
impossible, as the antecedents of crisis management are distributed among an 
array of different practices (such as nursing, creating a safe environment, and 
documenting). The second reason for this choice relates to the difficulties of 
empirically observing crises when they occur. These difficulties include 
obtaining access to a crisis, getting permission to be at the location during the 
crisis, and knowing what or who to observe (Forgues & Roux-Dufort, 1998). 
Relatedly, the third reason for this choice involves the lack of permission to 
collect data following certain methods. For example, permissions were an 
issue in the study examining the work of homes for unaccompanied children 
during the 2015 refugee situation. I was not allowed to do participant 
observation when the youths resided there in order to protect their privacy 
and integrity. 

To deal with these matters, I worked with a combination of methods to fit the 
purpose of the thesis. In practice-theoretical inquiries, combining techniques 
is a common strategy. There exist many examples of combining participant 
observations with interviews (e.g., Hällgren, 2009b) or combining interviews 
with visual methods (e.g., Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018). In this thesis, I 
follow the lead of these precedents by using interviews, accompanied tours, 
and documents. This combination served to reduce the possible limitations of 
any particular method, allowing for increased accuracy by letting data sources 
validate one another (Yin, 2007, pp. 125-126). Below, I outline the benefits of 
each method and describe what they achieve when used together. 

First, I agree with several others (Halkier & Jensen, 2011; Heidenstrøm & 
Kvarnlöf, 2018; Hitchings, 2012) who argue that it is possible to study 
practices using language-based methods if these methods are adjusted to 
capture performative aspects. I therefore designed some of the interviews 
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used to collect empirical material based on what Heidenstrøm and Kvarnlöf 
(2018) define as practice-based talk, which “is a technique used in interview 
situations to verbalize some of the normally nonlinguistic elements of 
practices” (p. 275, see also Heidenstrøm (2020a)). It is important to formulate 
questions that encourage people to talk about their practices: What did you 
do? What did you use? Who were you with? Such questions encourage people 
to talk about their practices and elicit what might otherwise be seen as the 
seemingly obvious. 

However, interviews have the limitation of not being able to record actual 
performance. We are unable to “observe” bodily performance in connection 
to the practices talked about in an interview situation, making it challenging 
to draw conclusions about the actual work that practitioners do (e.g., whether 
or not a tool was difficult to use, how often the tool was used, or how the 
interplay between the practitioners unfolded when they used the tool). These 
are important aspects when trying to understand practices requiring that I 
employ additional strategies to help further articulate performance. 

In one of the studies conducted at homes for unaccompanied children (Case 
study I), I had the opportunity to combine interviews with “walk-alongs” 
(Carpiano, 2009; Kusenbach, 2003). However, they were not strict walk-alongs 
in terms of walking and talking with the interviewees as part of the interview 
situation. Instead, they took place after the interviews and did not follow a 
pre-defined protocol or guide. For this reason, I have chosen to use the term 
“accompanied tours” (cf. Kadibadiba et al., 2018) as a more informal 
alternative to walk-alongs. The tours provided an opportunity to continue 
talking with the interviewees when the practices under study were being 
performed. They also permitted me to connect what was said about the 
practices to the physical environment by reconstructing or performing certain 
practices. Having the tours after the interviews also gave me the opportunity 
to clarify things that were said during the interviews and to see things that 
had only been described in words (e.g., get a glimpse of how a room had been 
re-arranged, see the tools that were used, and/or get a sense of what worked 
and what did not). 

As a further methodological strategy, different types of documents were 
gathered throughout the research process for varying purposes. First, 
documents served as initial background information to familiarize myself 
with the research field. Second, such documents served as research material 
in the fourth paper: a diverse set of documents elaborating on the concept of 
practice formed the basis of the theoretical discussion and argumentation that 
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developed an understanding of the crisis-as-practice approach. Finally, in 
paper I, I used documents like manuals and printed routines of work practices 
to complement the interviews and accompanied tours.  

By combining these methods, a more thorough picture of the practices in 
question has emerged. The interviews offered stories about how particular 
situations were managed and how social and cultural resources were used. 
Meanwhile, the tours and documents grounded these stories in the material 
surroundings and the knowledge that informed management. Overall, the 
chosen methods have provided rich material, including narratives directly 
linked to practices and revealing various coping strategies used by NEO staff 
to maintain their core activities during a crisis. 

5.2 A practice-based approach for interpreting data 
The overarching focus on practices requires an analysis of different 
performances (Reckwitz, 2002). However, these performances have to be 
analysed at various levels to grasp not only the explicit acts performed but 
also the practice entity itself—the socially embedded underpinnings of 
behaviour, referred to as the social, cultural, and material elements making 
up a particular practice (Spurling et al., 2013, p. 8). Thus, studying practices 
means reconstructing meanings, which requires an interpretative and 
qualitative approach (Bueger, 2014, p. 387). 

Analysing practices seems relatively straightforward, but is in actuality quite 
intricate. The actual performance of a practice is often immediately accessible 
through listing, observing, or recording. However, analysis moves to another 
level when exploring what constitutes certain performances. The researcher 
is interested in socially embedded underpinnings, which are hard to observe 
and sometimes not readily available. As such, practice as performance is just 
the tip of the iceberg: to understand a practice, we need to get below the 
surface. As Bueger (2014, p. 388) points out, this kind of analysis operates on 
two levels, the level of observation and the level of interpretation.  

If we return to the core elements of practice described in the previous chapter 
(materials, meanings, and competences), we can identify the core concerns of 
a practice by reconstructing these elements’ meaning and their interplay. The 
researcher is interested in implicit knowledge that can only be accessed 
indirectly through explicitly articulated meanings, such as speech acts, 
cultural codes, classifications, or discourses. This double structure of 
observation and interpretation makes the analysis tricky, demanding intricate 
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interpretation procedures and major construction efforts (Bueger, 2014, p. 
388). 

5.3 Selection of cases and their contextual conditions 
The thesis contains two empirical case studies, the first of which was 
conducted during the 2015 refugee situation. This study sought to examine 
how operational staff at homes for unaccompanied children in a Swedish 
municipality coped with the strains caused by the large influx of 
unaccompanied children (Case study I). This study led to papers I and II in 
the thesis, both of which focus on how professional practices inform crisis 
management by utilizing resources already at hand. Simultaneously, I started 
data analysis from a previous research project where I had been part of 
collecting the project's data. The project, “Multi-Sectorial Collaboration in 
Crises” (MOSAIK), focused on examining cross-sectorial collaboration during 
crises and how previous experience with crises, responsibilities, and cultures 
impacted the collaboration between various organizations (Case study II). 
Selected data from this project resulted in paper III which explores 
interactions when emergency responders temporarily deploy their workplace 
inside an affected workplace to address the emergency. 

To understand why these cases were chosen and how they differ, it is 
important to discuss the contextual conditions surrounding the cases. Because 
the thesis aims to analyze how staff in NEOs cope with crises while proposing 
a framework for such operations, some criteria were applied to capture the 
staff’s coping process. These criteria can be summarized as follows: the cases 
should (i) reveal information about a crisis within the boundaries of an NEO 
and, as a consequence, (ii) include some management by the staff, particularly 
operational staff. 

As previously mentioned, the events in and of themselves are not of interest 
to this research; rather, the research focuses on the consequences and 
implications for the affected NEOs. Nonetheless, it is important to say 
something about the cases' contexts in order to increase understanding of how 
certain events differently impact NEOs’ management processes in terms of 
which actors become involved and control management. As Hällgrens et al. 
(2018, p. 112) point out, the context surrounding the cases can be understood 
as either disruptive or emergency in nature. A disruptive context involves a 
situation triggered by extreme events that occur outside the core 
organizational operations (such as wars and conflicts leading to a large influx 
of refugees), resulting in a temporary disruption of normal operations. When 
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such crises occur, response efforts often include improvised and short-term 
responses to ameliorate the disturbances posed by the disruptive context 
(Hällgren et al., 2018, p. 135). In contrast, an emergency context is 
characterized by core operations gone awry, often as a result of human error, 
technical failures, or a combination of both (such as a machine taking fire). 
These scenarios require quick action from both the affected organization and 
outside organizations (e.g., emergency services), as responses typically focus 
both on dealing with the acute emergency and responding to its 
consequences. 

