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INTRODUCTORY VOICE 

 
 
Everyone was back after their summer holidays. We met up by the coffee machine and 
exchanged greetings, chitchatted about the weather during the summer and what we 
had done. Pekka had taken his family sailing for the entire four weeks, Maija had spent 
her summer catering for guests at the cottage, Juha had visited friends at the French 
riviera. There was something in the atmosphere that no one commented on, though. We 
all felt it, but nobody dared to bring it up. We had all seen the email sent out by our 
CEO, summoning a meeting. The CEO stepped in to the kitchen. Everyone watched him 
closely as he smiled, filled his cup, poured milk in it and seemingly coolly relaxed took 
a sip.  
- Well I’ll see you all in ten minutes in the conference room. 
The air grew thick, we all did our best not to show the anxiety that seemed to be 
creeping all over us. When I stepped into the meeting room the head of financial affairs 
was standing beside the overhead projector with a bunch of slides. The CEO started the 
meeting by welcoming all of us, stating that he hoped we had all had a relaxing 
summer. He paused for a moment.  
- I’m sure you’ve all seen the figures by now. We have a few projects going, but when 

we’re done with them, things will probably be quite slow around here if we don’t 
start doing something about it immediately. 

I could feel how I must have turned pale. Only two years earlier my husband and I had 
fulfilled a long-time dream of ours. We had finally bought a house and moved out of our 
apartment. The mortgage left enough over for us to eat and for our kids to have 
everything they needed in terms of their hobbies and all that, and even for the odd 
vacation trip. But there was definitely no space for even a hundred marks shortage a 
month, we were tight. To make matters worse, my husband’s business that had been 
doing brilliantly for a few years already, had started to show signs of slowing down 
only a couple of months earlier.  
 
Our CFO, Matti, took over.  
- We have been going over some alternatives with the board. Here is the plan we have 

settled for.  
He went on about how we all were safe in terms of our jobs, no one would have to go. 
Salaries would be cut back, and we would have to forget about bonuses. For how long, 
who could tell. Our CEO chipped in and said he and the board were quite convinced 
this was just a short-term decline, we would soon be back in business. I can’t really 
remember what was said after that, I just kept thinking: what will happen to my family? 
Already the real estate market had started to show signs of a collapse, the house was 
worth some eighty per cent of what it had been when we bought it.  
 
After the meeting everyone went back to their offices. Hardly anyone spoke anymore 
during that day. For the next few weeks we saw few signs of our CEO. The figures laid 
out on our intranet revealed that business was really slowing down – we all had access 
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to all the figures and to everyone else’s accounts – no one told us whether the company 
was going to exist a year from now. I guess that’s because no one knew.  
 
In hindsight, I remember all the weekly meetings, they tried to convince us month after 
month that we would be alright. I don’t know how, but after having been completely 
paralysed for weeks after the first meeting, we started to get down to work. We were on 
the phone all days long, or out selling projects. Somehow we managed to do that. Or 
rather, some of us. There were those who just took sick leave and stayed away for 
weeks. We all knew that wasn’t it, Jukka, for instance, had started taking to the bottle. 
He had lost his house, and along with the house went his wife who had found a new 
man, a lawyer specialised in handling bankruptcies. But the rest of us,  I don’t know 
how we did it, despite the fact that it all seemed pitch black from time to time we just 
kept working frenetically. Our CEO wasn’t the reason we pulled through. He hid in his 
office and just kept a brave face the few times he showed himself. In our weekly 
meetings he – when he appeared – told us that all is well. I remember how I just felt like 
puking every time I saw him. But Matti had it under control, he worked side by side with 
us. He said he didn’t have a clue, but somehow he seemed to have just that. There was 
this group of us, actually the majority, and we just set out to get the work done, we had 
this tremendous drive, and although there wasn’t really any money, Matti always 
figured something out. We really worked together, it was like all the cliches about 
teamwork coming true. We were really close and we all helped each other, there was no 
‘not my table-syndrome’, everyone did a bit of everything. I have no idea what drove us 
to it, but we never questioned it, never discussed it, just kept working. That was 
probably the period of time with the least amount of conflicts in a company that I have 
ever experienced.  
 
Matti is nowadays the CEO of the company and the company is doing better than ever. 
There has been this rumour about him having wanted to actually let a few people go 
during the recession. They say he didn’t think it was right to just keep some people on 
the payroll as a statement to those they wanted to keep, signalling that everyone was 
safe, trying to prevent the good ones from leaving. I guess his idea was that it had been 
better for the morale to have got rid of some who never had been valued all that much, 
as they actually got paid for doing nothing. Some of our real ‘stars’ even left the 
company for this particular reason, even in the middle of the deepest recession. I guess 
I would have too given the choice, but I got no better offers and couldn’t afford taking 
any risks. Needless to say, all the free-riders left as soon as the market was stable and 
there were jobs available out there again. Our CEO did, too. And that’s good, because 
people were quite bitter, and I think a lot of us would have chosen to leave had he 
chosen to stay. He even had the nerve to officially take credit for the company pulling 
through, stating that it was all because he had remained so calm that nobody panicked. 
Right. He is now the CEO of another company, one of those dot.com’s, and I hear 
they’re not doing all that well these days. 
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CHAPTER 1. ON STUDYING CRISES 

Background 

 

At the beginning of my doctoral studies, I had some quite strong ideas of what I was 
going to look for, and even of what I was going to find. It seemed to me that it could not 
be all that difficult to find out how organisational survival occurs: I would just have to 
go out and ask. So I did. But the answers I got increasingly puzzled me, in particular the 
fact that there were so many totally different answers, including a whole lot of  ‘I don’t 
knows’. The story that you have just read (and which is totally fictitious, invented by 
myself) is but one story about organisational survival: the CEO’s story, for instance, 
would probably differ remarkably. My choice to focus on social interaction and actions 
as described in the stories of my interviewees rather than only looking at economic 
strategies for survival has resulted in exploring a degree of complexity that I had not 
expected. It was disappointing to realise that I was not going to be able to provide the 
world with a neat and simple recipe that automatically guarantees any company survival 
from any economic crisis by formulating principles for how to act and behave.  

After this insight, I found that an appropriate lens through which I might be able to 
explore the phenomena at hand would be social constructionism, which I chose as my 
theoretical perspective. That is when my study came to be about organisational 
members’ stories about the companies’ attempts to survive, rather than about the 
companies’ economically related strategies. The contexts of these stories reside within 
companies that survived the recession that hit the Finnish economy in the early 1990s. 
Following a social constructionist frame (Berger and Luckmann 1966), the stories are 
rationalisations and reconstructions of what happened, and they provide us with 
individuals’ everyday explanations of the survival. Thus, my study deals with 
organisational members’ stories about attempts to survive, rather than aiming at listing 
the companies’ strategies for survival. In line with this, whether the chains of events 
described in the stories and the explanations given by the storytellers are valid accounts 
of what led to survival ‘in reality’ is not analysed in this study – indeed, this might be 
regarded as impossible to analyse. As Czarniawska (1998) points out, the kind of 
material interviews produce is often regarded as ‘transparent, as a window to something 
else: now I know how they make strategic decisions.’  This is, however deceptive, for: 
‘now I know only how they account for their strategic decision making.’  
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This study concerns organisations that survived rather than those that failed to do so. 
The reason for this choice is that we already know  - from a massive media attention 
and from research - much about organisations that failed to survive, and we know less 
about the survivors, although they have a great deal to teach us. Considering that 
mistakes and success are sources for learning, learning from mistakes points towards 
what has been done wrong – what is learned is what not to do in a future similar 
situation. Studying successful experiences, on the other hand, provides a more positive 
base upon which strategies for counteracting future failure can be constructed.  

Bibeault (1982, cited in Kvikant 1998: 23) argues that business failure can be defined in 
terms of economic, legal, managerial and social aspects of failure. The companies in my 
study, although having more or less severe difficulties, all survived the recession in 
terms of avoiding bankruptcy. The economic and legal aspects are however not my 
particular focus. In Bibeault’s terms, my focus is on the managerial and social aspects. 
More specifically, I have concentrated on what the stories I was told appear to express 
in terms of survival of the organisational members’ capability to remain active, survival 
of the organisational culture and the survival of the well-being of the employees, to 
name a few. In the stories about one particular company, there are traces of survival of a 
strong entrepreneurial spirit, and even of an organisational community spirit. 
Furthermore, in many of the stories, the survival of trust in the management, and belief 
in the possibility of survival were accounted for. The survival of these elements I argue, 
are of importance for the possibility to keep the company functioning throughout a 
severe crisis situation.  

This study seeks to collect and analyse reconstructions of events that took place as long 
as even ten years ago, but this does not mean that the results of the study cannot be 
considered relevant now and in the future. A primary assumption of this study is that 
knowledge is, to a large extent, organised in narratives (Bruner 1986; 1990), and 
therefore when the next recession strikes, the pictures and explanations now of what 
happened during the previous recession, according to this line of reasoning, may be 
quite different from the ones during and immediately after the last recession. Hence, one 
can argue that it is the most recent picture, albeit in relation to past events, that becomes 
the one based upon which one acts during the following crisis. 

