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All, Nothing or a Reasonable Share: A Study on Swedish Civil 
Servants' Enactment of Communication Responsibility During 
a Process of Election Administration
Ida Nilsing , Christina Grandien , and Catrin Johansson

Department of Communication, Quality Management and Information Systems, Mid Sweden University, 
Sundsvall, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article explores communication responsibility enacted by civil ser
vants working with election administration and the challenges they 
experience when making decisions on strategic communication during 
different phases of an election process. Communication responsibility is 
understood as a boundless concept which needs to be limited in 
practice. In their work, the respondents encircle their communication 
responsibilities through decisions on communication related to their 
task. To explore the dynamic process of communication responsibility, 
a methodology of serial interviews with representatives responsible for 
election administration from five organizations was chosen. Interviews 
were conducted before, during and after the elections. The data was 
analyzed through qualitative content analysis. The findings show that 
civil servants enact an extensive communication responsibility that 
involves balancing organizational mandates and democratic values 
with the increased demands for communication in a rapidly changing 
media landscape and that they invest themselves by assuming respon
sibilities for communication. The study contributes to enhance research 
in strategic communication by analyzing communication behavior by 
ordinary organizational members who enact important communicative 
roles without formal communication training.

Introduction

How we relate strategic communication to responsibility has changed over the years, and 
the tension between them seems to grow with the polarization of the world (Dhanesh,  
2025): Business organizations are forced to take stances on political matters (van der Meer 
& Jonkman, 2021) and public organizations’ responsibilities to serve all publics all the time 
(Waymer, 2009, 2013) become even more impossible.

To navigate our polarized times, strategic communication has been promoted as an 
indispensable organizational asset, yet organisations neither talk (Christensen & 
Christensen, 2022; Thyssen, 2003) nor enact responsibility themselves, since an organiza
tion’s voice and responsibility is performed by the multiple actors, leaders, communication 
professionals and organizational members that constitute the organization (Gulbrandsen & 
Just, 2016). Abundant research focus on communication professionals’ and leaders’ 
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communication on behalf of the organization while the communicative roles of employees 
so far received less attention (Heide & Simonsson, 2011).

Scholars now acknowledge organizational members as active communicators rather than 
passive recipients (Andersson, 2019a; Andersson et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2025), creating 
increasingly important immaterial values (Mumby, 2016). However, the responsibility for 
communication activities is not always explicitly allocated to organizational members, 
rather they enter communicative roles in their ordinary work on behalf of the organization, 
consciously or unconsciously (Verhoeven & Madsen, 2022). Scholars have explored the 
complications that might follow as employees are expected to perform a communication 
work on top of their regular tasks, such as work overload (Verhoeven & Madsen, 2022) and 
identity-tensions as time on and off work is increasingly blurred (Andersson, 2019b). 
Furthermore, communication responsibility in the public sector cannot solely be under
stood from a management logic, civil servants also have responsibilities versus the society 
(Andersson, 2019b); from this perspective communication is used to secure important 
societal functions. The concept of communication responsibility, referring to an interna
lized sense of duty that shapes how employees behave in their communication (Andersson,  
2019a), is of particular interest in contexts where civil servants are expected to manage not 
only administrative tasks but also the public perception of their work.

A reliable and trustworthy election system is a public responsibility that cannot be 
carried by any single organization or employee. In election administration, where trust 
and transparency are paramount, civil servants navigate this dual responsibility, acting as 
both impartial administrators and communicators on behalf of their organizations.

This article examines communication responsibility of civil servants related to Swedish 
election administration. Although voter turnout is still high and Sweden makes it to the top 
of international ranking lists over democratic principles, the number of appeals of the 
elections have increased and unfounded rumors about election fraud have occurred 
(Theorin et al., 2023). The tendency of decreasing trust in elections despite elections 
being safe and robust, is an alarming global trend (Kerr et al., 2024). In well-established 
democracies with high-quality-elections, such as Sweden and the US, the public adminis
tration is considered an important asset to safeguard democracy through filling a firewall- 
function, thus a mechanism protecting democracy and democratic norms (James, 2025).

Jacobs and Choate (2022) showed that the U.S. election law and administrative routines 
functioned as a democratic “firewall,” protecting the electoral system from unfounded 
accusations of fraud after the 2022 elections. They emphasized that this firewall relied not 
only on strict legal and procedural safeguards, which left no room for misconduct, but also 
on the personal integrity of the civil servants implementing them. However, while the 
technical and procedural aspects of election administration are tightly regulated, commu
nication cannot be fully regulated. Thus, the resilience of this democratic firewall also 
depends on how election administrators enact their communicative roles to sustain trust 
and legitimacy.

Against this background, this study explores how civil servants enact communication 
responsibility and make communicative decisions to uphold trust in the elections in five 
organizations by employing serial interviews over several months before and after the 
Swedish election of 2022. The study contributes to the literature in strategic communication 
with a more nuanced and in-depth understanding of employees’ communication respon
sibility and an empirical study of their challenges when approaching the task of maintaining 
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confidence in public elections. We adopt an emergent approach, in which we understand 
strategic work as “decisions of all employees at all levels” (Heide et al., 2018 p 456) and we 
stress the need of a more nuanced understanding of communication responsibility in the 
field of strategic communication, as it potentially can function as a bridge between an 
organizational and a societal context.

Responsibility is seen as a societal virtue and a key in democratic theory (eg. Falk, 2017; 
Picht, 1998; Weber, 1946) but has to our knowledge not been studied in strategic commu
nication from a societal perspective. In line with Andersson (2019b) we stress the need to 
explore employee’s communicator role from democratic logics, but we also argue that when 
we adopt a societal lens on employee communication responsibility, employees “outgrow” 
their positions as mere employees. Thus, we agree with Christensen and Christensen (2022) 
who argue that “[t]hose who voice a collectivity (. . .) become servants of society” (p 500), 
which means that assuming communication responsibility is assuming a responsibility 
which is directed toward the society rather than toward an organization. Consequently, 
exploring communication responsibility from a societal perspective advances our under
standing of this concept and makes the field of strategic communication more inclusive.

Communication responsibility

In this theory-section we argue that we need to explore how responsibility is shaped in the 
relation between the individual-society, rather than in the relation employer–employee. 
“Employee” communication connotes the relation between the employing organization and 
the employee, whereas communication responsibility also includes an inner sense of 
responsibility that we carry with us and that neither stops nor start with an employment.