These contexts generated different types of data. Case study I—surrounded 
by a disruptive context constituted by the refugee situation—provided 
insights into what happens when ordinary practices are interrupted. These 
interruptions led to various adjustments in practices and the emergence of 
new practices. Case study II—surrounded by an emergency context caused 
by fire—revealed what happens when emergency services establish an 
incident site inside an NEO to address an acute emergency and the effects on 
the NEO’s ability to continue working. Both cases complement each other by 
contributing unique insights into how NEOs cope with crises in specific 
contexts and by highlighting attributes that permeate their crisis management 
regardless of situation and context.  
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5.4 Data collection and material 
In this section, we turn to the specific research approaches used and the 
empirical material generated. This section concludes with a short description 
of the procedure leading up to the conceptual framework. Due to the 
unstructured character of this process, the presentation does not follow the 
same structure as described in the empirical cases. Table 1 summarizes the 
various research approaches used. 

Table 1. An overview of the thesis’s papers, materials, and approaches. 
Paper Empirical or theoretical study Research approach 

Material and 
quantity 

Method 
for analysing 

data 

I and 
II 

Case study I: 
Comprised of counselors and team 

leaders working at homes for 
unaccompanied children and managerial 
staff at the administrative level of social 

services 

  

13 interviews, 4 
accompanied tours, 

and 5 documents 

Thematic 
content 
analysis 

III 
Case study II: 

Comprised of school personnel, elderly 
care staff, and emergency responders 

16 interviews 
Thematic 
content 
analysis 

IV 

Theory development: 
Comprised of a corpus of research 

literature concerning philosophical, 
theoretical, and empirical streams of 

practice theory together with the findings 
from papers I, II, and III  

Theoretical discussions and 
argumentations 

5.4.1 Case study I: The 2015 refugee situation 
The refugee situation emerged as a case and provided an opportunity to study 
organizational crisis management in NEOs. The study aimed to gather 
context-specific and in-depth knowledge of how the operational staff at 
homes for unaccompanied children coped with the large influx of 
unaccompanied children and how this coping was informed by the staff’s 
professional practices and the managerial level. Thus, the study was not a 
holistic analysis of the refugee situation but rather a limited analysis of one 
specific aspect of the event: the NEO’s crisis management. 

The case selected involved a social services unit in a Swedish municipality 
that received an extensive number of refugees, including a large proportion 
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of unaccompanied youths. The situation escalated rapidly; when the 
municipality declared a crisis, there was an opportunity to examine 
responses. It became especially interesting to study the caring and lodging of 
unaccompanied children, the single most strenuous task for the municipality. 
Unaccompanied children were cared for and lodged at homes for 
unaccompanied children at different geographical locations in the 
municipality. I restricted the selection process by choosing various homes 
with different geographical areas in the municipality, creating a fair 
distribution with both urban and rural research sites. 

Selection, process, and analysis of data in Case study I 

In total, 13 individuals signed up to participate in the study, including nine 
operational personnel (counselors) and two team leaders distributed over 
four homes for unaccompanied children. Moreover, two participants were 
recruited from the higher management, the head of administration and the 
head of the department. The selection was purposive and strategic (Patton, 
2015), but did not seek to achieve sample variation within the group in terms 
of gender or background. The only sample criterion sought was an over-
representation of operational staff in correspondence with the thesis's aim. 
However, hearing from the managerial staff was necessary to gain a broader 
understanding of, for example, the strategic planning and management of the 
refugee situation in the municipality. It also provided insights into how the 
managerial context, to some extent, creates the work conditions for staff at the 
accommodation sites. 

I began recruiting interviewees by contacting several team leaders from 
different housing sites, asking team leaders to participate and provide 
information to their staff members about the possibility of participating in the 
study. The information consisted of a letter concerning the study's purpose, 
ethical considerations, and utility. I later reached out individually to the head 
of department and the head of administration to request their participation. 

The data-gathering process started with in-depth interviews that took place 
between March and April 2016. With the refugee situation in mind, the 
interview questions focused on the initial and current stages of work before 
turning to reflections upon future work. In these phases, the interviewees 
described how they handled their work during the refugee situation. The 
questions had a strong practice-based focus, whereby the interviewees were 
encouraged to talk about the concrete performance of practices like nursing, 
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cooking, cleaning, and communicating, as well as the resources used when 
performing these practices. 

An accompanied tour was conducted in conjunction with one interview at 
each home. This combination of methods allowed for the contextualising of 
interviews through observation of the material surroundings and live 
demonstrations of practices. It also provided insights into enabling or 
constraining factors, such as how a gathering room had been converted into a 
temporary dormitory. 

Documents further complemented the empirical material by providing 
insights into the knowledge informing the standard operating procedures at 
homes for unaccompanied children. The documents were gathered from the 
municipality's social services department and included overarching 
guidelines for security matters and work practice manuals, totalling five 
documents of 73 pages altogether. 

This empirical material constitutes a central piece of the thesis’s overall 
analysis in that it appears in the first and second papers and is part of 
answering both research questions I and II. In paper I, the interviews and 
documents were analysed using the computer program NVivo. I employed a 
thematic analysis with a focus on finding various patterns and describing 
them richly (Boyatzis, 1998). The analysis revealed various patterns and 
relationships related to the social, cultural, and material resources (implicit 
knowledge) that existed within the staff’s everyday work; it also gleaned 
insights into how these resources came into play when coping with the 
various situations imposed by the refugee situation. These resources were 
later developed into theoretical themes informed by practice theory. 

The analysis conducted in paper II followed a similar process, but only 
included material collected from interviews. The search for empirical themes 
concentrated on how the situation was managed in practice: Who was 
responsible? How did they explain their actions? The empirical themes grew 
to become theoretical themes concerning the practices used to deal with the 
large influx of refugees. Table 2 provides examples of the empirical and 
theoretical themes that constituted the analysis of papers I and II.  
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Table 2. An overview of the analytical process of Case study I. 

A practice-based analytical approach 
Case study I 

Paper I 
Empirical themes  Analytical themes 
Use experiences and knowledge from everyday 
work to cope with strain situations 

 Adopting competences 

Do what has to be done (a sense of moral 
obligation to do the work despite the surrounding 
conditions) 

 Mobilizing meanings  

Use objects at hand   Adapting material resources 
Paper II 

Empirical themes Analytical themes 

Sort things out while they happen  The practice of improvisation 

Always focus on the most basic (make sure they 
have beds, food, and an emergency kit with a 
toothbrush, toothpaste, razor, and underwear) 

 The practice of prioritization 

Adjust and create new routines along the way  The practice of normalization 

Levels work independently of each other  The practice of parallelism 

5.4.2 Case study II: Cross-sectoral collaboration 
Case study II had a slightly different focus than Case study I because it 
included an external actor's impact. Instead of focusing entirely on NEOs and 
their handling of a crisis, Case study II explored interactions after an NEO 
suffered an emergency, leading to emergency responders being temporarily 
deployed to their workplace. The interviews focused on what governed the 
co-location in terms of boundary work practices, exploring who did what, the 
distribution of responsibility, and interaction characteristics. 

The data used came from a larger research project4 based on a multi-case 
study including 41 unique interviews in three municipalities in Sweden 
between 2013-2015 with school personnel, eldercare staff, security 
administrators, and fire and rescue services. The overall aim of the research 
project was to examine cross-sectorial collaboration during emergencies and 
crises. All respondents were selected based on their experiences of different 

                                                           
4 The data were gathered as part of the Multi-Sectoral Collaboration During Crises (MOSAIK) 
project funded by the Swedish Civil Contingency Agency (MSB894). 
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crisis events, including fires, floods, loss of electricity, and search and rescue. 
They represented a diverse mix of managerial levels, including 
managers/commanders, administrators, and operational personnel. 

Selection, process, and analysis of data in Case study II 

Based on the overall empirical material, the data was reduced to fit the study's 
purpose using several criteria to ensure inclusion of cases with similar 
contextual conditions. The selected cases involved (i) an emergency within the 
boundaries of an NEO, (ii) a scope that required emergency services to 
establish an incident site within the boundaries of the affected NEO, and (iii) 
interactions taking place between the NEO and emergency responders. Three 
events met these criteria: a minor fire in an eldercare centre (resulting in a 
death), a fire in student housing, and a major school fire in which the facility 
largely burned down. 