 
 

Aims and methodological approach 

 

My aims are firstly, to contribute to the understanding of how individuals within 
organisations retrospectively perceive becoming aware of crisis and survival. Secondly, 
I aim at describing the handling of crisis situations and hardships related to economic 
difficulties, by focusing on organisational members’ stories about how those difficulties 
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were dealt with. The purpose of these descriptions is to gain an understanding of crisis 
handling processes as socially constructed. 

My methodological point of departure is, following Czarniawska (1997, 1998), the 
assumption that a considerable source of knowledge within organising is of narrative 
character. According to this line of thought, social and individual life is best thought of 
as narrative in character, and as individuals we understand our lives and the lives of 
others by putting them in narrative form. A narrative approach thus also has 
consequences for how social science is done: it becomes a conversation in which 
narratives are devised, elaborated and exchanged, not merely contributing to an 
accumulating body of knowledge about laws that regulate human behaviour 
(Czarniawska: 1998). The researcher inevitably becomes co-author of the narratives (cf. 
Bakhtin 1981), perhaps even provoking stories to be constructed that if unprovoked had 
never been told.  

Drawing upon a narrative approach as well as on a social constructionist theoretical 
perspective, the implication that inevitably follows is that the specific context within 
which events unfold needs to be taken into account, as we understand and make sense 
of our reality, giving it meaning in accordance to a certain context. The specific context 
of each company in crisis is unique in the sense that the company consists of a specific 
constellation of individuals, a specific historical background, culture, identity and tasks, 
and there is a certain hierarchical structure and leadership – besides the severe recession 
to be considered. Parts of the context are also a range of narratives through which actors 
construct a more comprehensible history as well as present.  How a crisis is handled is 
not only related to what happens in the environment - in this case a severe recession - 
but also to the above mentioned factors. 

 

The recession 

 

The recession that hit the Finnish economy at the beginning of the 1990s has been 
regarded as unusually severe. According to Kiander (2002) the economic collapse that 
shook the Finnish economy, and indeed the economy more generally, between 1991 and 
1993 was more serious than had ever been witnessed by any industrial state since World 
War II, in terms of both output and employment. Kiander claims that the crisis may 
actually only be compared to the situation in those countries hit the severest by the 
Great Depression of the 1930s, and he continues:  
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‘During 1991-1993 The Finnish GDP shrank by 12 percent. Employment fell by 
18 percent, and the asset prices plummeted. The unemployment rate rose from 
3.5 percent in 1990 to 18.4 percent in 1994. As consequences of the crisis the 
Finnish society faced new problems in the 1990s: a realisation of a systemic risk 
in banking, large scale long-term unemployment and social exclusion, and the 
question of the sustainability of advanced welfare provisions. In many ways the 
economic crisis was a collective nightmare that shook the whole society. The 
importance and severity of the problems caused by the crisis made it obvious to 
many that the crisis and its consequences form an important challenge to 
economic and social research. The crisis produced such sudden changes and 
large variation in socio-economic indicators that they offered much interesting 
material to research. In addition to this, the need for crisis research has become 
even clearer with the emergence of similar kind of financial crises experienced 
later in many countries.’ (Kiander 2002: 1) 

 
There has been a widespread interest in studying the reasons for organisations’ failures 
to survive from various aspects and to a somewhat lesser extent, the reasons for why 
and how organisations that survived did so1. For example, Kjellman and Långström 
(1996) have conducted a study in which they examined the Finnish economic crisis 
from a corporate management perspective. The study was aimed at identifying corporate 
success factors during times of crisis. Among the factors that contributed to success 
was, according to their study, a highly educated and motivated staff. Another finding 
was that the more organisations downsized, the less likely they were to be successful 
(Kjellman and Långström 1996: 3). Also Petäjäniemi (1995) states that many 
organisations that survived the Finnish recession did ensure the maintenance and 
development of a skilful workforce in a long-term perspective and, additionally, the 
organisations in question seem to have managed to engage the workforce as a whole in 
implementing common goals. Needless to say, maintaining and managing a highly 
educated and motivated workforce during a recession is not likely to be an easy task, 
especially if the organisation in question is severely struck by the crisis; an aspect that 
provoked my interest in studying survival. 

 

The context – KIOs in crisis 

 

The organisations in this study are four knowledge intensive organisations (hereafter 
KIOs), operating on a business-to-business level. My interest in focusing on the 
particular work contexts that KIOs represent stems, firstly, from the fact that these were 
among the ones most severely struck by the recession. Consultancy, education and 
advertising were frequently the first things cut down on by the clients of KIOs, which 

                                                 
1 For research on turnaround processes, see Strang 1998 and Kvikant 1998. 
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usually were industrial organisations that suffered heavy losses when the recession 
became a fact. During the 1980s specialist services had been very much in demand, and 
thereby the recession with the abrupt decrease in demand it brought posed a very 
realistic threat to many KIOs. Secondly, there are certain elements inherent to a KIO 
that place challenges on managing the knowledge workers, particularly during a crisis.  

Researchers have made attempts to define and distinguish KIOs from other types of 
organisations. Åkerberg (1998) finds that the critical dimension that would contribute to 
a meaningful characterisation is difficult to specify, and adds that KIOs can generally be 
described in terms of the competence of the individual employees of the organisations. 
The more knowledge intensive the production, the more consequential is the 
individual’s competence to the success of the organisation. Additionally, the knowledge 
will need to be developed constantly, as the value of specific knowledge has a tendency 
to decrease over time. KIOs are dependent on the knowledge workers as a result of the 
competence these individuals possess, and knowledge workers are hence difficult - and 
expensive - to replace. The independence of the individual knowledge worker in 
relation to his or her employer is a consequence of this that results in a KIO needing 
perhaps more efforts to attract their employees to stay and develop within the 
organisation. Kolehmainen (2001) argues that among other, forms of control within 
KIOs deviate from those of traditional bureaucratic contexts, whereby studying KIOs 
not only as specific forms of organisations, but also how crisis is dealt with in such a 
context, becomes important. An aspect that needs to be mentioned here is the power 
expert knowledge gives over the work process, as Miller, Hickson and Wilson point out 
(1999: 46), which places a knowledge worker in a particularly powerful position. 
Alvesson (1993) points to a certain ambiguity as a crucial dimension of KIOs, which 
distinguishes them from non-KIOs in calling for a different rhetoric.  

One particular managerial challenge in a KIO during a recession would then be how to 
hold on to the employees, as the very existence of the KIO is likely to be dependent on 
them and their expert knowledge. Downsizing in order to save costs may have been a 
measure not to be taken lightly, as it would perhaps have been financially difficult to re-
recruit specialists and thereby regain competitiveness after the recession. In order to 
survive the organisations may have had to keep up and develop their knowledge and 
competence level, or even manage to come up with new products. How do you manage 
all this under restrained economic conditions? My focus on knowledge intensive work 
contexts stems from the assumption that the specific characters of such organisations 
give rise to very specific managerial problems during times of crisis.  
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Overview of remaining chapters 

 

In Chapter 1, the aim has been to introduce how I in this study argue that experiences of 
crises are reconstructed over time. Furthermore, as social knowledge is of narrative 
character, experiences are constructed as narratives that describe social courses of 
events, and these are socially constructed. In this study, I claim that actors in companies 
draw upon experiences from past crises. The dynamic character of the experiences and 
the reconstructing and rationalising over time results in actors reacting upon a present 
definition, and not on their definitions during or immediately after the crisis took place. 
Hence, social knowledge of crises is organised in and structured as narratives that 
describe social courses of events, and are thereby socially constructed. 

In Chapter 2 I explain what a social constructionist framework entails when exploring 
crisis handling, and how it differs from other, more traditional approaches to research 
on organisational crises. In particular I rely on the theory of Berger and Luckmann 
(1966) to make sense of how human beings construct and interact in their everyday 
realities, as the everyday realities of the members of the companies in my study became 
uncertain when the recession hit the Finnish economy. By drawing upon social 
constructionism I attempt to understand the social actions and interactions accounted for 
in the stories I was told by the interviewees, as well as the narratives I have constructed 
of the processes of dealing with uncertainty and handling crisis in the companies 
included in my study. 

Chapter 3 deals with my methodological approach, a narrative one. First, I explain the 
narrative approach I have chosen to draw upon; a social constructionist narratology. 
Secondly: in order to understand the approach involved it is important to understand 
how I understand the concepts narrative, narrative knowledge, as well as the properties 
that a narrative has in my understanding. Finally, I account for how I approached the 
field and went about conducting interviews and subsequently analysing them as stories. 
Based on these I constructed the narratives of each company’s ‘route’ towards survival.  

Chapters 4-7 then provide us with the narratives I constructed of the four companies’ 
attempts to survive a crisis – the ‘routes’ they explained that they chose to follow 
through a severe recession. 

Chapter 8 deals with the interviewees’ explanations of how the companies they were 
members of managed to overcome the crisis. In the first part of the chapter I argue that 
the potential threat of an economic crisis led to the necessity of redefining everyday 
reality as it became uncertain. This entailed assessing what the crisis would entail for 
each of the companies, and what would need to be done in order to attempt to overcome 
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it. At this stage, there was a need to construct order in a disorderly situation, and thereby 
to define the new reality in order to enable acting upon it.  