We begin by exploring the idea of responsibility as a universal and boundless concept, as 
posited by Picht (1998) and Schobert (2009), where responsibility extends beyond organi
zational roles and is deeply rooted in individual ethics and societal obligations. Following 
this, we incorporate recent strategic communication research that emphasizes an interna
lized, self-motivated responsibility among employees in interplay with an extrinsic dimen
sion created by organizational expectations (Andersen & Gode, 2023; Andersson, 2019a). 
Additionally, this framework applies critical theories of communicative labor (Greene,  
2004, 2007; Mumby, 2016), which consider how personal backgrounds and experiences 
shape employees’ enactment of responsibility. Finally, we connect these ideas to decision- 
making literature (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2010; Lipsky, 2010), emphasizing the role of indivi
dual communicative decisions within organizational and social contexts. By situating 
communication responsibility within these perspectives, we argue for a task-based approach 
that highlights the role of civil servants as vital bearers of democratic responsibility.

Responsibility as a universal and boundless concept

The concept of responsibility has recently been explored within strategic research 
(Andersen & Gode, 2023; Andersson, 2019a, 2019b). Scholars have promoted a view in 
which communication responsibility in a work context builds on an interplay between the 
expectations of the employing organization and an inner sense of obligation among the 
employees to assume responsibility for the employing organization’s communication 
(Andersen & Gode, 2023; Andersson, 2019a). Though, as this discussion is limited to 
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a work-context, it overlooks the limitless nature of responsibility from a societal perspective, 
which also affects us as employees. In a public sector context, where employees maintain 
important societal functions on behalf of their organizations, the fluid and vague nature of 
responsibility is even more accentuated. Responsibility can thus be seen as an expansive 
concept, spanning both history as we inherit the legacy of past generations and the future, as 
we hold the planet’s welfare in our hands (Picht, 1998).

Communication responsibility has been defined by Andersson (2019a) as an “interna
lized sense of responsibility that influence employee’s observable communication behavior” 
(p 62). This definition is based on Smith’s (2015) work and the idea that responsibility both 
contains an extrinsic and an intrinsic dimension. The extrinsic dimension builds on the 
employer’s demands, and the intrinsic dimension builds on the employees’ internal sense of 
responsibility. Previous research has shown that this inner felt obligation among employees 
to act as responsible communicators is strong, whereas the demands from the employer on 
communication responsibility often are vague and indirect (Andersen & Gode, 2023; 
Andersson, 2019a). These vague external expectations affect how the employees shift 
between different communication roles (Andersen & Gode, 2023; Verhoeven & Madsen,  
2022), and some roles easily become burdens as they follow the employees beyond the 
confinement of their work (Andersson, 2019b). Previous research illustrates how individual 
actors share responsibility through their use of rhetorical resources (Ahlström et al., 2024).

These findings are important as they hint at the potential boundlessness of the concept, 
which we will explore further in this paper. In line with Schobert (2009), we argue that the 
traditional workplace-context does not capture the full complexity of the responsibility- 
concept: We, as citizens, are responsible for the society we live in – and this sort of ever- 
present-responsibility, follows us regardless of employments.

Schobert uses the financial crisis as an example: employees did what was expected of 
them in their organizational context, but society failed. This is a relevant example for the 
case of election administration, as there is “no one-to-one relationship between the quality 
of elections and the public’s perceptions of the same” (Kerr et al p 452), thus, even though 
civil servants have lived up to all expectations in the organizational context, we still are 
facing a global crisis of trust in elections (Kerr et al., 2024). Thus, from a societal perspective, 
it is important to preserve the complexity of the responsibility-concept and remember that 
someone needs to care for the whole.

In Picht (1998) view, responsibility extends beyond the immediate sphere of one’s 
actions to include both the legacy of the past and the conditions of the future. He argues 
that “the history of past generations is a good entrusted to our generation” (p. 195), 
implying that responsibility is also a duty of preservation. Applied to our case, the civil 
servants’ task of administering elections can be understood as a manifestation of this 
temporal dimension of responsibility: they are not merely ensuring a procedurally correct 
event in the present, but safeguarding a democratic tradition inherited from previous 
generations and entrusted to future ones. Their sense of responsibility thus transcends 
the organizational task and becomes a moral commitment to uphold continuity in demo
cratic processes.

These ideas suggest that our internal sense of responsibility is shaped by society but 
significantly impacts our work, a perspective that aligns with the critical research tradition 
of communicative labor (Greene, 2004; Mumby, 2016). Hardt and Negri for example, 
describe “the labour of the head and the heart” (Hardt & Negri, 2009, p 132), emphasizing 
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that the thoughts and feelings we bring to work are nurtured outside the workplace. Carlone 
(2008) highlights how personal backgrounds shape workers’ communication activities on 
behalf of an organization, revealing that hearts and minds are not easily molded. This 
research tradition underscores that the intrinsic dimension of communication responsi
bility resonates beyond mere employment, as individuals remain attuned to influences 
beyond their employer’s voice.

As responsibility can be understood as unlimited, it needs to be broken down in pieces. 
Given that we live in a “communication culture” where issues often are framed as commu
nication problems, better communication is frequently proposed as the solution (Carlone,  
2008). According to Picht (1998), as society changes, so do the tasks and the individuals who 
take them on. An example could be that minor mistakes made within election administra
tion that have no impact on the election outcome, could spread via social media and be 
perceived as more serious errors than they really are, because of the reach they gain. 
Therefore, civil servants in election administration face demands to be alert to what is 
being spread and how it might be perceived – and to be prepared to answer questions about 
anything that could potentially become an issue communicatively. According to Picht’s line 
of reasoning, the technological development of new communication channels has led to an 
expansion of the sphere of communication responsibility; that is, the number of commu
nicative tasks that must be managed has grown explosively. In this light, communication’s 
rapid growth presents new responsibilities, especially in the public sector where there is 
a particular tension between transparency and control (Fredriksson & Pallas, 2025).

Communication responsibility in the public sector

Historically, public sector communication was neutral and objective, with civil servants 
acting as unbiased information gatekeepers. Recently, however, there’s a shift toward 
strategic, media-centric communication, driven by mediatization and reputation manage
ment pressures (Figenschou et al., 2021; Thorbjørnsrud et al., 2014). However, balancing 
transparency with narrative control poses challenges, as selective disclosure can conflict 
with principles of openness. Civil servants often promote political agendas, blurring lines 
between neutral expertise and advocacy (Thorbjørnsrud et al., 2014). According to 
Thorbjørnsrud et al. (2014), bureaucracies also face challenges adapting to crisis commu
nication’s demands due to their structured nature, leading to the use of proactive strategies, 
anticipating media needs to prepare standardized responses, to manage the public narrative 
more effectively (Thorbjørnsrud et al., 2014).