A strategic method enabled the selection of interviewees based on their 
experiences with the above-described cases (Patton, 2015). Emergency 
services were selected because they had been involved in establishing the 
incident site inside of the affected organization. However, I did not require 
the affected personnel and emergency responders to have experienced the 
same emergency. The affected organizations’ personnel were selected based 
on their experience of coping with the incident on-site. This requirement 
narrowed the pool of interviewees to operational staff, except for a principal 
and a school director who participated and addressed operational issues 
during the incident. To recruit the interviewees, administrators at the 
organizations were contacted and asked to convey the request to participants 
who met the inclusion criteria. Respondents interested in participating were 
then approached to participate.  

A total of 16 interviews were chosen among the original 41, of which seven 
were fire and rescue services personnel and nine were staff at affected 
workplaces. The interviews were semi-structured, with interviewees being 
asked the same questions based on an interview guide with broad themes and 
questions related to each theme. The themes dwelt on issues concerning “roles 
and tasks” during the emergency, “how the situation was perceived”, “the 
interactions that took place”, and “where information came from”. However, 
it should be noted that the interviewees approached the questions from 
different viewpoints. The NEO staff spoke explicitly about the incident that 
had affected them, whereas the fire and rescue personnel shifted between 
general aspects of emergency operations and specific cases.  
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The interviews with affected personnel and emergency responders were only 
used in the third paper of the thesis and analyzed using thematic content 
analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). The analysis began with a search for empirical 
themes that clarified the interaction between the affected organization and the 
emergency responders. The empirical themes were later sorted into 
theoretical themes of boundary work practices. Table 3 summarizes the 
empirical and analytical themes that became central in paper III’s analysis. 

Table 3. An overview of the analytical process for Case study II. 

A practice-based analytical approach 
Case study II 

Paper III 

Empirical themes Analytical themes 

Legal right to infringe on 
another’s rights (e.g., cordoning off) 

Emergency containment 

Affected personnel focusing 
on their own tasks, not the 
emergency 

Division of responsibility 

Working in parallel Division of labour 

Providing practical help Crossing the boundary  

5.4.3 Theory development: constructing a crisis-as-practice 
framework 

The process leading up to the conceptual study was somewhat haphazard and 
unstructured (see procedural details below), following a natural continuation 
and deepening of the empirical studies. During the work with papers I and II, 
I began to think about developing a coherent practice-theoretical framework 
applicable to crisis management research. This framework could complement 
the existing research's rational, normative, and top-down focus by exploring 
the role and use of social practices when coping with a crisis. A similar 
approach has already appeared in other management fields, such as strategy 
research and project research. Inspired by these innovations, I started to 
develop the crisis-as-practice approach discussed in paper IV. 

Selection, process, and analysis of literature 

In order to construct a corpus of literature that included practice theory, I 
employed a purposive sampling strategy. With this strategy, I aimed to follow 
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various but related practice theory directions distinguishing similarities, 
differences, and developments while revealing concepts applicable to crisis 
management. In some respect, it was also a form of theoretical sampling, 
including sources based on several explicit criteria concerning the literature’s 
content (Flick, 2006, p. 249). The specific criteria used for selecting documents 
included a focus (i) on philosophical discussions of practice theory, (ii) on 
theoretical discussions of practice theory, and (iii) on applications of practice 
theory to empirical phenomena. These criteria provided me a broad range of 
literature discussing the ontology and epistemology of practice theory, 
ultimately deepening my understanding of what a practice perspective can 
bring forward for crisis management research.  

Due to the unstructured character of the analysis, it is hard to account for the 
process behind the theory development. The process meant constantly 
shifting focus between inferences based on the concepts derived from the 
gathered literature and conclusions drawn from the empirical studies. Based 
on these insights, I began to merge several of the ideas used in the thesis’s 
empirical papers into the framework of crisis-as-practice, including practice-
as-entity, the site of practices, dispersed and integrative practices, and the role 
of practitioners. These new insights enabled the framework construction and 
also revealed several theoretical and practical implications  

5.5 Studying professionals: Ethical considerations 
The research has been carried out in compliance with the guidelines of “good 
research practice” presented by the Swedish Research Council (2017). This 
compliance ensures that the researcher has made the proper ethical 
considerations when it comes to providing information and informed 
consent, ensuring confidentiality, and using data. Following these guidelines, 
all respondents were informed of the study’s objectives, purpose, and 
presentation of results. To ensure that respondents would have sufficient 
information before choosing to participate, they received the information 
ahead of time to give them enough time to read and take it all in. Before each 
interview, every participating respondent had to give their informed consent 
by signing a separate letter indicating that they had read the information and 
agreed to participate in the study. They were also made aware that they could 
end their participation at any time. 

Early in the research, it became clear that participants would interpret the 
information in different ways. In one of the first interviews during Case study 
I, a participant asked, “Is it the boss that has sent you to evaluate our work?” 
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That question underscored the importance of being very clear in 
communicating information to ensure that participants clearly understood 
what they had consented to (Oliver, 2010). After this incident, each interview 
started with an explanation of the research to make certain that the 
participants understood the study's purpose to avoid further 
misunderstandings. 

Such clarity is not only a question of safety for the participants but also a way 
to reduce what Alvesson (2011, p. 88) calls impression control (intrycksstyrning) 
and political action (politiskt handlande). Impression control is something that 
the interviewer must be vigilant about in all interview situations, seeking to 
avoid distorted accounts from participants that aim to make a good 
impression and present oneself and one's group in moral terms. The risk of 
political actions is more salient among representatives of various political 
groups where there may be an interest in promoting certain truths. I tried to 
be clear about the purpose of the study, highlighting my interest in crisis 
management as a phenomenon—and not assessing or evaluating individuals 
or organizational performance. This honesty increased the likelihood that 
participants would talk freely and not try to hide things that could be 
disadvantageous for them or the organization, a phenomenon that ultimately 
becomes a validity concern in research (Whittemore et al., 2001). 

Later in the research process, I began to give special attention to ethical 
considerations concerning the processing of empirical material to ensure 
participants' confidentiality. All material was anonymised while being 
transcribed. I only included roles and positions to ensure that data 
presentations would not reveal the respondent’s identity. However, while 
writing the research papers, a more complex ethical problem relating to 
confidentiality emerged. The problem concerned the tension between 
presenting an almost authentic context and, at the same time, maintaining the 
confidentiality of the respondents (cf. Oliver, 2010). This issue became 
especially apparent in paper III, where parts of the empirical material consists 
of a school fire with characteristics that made the case possible to identify. 
Although school fires are not that unusual, this fire's scope and consequences 
stood out, and the media coverage was widespread, making the public well 
aware of the incident. I managed this issue by giving special attention to the 
identified risks. I made the decision not to describe the case more than 
necessary, providing only enough information to understand the context and 
make it possible for the reader to decide whether or not the findings are 
transferable to another context (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). 
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To ensure that the collected data were managed and stored correctly during 
the research process, I followed the procedures presented by the Swedish 
National Data Service (SND). Briefly, this process meant that the collected 
data would be stored at the intended storage space provided by the 
university, defended safely, and handled according to the guidelines 
provided by SND (2021). Moreover, after the end of the project, the data will 
be archived to promote accessibility of research materials. 

As a final note, it is essential to highlight that the respondents in this thesis 
were representatives of their occupational role, and the research was based 
solely on what they did as professionals. They were not talking about 
themselves but about their work. Studies concerning professionals involve a 
lower risk of revealing sensitive personal data. However, it is vital to take note 
of the risk that some answers incur; some may be classified as sensitive if 
respondents start to discuss political views, union membership, or health, for 
example (Görman, 2017, p. 30). In the studies included in this thesis, the 
questions were constructed to avoid revealing sensitive personal data. 
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6 Summaries of the papers  

6.1 Paper I: Crisis management in practice 
Paper I responds to research question I: “How do everyday work practices inform 
operational staff’s crisis management in non-emergency organisations?” The paper 
provides a different view of crisis management by empirically studying it as 
dispersed practices connected to daily work performance. 

The paper sets out to fill a gap left by previous research into organisational 
crises management. Prior research has focused on formal preparedness 
measures of institutionalized knowledge and rules that can be assessed and 
compared based on formal policies. This approach strives for predefined 
principles and practices that can be implemented regardless of context and 
actor type. As a result, there is an abundance of literature on best practices: 
how to plan for crises, how to implement crisis training and exercises, and 
how to use procedures and methods to increase the ability to learn from crises. 
These principles and practices are often placed in relation to certain structural, 
cultural, and technical environments. In the paper, this approach is described 
as the formal perspective of crisis management. 