In the second part of the chapter, the focus is on the interviewees’ explanations of how 
they, having redefined their everyday realities, acted upon their redefinitions to 
reconstruct order. The acting was explained in terms of sticking to strategies, relying on 
culture, and taking control. Chapter 8 draws upon concepts used by the interviewees, 
key notions I identified and interpret as having been ascribed with importance for how 
the crisis situation was overcome.  

In Chapter 9, I focus on the key notions that I have identified, and in this chapter I 
attempt to make sense of and interpret the key notions and the meanings they were 
ascribed for survival to have occurred. This is done by exploring how social order was 
reconstructed in crisis situations through focusing on how the key notions control, 
strategy and culture were described as having legitimised the managers’ positions, and 
how come the employees remained active in their work. Furthermore, the concepts of 
loyalty and nostalgia are discussed.  

In Chapter 10, I have attempted to describe how the processes of crisis handling can be 
viewed from a social constructionist perspective. The uncertainty of the situations called 
for reconstruction of social order, which involved constructing patterns of interaction 
that would apply in crisis. Based on the narratives and the key notions the interviewees 
mentioned, as well as on my interpretations of these, I attempt to describe how the 
processes of crisis handling resulting in survival can be viewed as a socially constructed 
process. 

In Chapter 11 I present some concluding reflections. Furthermore, the chapter includes 
ideas for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2. RECONSTRUCTING CRISIS HANDLING 

 

Introduction 

 
‘I had until then regarded the subjective versions of truth as incontestable truths 
because my perceptions are not fully reliable nor consistent with the truth, and because 
I am by nature indecisive and my senses tend to stray. This credulity had spared me 
from taking many difficult decisions, kept me safe from a world in which there were too 
many ambiguities, although it had on the other hand turned me into a ship without a 
compass, sailing according to the whims of the navigating officer. Now, upon listening 
to Chiara and Giovanna Zanoni, I realised that the truth is always dependent on the 
person who formulates it, I understood that every personal truth can counterfeit facts or 
prevent from understanding or distort them in one’s favour, I understood that no one is 
infallible or omniscient, not even well meaning, and understanding this confirmed my 
scepticism, in addition to being a constant state of despair.’  (de Prada 1997: 141)   

 

The quote above is illustrative in terms of how the process of writing this thesis has 
shaped the way I see the social world. Exploring something as complex and even 
potentially traumatic as struggles within an organisation to survive a crisis in a severe 
economic recession calls for looking at more than ‘causes’ and ‘effects’ or ‘outcomes’ 
of economically related decisions and interventions. Although these phenomena 
obviously play an important part for understanding the survival of a company, I would 
claim that in seeking to understand the process of survival, the individuals’ accounts of 
their experiences and perceptions are of equal importance: as, among others, Sjöstrand 
and Tyrstrup (1999) point out human beings are not ‘mono-rational’, we have multiple 
reasons for acting as we do. We may be conscious of some of these reasons, less 
conscious or completely unaware of others, and there are various reasons of all the 
above kind behind any action (Ibid.). Organisational life is far less rational than we 
might sometimes wish for it to be.  

In line with this, I argue that the organisational decline that resulted from the recession 
that the Finnish economy experienced led to a situation that was experienced as 
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uncertain by organisational members. Rather than attempting to identify causal 
relationships between decline, managing crisis and survival, my focus is on how the 
actors interpret and explain that the uncertain situations were handled, and subsequently 
overcome. In what follows I shall set out to elaborate on how I have arrived at this 
standpoint, and illustrate the perspective I have come to find apt. 

 

Crisis – towards a social constructionist perspective 

 

When turning to literature on organisational crises and crisis management, one can 
conclude that organisational crises are far from unexplored phenomena. However, 
previous research appears to be dominated by a rationalistic view, and definitions of 
organisational crises contain certain  commonly repeated elements. From the 
perspectives of organisation and management theory, Pearson and Clair (1998: 2) 
consolidate these elements into a definition of organisational crisis based on research to 
date as follows:  

 

‘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 belief that decisions must be made 
swiftly.’ 

 

Within the research tradition that their definition represents, responses to crises and 
outcomes of crisis management are presented in terms of cause-effect, not uncommonly 
based on measurement of a few variables and their impact on each other. The results of 
these studies are then claimed to be generalisable and applicable to other contexts. One 
example of such a perspective and approach is represented by Mishra (1996: 262) who 
claims that ‘Researchers have posited a variety of behaviours that will occur within 
organizations faced with a crisis.’ He points to behaviours such as reduction of the 
complexity of communication, centralisation of power and influence, and increased 
concern for efficiency, and states that these hypotheses and arguments are supported by 
empirical research. Mishra finds, however, that there is a lack of research on reasons for 
why different responses to crises take place in different organisations, and singles out 
‘trust’ as a key construct ‘that has been neglected in prior research on organizational 
crises, one that might provide insight into how culture, values and stakeholder relations 
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influence crisis response and one that constitutes a tentative step toward an integrative 
crisis response model.’ (Ibid. 263) 

Although I do not inherently disagree with the definition of crisis above, nor with trust 
being a construct frequently referred to when discussing crises and handling them, such 
definitions do not reveal the complexity of the phenomena at hand. Or, as 
Czarniawska’s (1989: 5) puts it in her book Economic decline and organizational 
control:  

 

 

‘The present discussion of control processes might sound as if organizations 
were filled to the brink with conscious and intentional control attempts. Not at 
all: organizational life is full of random events, unintended influences, and 
aborted control attempts.’ 

 

Therefore, I find that the traditional approach to research on organisational crises is not 
sufficient when attempting to capture the complexity of the phenomenon. It seemingly 
imposes causality on chains of events that are perhaps not experienced as causal, or 
intended in the ‘reality’ the actors inhabited. In line with this, Hearn (1976: 12) points 
out, that ‘the need for cuts may precipitate talk of crisis, but the elaboration of ‘crisis 
talk’ itself may be a prerequisite for extensive cuts to be made.’  

In his concern for regarding the complexity as well as the risks involved with singling 
out isolated constructs when exploring phenomena such as crises, Weick (1988) points 
out that applying an enactment perspective to crisis situations results in several aspects 
standing out that are normally overlooked. He explains the term ‘enactment’ by 
claiming that people bring events and structures into existence and set them in motion 
through acting. Thus Weick places the actors on the scene, ascribing them roles and 
allowing them to actively participate in the construction of chains of events, by stating 
that: ‘People who act in organisations often produce structures, constraints, and 
opportunities that were not there before they took action.’ (Weick 1988: 306). Weick 
argues that enactment is to be understood as both a process, ‘enactment’, and as a 
product, ‘an enacted environment’ (Ibid.). 

Looking for enactment themes in crises, Weick (1988) claims, entails looking for ‘verbs 
of enactment’, verbs as for example intervene, cope, alter, design, solve, try, talk, 
disregard and improvise. These verbs in turn may come to ‘signify actions that have the 
potential to construct or limit later stages in an unfolding crisis.’ Weick also underlines 
the meaning of forcefulness of actions as well as the ambiguity involved in the situation, 
which when they increase, lead to the crisis being more under the control of the actors. 
Thus the enactment perspective appears to reveal another side of a crisis situation, one 



 13

that brings the situation closer to the actors, and places the actions and the importance 
of the actors’ sensemaking of the situation in focus. By pointing to an enacted 
environment, Weick also implies that the context is of importance. This is a main 
concern within social constructionism. Actors do not act in interchangeable 
environments. The context being defined as ‘crisis’ is not specific enough for 
understanding how certain chains of events came about in certain companies, and thus 
the handling of one crisis situation cannot be applied to any other crisis situation. (Ibid.) 

Czarniawska (1989) chooses to define ‘decline’ broadly as ‘a sustained decrease in 
resources, which can have many reasons and provoke many different reactions’, and 
points out that her interest lies in reactions to decline. More specifically, she distances 
herself from previous attempts at objectivising the definition of organisational decline 
and at distinguishing it from similar concepts. She focuses on ‘what people in 
organizations call a decline and how they react to their own definitions, researchers 
agreeing or not.’ Czarniawska (Ibid. 3)continues: 

 

‘From that point of view, a formulation like “decline is a sustained decrease in 
resources,” legitimate in research discourse, sounds mystifying when applied to 
organizational reality. Somebody opens a purse with money, and, unexpectedly, 
the bottom can be seen! But as a metaphor, this is not bad at all. This is about 
how it happens. No matter whether there actually is money or not, whether the 
person who opened the purse has stolen it or whether the purse had a hole, or 
whether somebody else forgot to put money in, decline is when those who have 
the right to check claim that there is no money in that purse after having 
reopened it several times. Economic decline can therefore be seen as a 
continuing resource condition which is interpreted as threatening and requiring a 
response.’  

 

Czarniawska (Ibid.) introduces a model of how organisational control processes and 
decline are related, and presents a report on a series of studies in the area initiated by the 
model. This does not mean that the empirical studies ‘test’ the model. On the contrary, 
they enrich it with the unavoidable complexity of reality, she argues. This perspective 
differs from the research tradition that Pearson and Clair represent in which they appear 
to be attempting to solve a puzzle, expecting it to be possible for every piece of the 
puzzle to be put neatly in its right place.  