Gulbrandsen and Just (2016) relate responsibility to strategy when they argue that 
organizations are parts of contexts which cannot be controlled, but that they still are 
responsible for. The political organization of the EU for instance, is not in charge of all 
communication about it nor how it is perceived, nevertheless, it is responsible for its 
communicative failures and must seek to correct them. On this note, disinformation 
characterized by irresponsibility (Carlberg, 2023) has become a growing threat to the society 
as we know it, for all sorts of organizations. This highlights a major issue for organizational 
actors, even though communication cannot be controlled, someone is still responsible 
(Gulbrandsen & Just, 2016) and when/if this responsibility is not shouldered, society fails. 
The society seems to be increasingly upheld by the practice of communication-related tasks, 
why it is important to remember that communication responsibility is enacted and 
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embodied by individuals on behalf of their organizations, since an organization itself cannot 
think, act or bear responsibility. The voice and messages of the organization are constructed 
and presented by its members who engage in interaction with the organization’s stake
holders, and the public (Gulbrandsen & Just, 2016; Thyssen, 2003). By making this state
ment, we adopt a communication-centric perspective, which implies that organizations are 
created/come into existence by their members’ voices (Taylor & Coreen, 1997). According 
to Taylor and Coreen (1997) an organization can be voiced by anyone or anything, even an 
AI for instance. But we argue that a sense of responsibility only can be embodied by 
a human: only a human can sense things and only humans can lay awake the whole night 
processing what he or she did or did not do, on behalf of his/her organization during 
the day.

The responsibility of the civil Servant

Civil servants responsible for election administration exemplify bearers of tasks that extend 
beyond the boundaries of a single organization while remaining vital for society: Elections 
uphold the political order, legitimize the regime, foster procedural fairness and reduce the 
need for violence in resolving political disputes (Kerr et al., 2024). The responsibility for 
elections also connects the present to both the past and the future: the right to vote was hard 
won by previous generations who entrusted it to us as a good to preserve and pass on. Picht 
(1998) similarly argues that we become persons (originally meaning “one who fulfils a role”) 
when we accept tasks assigned to us in different social contexts. Taking on such a role 
requires going beyond the self, as we perform it poorly if we do it for or own sake. In this 
relation between the person and task, the employing organization is downplayed while the 
individual’s connection to society is brought to the fore.

Assuming responsibility through making decisions

To study responsibility, scholars suggest studying decision-making (Ahrne & Brunsson,  
2010), making communicative decisions is thus a valuable focus for studying communica
tion responsibility (Dempsey, 2009; Kuhn et al., 2017; Osswald, 2019). Assuming respon
sibility requires the capacity to choose; as Falk (2017) suggests, each person can choose to 
take responsibility in a given situation. In public administration, decision-making is critical 
because government policy is, in practice, shaped by the micro-decisions of frontline civil 
servants who constantly navigate conflicting demands from various stakeholders (Lipsky,  
2010). Similarly, Gulbrandsen and Just (2016) describe communication strategies as “col
laborative and networked flows of shared decision-making” (p. 225), and Ahrne and 
Brunsson (2010) argue that decision-making may be “the most effective way of assuming 
responsibility available to us” (p. 90).

Civil servants responsible for election administration have no formal training in commu
nication, yet they are facing daily situations in which they must make decisions on commu
nication. Therefore, we stress the importance of studying communication responsibility trough 
decision-making related to communication. Thus, we suggest shifting from an organization- 
centered-approach to a task-based approach, which here means that we see how the member 
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enacts tasks of outmost importance for upholding society as we know it, and thus becomes task- 
bearers. We do this by turning the gaze to the public sector where we find political organizations, 
constituted by tasks imposed on them according to the social order, and which they cannot opt 
out on (Fredriksson & Pallas, 2016).

Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this article is to explore how civil servants responsible for election 
administration perceive and enact their communication responsibility during an elec
tion process. Through studying their decision-making related to communication, we 
can explore how civil servants with potentially infinite responsibilities and an increas
ing number of tasks related to communication, manage to encircle their communica
tion responsibility. This purpose will be fulfilled through answering the following 
research questions.

● RQ 1: What kind of communicative decisions do civil servants feel obliged to enact 
responsibility for during the different phases of an election process?

● RQ 2: How does the civil servants’ self-investment shape their communication respon
sibility over time?

Research context and methodological considerations

The Swedish regional election administration consists of 21 County administrative boards 
(CAB) who are responsible for conducting free and fair elections through counting and 
controlling all the votes. The regional level has no legal mission to communicate, which 
makes it suitable for exploring intrinsic communication responsibility. Yet, civil servants 
responsible for election administration uphold a democratic institution shaped by events 
which can be traced far back in history, such as the principle of publicity from 1766, the election 
law from 1909 and numerous democratic elections held according to similar routines since then. 
Furthermore, there is an augmenting responsibility directed toward the future as elections are 
increasingly questioned, in Sweden and on a global level.

For the CABs, election work is not a part of everyday duties but temporary assignments. 
Once the elections are over, the administrators return to their regular responsibilities. Picht 
(1998) argues that responsibility is task-based, meaning that the task shapes the bearer 
rather than the other way around. This idea resonates with the characteristic of political 
organizations with limited autonomy (Fredriksson & Pallas, 2016), which are consequently 
shaped by the tasks imposed on them.

Responsibility, according to Picht (1998) is defined by the event itself: it is often when 
something that should not have happened that questions arise about what went wrong and who 
is to be held accountable. Considering both a historical context and the future of democracy, 
election administrators need to carry out their work as usual while simultaneously taking 
responsibility for unpredictable and unprecedented threats. To understand responsibility in 
this context, it is therefore essential to study how it unfolds in practice, as an ongoing and 
situated process rather than a fixed state.
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Methodology

This study aims to explore civil servants’ perceptions and enactment of communication 
responsibility as it evolves during an election process. To fulfil this aim, a qualitative 
method of serial interviews was chosen to explore and analyze civil servants’ communicative 
decision-making during the dynamic process of preparing for and conducting an election. 
The choice of serial interviews is inspired by organizational scholars such as Weick et al. 
(2005), who emphasize organizing as a process with unfolding sequences and actors 
engaged in ongoing circumstances where they make use of the past to create the present. 
Read (2018) mentions electoral cycles as examples of objects to study with serial interviews, 
both for long-term and short-term approaches. Besides using time as an opportunity to 
capture how the practice of communicative labor unfolds in events along the way, a reason 
for serial interviews is to capture the complexity of the process that cannot be captured in 
one single interview on one occasion.