In contrast to the formal perspective of crisis management, the paper presents 
a complementary view of crisis management. It builds on the assumption that 
crisis management is, to a large extent, shaped by the context in which actions 
are performed. It affirms the elasticity of work practices as built-in capacities 
to uphold everyday work. By turning to practice theory, it is possible to 
connect crisis management to two core points: (i) crisis management is 
studied through routine work practices and their resources, and (ii) these 
practices are socially and culturally shared. Based on these assumptions, the 
paper constructs a practice-theoretical framework inspired by Shove et al. 
(2012) and Schatzki (1996). This framework first follows Shove’s clustering of 
practice elements into categories that uncover the underlying elements 
constructing a practice: materials, competences, and meanings. Secondly, it 
draws on Schatzki’s (1996) differentiation between integrative and dispersed 
practices, distinguishing between (integrative) practices with their own 
complex bundle of elements and (dispersed) practices woven into other 
practices. Together, these concepts provide analytical tools for studying crisis 
management as dispersed practices, following the logic of an organization's 
ordinary practices. 
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Using data from Case study I gathered during the 2015 refugee situation, the 
paper employs the practice perspective to explore how operational staff at 
homes for unaccompanied children coped with the massive influx of 
unaccompanied children. The analysis utilises the three practice elements—
materials, competences, and meanings—to discuss important resources in the 
coping process. First, the analysis demonstrates how the staff coped with the 
challenges by adopting competences inscribed in everyday work practices. 
Through work experience and awareness of routines and procedures, the staff 
embodied and activated tacit knowledge during the critical situation through, 
for example, improvised solutions and creative adjustments. Secondly, the 
staff mobilized meanings that affected the framing of the situation. No matter 
how difficult the situation was perceived to be, the staff told themselves that 
the situation was manageable, which established a shared understanding. 
Instead of framing it as something out of the ordinary—a crisis—the situation 
was described as the “new normal”, making it easier to handle. This strategy 
fortified their normalization process and made the situation less frightening. 
Third, the staff adapted material resources as a strategy to handle the situation, 
requiring much improvisation. Facilities had to be adjusted to accommodate 
more than twice the number of youths than during normal times. New 
material resources had to be purchased, and existing facilities, including 
living rooms, kitchens, and other gathering places, had to be adjusted to either 
serve more youths or be rearranged to fulfil new purposes, something that 
required material objects to be put into other practices to function in new and 
different ways. 

 
Figure 3. A model of crisis management as dispersed practices. 
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The paper discusses how to understand crisis management through the lens 
of crisis management as dispersed practices (Figure 3), noting that coping 
with crises is a process interwoven within the performance of everyday work 
practices. In a larger sense, this way of framing crisis management shows that 
crisis management is not necessarily an active and reflective state depending 
on specific preparedness objects and official procedures, as emphasized in the 
formal perspective. Crisis management must also be viewed in light of its 
usage of resources activated when performing everyday work and its 
facilitative social, cultural, and material elements. The article concludes by 
recommending more research that uses insights from social practice theory. 
This continued research stream could increase our understanding of the role 
of everyday work practices and how their resources become essential in 
developing adequate responses to crises, especially if the organizational 
members have little or no formal competences in crisis management.  

6.2 Paper II: Unrecognized crisis management 
Paper II responds to the first and second research questions: “How do everyday 
work practices inform operational staff’s crisis management in non-emergency 
organizations?” and “In what way are surrounding actors’ jurisdictional claims and 
work practices part of shaping the operational staff’s crisis management in non-
emergency organizations?” This paper investigates the coping with the 2015 
refugee situation by analysing the crisis management practices employed by 
operational staff at homes for unaccompanied children. It further considers 
how the managerial personnel affected the operational staff’s coping. The 
findings indicate that the staff at homes for unaccompanied children handle 
the strains caused by the refugee situation by improvising, prioritising, and 
creating alternatives. In addition, higher management influenced this process 
only to a minimal extent. 

The staff’s coping with the large influx of unaccompanied children 
exemplifies three crisis management practices: improvisation, prioritization, 
and the creation of alternatives. These practices helped them manage the new 
circumstances and strains posed by the unique situation. Through 
improvisation, the staff could adjust their prior working practices and, at the 
same time, try new work actions when the old ones were hard to apply. 
Simultaneously, they had to prioritize the most necessary and fundamental 
efforts, such as shelter, food, and care, resulting in shortcomings in other 
areas, such as mandatory documentation and reporting. The situation also 
demanded the creation of alternatives to ensure that everyone had a roof over 
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their heads and food on the table. The staff were constantly adapting and 
adjusting resources to identify new and alternative ways to do things. 

The analysis also looks at the handling of the situation from a long-term 
perspective by examining the normalization process. The paper finds that the 
normalization process consists of creating new practices and adjusting old 
ones to meet the new demands. Examples include finding sustainable ways 
to perform daily care, scale up documentation, and integrate youths into 
society. This normalization is highlighted as a process where the initial 
improvised and ad hoc solutions become routinely embedded in the matrices 
of already existing practices, leading to a long-term adjustment of old routines 
and the creation of new ones. 

To gain a broader understanding of the operational staff’s coping process, the 
paper investigates the higher management's crisis management and its 
relationship to the operational staff’s actions. The findings indicate that higher 
management was so busy solving strategic problems that they could not 
support the operational staff. In addition, the difficulties faced by the 
administration trickled down throughout the organization. For example, 
when the management could not find enough rooms for the youths, the 
operational staff had to solve the shortages at their housing sites.  

The paper's overall finding is that the coping process relied on the staff’s 
everyday practices. Because the staff members were accustomed to 
improvising, prioritizing, and creating alternatives in their daily work, these 
principles became the foundation of their crisis response. The paper concludes 
that a significant portion of the crisis management occurred on the ground, 
with operational staff leading the way without substantial support from 
higher management. These findings present an alternative to previous 
research’s emphasis on crisis management as something performed by 
higher-level management. By offering a bottom-up analysis, this research 
highlights the significant contributions of lower-level staff during the critical 
time of the 2015 refugee situation. 

6.3 Paper III: Boundary work to conduct business as 
usual 

Paper III responds to the thesis's second research question: “In what way are 
surrounding actors’ jurisdictional claims and work practices part of shaping the 
operational staff’s crisis management in non-emergency organizations?” The article 
finds that emergency containment, division of responsibility, division of 
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labor, and boundary crossing structures enable work practices when 
emergency services temporarily deploy inside an NEO to address an acute 
emergency. 

This paper extends the focus of research to include emergency responders; 
this inclusion enables an examination of boundary work when an NEO suffers 
an emergency, and emergency services temporarily deploy inside the 
workplace to address the emergency. The study is based on interviews with 
school personnel, eldercare staff, and fire and rescue service personnel. 

Previous studies have shown how professionals use boundaries to claim 
exclusivity and control over certain practices and how these boundaries may 
be subjected to competition and dispute (Abbott, 1988; Gieryn, 1983; Vallas, 
2001). However, this paper demonstrates the opposite by showing how 
boundary work is mutually accomplished to create structures and facilitate 
the workers' ability to concentrate on their own work when a temporary (the 
emergency service’s) and a permanent (NEO’s) workplace is co-located due 
to an emergency in the permanent workplace.  

In order for members of both a temporary and a permanent workplace to do 
their work, the paper finds four boundary work practices to be essential: 
emergency containment, division of responsibility, division of labour, and 
boundary crossing. By containing the emergency, dividing responsibility, and 
dividing labour, it is possible to seal off the anomaly, clear out responsibilities, 
and divide the work between the workplaces. These practices ultimately 
result in each workplace being able to concentrate on doing what is necessary 
to resolve the situation. In addition to separation between the workplaces, 
boundary-crossing is vital to exchange information and skills, especially when 
emergency services need guidance to find the incident or require information 
about the buildings and their interiors. 