Following Czarniawska (1997), I would like to argue that social life inevitably consists 
of paradoxes and dilemmas, and therefore I am not attempting to ‘solve’ a puzzle, 
expecting that the picture that results from solving it will be ‘correct’, and all other 
possible pictures ‘wrong’. Paradoxes may lead to conflicts and tensions, and 
contradictory interpretations and re-interpretations of a situation, or reinforcement of 
present interpretations. Thus, paradoxes are not best understood when one attempts to 
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solve them, but when they are preserved and explored, as this contributes to our 
understanding of the crucial role they play in organisational life.  

From this follows, that I am not claiming to produce results that would be ‘truer’ than 
those referred to above. Rather, what I am claiming is that the ‘whole and true’ truth is 
not possible to capture. What I am doing is to approach ‘crisis’ from a different angle 
and perspective. The very brief examples above stand here only in order to illustrate the 
contrast between traditional research on organisational crises and the perspective I have 
chosen – they are not drawn up here in an attempt to be proven wrong or false. 
However, I hope by this to avoid a shortcoming in the above examples of a rationalistic 
standpoint: that the actors and the contexts they inhabit appear to become ‘invisible’. 

What ‘happened’ in the companies when they dealt with the crisis situation? I argue that 
the process of handling a crisis, and the ‘route’ chosen, that is, the actions, the planning, 
the struggles presented in retrospect by the actors involved as leading to survival can be 
regarded as social constructs. I follow Berger and Luckmann (1966) in my assumption 
that we construct our reality in ongoing interaction with our environment. I approach 
issues that emerged from the interviewees’ stories, such as trust and distrust, doubt, 
uncertainty, anxiety and belief as subjective and socially constructed phenomena. 
Questions such as how come organisational members reacted by panicking or by 
keeping their calm and working as before, or even harder, or becoming more 
entrepreneurial generate only very fragmented and reductionistic replies if one chooses 
to view human beings as predominantly rational. In sum, before turning to exploring the 
social constructionist perspective in more detail, I concur with Czarniawska (1989: 138) 
who argues that:  

 

‘The specific “causality” of social processes is embedded in human 
interpretation of events and meaning ascribed to them. The decline does not 
cause change in control: it produces a change in perception and an attempt by 
people in power to initiate a chain of events that actors see as causally linked.’   

 

The consequences that a social construcionist frame has for research, as Sandberg 
(1999) argues, are that a concept such as ‘leadership’ becomes a relational phenomenon: 
it is formed within interaction and indeed is an interactional process in which leaders 
and followers engage in the construction and reconstruction of a specific leadership. In a 
social constructionist vocabulary, then, the question ‘what is leadership’ turns into the 
question ‘how is leadership constructed?’ (cf. Johansson 1998). This standpoint leads to 
a rejection of the rationalistic standpoint which, as Sandberg and Targama (1998) claim, 
becomes an insufficient ‘instrument for leadership’ or ‘leadership tool’. Viewing 
leadership as a relational phenomenon also places the context in focus. The importance 
of the context in which social events take place cannot be ignored, as a similar event 
would trigger different actions and emotions in different contexts. Thus, claiming it 
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would be necessary to be able to study human behaviour and interaction, i.e. social 
beings, separated from their context, in such a perspective, loses its argumentative 
power.  

The traditional line of research in crisis management referred to above can also be 
viewed in ostensive terms, following Latour (1986). Sevón (1996) explores the concept 
of imitation in Latour’s (1986) terms, explaining that she approaches the concept 
defined from a performative perspective, and claims that the predominant tradition 
imitation studies has applied an ostensive definition of imitation, implying that what is 
to be imitated is seen as a given phenomenon, as something that is objectified.  

 

‘From this ostensive perspective, what spurs research interest are questions of 
why some object, idea or behavior is not perfectly transmitted, and why there is 
resistance (like lack of communication, ill will, opposition of interests groups, 
perception errors, indifference, et cetera) which hinders the diffusion. Typical 
inquires into these studies look at how frequent, how fast, how accurately, and to 
whom something is transmitted.’ (Sevón 1996: 50) 

 

A performative definition on the other hand would entail viewing a process, such as 
imitation, as one in which something is created and transformed by chains of 
translators:  

 

‘This performative definition fosters description of an organization picking up 
an idea, translating it into something that fits its own context, and materializing 
it into action. The result of this action may or may not be similar to the idea that 
was originally conceptualized by the imitating organization. In other words, 
whatever is spread is not immutable; it may change in an on-going process of 
borrowing ideas or practices in a chain of actors.’ (Sevón 1996: 51) 

 

A similar logic, when applied to the case of organisational crises and survival may be 
used to describe how an idea of what a crisis means and can be acted upon may spread 
within a community. It may describe how the idea of how to survive a crisis is picked 
up from one’s own or others’ past experiences and then not copied to be re-used in a 
present situation, but rather translated and adapted to fit the current circumstances and 
context. It should be noted, though, that the process of choosing and adapting ideas is 
not always distinct or simple, neither is it easy to describe or predict. 
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Social constructionism 

 

What exactly do I mean by claiming that reality is socially constructed? As this is the 
theoretical perspective from which I approach and read my capta 2, this question 
deserves a more detailed reply. Sandberg (1999) has summarised different theoretical 
perspectives that he claims can be described in terms of social constructionism, the 
point of departure being that all of them share a dismissal of four predominant basic 
assumptions of research. These are a dualistic view of reality, an objectivist view of 
knowledge, an individualist view of knowledge, and, finally, a view of language as 
representing reality. Common for social constructionists is that the individual and 
her/his reality are viewed in terms of an inseparable relation. In accordance with this, it 
is not possible to produce objective descriptions of reality, as all descriptions are 
coloured by individuals’ specific cultural, historical and linguistic understandings of 
reality. Reality is then constructed in interaction between individuals, by continuous 
negotiations, discussions and conversations about what the reality they inhabit entails. It 
is thus socially, not individually produced and reproduced.  

Thus, also the language which we use to communicate our views of reality should not 
be seen as a representation of an objective reality, but as socially constructed. It does 
not gain its specific meaning by mirroring an objective reality, but through individuals 
socially defining and using it in specific ways in different contexts. (Ibid.) As a 
consequence, knowledge and understanding, as Sjöstrand (1999) points out, are 
produced in a social context, in interaction among individuals.  

It is important to understand that social constructionism does not imply that new 
realities would continually be constructed. On the contrary – activities take place in a 
specific context, that is a certain culture, during a specific historical time period and in a 
certain language. This means that it is a question about reproducing already existing 
realities more than being a question about constantly producing completely new ones. 

Sandberg (1999) emphasises that the assumption that individuals reproduce realities 
does not mean that they are mechanical robots, programmed in a certain way through 
pure socialisation into society. He claims human beings have a capacity to reflect, 
which makes us capable of becoming aware of how our actions can be seen as results of 
what one has internalised from society. In other words, through reflection we can 
become aware of society as being a social construction rather than something ‘given’: if 

                                                 
2 I use the concept ‘capta’ following Blomquist (1996) as a means of describing the active role of the 
researcher, in contrast to ‘data’, which places the researcher in a more passive role as one who collects 
something that already ‘exists’. The notion of capturing illustrates how I, as a researcher, am part of 
constructing the process as well as the result of it. 
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we have created society we can also change it. This requires a certain amount of 
knowledge about how this can be done and the various aspects of such a process, 
Sandberg argues, and without this sort of knowledge, an individual remains doomed to 
continue reproducing society as it is. (cf. Giddens 1991 on reflexivity) 

I have chosen to draw particularly upon Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966) 
and their conceptualisation of social constructionism. Barbara Czarniawska (2001) 
claims that their ‘masterpiece’, The social construction of reality: A treatise in the 
sociology of knowledge, still is, and rightly so she adds, ‘the main manual of the 
constructionists to-be’. I find myself comfortable with how Berger and Luckmann 
express a critical standpoint towards too strongly dichotomising subject and object. This 
distinguishes them from some other representatives of a social constructionist 
perspective. They find that the problem that arises through focusing on either or, results 
in the risk that one ignores their unseparable relationship. Sandberg (1999) elaborates 
on this by claiming that a too strong focus on the ‘objective’ would result in neglecting 
the way institutions such as ‘money’,  ‘leadership’, ‘marriage’, and so on influence our 
subjective construction of reality. Furthermore, focusing on only the ‘subjective’ brings 
with it the risk of becoming trapped in different forms of idealism and subjectivism 
(Ibid.). 