Sample of organisations and respondents

Five organizations responsible for election administration were selected, and respondents 
acting as project leaders from these organizations identified. The CABs were chosen to 
represent regions of varying sizes regarding population and number of municipalities, see 
Table 1.

It was important for the purpose of the study to find civil servants acting as project 
leaders responsible for election administration that were likely to have reflected upon 
and/or were involved in communication. Accordingly, the CABs and respondents were 
selected through a snowball sample (Tracy, 2020). The first respondent was a project 
leader who had a key role in the network consisting of all regional agencies responsible 
for the election administration. This person suggested other project leaders who had 
been involved in strategic planning or participated in communication activities on 
behalf of their organization. The number of five CABs was considered to yield enough 
data for the study, since the respondents were to be interviewed on several occasions 
during a period of six months.

To capture the whole process of election administration, from planning to preparation 
through the election and counting of votes, we chose a longitudinal design, which involved 
serial interviews with each of the five selected respondents. This design enabled an in-depth 
study of the evolution of communication responsibility and decision-making over time. The 

Table 1. Sample of five regional election agencies and respondents.
County Administrative Board A B C D E

Population in the region 100 000–200 
000

200 000–300 
000

200 000–300 
000

300 000–500 000 >1 
000000

Nr of municipalities in the region 0–10 0–10 10–20 0–10 >20
Nr of functionaries in the election 

organization
<100 <100 <100 <100 >100

Respondents’ Profession Lawyer Lawyer Lawyer Communication 
professional

Lawyer

Experience in former elections as 
project leader

0 >1 >1 >4 0

Nr of interviews 6 6 7 6 5
Total time of interview data 173 min 142 min 194 min 195 min 106 min
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serial interviews provided layered insights that go beyond a single snapshot, showing 
changes and developments in respondents’ sense of responsibility and their approaches to 
communication.

The respondents

The respondents in this article are called “project leaders,” but this is not how they formally 
are titled, it mirrors how they view their role. They have no formal power in the organiza
tion as they are all “ordinary” coworkers. During election times, however, they are all a part 
of a temporary directory for the elections. The respondents used the following elements to 
describe their tasks: Being included in everything that has to do with the elections, from 
preparations to the final counting, making sure that all functions of the electoral organiza
tion deliver, ensuring the final counting is completed and rig the stage for it, legally secure 
the election and being the spokesperson vis-à-vis media.

Design of serial interviews

In this study, the period of interviews is stretching from about 6 months before election day, 
to about 2–3 weeks after the election day. The number of interviews was not decided on 
forehand, instead times were set up with the respondents on occasions that suited the 
purpose of the study. In total, 30 interviews were conducted with the five respondents. The 
interviews lasted between 15–80 minutes, with the average 28 minutes. The total interview 
time was 810 minutes, or 13,5 hours.

The interviews were conducted face-to-face and via telephone. The university’s ethical 
guidelines regarding data collection including human subjects were followed. Participation 
was voluntary and the respondents were informed about the topic of the study before the 
interviews started. All interviewees consented to participate in the interviews. They were 
also informed that they at any time, could interrupt their participation in the study or refuse 
to answer questions without motivation.

The first interviews focused on collecting general information about the election process 
and the organizations’ mission from the government as well as the respondents’ roles and 
tasks, their decision mandate and work with election communication. In the following 
interviews, the focus was on the present situation and what happened in between interviews, 
any deviations from the initial plan. The interviews continued until the election was over 
and the counting of votes was accomplished, to ensure that we collected data to reach 
satisfying saturation related to our research questions. After the election the interviews did 
not yield any new additional data, why we finished the serial interviewing.

Qualitative content analysis

The recorded interviews were transcribed in full, resulting in 214 pages of text. The data 
were analyzed using qualitative content analysis (Tracy, 2020). First, the material was read 
in its entirety to obtain an overall understanding. Second, the first author categorized 
content related to communication concepts, such as target groups, strategies, channels, 
activities, values and communicative goals. NVivo was used to support the data analysis. In 
the next step, four distinct phases of civil servants’ enactment of communication 
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responsibility were identified, during which new legal responsibilities emerged that influ
enced the communicative tasks. The categorized content was then sorted according to these 
phases to examine how respondents’ sense of communication responsibility evolved over 
time. Finally, the respondents’ self-investment in assuming communication responsibility 
was analyzed, resulting in three different expressions of such responsibility. Both the four 
phases and the respondents’ differing expressions of communication responsibility were 
subsequently validated through follow-up meetings with the respondents.

Validating the findings

To further validate the findings, the results were presented and discussed with the respon
dents and other team-members. These in-person meetings consisted of a two-hour pre
sentation and discussion and included 1–8 participants. These sessions were not recorded, 
instead, memos were written afterward. During these discussions, respondents elaborated 
on several topics, shared additional reflections, and introduced new examples and nuances. 
These contributions deepened the understanding of their perceived communication 
responsibilities and self-investment, thereby strengthening the validity of the preliminary 
findings.

Findings and analysis

In this section, we present our findings of different communicative decisions that the civil 
servants assumed communication responsibility for during four distinct phases of the 
election process. We also present two different expressions of communication responsibility 
based on the civil servants’ self-investment and analyze these findings in relation to previous 
research.

Communication responsibilities across four phases: Navigating from calm to full 
storm

We identified four phases in which respondents took on distinct communication respon
sibilities, with each phase marked by different types of communication decisions. In the 
following sections, we will outline each phase and describe the specific communicative 
decisions that civil servants implemented throughout the election process.

Planning for the unplannable

The first phase of communication responsibility began about one year before the 
election day and lasted until the start of the pre-voting two weeks prior to the 
election day. This extended preparatory phase was characterized by coordination and 
strategic planning within the inter-organizational election network. The network included 
public servants involved in election administration from all 21 County Administrative 
Boards, CABs, and all interviewees participated in the network meetings. Across interviews, 
respondents emphasized the need to assume responsibility for coordinated communication 
to counter risks of disinformation and threats to democratic principles, thus planning for 
unplannable future challenges.
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Collective coordination of communication on the network level
One tangible expression of the collective communication responsibility to coordinate 
communication on network level was the creation of a shared strategic communication 
plan. The plan aimed to reflect the mission of the election and to secure a unified public 
message and a cohesive media image across all 21 CABs, in line with their legal mandate 
regarding the election. The plan thus helped the agencies to interpret their communicative 
mandate and stay grounded in the mission, in line with what Dhanesh (2025) suggests.