Based on these findings, the paper provides a different view of boundaries 
between professional groups. Instead of being contested, with various parties 
competing over jurisdictional claims, boundaries can provide structure and 
facilitate work. However, although the paper finds that agreement is central 
in establishing boundaries, the parties are not equal. Emergency containment 
is primarily something that emergency services have sovereign legitimacy to 
conduct; thus, they have the legal right to infringe on others' rights, resulting 
in affected personnel being banished from certain parts of their workplace. 
Nevertheless, this practice results in relief for the affected staff as the acute 
emergency response becomes transferred to emergency services, reinforcing 
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the conclusion that boundary work is surrounded by mutuality. The study's 
practical implications point to NEOs’ importance in emergency response 
because they possess valuable knowledge of the location and its operations, 
which becomes evident in the cooperation between NEOs and emergency 
services. 

6.4 Paper IV: Crisis as practice 
Paper IV answers the thesis's third research question: “How can crisis 
management be theoretically examined as part of the everyday work practices of an 
organization?” The paper offers a theoretical perspective departing from social 
practice theory that allows an analysis of crisis management based on an 
organization’s everyday work practices. 

The paper diverges from the event and process-based approaches in crisis 
management research by claiming that these perspectives follow traditional 
theoretical assumptions about organizations, emphasizing rational and 
structural features while neglecting the fact that organizational life occurs as 
an ongoing social accomplishment constituted and reconstituted in everyday 
practices. By using insights from social practice theory and emphasizing the 
significance of everyday work practices and their embeddedness in context, 
the paper argues that there remains a dearth of approaches that aim to study 
certain aspects of crisis management; capturing situated, nascent, and 
informal activities surrounding crisis management. From this starting point, 
the paper presents a framework based on two theoretical constructs: (i) the 
three-element model of practice and (ii) the distinction between integrative 
and dispersed practices. Together, they form the crisis-as-practice 
perspective, complementing previous research on crisis management. 

The first theoretical construct points to the practice concept as involving 
routinized types of behaviours, consisting of several interconnected elements: 
forms of bodily and mental activities, things and their use, as well as 
background knowledge consisting of a culturally shared understanding. In 
the paper, the practice elements are condensed to materials, competences, and 
meanings based on Shove et al.’s (2012) practice framework. The performance 
of practices presupposes that elements are interconnected; depending on the 
elements available, the performance can either be reproduced or changed. The 
paper argues that these elements are vital because they constitute resources 
that organizational members draw on when coping with a crisis.  
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The second theoretical construct builds on a distinction between integrative 
and dispersed practices. Integrative practices are higher-order practices 
involving particular domains of social life, such as teaching, business, and 
farming practices. These practices have their own complex set of elements that 
together make up the practices, implying that they hold significance and 
meaning both for the performers of practice and in the wider social world. 
Dispersed practices, however, do not carry with them their own elements; 
rather, they depend on elements of the integrative practices into which they 
are interwoven.  

Using these theoretical constructs enables a distinction between different 
ways of framing crisis management. Previous research most commonly 
frames crisis management as a normative approach composed of an 
integrative practice with particular materials, competences, and meanings 
attached to it. Examples include materials like plans and supply stocks, 
specific competences acquired through exercises and drills, and meanings 
linked to awareness and readiness. However, crisis management also 
involves dispersed practices, following the logic of an organization’s 
everyday work practices that bear in them resources (materials, competences, 
and meanings) for coping with a crisis. 

Taken together, these theoretical constructs enhance our understanding of the 
importance of seeing crisis management as a social construct that depends on 
the particular context and the practices performed in that specific context. 
Instead of starting with crisis management as a top-down achievement based 
on a formal integrative practice, the crisis-as-practice perspective shifts the 
focus to a bottom-up approach recognizing an organization’s everyday work 
practices as a significant contributor to coping with a crisis. Thus, an 
organisation's practices and the resources it produces—socially, culturally, 
and materially—could be relevant to crisis management. Ultimately, the 
framework allows for the study of actions and interactions that are generally 
invisible in “traditional” crisis management research, thus broadening what 
is seen as crisis management and who is seen as crisis managers (cf. Stienstra, 
2015).  
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6.5 Moving beyond the papers: Manuals and printed 
routines as the basis for implicit knowledge 

So far, the thesis’s papers have revealed the importance of considering 
everyday work practices when understanding how NEO staff members cope 
with a crisis. This section will move beyond the papers and, with the help of 
collected manuals and printed routines, explore deeper the implicit (tacit) 
knowledge connected to practices; it further considers how this knowledge is 
made explicit when transformed into resources during a crisis. In practice 
theory, documents, such as written instructions, actions plans, and checklists, 
are important to consider because they provide insights into practices and the 
background knowledge informing them (Bueger, 2014; Schatzki, 1996). Thus, 
this exploration of manuals and printed routines intends to increase our 
understanding of the role of everyday work practices in crisis management 
even further. 

Before moving on, however, it is important to mention that the documents 
used in this section only include the manuals and printed routines for staff at 
homes for unaccompanied children; as such, the analysis only includes 
materials from the 2015 refugee situation presented in papers 1 and 2. 

In normal conditions, the staff’s work is described in manuals and checklists, 
providing information about how the work should be performed. Figure 4 
provides an excerpt of a checklist structuring the staff’s work when new 
youths arrive in an accommodation.  

Checklist 
Date Signature 

To plan and do before new youth arrive     
Mapping documents open in VIVA   
Equipment list for new young people   
Acute clothing purchase/inventory list     
Breakfast call (day 2, first morning)   
Introductory questions   
Tour of town   
Study visit to the school   
Library card   
Get-to-know-you conversations with the youths   
Your trip and time in Sweden, interests, family, etc.     
Who we are here     
Goals for youth integration     

Requirements and expectations     
Basic education   
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Food education   
Cleaning information/cleaning training   
Waste and recycling   
Washing information/education   

Figure 4. Excerpt of checklist (translated into English by the author). 

Further instructions are then provided, including details about performing 
particular tasks included in the checklist. Figure 5 shows an excerpt of the 
instructions for the “to plan and do before new youth arrive” point on the 
checklist. These instructions guide the staff’s administrative and practical 
reception of unaccompanied children, including preparing the 
accommodations and putting together initial activities. 

To plan and do before new youth arrive Signature 
The team leader notifies the accommodation staff when new instructions have 
been received regarding arrival, transit accommodation, as well as the youth's 
name, language, and social security number. 
Instructions are given to the health center: instructions are left at reception. 
Write down the telephone number to book accommodations in the instructions. 

 

Schedule a tour and book an interpreter for one hour.  

Schedule a time for the first food education session and book an interpreter on-
site. 

 

Prepare the youth’s folder, receipt for key, and introductory questions.  

Notify the school of new youth: Send instructions together with the form 
“moved to primary school”. Let the school know who will be the trustee as 
soon as possible. 

 

Open the VIVA document.  
Plan a presentation of "who we are at the accommodation". Book an interpreter 
on-site. 

 

Check that there is a key to the room and a laundry cylinder. Check the overall 
status of the room. 

 

Gather the things the youth need on arrival.  
Book a breakfast call and make plans for purchasing breakfast.  

Figure 5. Excerpt of instructions of “To plan and do before new youths arrive” (translated into 
English by the author). 

It is essential to consider the implicit knowledge generated by these manuals 
and printed routines (Bueger, 2014). These instructions are repeatedly put into 
practice in a specific context; together with other organizational members, 
specific knowledge is internalized guiding the carrying out of prescribed 
practices. The implicit knowledge assimilated from these documents is 
essential in informing and structuring the decisions practitioners make daily 
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and over time (May, 2001) while also constituting particular readings of social 
events (Coffey, 2014). Thus, manuals and printed routines not only provide 
clues about the specific practices that should be carried out, but also highlight 
the background knowledge informing them.  

However, when a crisis strikes, it may not be possible to follow these 
instructions as intended. The empirical papers demonstrate that staff in NEOs 
use different normalization strategies; that is, they work towards integrating 
and absorbing disturbances and strains into their everyday work to reach a 
state of normalcy. This normalization process includes various strategies 
presented in paper II, such as prioritization, improvisation, and the creation 
of alternatives. All of these strategies require the staff to deviate from the 
manuals and printed routines when the situation can no longer be managed 
according to their instructions. Staff members described these scenarios as 
follows: 

We at the site had to figure out what could be prioritized away. It could 
be things like cleaning (…), helping with homework (…), or simply 
lowering the overall time with each youth (Counselor at a home for 
unaccompanied children, cf. Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018, pp. 231-
232). 