Berger and Luckmann’s theorising manifested in The social construction of reality: A 
treatise in the sociology of knowledge can be placed within the phenomenological 
research tradition. Their ideas can be viewed as a reaction against the positivist tradition 
and methods that predominated research in social sciences during the 1960s, with the 
political and social change and activity of that time. Theories that placed the actor’s 
perspective and his or her construction of social reality in focus were developed as a 
consequence. The individual was not anymore to be regarded as an ‘object’, as a victim 
of structures, conforming to an abstract system of society. (cf. Bäck-Wiklund 2000) 
Czarniawska (2001) claims that Berger and Luckmann’s work could probably be seen 
as a product of an encounter between European phenomenology personified by Alfred 
Schütz, (1967) and North American pragmatism (e.g. James 1893 cited in: Hodgson, 
2004). Berger and Luckmann describe their approach as follows: 

 

‘The method we consider best suited to clarify everyday life is that of 
phenomenological analysis, a purely descriptive method and, as such, 
“empirical” but not “scientific” – as we understand the nature of empirical 
sciences. The phenomenological analysis of everyday life, or rather of the 
subjective experience of everyday life, retains from any causal or genetic 
hypotheses, as well as from assertions about the ontological status of the 
phenomena analyzed. It is important to remember this. Commonsense contains 
innumerable pre- and quasi-scientific interpretations about everyday reality, 
which it takes for granted. If we are to describe the reality of commonsense we 
must refer to these interpretations, just as we must take account of its taken-for-
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granted character – but we do so within phenomenological brackets.’ (Berger 
and Luckmann 1966: 20) 

 

The foundations of knowledge in everyday life  

The reality of everyday life 

Berger and Luckmann claim that we apprehend the reality of everyday life as if it were 
an ordered reality, its phenomena appearing prearranged in patterns seemingly 
independent of our apprehension of them, the patterns then imposing themselves on the 
apprehensions.  

 

‘The reality of everyday life appears already objectified, that is, constituted by 
an order of objects that have been designated as objects before my appearance 
on the scene.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 21-22) 

 

Central to how the individual constructs his or her reality are the differing degrees of 
closeness and remoteness, both spatially as well as temporally. This means that our 
focus of attention to the reality of everyday life is ‘about the here of my body, the now 
of my presence’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 22), that is, the closest zone consists of 
that which is directly accessible to our bodily manipulation. The sphere of my 
individual, everyday life is thus determined by my interest, whereby I experience my 
immediate environment as important, and that which is more distant as far less intense 
and important. For instance, I am more likely to be concerned by what happens in a 
company I work for myself, as it encounters a critical situation of decline, than I am if I 
here about a company that I am not familiar with that goes through financial hardship. 
However, my concern for another company increases if a person close to me is a 
member of it.  

The reality of our everyday life is, hence taken for granted as reality, and it is a world 
that I share with others, an intersubjective world. It is impossible to live in everyday life 
without continually interacting and communicating with others, and in doing this, we 
share the comprehension of a sphere of objectifications by which the world is ordered. 
However, as Berger and Luckmann  point out: 
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‘ … my perspective of this common world is not identical with that of others: 
my projects differ from theirs, my “here” is their “there”, my “now” does not 
fully overlap with theirs.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 23) 

 

I am aware that there is an ongoing correspondence of my meanings and theirs in this 
world, that we share a common sense about its reality. Commonsense knowledge, As 
Berger and Luckmann (1966: 23) explain, is knowledge that I share with others in 
normal, self-evident routines of everyday life. This ‘unproblematic sector’, as Berger 
and Luckmann put it, of everyday reality remains unproblematic until ‘further notice’, 
that is, until a problem that interrupts the continuity of it appears. Upon such an event, 
our reality of everyday life seeks to integrate this problematic sector into the already 
unproblematic. 

An economic crisis threatening a company, or the society at large, is indeed a problem 
that interrupts the continuity inherent in this unproblematic sector. The threat forces the 
organisational actor to enter a problematic world, one that is not routinised. As the actor 
is faced with the unknown, he or she does not leave the reality of everyday life claim 
Berger and Luckmann, but it becomes enriched as the individual begins to incorporate 
into it the knowledge that the new situation requires from him or her.    

Social interaction in everyday life 

Having focused on how individuals construct the reality of everyday life through social 
interaction, Berger and Luckmann turn their attention to the actual social interaction in 
everyday life, as the reality of everyday life, as noted above, is shared with others. 
There are several modes of experiencing others, and the most important of these 
experiences, according to Berger and Luckmann, takes place in the face-to-face 
situation, which is ‘the prototypical case of social interaction’, all other cases being 
derivatives of it. Face-to-face, ‘the other is appresented to me in a vivid present shared 
by both of us.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 28) In this situation, the other is fully real 
to me, and it is a part of the overall reality of everyday life – a massive and compelling 
part. The presence of the other in this situation and the continuous reciprocity we share 
through a variety of ‘symptoms’ such as expressions, makes it possible for me also to 
discover and analyse myself.  

 
 

‘It is, to be sure, possible for me to misinterpret the other’s meaning even in 
face-to-face situations, as it is possible for him “hypocritically” to hide his 
meanings. All the same, both misinterpretation and “hypocrisy” are more 
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difficult to sustain in face-to-face interaction than in less “close” forms of social 
relations.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 30) 

 

My interaction with the other in a face-to-face situation is guided by typificatory 
schemes in terms of which I apprehend and deal with him or her. The other then 
becomes to me ‘a man’, ‘a manager’, ‘a co-worker’, ‘a jovial type’, and so on. The 
typificatory schemes are reciprocal, as the other also typifies me in a similar manner. 
Unless challenged, my typifications of him will hold, and here lies an important 
potential of change: during the closeness of a face-to-face situation, we conduct ongoing 
negotiations between the typified schemes we have developed. Once we leave the actual 
face-to-face situation, the typifications are reinforced. Social structure is thus the sum of 
our typifications of individuals, that create and regulate patterns of interaction. 

Naturally, the other can be real to me even if I have never encountered him or her in 
person. I may have heard of him or her, or conversed over the telephone. This person, 
however only becomes fully real to me when I meet him or her face-to-face, and here 
lies another important point: the issue governing the stability and reinforcement of our 
typificatory schemes, that is, of the degree of anonymity, Berger and Luckmann point 
out, is our interest and thereby the importance we endow the other person in question 
with. The others consist of individuals ranging from those we are familiar with (my 
brother), to people we have never met (an Inuit). Thus, there is a progressive anonymity 
inherent to our typificatory schemes.   

Language and knowledge in everyday life 

Subjective attitudes are continuously available in a face-to-face situation. These 
attitudes, the human expressivity, are incapable of surviving beyond that. In order for us 
to understand the reality of everyday life, language as a system of objectivation thus 
becomes essential. Through means of language we are able to objectify our experiences 
and place them outside our immediate here and now. Language then becomes our most 
important sign system, that makes it possible for us to bring to the fore a wide range of 
experiences through talking about them. As Berger and Luckmann point out, ‘The 
reality of everyday life is not only filled with objectivations; it is only possible because 
of them.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 35) We can detach language from the face-to-
face situation, and this detachment lies in our capacity to, through language, 
communicate meanings that are not direct expressions of the subjective ‘here and now’.   

 

 

‘As far as social relations are concerned, language “makes present” for me not 
only fellowmen who are physically absent at the moment, but fellowmen in the 
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remembered reconstructed past, as well as fellowmen projected as imaginary 
figures into the future. All these “presences” can be highly meaningful, of 
course, in the ongoing reality of everyday life.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 
39) 

 

Everyday life, claim Berger and Luckmann, is dominated by pragmatic motives, that 
occupy a prominent place in the social stock of knowledge. This ‘recipe knowledge’ is 
limited to pragmatic competence in routine performances, for example, such as using 
the telephone, which I do everyday, and which is of high personal relevance to me. 
When my telephone fails to function, I know what to do, although I am not capable 
myself of repairing it: I know whom to call for help. Beyond this, I am not necessarily 
interested in technical facts on how the telephone works, important to me is that I know 
how to use it, and know where to find the numbers I need to dial in order to contact the 
people I want to talk to or gain services I require. As Berger and Luckmann put it: 

 

‘The social stock of knowledge differentiates reality by degrees of familiarity. It 
provides complex and detailed information concerning those sectors of everyday 
life with which I must frequently deal. It provides much more general and 
imprecise information on more remote sectors. Thus my knowledge of my own 
occupation and its world is very rich and specific, while I have only very 
sketchy knowledge of the occupational worlds of others ’ (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 43) 

 

I may, for instance, be completely unfamiliar with what my own manager ‘actually 
does’. In this manner, the social stock of knowledge then provides me with the 
typificatory schemes that I need for conducting the major routines of my personal 
everyday life, not only for typifying others, but for typification of a whole range of both 
social and natural events. Again, we take the  validity of this social stock of knowledge 
for granted ‘until further notice’. When faced with an uncertain situation such as an 
economic crisis, the organisational actors need more than the knowledge that has 
sufficed thus far for running an unproblematic, everyday business. The question of what 
will guide my actions in such a situation inevitably  follows. 

In the same way as my knowledge of everyday life is structured in terms of familiarity, 
it is also structured in terms of relevances. Of these, some are determined by my 
immediate pragmatic interests, others again by my general situation in society. Berger 
and Luckmann (1966: 45) point out that an individual’s relevance structures intersect 
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with the relevance structures of others at many points, which results in individuals 
having ‘interesting’ things to say to each other. My knowledge of the other’s relevance 
structures also determines what I choose to say to them: there are issues I discuss with 
my manager, as the one with the authority to solve a certain work-related problem, but I 
would probably discuss the problem in a very different way with a colleague who does 
not possess that authority, for instance. The knowledge of the relevance structures of 
others thus obviously constitutes an important element of our knowledge of everyday 
life, as it is the knowledge of others’ relevance structures that determines how I choose 
to socially distribute my knowledge.  