When asked about the scope of the communication plan, Respondent B highlighted 
expectations from national agencies to ensure clarity and unity to counter disinformation 
while respondent A stressed the need for impartial and coordinated communication to 
prevent public confusion. Both viewed network-level planning essential to achieving these 
aims. The strategic communication plan thus reflects the project leaders’ commitment to 
coordinate communication across the 21 CABs and their willingness to integrate 
a communicative dimension into their administrative responsibilities.

Beyond coordinating communication, the plan also constrained the civil servants’ com
municative responsibilities. Respondent B noted that a key collective decision was to refrain 
from encouraging voting, an important limitation of their communicative mandate, parti
cularly considering potential conflicts with other organizational priorities:

The biggest trade-off is probably that it is very easy to end up in calls for a potential voter to go 
and vote, but our role is not to increase voter turnout but to show the possibility: when, where 
and how. I think this is the balance we have made to ensure (. . .) our role as regional election 
authority and to use communication for exclusively that and not to go outside those limits. (B)

In the quote, respondent B highlights that communicating about the election required 
a distinct approach, separate from the organisation’s other communication activities such as 
opinion formation or advocacy – tasks not undertaken by election administration.

The distinction between the collective plan for the election and other communication 
activities of the public administration illustrates how different democratic logics can be in 
play at the same time (Fredriksson & Pallas, 2025): the same organization may simulta
neously be responsible for both increasing voter turnout and, paradoxically, not increasing 
it. Different logics reflect views on how much the state should influence its citizens. Either, 
persuasion is seen as an intrusion on autonomy, or communication is seen as necessary to 
help citizens navigate society. These perspectives are tied to broader set of ideas about how 
democracy should function; they can be understood as different democratic logics.

The strategic communication plan also served as a tool for resource allocation, helping 
the election administration secure attention and support within the broader organization. 
Respondent B noted that the network collectively took responsibility for initiating an 
internal communication campaign to recruit functionaries to work with the final vote 
count. The campaign was initiated after the network observed that some agency managers 
preferred external recruitment rather than allocating internal resources, which was con
sidered less efficient. The collective decision was to launch a campaign aimed to motivate 
colleagues to serve as functionaries. This example demonstrates how strategic internal 
communication was used to mobilize limited resources, strengthen engagement, and foster 
a sense of shared responsibility.

The interviews illustrated that although all respondents supported network-level coor
dination of the CABs’ communication, the engagement of the respondents to support the 
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plan varied. For example, respondent D considered the plan too general and therefore not 
very useful for implementing communication activities at the organizational level.

Contrasting responsibility for social media at the organizational level
A notable finding in this first phase concerns how the perceived responsibility for social 
media communication diverged and created dilemmas for some respondents at the orga
nizational level. Social media was perceived as having a dual role: to represent the organiza
tion while simultaneously requirung a personal, dialogic tone. Respondents B, C, and 
D were involved in strategic organizational decisions on social media use because of their 
expertise in election work. Respondent C assumed full responsibility and expressed a desire 
to be involved in all decisions regarding election-related social media posts, motivated by 
the need to provide credible answers to eventual questions.

The most contrasting positions concerning responsibility for social media were found in 
respondents B and D. Respondent B adopted a restrictive approach, and refrained from 
using social media for election communication due to limited resources and the boundaries 
of the formal mandate:

After all, social media invites comments and reasoning and comment fields and stifling 
comments might give the wrong signals . . . But since there are not that many of us, we 
would need a high level of surveillance on these issues and work quite a lot outside working 
hours for example. And for that reason, we saw that it would generate more work than we think 
the effort would give. (B)

In contrast, respondent D assumed full responsibility for social media communication 
viewing it as an essential medium for transparency, especially during the final vote 
count: “to just sit down and count votes without communicating that we do it, then we 
have not fulfilled what we say we will do, we need to show that the [election] is 
transparent” (D).

These contrasting perspectives reflect two complementary democratic ideas: while 
D associated visibility with transparency and public trust, B linked restraint to efficiency 
and credibility. Moreover, a third stance was taken by respondents A and E, representing 
the smallest and the largest CABs, who distanced themselves from social media decisions, 
arguing that communication professionals should determine whether social media was 
appropriate or not.

These differences between respondents appear to be related to experience. A and 
E were working in their first elections, whereas B and D were the most experienced 
project leaders. Their contrasting yet confident approaches suggest that communication 
responsibility develops through experience, which is in line with Andersen and Gode 
(2023) who found that expert knowledge is a factor affecting employees to enact 
communication responsibility. Moreover, our findings add that assuming expert knowl
edge by making communicative decisions also put civil servants in a vulnerable position, 
since they needed to balance both organizational and societal interests, which risks being 
a double burden.

Our findings illustrate that the respondents assumed communication responsibility for 
a societal task that stretched beyond the boundaries of their organizations, thus serving 
society (Christensen & Christensen, 2022). They rather outlined the limits of their com
municative mission in interplay with other election agencies, than with their employer. We 
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also conclude that they assumed communicative responsibility voluntarily, perceiving 
communication a prerequisite to fulfil their work.

The communicative labour of enacting responsibility
In contrast to previous studies showing that employees are motivated to act as responsible 
communicators if they perceive that managers do so (Andersson, 2019a), here it is rather 
the other way around: they act responsibly because they worry that their managers won’t. 
Our findings show that respondents used strategic communication to impact managers and 
coworkers to carry their share of the burden. They hold their employing organizations 
responsible when they perceive that managers and/or coworkers, neglect or underestimate 
the importance of the mission. This aligns well with the communicative labor approach: 
Greene (2007) considers organizational members’ thoughts, affects and knowledge as a raw 
material, that can be used for different purposes, what workers bring into their work from 
their hearts and minds, might lead in different directions.

Adapting a task-oriented approach we conceptualize the respondents as task-bearers, 
who grow into their communication responsibility as a part of another mission with an 
extensive societal importance, in contrast to other more organization-centric studies on 
member communication (Andersson et al., Heide & Simonsson, 2011; Heide et al., 2024,  
2024). When respondents grew into the work, we saw that some of them developed strong 
opinions on for instance how to handle social media related to their mission. Their 
observable communication behavior thus included shaping the communicative dimension 
of their tasks by setting limits and influencing other organizational actors to enact their 
responsibilities vis-à-vis the society/public.