We try to focus on the urgent needs of the individuals and put other 
things aside (…) we cannot see the big picture when it comes so many 
new children. It must be the individuals and their needs that are in 
focus (Counselor at a home for unaccompanied children, cf. Oscarsson 
& Danielsson, 2018, p. 232). 

In these situations, staff members have to actively reflect on alternative 
courses of action, which highlights a process through which the participants 
in practice discuss and argue about whether the new situation can be handled 
with existing practices; they have to decide what adjustments need to be 
made, and/or introduce and invent new ways of performing tasks (cf. Bueger, 
2014, pp. 396-397). When staff members start to dispute the meaning or 
applicability of ordinary norms and routines prescribed in the documents, 
implicit knowledge becomes articulated explicitly, as described below: 

We simply had to call around to different housing sites and consult 
with them [and] with our combined knowledge among the staff, we 
tried to solve it in the best way we could (Counselor at a home for 
unaccompanied children, cf. Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018, p. 232).  
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Articulating this implicit knowledge is significant for all the adjustments and 
adaptations made to accommodate the newly arrived youths at the various 
housing sites. This articulation of implicit knowledge invites the participants 
to reflect on how to proceed, whether to integrate what deviates and if so how, 
and how to normalize it in a way that it becomes an integral part of their 
practices (Bueger, 2014, p. 397). Consequently, the staff members develop new 
ways of working to maintain operations 

In summary, this section has sought to increase our understanding of how 
staff at NEOs cope with a crisis using resources from everyday work by 
analyzing manuals and printed routines to determine how such documents 
form a basis for implicit knowledge. The analysis shows that when facing a 
crisis situation, manuals and printed routines may fail to provide necessary 
guidance to proceed in everyday routines. In such cases, staff members may 
actively start to reflect on how to continue with their tasks, articulating 
implicit knowledge and making it explicit. This articulated knowledge is then 
shared and used among organizational members as the basis for suitable 
adjustments and adaptions to maintain core activities.  
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7 Concluding discussion 
There exists an immense body of research on crisis management, with a large 
segment of empirical and theoretical studies focusing on organizations and 
organizational crisis management. This thesis also concentrates on 
organizations and organizational crisis management but from a rather 
different viewpoint. Instead of studying a set of core actors, this thesis focuses 
on crisis management as performed by NEOs’ operational level staff. This 
choice of study object has led to a different angle than most previous research. 
Instead of considering crisis management a rational, normative, and top-
down concept governed by a set of predefined qualities and practices, this 
research follows a bottom-up perspective, exploring crisis management as 
based in the resources generated in the everyday work of organizations and 
performed by staff on the ground. This perspective of crisis management has 
previously been a “blind spot” for both researchers and practitioners, as 
demonstrated by the many crisis management models and tools developed 
for practitioners (e.g., Preble, 1997; Smith, 1990; Vašíčková, 2019) that rarely 
consider resources from everyday practices. 

Thus, the thesis’s central contribution is to explore how NEOs cope with crises 
using strategies based on the mobilization of resources utilized from everyday 
work practices. The thesis also contributes to several other areas. First, it 
empirically investigates “common” organizations and the operational level. 
This focus addresses a need to broaden the definitions of crisis management 
and who becomes a crisis manager, where we are only just beginning to 
scratch the surface of an area in need of more empirical evidence (Sparf, 2018). 
Second, methodologically, the research contributes to the study of disruptive 
contexts triggered by events that occur outside the core activities of the 
organization, a field that is “…still in its infancy” (Hällgren et al., 2018, p. 145). 
Finally, the research provides unique insights into crisis management's 
mundane aspects; that is, it highlights the “nitty-gritty” work through which 
organizational members keep core activities going despite various 
adversities, an aspect that is often forgotten in the crisis literature. 

Both empirical and theoretical ambitions have driven the work in this thesis. 
The empirical ambition has centred on making NEOs visible as potential crisis 
managers, recognizing their realities and experiences when affected by 
various crises. Here, I have considered eldercare centres and schools dealing 
with the consequences of fires and homes for unaccompanied children 
responding to a refugee situation. The theoretical ambition of this thesis 
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centres on developing a framework that can help understand NEOs’ efforts 
during crises, contributing to widening what counts as crisis management 
while recognizing NEOs as capable crisis managers.  

The following sections will discuss the main conclusions drawn from the 
thesis's four studies' theoretical and empirical findings. The discussion of 
crisis management begins by weaving in the empirical findings through a 
theoretical discussion of crisis-as-practice. The chapter continues by 
discussing how the papers’ findings can add nuance to the concept of crisis 
management and illuminate the impact of surrounding actors. The chapter 
further discusses overarching implications for crisis management research 
and finishes by presenting opportunities for future research. 

7.1 Crisis as practice: Normalizing crises through 
dispersed practices 

In most previous research, crisis management is conceptualised using an 
“attribute-based” frame (cf. Kirschenbaum, 2002), implying that 
organizations should have a crisis management practice in place, concerning, 
for example, planning procedures, training and exercises, and methods for 
evaluating and capturing lessons from crises. Although this practice is 
essential in crisis management, it equates the management of crises with an 
active and reflective state governed by normative assumptions of crisis 
management. It thus downplays the significance of the resources 
organizations possess through their professional practices. From this 
viewpoint, prior research has failed to consider the social and material 
resources mobilized in the context of crises; these aspects are seldom defined 
as capacities during crises, yet they have a proven track record in contributing 
to psychological safety and organizational reliability (Christianson et al., 2009; 
Hällgren et al., 2018; Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018). To recognize these 
capacities, this thesis offers a crisis-as-practice perspective turning attention 
toward crisis management as made and remade through practitioners’ 
organizational practices. 

This thesis has turned to practice theory to develop this framework, 
theoretically spotlighting crisis management as a social accomplishment 
constituted and reconstituted through practices in a specific context. As a 
point of departure, the thesis embraces the concept of practice and its 
elements of competence, meanings, and materials as well as the site of 
practices and the distinction between integrative and dispersed practice. In 
this way, the thesis has captured the practices that form NEOs crisis 
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management and how they are performed when coping with a crisis. Using 
social practice theory as an analytical starting point means that crisis 
management is not studied from a single perspective, such as individual 
behaviour or structural features of organizations, but as performative 
resources (cf. Heidenstrøm, 2020b). The study of crisis management as 
performative resources enables a critique of the positivist notion of finding 
universal frameworks on the basis of which practitioners act rationally. 
Instead, the thesis suggests that crisis management is constructed through 
socially and culturally shared practices performed by practitioners in 
organizations. Consequently, we can gain new knowledge if we study how 
these practices are composed, performed, moved, and interlinked, as well as 
how they are reproduced, changed, or eliminated during a crisis (Shove et al., 
2012). 

One of the thesis’s main findings is that staff in NEOs try to normalize the 
consequences of a crisis by adapting their mode of organizing. Thus, 
normalization works as a strategy to absorb and integrate various adversities 
into everyday work to maintain core activities and slowly reach a state of 
normalcy (cf. May & Finch, 2009). This crisis normalization builds on another 
finding in the thesis: that crisis management comprises more than a formal 
(integrative) practice with particular materials, competences and meanings 
attached to it. Crisis management is also connected to other practices’ 
resources and, hence, dispersed practices interwoven within the performance 
of everyday work (cf. Heidenstrøm & Kvarnlöf, 2018). Consequently, the 
response efforts described in the thesis’s papers follow the logic of other 
practices, such as caring, documenting, and creating a safe environment, 
particularly in terms of how these practices are performed at specific practice 
sites (Schatzki, 2005). To some extent, this strategy is similar to what 
elsewhere has been described as bricolage, where organizational members 
draw on available resources to address challenges that unfold using 
improvised solutions (Weick, 1993). However, while the concept of bricolage 
is limited to how organizational members develop improvised solutions to 
meet emerging challenges, crisis normalization moves beyond that focus by 
including the routinization of new ways of acting. 