 

‘I encounter knowledge in everyday life as socially distributed, that is, as 
possessed differently by different individuals and different types of individuals. I 
do not share my knowledge equally with all my fellowmen, and there may be 
some knowledge I share with no one.’(Berger and Luckmann 1966: 46) 

 

This, then, obviously influences how a crisis situation within a specific company is dealt 
with, guiding with whom managers, for instance, choose to share the knowledge they 
possess of the crisis situation in question. 

 

Society as objective reality  

Berger and Luckmann claim that:  

 

‘Man occupies a peculiar position in the animal kingdom. Unlike other higher 
mammals, he has no species-specific environment, no environment firmly 
structured by his own instinctual organization.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 
47) 

 

People have drives and instincts as do other animals, but their relationship to their 
environment is characterized by what Berger and Luckmann call world-openness. The 
drives we have are unspecified and undirected compared to those of other animals: the 
difference lies in the variation of how human beings act upon these drives. Biology sets 
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the boundaries for our capabilities, but within these boundaries a wide variety of 
variation occurs.  

 

‘… world-openness, while intrinsic to man’s biological make-up, is always pre-
empted by social order. One may say that the biologically intrinsic world-
openness of human existence is always, and indeed must be, transformed by 
social order into a relative world-closedness.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 51) 

 

The process through which this takes place is referred to as institutionalisation. 

Institutionalisation 

Becoming a human being takes place in an interrelationship with an environment, the 
environment being both a natural and a human one. The human environment, which 
consists of a specific cultural and social order, is mediated to the individual by 
significant others. Berger and Luckmann explain this as follows. 

 

‘The human organism lacks the necessary biological means to provide stability 
for human conduct. Human existence, if it were thrown back on its organismic 
resources by themselves, would be existence in some sort of chaos. Such chaos 
is, however, empirically unavailable, even though one may theoretically 
conceive of it. Empirically, human existence takes place in a context of order, 
direction, stability.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 51) 

 

The creation of this context of order, direction and stability, then, is the process of 
institutionalisation. Institutionalisation is based on habitualisation: actions that are 
repeated frequently become cast into a pattern, through which we become capable of 
performing these actions with very little effort and attention.  

The social environment we are born into appears to us as objective, and habitualisation 
reinforces this experience of objectivity. Once this world is to be ’transferred’ to a new 
generation, the mechanisms of reinforcement inherent to the process become visible. 
We are forced to defend and define the institutionalised world to the questioning child, 
whereby a whole range of descriptive and normative arguments are built up for the 
purpose, and laid upon the order of things. At the same time the order is ‘transferred’ to 
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the child. Through this process, certain beliefs and values then become taken for 
granted.  

What specific actions become habitualised is guided by relevance, that is, what is of 
utmost importance for carrying on with our daily life in order to keep up life, is most 
likely repeated frequently and subsequently ‘baked into’ this pattern. In the interaction 
with others, it is that which is of common relevance that is habitualised, but most 
importantly, in order for all other interaction to function, language becomes key. 

Berger and Luckmann (1966: 79) consider the question of how large the sector of 
institutionalised action is in comparison with the sector left uninstitutionalised is in a 
given collectivity. Formally, they claim, this would depend on the generality of the 
relevance structures, whereby a collectivity in which only few relevance structures are 
shared would possibly be a highly fragmented one. In this case, certain relevance 
structures would be shared by groups within the particular society, but not by the 
society as a whole. A society in which institutionalisation is total, on the other hand, 
would be labelled by exclusively common problems, all solutions to these would be 
socially objectivated, and further, all social actions institutionalised.  

How, then, is the institutional order objectified? Berger and Luckmann claim that this 
takes place through reification, that is,  

 

‘the apprehension of the products of human activity as if  they were something 
else than human products – such as facts of nature, results of cosmic laws, or 
manifestation of divine will.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 89) [Italics in 
original] 

 

Reification, then, becomes a possibility as soon as an objective world is established. 
The objectivity inherent in the social world implies that it confronts us as something 
outside ourselves. Berger and Luckmann point to the decisive question of whether we 
still retain awareness that, however objectivated, the social world was made by humans, 
and can therefore be remade by humans.  

 

‘Reification implies that man is capable of forgetting his own authorship of the 
human world, and further, that the dialectic between man, the producer, and his 
products is lost to consciousness. The reified world is, by definition, a 
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dehumanized world. It is experienced by man as a strange facticity, an opus 
alienum over which he has no control rather than as the opus proprium of his 
own productive activity.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 89) 

 

Reification can then be described as an extreme process of objectivation, whereby we 
loose our comprehension of the objectivated world as being a human product. This 
comprehension can be regained when de-reification occurs. De-reification is a process 
that takes place first and foremost in different crisis situations: a given institutional 
order becomes threatened with collapse as a result of the confrontation with a reality 
thus far unknown and from which there is no previous experience.   

Legitimation 

Legitimation, according to Berger and Luckmann, is a process best described as 
‘second-order’ objectivation of meaning. It produces new meanings that serve to 
integrate those already attached to disparate institutional processes, and the function of 
legitimation is that of making objectively available as well as subjectively plausible 
already institutionalised ‘first-order’ objectivations. The typical purpose motivating 
legitimation is, then, integration, in one form or other. Integration, Berger and 
Luckmann explain, refers to two levels. Firstly, the totality of the institutional order 
needs to make sense, concurrently, to the participants involved in different institutional 
processes. Secondly, the totality of the individual’s life while passing through diverse 
orders of an institutional order must be subjectively meaningful:  

 

‘In other words, the individual biography, in its several, successive, 
institutionally predefined phases, must be endowed with a meaning that makes 
the whole subjectively plausible.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 93) 

 

In the first phase of institutionalisation the institution is simply a self-evident fact to all 
concerned, whereby legitimation is not necessary. The problem of legitimation arises 
whenever the self-evident character of the institutions can no longer be maintained 
through the individual’s own recognisation and habitualisation. A process of 
‘explaining’ and ‘justifying’ becomes necessary in order to restore the unity of ‘history 
and biography’ that has been broken. The process of legitimation is that of explaining 
and justifying the salient elements of the institutional tradition, thus making intelligable 
both aspects of it.  
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The institutional order is explained through legitimation by the cognitive validity it 
ascribes to objectivated meanings: it is justified by means of giving it a normative 
dignity to its practical imperatives. Inherent to the process of legitimation are both a 
cognitive as well as a normative element: legitimation is not only about values, it 
always implies knowledge as well.  

 

‘Legitimation not only tells the individual why he should perform one action and 
not another; it also tells him why things are what they are. In other words, 
“knowledge” precedes “values” in the legitimation of institutions.’ (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 94) [Italics in original] 

 

Analytically, according to Berger and Luckmann, it is possible to distinguish between 
different levels of legitimation, although they overlap empirically. The first level 
includes all simple traditional affirmations, such as the reply to a child’s ‘why’, simply 
is ‘this is how things are done. Berger and Luckmann explain that this level is 
pretheoretical, but it is the foundation of ‘self-evident’ knowledge, on which all theories 
to follow rest. The second level contains ‘theoretical propositions in a rudimentary 
form’, that is, it incorporates various explanatory schemes that relate sets of objective 
meanings. These are highly pragmatic, and as such directly related to concrete actions. 
Examples of this are proverbs, moral maxims, wise sayings, as well as legends and folk 
tales that are often transmitted in poetic forms. At the third level, we find explicit 
theories by which an institutional sector is legitimated in terms of a differentiated body 
of knowledge. These legitimisations, argue Berger and Luckmann, provide fairly 
comprehensive frames of reference for the respective sectors of institutionalised 
conduct, rather than a closed system. The fourth, and highest, level of legitimation is 
constituted of ‘symbolic universes’, bodies of theoretical tradition that integrate 
different provinces of meaning and encompass the institutional order in a symbolic 
totality. These processes of signification refer to other realities than those of everyday 
experience. Berger and Luckmann state that the obviousness of the fact that 
symbolisations are conductive to feelings of security and belonging need not even be 
belaboured. 

 

 ‘The symbolic universe is conceived of as the matrix of all socially objectivated 
and subjectively real meanings; the entire historic society and the entire 
biography of the individual are seen as events taking place within this universe. 
What is particularly important, the marginal situations of the life of the 
individual (marginal, that is, in not being included in the reality of everyday 
existence in society) are also encompassed by the symbolic universes. Such 
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situations are experienced in dreams and fantasies as provinces of meaning 
detached from everyday life, and endowed with a peculiar reality of their own. 
Within the symbolic universe these detached realms of reality are integrated 
within a meaningful totality that “explains”, perhaps also justifies them.’ (Berger 
and Luckmann 1966: 96) 

 

Berger and Luckmann (1966: 100) argue that the legitimating function also pertains to 
what is experienced as the ‘correctness’ of an individual’s subjective identity, a 
precarious entity that is highly dependent on an individual’s relations with significant 
others who change and even disappear throughout the course of the life-span. The 
process of legitimation includes firstly, the institutional order, secondly, the individual’s 
biography and, thirdly, the individual’s subjective identity.  