The Point of No Return

The second phase of communication responsibility begins in the pre-voting period, a few 
weeks before election day. At this stage, all major preparations were complete, and attention 
shifted from planning to ensuring that every detail was under control. We labeled this phase 
“the point of no return” since prior communication decisions could no longer be revised as 
they were now being implemented.

Interviews during this phase illustrated that respondents experienced second thoughts 
about earlier decisions and plans as communication efforts began to take shape in practice. 
They managed their doubts by reaffirming and taking ownership for communication 
decisions they had already set in motion, assuming responsibility for the process as 
a whole. This sense of obligation is exemplified by respondent E:

You try to cover everything, but what will happen is probably something we did not think 
about (. . .) the crux is that you do not know if we locked ourselves in only certain scenarios and 
missed something else. (E)

The quote shows that respondent E tried to anticipate multiple scenarios and prepare 
corresponding responses, while fully aware of the unpredictability of what might occur. 
This uncertainty reflects Picht’s (1998) view of responsibility as something constituted by 
the task and the unfolding circumstances, which demand judgment and action even when 
outcomes cannot be controlled or foreseen.
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Further, findings show this phase was characterized by respondents’ assuming respon
sibility to reevaluate their earlier communication plans as these strategies for communica
tion were scrutinized by organizational actors external to the election administration, or 
actors in other election administrations. In one CAB (B), the collective decision among the 
CABs not to encourage voting on the grounds that such activities lay outside their formal 
mandate, was questioned. The respondent, who felt personally held accountable for this 
shared decision, nonetheless stood by and defended it as consistent with the collective 
interpretation of the election agency’s communication responsibilities.

A more unconventional and media-oriented approach was adopted by respondent D, 
who was deliberately seeking external attention by providing more detailed election infor
mation than other agencies did. Aware that such visibility might affect how other CABs 
were perceived, the respondent nonetheless stood by this strategy. Both cases illustrate how 
the civil servants acknowledged and defended their communicative decisions under 
questioning.

These examples illustrate how responsibility crystallized at the individual level once 
communication decisions were being implemented, despite the collective nature of earlier 
planning, a dynamic consistent with Gulbrandsen and Just’s (2016) notion of “shared 
decision-making” (p. 205) within communicative networks. As Lipsky (2010) argues, public 
servants often enact policy through micro-level decisions in real time; here, civil servants 
enacted democracy itself through communicative judgment under uncertainty.

This brief but intense phase was therefore the most responsibility laden. Respondents 
often asked themselves, “What have I missed?” signaling a shift from externally defined 
duties toward an intrinsic sense of obligation (Andersson, 2019a).

The “point of no return” represents the peak of perceived responsibility in the election 
process. When the intrinsic dimension of responsibility dominates, as our findings suggest, 
the sense of accountability arises when ends still are open and the potential number of 
failures infinite (Picht, 1998).

Full storm

The third identified phase included the final counting of votes. The process of counting and 
controlling all the votes took two weeks and was a stressful period for the respondents. Only 
three of them were interviewed during this period, due to the workload and high expecta
tions from external actors to communicate results.

In this phase, respondents demonstrated a dual communicative responsibility, they 
needed to respond to media requests quickly and in “a flow,” while also coordinating 
their answers with other agencies, as noted by respondent A. Quick decisions involved 
how to inform the media about incidents related to election administration, while commu
nication coordination was achieved by updating the others on the types of questions 
received and the responses provided. The network held daily meetings to exchange infor
mation, reach common communicative decisions and remind each other of former deci
sions, “it is a continuous flow of information,” said respondent B, which implies that 
assuming communication responsibilities was both intense and time consuming.

The complexity involved when assuming communication responsibility under these 
conditions was discussed by respondent E who experienced media scrutiny when getting 
confronted with information indicating that assessments of ballots differed between the 
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different election agencies. The information on what the live interview should be about was 
only revealed when E already had a microphone attached, and E described a feeling of being 
blindsided, which illustrates the vulnerable position. Respondent E responded based on 
what he/she understood to be an agreement among all regional election agencies on how to 
assess the ballots. However, after the interview, it appeared to E that the other agencies did 
not stick to this agreement, which was a bitter experience:

We had the common view the week before, but they backed out when it became windy, quite 
simply. (E)

This example illustrates the complexity the respondent faced, balancing the communication 
responsibility of adhering to a common plan while demonstrating flexibility under media 
pressure. E needed to answer on behalf the organization and the network at the same time, 
in front of the TV cameras, which means that E enacted the public voice to answer for the 
assessment of ballots.

The phase entailed respondents becoming increasingly visible on behalf of their organi
zations. Scholars have questioned the visibility-ideal, it comes with risks of employees acting 
as ambassadors against their own wellbeing (Sossini & Heide, 2024) and risk both organiza
tional and individual credibility (Christensen & Christensen, 2022).

In this phase, although respondents maintained the network through daily meetings, 
they remained deeply engaged in their own organizational context where the action was 
unfolding. For instance, what E experienced was solved at the organizational level as the 
organization revised its assessment of the ballots and then communicated the updated 
information.

The complexity at play in this phase can be interpreted as a complexity in which the 
respondents needed to balance the responsibility for their organizational context with 
a responsibility for the whole election administration (Schobert, 2009). This finding adds 
to previous research on communication responsibility (Andersen & Gode, 2023; 
Andersson, 2019a) by adding an extra layer of which consists of assuming a responsibility 
for a societal function extending the organizational limit.

Preparing for the future

The fourth phase we identified involved taking responsibility for evaluating communication 
activities and learning from previous communication decisions made throughout the 
election process. In this phase, respondents assumed responsibility for identifying what 
went wrong and proposing solutions for improvements. They recognized that planning had 
its limitations – it was time-consuming, required full commitment from all involved, and 
may not always align with emerging challenges. Nonetheless, they advocate for increased 
communication planning. Respondent C for example concluded that the media demanded 
specific, concrete information, making the pre-produced, more general messages less 
effective but emphasized that coordinating communication and operations is essential. 
Even respondent E acknowledged the shortcomings of plans, when asked if the prepared 
documents helped to handle the unpredictable situation. The answer was clear: “No, no. It 
did not work. We were in the middle of the unforeseen and we had not expected (. . .), we 
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did not foresee that [situation], it did not exist [in the plan]” (E). Consequently, E argued 
that they would have needed more support from communication professionals in this 
situation:

It is a lesson learned that they need to be available, not only on the phone or digitally, but also 
live all the time. (E)

This quote could also illustrate the disinclination of having to handle the situation of 
speaking on behalf of the organization and the network alone, unprepared and without 
the support from other actors, which also colors the conclusion of acknowledging the need 
to plan for more support.