Papers I and II empirically demonstrate what it means to normalize a crisis 
through dispersed practices. For example, paper I shows how the adoption of 
competence, mobilization of meanings, and adaption of existing materials 
provided conditions for coping with the disturbances posed by the 2015 
refugee situation. Building on these results, paper II highlights how resources 
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from daily practices led to improvisation, prioritization, and the creation of 
alternatives. These practices assisted in creating new or adjusted routines that 
eventually contributed to regaining normalcy. Based on these findings, figure 
6 illustrates the crisis normalization process. The figure shows how 
integrative practices (ordinary work practices) performed by the operational 
staff at homes for unaccompanied youths and their constituent resources 
(materials, competences, and meanings) formed dispersed practices (crisis 
management practices) through which the operational staff handled the 2015 
refugee situation. The arrows in the figure indicate how these creative actions, 
leading to changed or adjusted ways of performing work, were successively 
brought back and integrated into existing routines. This finding implies that 
the new thought patterns and patterns of actions, which originally deviated 
from prescribed ways of acting, slowly became routinized, entering the realm 
of normal functioning (cf. Borell, 2008). Framing crisis management from this 
viewpoint enables the conclusion that even though NEOs might seem 
unprepared according to the prevailing institutionalized norms of crisis 
management, they perform practices relevant to crisis management, thereby 
maintaining core activities despite disruptive and emergency contexts. 

 

Figure 6. The formation of (dispersed) crisis management practices during the 2015 
refugee situation at homes for unaccompanied children. 
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Displaying crisis management as dispersed practices points to its 
situatedness. Thus, the context, or site of practice, becomes important as our 
actions never occur in isolation but are always intertwined with the people 
and things present at specific practice sites (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011, p. 343). 
Each site consists of numerous institutionalized actions linked to norms and 
expectations of how things should be arranged and done, such as planning 
work, arranging meetings, and reporting results; as such, they tell us how 
things should be carried out based on bundles of practice and the resources 
that exist in specific contexts. Consequently, a large part of what NEOs do 
when coping with a crisis involves implicit knowledge (practical 
consciousness) connected to the norms and expectations of the specific 
practice site rather than explicit (formal) knowledge of crisis management (cf. 
Giddens, 1984). 

In summary, viewing crisis management from the perspective of crisis-as-
practice, dispersed among an organization’s work practices, can bring 
forward new insights on theories in use rather than normative theories, on 
organizing rather than organizations, on social and institutional 
embeddedness rather than rational decisions, and on becoming rather than 
being (cf. Hällgren & Söderholm, 2011, p. 514). Consequently, this thesis 
highlights aspects that move beyond the formal views of crisis management 
by bringing forward the ad hoc and informal ways that crisis management 
can manifest itself. 

7.2 The significance of surrounding sites 
The thesis’s framework has also highlighted the impact of surrounding sites. 
Depending on the context of the crises—if it is a disruptive context 
exemplified by the refugee situation or an emergency context exemplified by 
various fires—operational staff in NEOs depend on various surrounding 
sites. To understand the influence of these sites, the site of practices becomes 
central, as the concept considers that what is happening cannot be studied 
independently of its surroundings (Schatzki, 2005). In the thesis, the 
significance of surrounding sites has been studied in both disruptive and 
emergency contexts. In the disruptive context, by investigating the influence 
of middle and higher management (the administration) and in the emergency 
context, by investigating the impact of emergency services. 

The findings show that the relationship between the administrative and 
operational sites is characterized by a low degree of connection. The 
operational staff did not receive the support they needed, and the problems 
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faced by management trickled down throughout the organization without 
notification. For example, staff members at homes for unaccompanied 
children were left to find room for newly arrived refugees, and teachers at 
schools had to find alternative ways of instructing pupils when all materials 
were lost in a fire.  

The findings also suggest a high level of vertical trust and relatively high 
independence in the different operational units. In other words, management 
trusted the operational staff as capable actors in handling the many problems 
that arose due to the crisis and therefore let them solve problems on the 
ground. These findings are similar to those of Sparf (2018), who examined 
how a local health care administration dealt with a waterborne parasite 
outbreak. Similar to my findings, Sparf (2108) points out a high level of 
vertical trust and independence at different levels, with operational staff 
managing the many problems resulting from the outbreak. Although it is hard 
to draw firm conclusions based on these findings, they may indicate that 
operational personnel in NEOs are seen as competent crisis managers by the 
management. They are thus reliable in maintaining operations in uncertain 
and strained situations. 

If the relationship between the administrative and operational site is 
characterized by trust and independence, the relationship between the 
emergency services site and the NEOs’ operational site is characterized by 
boundary drawing and control. Contrary to previous research, however, this 
thesis indicates that boundaries can be mutually accomplished to provide 
structure and facilitate the work between sites rather than forming areas of 
competition over jurisdictional claims and eliciting questions regarding the 
legitimacy of individuals’ expertise (Abbott, 1988; Allen, 2000). This mutuality 
is expressed in the agreement and maintenance of boundaries between 
organizations, which allows both parties to divide responsibilities and strive 
for business as usual despite the surrounding conditions This mutually 
accomplished boundary work also reinforces the view that NEOs act 
rationally and are capable of responding appropriately, consistent with 
decades of social science research (e.g., Danielsson & Sjöstedt-Landén, 2020; 
Dynes, 1994). 

Although this boundary work is characterized by mutuality, it is essential to 
note that the sites are not equal and situations remain in which emergency 
services have absolute control. Emergency services have, for example, the 
legitimacy to seal off the emergency, resulting in a boundary closure; 
emergency responders thus can control who is included in and excluded from 
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the incident site (cf. Johansson et al., 2018; Lindberg et al., 2017). However, 
because NEOs that receive support from emergency services have important 
knowledge regarding the location of the incident and ongoing operations, 
they become a vital partner in the emergency response. This finding suggests 
that the emergency services’ boundaries must allow for an exchange of 
information and skills; otherwise, there is a risk of losing valuable support 
that may negatively impact the emergency response. 

In summary, to understand how operational staff in NEOs cope with crises, it 
is essential to consider surrounding sites that both enable and constrain the 
staff’s work in maintaining core activities. Consequently, from a crisis-as-
practice perspective, it is imperative not only to explore the practices of the 
particular site under study, but also those of adjacent sites. Ultimately, the 
actions of NEO staff members are highly influenced by their surroundings. 

7.3 Nuancing the concept of crisis management: 
Recognizing the unrecognized 

Empirically or theoretically, all four papers explore different aspects of how 
operational staff in NEOs cope with crises. What these papers have found are 
depending on how crisis management is framed (based on normative 
assumptions or crisis-as-practice), NEO staff members can either be capable 
actors that possess essential resources, or they can be reduced to peripheral 
and insignificant actors; at worst, they may be viewed as irrational, 
unpredictable, and incapable of taking appropriate measures during a crisis. 
Thus, emphasising crisis-as-practice, enables to illuminate nuances in the 
crisis management concept by shifting attention away from crisis 
management as a highly specialised field housing special actors and methods 
to something that relies on the routine practices of organisations that bear in 
them elements of crisis management. 

Methodologically, such analyses avoid assumptions that particular 
organizational units, positions, or “top-down” definitions of the relevant 
organization are good entry points into the empirical context. Instead, it is 
important to assess the research context critically and remember that crisis 
management and crisis managers are not always found, but invented (cf. 
Blomquist et al., 2010). Only then, it is possible to find activities that otherwise 
may be hard to locate; activities that may be consequential for the outcome, 
directions, and survival of a social unit, even if they are not intended to be nor 
formally articulated as crisis management. 
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In line with this reasoning, it is possible to capture how crises are managed 
throughout organizations, thus capturing the work done by operational staff, 
work rarely considered in previous research. There is evidence that the 
further down in the hierarchy we look, the lower the degree of formalization 
in crisis management (Danielsson, 2016; Sparf, 2018). For this reason, most 
previous research has started with enquiries assuming that crisis 
management is solely a top-down and strategic accomplishment (Burnett, 
1998; Hannah et al., 2009; Lerbinger, 2012). There is hardly any connection to 
the staff on the ground in such research. If we only examine formal aspects of 
crisis management, we will probably be stuck at the administrative or 
technical levels, missing those on the ground and the efforts they make to 
continue their work during a crisis. 

In summary, shifting attention to crisis-as-practice can contribute to 
recognizing what previously has been unrecognized in crisis management 
(Oscarsson & Danielsson, 2018), thus adding nuance in defining crisis 
management and crisis managers. Below, I will continue this discussion by 
pointing out the implications that this research may have for organizational 
preparedness. 