 

Society as subjective reality  

Internalisation of reality  

From the basic assumption underpinning Berger and Luckmann’s theory that society 
exists as both objective, as well as subjective reality, follows that a theoretical 
understanding of it must comprise both of these aspects. Society can then be understood 
in terms of an ongoing, dialectic process that is composed of three moments that occur 
simultaneously: externalisation, objectivation, and internalisation. To observe an 
encounter through a social constructionist’s lenses, then, entails a ‘reading’ of it in 
terms of a parallel process of externalisation, objectification and internalisation of the 
event. This can be explained in the following way. Individuals externalise their personal 
taken for granted interpretations of what the encounter is or should be like through 
talking and other actions and behaviours. This is part of a process of objectivating the 
interpretations, which means that what happens during the specific encounter 
contributes to a ‘strengthening’ of the degree of taken for grantedness of the 
interpretations as if they were existing independently of the individuals involved. 
Furthermore, the taken for granted interpretations are internalised by the individuals 
involved: they become an even more powerful part of their experience and 
understanding of the world. Any analysis on a societal level would, argue Berger and 
Luckmann, fall short if it did not comprise all these three moments.  

On a societal level, the process is a dialectic one, as mentioned. The individual on the 
other hand, is not born a member of society, but with a predisposition toward sociality, 
as Berger and Luckmann put it. Therefore, in the life on an individual, a temporal 
sequence does exist, in the course of which the individual is inducted into participation 
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in the societal dialectic. This process begins with internalisation, which is explained as 
the individual’s immediate apprehension of the meaning an objective event expresses, 
or as a manifestation of another individual’s subjective processes which thereby 
becomes subjectively meaningful to me. 

 

I may not understand the other adequately – nevertheless, the other’s subjectivity is 
objectively available to me and becomes meaningful to me, whether or not there is 
congruence between his or her and my own subjective processes. Internalisation in this 
general sense is the basis, first, for an understanding of fellowmen and, secondly, for the 
apprehension of the world as a meaningful and social reality. 

 

‘This apprehension does not result from autonomous creations of meaning by 
isolated individuals, but begins with the individual “taking over” the world in 
which others already live. To be sure, “taking over” is in itself, in a sense, an 
original process for every human organism, and the world, once “taken over” 
may be creatively modified or (less likely) even re-created. In any case, in the 
complex form of internalization, I not only “understand” the other’s momentary 
subjective processes, I “understand” the world in which he lives, and that world 
becomes my own.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 130) 

 

Upon sharing time with the other, I not only come to understand the other’s definitions 
of a shared situation, but we come to define them reciprocally, and there is now an 
ongoing mutual identification between us. The process of socialisation involved is a 
comprehensive and consistent induction of an individual into the objective world, or a 
sector of it, and upon achieving this degree of internalisation described an individual 
becomes member of society.  

 

 ‘Every individual is born into an objective social structure within which he 
encounters the significant others who are in charge of his socialization. These 
significant others are imposed upon him. Their definitions of his situation are 
posited for him as objective reality. He is thus born into not only an objective 
social structure but also an objective social world. The significant others who 
mediate this world to him modify it in the course of mediating it. They select 
aspects of it in accordance with their own location in the social structure, and 
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also by virtue of their individual, biographically rooted idiosyncrasies. The 
social world is “filtered” to the individual through this double selectivity.’ 
(Berger and Luckmann 1966: 131) 

 

Primary socialisation, self-evidently involves more than pure cognitive learning: the 
circumstances under which it takes place are highly emotionally charged. A child 
identifies with the significant others in a variety of emotional ways, and without such 
emotional attachment, argue Berger and Luckmann, there is reason to believe that the 
process would be at least difficult, if not impossible. Whatever the variety of emotional 
ways implied entail, internalisation occurs only when identification occurs.  

 

‘The child takes on the significant others’ roles and attitudes, that is, internalizes 
them and makes them his own. And by this identification with significant others 
the child becomes capable of identifying himself, of acquiring a subjectively 
coherent and plausible identity. In other words, the self is a reflected entity, 
reflecting the attitudes first taken by significant others toward it; the individual 
becomes what he is addressed as by his significant others.’ (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 134) 

 

The process is not a one-sided, mechanistic one but it entails a dialectic between the 
identification by others and self-identification, or, as Berger and Luckmann put it:  

 

‘between objectively assigned and subjectively appropriated identity. The 
dialectic, which is present each moment the individual identifies with his 
significant others, is, as it were, the particularization in individual life of the 
general dialectic of society that has already been discussed.’ (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 131) 

 

Primary socialisation, according to Berger and Luckmann, is the first socialisation an 
individual undergoes in childhood, and through which he or she becomes a member of 
society. Secondary socialisation, as we shall see shortly, is any subsequent process that 
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‘inducts an already socialised individual into new sectors of the objective world of his 
society’ (Ibid. 130). From this follows, that primary socialisation can be viewed as the 
most important phase of socialisation for an individual, the basic structure of which then 
needs to be resembled in any succeeding secondary socialisation.  

Identification, then,  is not a problem in primary socialisation, as the choice of 
significant others does not exist, but they are presented by society. We are forced to 
accept these: the adults are the ones setting the rules of the game. Through the process 
of primary socialisation, the individual’s first world is then constructed, and becomes 
firmly entrenched in consciousness to an extent that any further socialisation could not 
become. The process of primary socialisation ends when: 

 

 ‘the concept of the generalised other (and all that goes with it) has been 
established in the consciousness of the individual. At this point he is an effective 
member of society and in subjective possession of a self and a world. But this 
internalisation of society, identity and reality is not a matter of once and for all. 
Socialisation is never total and never finished.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 
137) 

 

It is important, then, to understand the power that the primarily socialised world has 
when challenged, leading to secondary socialisation.  

Secondary socialisation 

Berger and Luckmann state that it is possible to imagine, on a theoretical level, a society 
in which all socialisation is of primary character, and no subsequent socialisation 
occurs. In a society of this kind the stock of knowledge would be of a very simple 
character, all knowledge would be generally relevant. To any society that has some 
division of labour, and thereby a degree of social distribution of knowledge, secondary 
socialisation becomes necessary. This is the process of internalising institutional or 
institution-based sub-worlds, the extent and character of which are determined by the 
division of labour and the concominant social distribution of knowledge. The extent and 
character of the process are therefore determined by the complexity and of the division 
of labour and the concominant social distribution of knowledge. Generally relevant 
knowledge, too, may be socially distributed, but Berger and Luckmann refer to the 
social distribution of ‘special knowledge’, that is, the result of the divisions of labour 
whose carriers are institutionally defined. 
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Secondary socialisation, then, involves the internalisation of ‘sub-worlds’, that can 
generally be explained as partial realities, thus differing from the ‘base-world’ that an 
individual acquires through primary socialisation. They are, however, like the reality of 
the ‘base-world’, more or less cohesive realities, characterised by normative, affective 
as well as cognitive elements. The sub-worlds, also, require some rudiments of a 
legitimating apparatus, often accompanied by ritual or material symbols, claim Berger 
and Luckmann. (1966: 138) 

As noted above, the process of secondary socialisation encounters problems: 

 

’as it follows that of a preceding process of primary socialization. This means 
that it always deals with an already formed self, and an already internalised 
world. The problem inherent to this is that the already internalised world tends 
to persist, and new content will have to be superimposed on the reality already 
present. An essential difference between primary and secondary socialization is 
to be found in the claim that most secondary socialization can take place without 
an emotionally charged identification of the individual with his or her significant 
others, and thus proceed effectively with only the amount of mutual 
identification inherent in any communication between human beings. (Berger 
and Luckmann 1966: 140) 

 

A child in primary socialisation does not apprehend of his or her significant others as 
‘institutional functionaries’, but as mediators of the reality per se, the world of the 
parents is internalised by the child as ‘the world’, not as the world appertaining to a 
specific institutional context. Some of the crises that occur after primary socialisation 
are, then indeed caused by the recognition that the world of one’s parents is not the only 
world there is, but has a very specific social location. 

 

 ‘Put crudely, it is necessary to love one’s mother, but not one’s teacher. 
Socialisation in later life typically begins to take on an affectivity reminiscent of 
childhood when it seeks radically to transform the subjective reality of the 
individual.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 141) 
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In secondary socialisation, the social interaction between teachers and learners can be 
formalised: teachers need not be significant others, but they are institutional 
functionaries who have a formal assignment involving transmitting specific knowledge.  

 

‘The roles of secondary socialisation carry a high degree of anonymity; that is, 
they are readily detached from their individual performers. The same knowledge 
taught by one teacher could be also be taught by another.’ (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966: 142)  

 

This means that the functionaries can be subjectively differentiated, a teacher of 
mathematics can be regarded ‘better’ or ‘worse’, although the teachers per se in 
principle are interchangeable.  