Different expressions of communication responsibility

Below, we present findings related to RQ2 on how civil servants’ self-investment influenced their 
sense of communication responsibility and their observable communication behaviors over 
time. The analysis of the development of respondents’ self-investment through the four phases 
above, shows a shared commitment among respondents to assume communication-related 
responsibilities, even when these extend beyond their formal mandate. Communication respon
sibility can be understood as an intrinsically felt obligation that exceeds what respondents can 
formally be held responsible for. This sense of responsibility drives their self-investment in 
communication decisions. In handling communication situations, respondents drew – among 
other resources – on their own values and personal characteristics.

Communication responsibilities related to media relations made respondents feel more 
vulnerable and exposed, which increased the level of self-investment. Occasionally, this may 
even lead them to levels of self-investment that takes a personal toll. Figure 1 illustrates how 
we view this process; the intrinsic sense of responsibility that respondents reflected on, led 
them to invest their resources to make communicative decisions and assume communica
tion responsibility:

Another finding about the expression of communication responsibility is that the sense 
of responsibility is most acutely felt in media relations. Media relations here represent 
a responsibility-sphere, that has grown due to technical developments (Picht, 1998) and 
come to include an infinite number of options for communication planning.

In the following section, we analyze and present two illustrative expressions of self- 
investment in communicative decision-making regarding media relations.

Full responsibility: Better safe than sorry
The first example illustrating communication responsibility as a chain (see Figure 1 
above) – spanning a sense of responsibility, self-investment, and decision-making is the 
“better safe than sorry”-approach adopted by respondent A.

Figure 1. Sense of responsibility that triggers self-investment in decisions.
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Respondent A represented the smallest agency in the sample, yet displayed a strong sense 
of responsibility for the communication of the entire election administration, emphasizing 
that coordinated messaging is crucial:

The entire communication work needs to function well, both at the election committees, in the 
local municipalities, the regional administrative boards and in the national election authority. 
It needs to be a united front . . . so the right message comes from our authorities involved in the 
election (A)

This sense of responsibility for coordinated messaging led to several observable actions: 
Respondent A edited the agency’s own website to ensure alignment with the websites of 
other regional agencies. A also frequently chose a more detailed level of information than 
others. This character trait became particularly visible in communication with political 
parties when the deadline for ordering ballots was postponed. Although informing the 
political parties was formally the responsibility of the National Election Agency, A made the 
communicative decision to send the regional political parties an additional e-mail with the 
updated information, to be safe in case of any future inquiries: 

. . . yes but let us say that we did not [communicate] and a party gets in touch, and we get to 
hear about [it] and an issue is created, they may approach a newspaper, if there are such 
mistakes or faults that we need to meet [and communicate about], then the requirements are 
higher. (A)

In this quote, respondent A appears to assume responsibility for a range of potential 
outcomes resulting from the agency’s actions. We refer to this approach as “full responsi
bility,” as the respondent’s observable communication behavior aligns with the expressed 
belief that the entire communication effort must function effectively. In the next step, 
A connected this behavior to personal values and characteristics, thereby investing personal 
commitment in the decision, which is illustrated in the following quote: 

. . . I am thinking a lot ahead: What would the consequences be, or just, how mad I would be at 
myself if . . . when you had the chance to be clear ahead of time, and all get good conditions, we 
want to avoid time pressure, high stress and pressure both for the parties and the municipalities 
and ourselves. (A)

When deciding to send the updated information, Respondent A considered the potential 
consequences of the various courses of action, including the frustration that would come 
from missing the chance to prevent a larger media crisis through a small additional effort.

Involuntary self-investment and responsibility
The second example highlights the conflict that can arise when a decision does not align 
with personal convictions. Respondent E was required to publicly represent the election 
administration when the media scrutinized discrepancies in administrative routines during 
the final count.

In this situation, E was held individually accountable for a collective decision that lacked 
full support within the group, and that E had initially opposed but accepted as a shared 
stance”: that is what makes it a bit extra bitter, that we in some way grounded [our 
decision] . . . from what the others thought, and then in a sharp situation, no-one thought 
like that.” (E)
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The following day, when the media requested a follow-up interview, Respondent E chose 
not to participate again, and a colleague took on the interview instead. This example 
illustrates a reluctance to carry the weight of a collective responsibility alone, marking 
a (reasonable) boundary for assuming communication responsibility through public visi
bility. Reflecting on the experience, E also described how it changed his/her outlook, in this 
case on news from the specific media outlet involved: “It was terribly uncomfortable and 
I can safely say that I don’t . . . not . . . will ever watch [news from that media company] with 
the same eyes as I have before.” (E) The quote suggests that the experience may have 
fundamentally altered E’s perspective, with effects likely to extend beyond the duration of 
employment.

Informed by the body of knowledge on communicative labor (Carlone, 2008), we under
stand the unwillingness to take on certain communication tasks as shaped by past experiences 
of being treated as assets or targets. The importance of media relations was emphasized by all 
the respondents. Respondent C, for instance, argued: “The communication with the media 
(. . .) is very important because if it fails, it can lower the trust in the whole electoral system.” 
(C) Here, respondent C articulates a sentiment widely shared among the respondents: even 
a minor misstep with the media could have far-reaching consequences for the whole demo
cratic system. These experiences reflect an intense sense of responsibility for safeguarding the 
future of democracy, with the media relations serving as an example of how technological 
developments have amplified and universalized responsibility (Picht, 1998).

Conclusions

This article explored how civil servants responsible for election administration perceive and 
enact their communication responsibility during an election process. Communication 
responsibility, as shown here, is not a formal component of their mandate but perceived 
as an obligation that emerges in practice. Our findings show that this obligation is driven by 
a strong sense of responsibility for the mission and effectuated in and through self-invested 
decisions on communication, made in different situations where there are no blueprints. 
Confronted with unforeseeable and unavoidable events, the task-bearers were compelled to 
invest themselves personally in their decisions to communicate.

We further show that communication responsibility does not begin with an employment 
but with the task itself, and that the communicative dimension of this task is shaped in the 
relation between the individual and the society through decisions made along the way. In 
this study, we identified how this evolves through four phases during an election process, 
each characterized by different forms of decision-making. Respondents first establish the 
communicative scope of their task, then internalize it as a personal obligation, then enact it 
under pressure in situations where organizational and democratic responsibilities may 
collide and finally reinterpret their actions in ways that shape future practice. These phases 
illustrate how communication responsibility evolves over time, shaped by situational 
demands, organizational expectations, and the individual’s own sense of mission.