7.4 Implications for organizational preparedness 
In chapter 1, I described an institutionalized response paradigm aimed at 
increasing awareness of preparedness against uncertain threats that builds on 
informing and educating a diverse set of actors, such as local actors (NEOs), 
households, and individual citizens (cf. Linnell, 2020, p. 3). This preparedness 
trend has also been referred to as fostering a “culture of preparedness” (DHS, 
2006; Kapucu, 2008) or “safety culture” (Cooper, 2000; Ostrom et al., 1993). 
This paradigm rests on an underlying assumption that if actors (in this case 
organizations) are more aware of things that can happen, they will be more 
likely to adopt the behavior necessary to reduce the likelihood of something 
occurring, or reduce the severity if it does occur (Penrose, 2000). Tools and 
models, such as risk and vulnerability analysis and contingency plans, are 
promoted as useful tools to become more aware of organisations' risks in both 
business enterprises and public sector organizations (Aleksić et al., 2014; 
Cerullo & Cerullo, 2004; Corvellec, 2010; Drennan et al., 2015). For example, 
Rike (2003, p. 26, my emphasis) claims that “management must implement a 
strategy to ensure an organization’s survival at a cost, in terms of money, time, 
and effort, that it can afford”. These are clearly important actions to take, but 
they rest on theoretical assumptions that people act rationally based on what 
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they know and that increased knowledge will lead to more preparedness 
actions (Heidenstrøm, 2020b). Underpinning this logic is also the expectation 
that organizations will take up the reigns of responsibility to prepare because 
the potential benefits of being prepared are obvious (Rike, 2003). 

Although previous research has shown how these efforts can increase an 
organization’s likelihood of being resilient to crises (Fowler et al., 2007; 
Penrose, 2000; Rike, 2003), this thesis shows that crisis management is also 
affected by a more comprehensive set of social, cultural, and material 
resources that are part of determining how an organization will be able to 
cope with a crisis. This thesis suggests including the resources that everyday 
work practices produce into this “formal” approach to crisis management. 
However, this task is not easy, and it is probably for this reason that previous 
researchers have struggled to include these resources when discussing 
organizational crisis management. What tends to happen is that crisis 
management becomes a normative concept implemented and operated by 
middle and higher management, an idea that aligns with my findings in 
papers I and II. In these studies, the operational staff associated crisis 
management with what was going on at the middle and higher management 
levels. This framing produces certain discourses emphasizing formal 
measures at the strategic level while downplaying resources connected to the 
operational staff’s work. 

In paper I, I discuss the importance of integrating these resources into the 
formal view of crisis management when developing preparedness plans and 
policies. First, this work recognizes that preparedness is not exclusively an 
active and reflective state but also routinely performed through everyday 
work practices, where the operational staff becomes essential through their 
knowledge and work experience (cf. Danielsson, 2020). For this reason, the 
operational staff should be incorporated when making plans and undertaking 
other preparedness measures—they are the ones running the “core” 
operations, making them significant contributors to actual crisis management 
(Hällgren & Wilson, 2008; Penrose, 2000). Their knowledge and experiences 
are of great importance because they produce insights about resilience and 
the vulnerabilities experienced on the ground. They also help to contextualize 
formal preparedness activities by opening up the possibility of establishing 
formal aspects of crisis management in embedded activities already occurring 
in organizations. This facet customises the formal crisis management 
procedures more to the practices performed in that particular context.  
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To summarize, although it may be difficult to systematically include everyday 
resources in an organization’s preparedness measures, this thesis suggests a 
greater focus on what is done in the day-to-day work to complement 
formulations put forward in formal models. Pivoting to everyday work 
practices and resources may potentially reveal weaknesses, blind spots, or 
interests that have been neglected in formal preparedness measures (Van 
Laere, 2013). This shift may also reveal the capabilities embedded in these 
resources (Williams et al., 2017). In other words, resources connected to 
routine practices can build capacity for positive adjustments during a crisis 
by enabling adaptability, over and beyond formal preparedness attributes. 

7.5 Moving beyond crisis and crisis management and 
including adversity and resilience 

This research has focused on localized micro-practices when responding to 
crises, resulting in knowledge that can also be transferred to how 
organizations cope with adversity more generally (aside from crisis 
situations). The implications of the thesis thus extend beyond crisis 
management by providing insights into how various normalization processes 
contribute to a broad strategy of coping with numerous forms of adversity (cf. 
Williams et al., 2017). By highlighting how different uncertainties and 
disruptions are integrated and absorbed within the everyday work of 
organizations, this research uncovers a strategy aiming to cope with adversity 
through new or changed ways of thinking, acting, and organizing; as time 
goes on, these changes become routinely embedded in the matrices of already 
existing practices (cf. May & Finch, 2009). 

Moving beyond crisis and including adversity extends beyond crisis 
management into resilience. Crisis researchers have repeatedly shown that 
the capacity to improvise, remain flexible, and build endurance (Boin et al., 
2010; Kendra et al., 2003; Williams et al., 2017) is linked to organisational 
resilience, especially in relation to existing resources, ideologies, routines, and 
structures (Meyer, 1982). We can therefore postulate that NEOs’ coping with 
crises has more to do with being resilient, such as knowing how to organize 
and adjust using existing resources, and less to do with adherence to certain 
crisis management procedures and principles, such as following crisis plans 
and drilling particular response efforts and behaviors. This idea is further 
proven when considering Williams et al.’s (2017) definition of resilience, 
which very well highlights what NEOs do when facing crisis: they use 
their…“capability endowments to interact with the environment in a way that 
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positively adjusts and maintains functioning prior to, during, and following 
adversity” (p. 742). 

In summary, linking crisis management with resilience provides a more 
complete understanding of NEOs’ crisis management, enabling a greater 
focus on how crises are integrated and absorbed into everyday work to 
maintain core activities. This process also extends beyond crises, making the 
contributions of the thesis applicable to a variety of adversities relevant for 
any common organization. 

7.6 Future research 
Although I have spent years working on this thesis, I have just scratched the 
surface of organizational crisis management. As a result, I have realized the 
need for additional research to increase our understanding of how 
organizations manage crises and organizational factors contributing to both 
successful and failed crisis management. I have come to recognize the 
potential of practice theory in further increasing knowledge in this field. Such 
studies could pinpoint everyday processes during crises, allowing researchers 
to redirect their focus away from unique aspects of rare events and permitting 
a more complex understanding of what people do day-to-day during a crisis 
(Hällgren et al., 2018). Studying the mundane aspects of crises is not only 
interesting for organizational crisis management but also for the implications 
for everyday life during crises. Therefore, it is my hope that future research 
will both test and expand on the framework presented in this thesis by, for 
example, using it to understand how organisations manage various forms of 
adversity. Future studies might also extend beyond the crises studied in this 
thesis and include a wider variety of organizations, both in terms of NEOs 
and other organizations. Such studies would be a welcome addition, 
examining the transferability of my theoretical contributions.  

Furthermore, in this thesis, I have highlighted how staff in NEOs use 
normalization as a strategy to continue with core activities despite various 
crises. To increase knowledge about normalization in crisis management, it 
would be interesting to see studies that further explore the conditions 
triggering such processes and their outcomes (cf. Roux-Dufort, 2000). 
Illuminating normalization could help advance our knowledge of how 
organizations cope with crises through elastic work practices as built-in 
capacities that uphold daily routines. Such research might also provide 
insight into how routine practices are transferred into crisis situations, with 
no formal connection to crisis management. 
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Finally, it would be useful to dig deeper into the elements used when coping 
with crises. This stream of research could consider how various organizations 
use different elements based on their experiences with crises; their 
implementation of and knowledge about formal preparedness measures; and 
wider intra-organizational factors, such as size, structure, and degree of 
formalization. In line with this focus, it would be interesting to see studies 
looking into how institutionalized crisis management principles get woven 
into an organization’s everyday work practices and how this interrelationship 
impacts crisis responses. Such studies might shed light on whether or not the 
improvisational response efforts addressed in this thesis would have looked 
different if the studied organizations had more knowledge about formal 
preparedness measures. Future research might also run a comparative study 
of how organisations with varying knowledge of formal preparedness 
measures respond to similar crises. Combined, such studies could assist in 
understanding why crises are managed in particular ways while highlighting 
the significance of context when seeking to understand crisis management 
more thoroughly. 
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