Throughout these phases, respondents continuously drew on their sense of right and 
wrong, their experience and knowledge as resources when assuming communication 
responsibility. Their self-invested decisions developed over time as unpredictable situations 
confronted them with new communicative challenges, contributing to learning and growth. 
Our results also show that there is an ambiguity related to learning, as the respondents 
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tended to suggest more communication planning, even though admitting that the course of 
events never could have been foreseen. Thus, communication planning can also function as 
a self-protection, to prevent “over-drawing” the self-investment-account.

Theoretical implications

This study contributes to strategic communication research by extending the under
standing of communication responsibility beyond the organizational boundary. 
Previous definitions of communication responsibility have not paid attention to the 
societal and time dimensions. Responsibility has primarily been located within orga
nizations (e.g., Andersson; Andersen & Gode), our findings extend this research by 
showing that communication responsibility is simultaneously shaped by organizational 
missions, societal expectations, and the democratic functions that communication 
fulfills. In this sense, communication responsibilities have both a social and 
a temporal dimension as they are tied to societal norms and to how actors imagine 
the consequences of their decisions unfolding over time. Furthermore, we contribute 
to the conceptualization of communication responsibility as a boundless concept that 
requires delimitation across three levels: the individual, the organizational and the 
societal. At the organizational level there is a need to limit the amount of commu
nication-related tasks assigned to organizational members to protect their core mis
sion. On the societal level, the idea of visibility is however strong, and organizational 
members feel the pressure to adapt to this idea, which results in an augmented 
communication responsibility.

Communication responsibility has previously been defined by Andersson (2019a) as an 
“internalized sense of responsibility that influence employee’s observable communication 
behavior” (p 62) – our results show that this definition doesn’t cover for employees’ 
inobservable communication behavior, their internal reflections on communicative deci
sions, their communicative planning as well as their decisions to refrain from communicat
ing. Visibility is a troublesome ideal (Christensen & Christensen, 2022; Sossini & Heide,  
2024) in particular in polarized times (Dhanesh, 2025; van der Meer & Jonkman, 2021), thus 
abstaining from visibility is also a way to assume communication responsibility.

Whether it is more responsible to reach out or to abstain from reaching out, also depends 
on what democratic logic is at play e.g. influencing the needs to communicate to build trust or 
reinforcing transparency (Fredriksson & Pallas, 2025). Thus, for future research it is necessary 
to acknowledge that there are more than one democratic logic and that different democratic 
logics affect communication responsibility in different directions, sometimes simultaneously.

Previous research that adopt a societal perspective on membership communication and 
the act of speaking on behalf of an organization, has shown that organizational spokes
persons assume communication responsibility by adapting to an imagined audience 
(Cassinger & Thelander, 2020; Christensen & Christensen, 2022). Our findings enhance 
this, since an audience may also be imagined in the future as everything “that people do is 
geared towards the future, and this future knows no bounds” (Picht, 1998, p 196).

The study also expands the concept of communicative labor by showing how societal 
structures and democratic expectations are internalized through civil servants’ sense of 
responsibility. Their self-invested actions demonstrate how responsibility is enacted across 
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individual, organizational, and societal levels. These levels cannot be analytically separated 
when communication has implications for democratic legitimacy and public trust.

Taken together, the findings suggest that responsibility in strategic communication is not 
only about representing organizational interests but is inherently connected to safeguarding 
broader societal functions, including trust in democratic institutions.

Implications for practice

The findings have practical relevance for election administration and public-sector 
communication more broadly. While the technical and procedural dimensions of 
election administration are tightly regulated, communication cannot be fully regulated. 
As a result, the resilience of the democratic “firewall” depends on how election 
administrators enact their communicative roles to sustain trust and legitimacy under 
uncertainty.

The time factor can in practice function as both a burden and a resource. According 
to Lundmark and colleagues (2020), flaws in election administration that were subse
quently corrected resulted in a temporary decline in trust, but trust was restored over 
time. A future imagined audience may therefore be more forgiving than the present 
one, offering a way for civil servant to ease some of the stress associated with their 
sense of responsibility by recognizing that trust can be rebuilt when mistakes are 
addressed. To maintain the democratic firewall function (Jacobs & Choate, 2022; 
James, 2025), however, it is important to distinguish between what affects the election 
results and what affects the perception of the election results. It can be easy to become 
blindsided by the speed of messages spreading on social media and temporal trust 
issues, in those moments it is especially important to stay grounded in who you are 
and the mandate you have, as Dhanesh (2025) advocates. The findings furter indicate 
that self-investment in communication may become unsustainable when the indivi
dual, organizational and societal levels of responsibility are misaligned. In this context, 
societal expectations and legal obligations constitute most powerful drivers. To prevent 
overburdening civil servants, organizations should avoid amplifying visibility pressures 
and instead help moderate external expectations. This requires a readiness at the 
organizational level to create environments where responsibility can be carried without 
excessive strain. In line with Sossini and Heide (2024), our findings underscore the 
value of integrating critical theory into strategic communications research and prac
tice. A critical perspective can clarify how communication responsibility can be 
reasonably delimited for individuals in practice.

Our analysis shows that ordinary organizational members have communication roles 
and responsibilities that go beyond their training and formal mission (Andersson, 2019b; 
Andersson et al., 2021). However, more communication training may not itself motivate 
employees to shoulder such responsibilities; rather our findings show that they take on the 
communicative dimension of their task if they deem it is necessary for fulfilling their 
mission. We argue that organizations need to allow task-bearers to grow into the job and 
provide support and training along the way. Here, communication professionals have an 
important function as experts of strategic communication, being able to back up and 
support organizational members when needed.
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Limitations and suggestions for future research

A limitation of this study is that the interviews include five respondents in five organiza
tions. We acknowledge that this study cannot account for any generalizations about how 
communication responsibility is enacted by civil servants in public organizations. We 
encourage more research on the concept of communication responsibility across different 
types of organizations and cultural contexts. We also suggest exploring communication 
responsibility further, through the concept of irresponsibility. If responsibility is a too heavy 
burden, will this foster irresponsibility? What is communication irresponsibility in an 
organizational context, and which are the potential consequences? Here we see 
a potential in developing our conceptual understanding of communication-responsibility 
/irresponsibility. We also stress the importance of adapting critical perspectives, as com
municative labor, in strategic communication research. This is a way to advance our 
findings on how communication responsibility, as a boundless concept, is shaped in the 
relation between the individual and society.
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