 

‘This formality and anonymity are, of course, linked with the affective character 
of social relations in secondary socialisation. Their most important consequence, 
however, is to bestow on the contents of what is learned in secondary 
socialisation much less subjectively inevitability than the contents of primary 
socialisation possess. Therefore, the reality accent of knowledge internalised in 
secondary socialisation is more easily bracketed, …. It takes severe biographical 
shocks to disintegrate the massive reality internalised in early childhood; much 
less to destroy the realities internalised later.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 142) 

 

The original reality of childhood can then be regarded as natural, while all later realities 
are ‘artificial’: the knowledge internalised in primary socialisation is achieved almost 
automatically. In secondary socialisation, on the other hand, the reinforcing of 
knowledge requires specific pedagogic techniques, degree and specific character 
varying with the motivations an individual has for acquiring the new knowledge to be 
taught. A school teacher, then, or the manager instructing a new employee would 
attempt to present the contents by making them interesting and relevant, aiming at 
linking them to already present relevance structures. 
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‘The more these techniques make subjectively plausible a continuity between 
the original and the new elements of knowledge, the more readily they acquire 
the accent of reality’. (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 143) 

 

As an example of this, we might reflect on how a new language is learnt, by first 
continuing to translate into one’s own, then becoming capable of even thinking in the 
new one. The socialisation into an organisation and its culture, rules and regulations can 
be compared with this example. 

As the processes of secondary socialisation do not require a high degree of 
identification, and they do not possess a character of  inevitability, they permit rational 
and emotionally controlled learning sequences, which, naturally, is pragmatically 
useful.  

  

 ‘But because the contents of this type of internalisation have a brittle and 
unreliable subjective reality compared to the internalisations of primary 
socialisation, in some cases special techniques must be developed to produce 
whatever identification and inevitability deemed necessary. The need for such 
techniques may be intrinsic in terms of learning and applying the contents of 
internalisation, or it may be posited for the sake of the vested interests of the 
personnel administering the socialisation process in question.’ (Berger and 
Luckmann: 1966:  144) 

 

The processes of primary and secondary socialisation  through which reality is 
internalised are important to understand in order to grasp the powerfulness of that which 
is challenged when a situation or one’s environment changes in some way. The question 
we shall turn to next, concerning how the subjective reality is maintained and 
transformed, is highly relevant for my study, as the subjective reality is challenged by 
the threat of a crisis.  

Maintenance and transformation of subjective reality  

Socialisation, as we have seen above, is never complete and the internalised contents are 
continuously challenged by threats to subjective reality. For this reason, any viable 
society must develop ‘procedures of reality-maintenance to safeguard a measure of 
symmetry between objective and subjective reality’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 147), 
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as already discussed when dealing with the process of legitimation earlier in this 
chapter. 

The focus is on the defence of the subjective, rather than the objective reality, that is, 
not on a reality that is institutionally defined, but the reality individuals apprehend. The 
process of internalisation through primary socialisation results in  a reality that is 
apprehended as inevitable, and this process  one may say, can be regarded as 
‘successful’ if a sense of inevitability is present most of the time, or, while an individual 
is active in his or her world of everyday life. 

The ‘artificial’ character of secondary socialisation, compared to that of primary 
socialisation, thus brings with it that its internalisations are even more vulnerable to 
challenging definitions of reality. This is not because they would not be taken for 
granted or experienced as real in the course of everyday life, but rather because they are 
less deeply rooted in consciousness, and thereby more ‘susceptible to displacement’ as 
Berger and Luckmann (1966: 148) put it. 

Berger and Luckmann distinguish between two general types of reality-maintenance: 
routine-maintenance and crisis-maintenance. Routine-maintenance is, obviously, 
designed to maintain the internalised reality in everyday life, whereas crisis-
maintenance is designed to maintain the internalised reality in situations of crisis. The 
essence of institutionalisation is based on the reality of everyday life maintaining itself 
by being embodied in routines. However, beyond this, the reality of everyday life is 
ongoingly reaffirmed in the individual’s interaction with other individuals, thus 
maintained by social processes, as when reality is originally internalised. The processes 
of maintaining reality do not differ drastically from those of earlier internalisation, and 
they also reflect the basic fact that:  

 

‘ … subjective reality must stand in relationship with an objective reality that is 
socially defined. In the process of reality-maintenance it is possible to 
distinguish between significant others and less important others. In an important 
way all, or at least most, of the others encountered by the individual in everyday 
life serve to reaffirm his subjective reality.’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 149) 

 

Our significant others play a central role in our maintenance of subjective reality, as 
they are particularly important for ongoingly confirming our identities, a crucial element 
of reality. We maintain our reality by means of, primarily, conversation. The great part 
of everyday conversation maintains subjective reality, and at the same time also 
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modifies it. We justify and rationalise our actions by talking of them. Hence, ‘walk the 
talk’ equally becomes a question of ‘talk the walk’. 

 

 ‘The most important vehicle of reality-maintenance is conversation. One may 
view the individual’s everyday life in terms of the working away of a 
conversational apparatus that ongoingly maintains, modifies and reconstructs his 
subjective reality’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 152) 

 

Thus, it is not only maintenance that is in focus, but modifying and reconstructing by 
dropping and adding items, whereby some sectors of what is still being taken for 
granted are weakened, others reinforced. The importance of conversation then leads to 
the subjective reality of something that is never talked about becoming ‘shaky’, as 
Berger and Luckmann (1966: 153) point out. Generally speaking, they argue, the 
‘conversational apparatus maintains reality by “talking through” various elements of 
experience and allocating them a definite place in the real world.’ They continue (1966: 
53): 

 

‘If this is understood, one will readily see that the great part, if not all, of 
everyday conversation maintains subjective reality. Indeed, its massivity is 
achieved by the accumulation and consistency of causal conversation – 
conversations that can afford to be causal precisely because it refers to the 
routines of a taken-for-granted reality.’  

 

By conversation, we mainly tend to mean verbal communication, but Berger and 
Luckmann argue that this does not deny the wide variety of non-verbal communication 
that surrounds speech, however privileged the position of it in the ‘total conversational 
apparatus’. Further, most conversation does not in so many words define the nature of 
the world, but it takes place against the background of a world that is silently taken for 
granted. 

Berger and Luckmann (1966: 156) point to reality maintenance in crisis situations, 
which is obviously of highest relevance. The procedures of this process are essentially 
the same as in routine maintenance. What differs is the fact that the reality-
confirmations have to be explicit and intensive. Handling a crisis is based on already 
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institutionalised patterns of interaction – routines inherent in the culture, if you wish, of 
a company. Having no such common pattern of conduct would cause chaos when 
attempting to bring order into an unorderly situation. As Kallifatides (2002: 45) puts it: 
‘Man is an unstable, biological being who has an inherent need to create social order in 
his environment’.  

 

‘Frequently, ritual techniques are brought into play. While the individual may 
improvise reality-maintaining procedures in the face of crisis, the society itself 
sets up specific procedures for situations recognised as involving the risk of a 
breakdown in reality. Included in these predefined situations are certain 
marginal situations, of which death is by far the most important. Crises in 
reality, however, may occur in a considerably wider number of cases than are 
posited by marginal situations. They may be either collective or individual, 
depending upon the character of the challenge to the socially defined reality. For 
example, collective rituals of reality-maintenance may be institutionalised for 
times of natural catastrophe, individual ones for times of misfortune.’ (Berger 
and Luckmann 1966: 156) 

 

 

Internalisation and social structure  

Socialisation always takes place in the context of a specific social structure. In general, 
‘successful socialisation’ would be achieved when there is a high degree of symmetry 
between objective and subjective reality. Berger and Luckmann point out that totally 
successful socialisation is anthropologically impossible, and maximal success would be 
likely to occur in a society characterised by very simple division of labour and 
minimum distribution of knowledge. In such a society every individual would be 
confronted with more or less the same ‘institutional program’ for his life in that 
particular society.  

As soon as anything from beyond or beneath surfaces, we are confronted with a society 
in which socialisation is less than totally successful, and which contains diverse sub-
realities accessible to the individual, who then is capable of constructing and 
maintaining an identity, being fully aware at the same time that the specific, own 
identity differs from those of others. 

A very central part of the internalised reality is the one consisting of typified people. 
The kinds of identities that exist and how these types can be understood are theories of 
great importance as they per se are about myself as well. ‘Psychologies’ are important, 
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potentially transforming theories, and at this point it becomes crucial to distinguish 
between identity and types of identity.  

 

‘Identity is a phenomenon that emerges from the dialectic between individual 
and  society. Identity types, on the other hand, are social products tout court, 
relatively stable elements of objective social reality (the degree of stability 
being, of course socially determined in its turn.)’ (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 
174) [Italics in original] 

 

These typifications of typifications, if you wish, are always inherent in the overall 
universe of symbols and conceptual machineries that are to maintain reality, the 
psychologies require this. Once again, we stand before a dialectic relationship.    

 
 

Implications of a social constructionist perspective for studying crisis 

 

As stated in Chapter 1, my aim is to describe the handling of crisis situations in order to 
gain an understanding of crisis handling processes and overcoming crises as socially 
constructed. The focus when viewing the phenomena from a social constructionist 
perspective is on the processes in which experiences of crisis situations and surviving 
are constructed. These constructions may include the interpretations and explanations of 
relations and actions, happenings, the actors that are present and visible, interactions 
between leaders or managers and followers, the former often being constructed as the 
most important in the development on the courses of events. 

To capture and enable the description of the processes as socially constructed, I have 
chosen a narrative approach. The approach places the contexts of the processes and 
events  in focus, as does social constructionism. The constructions are reconstructed as 
narratives, which are context sensitive implying that they are both changeable and the 
basis for negotiations. Bruner (1991: 9) has commented on the aspects of context 
sensibility:  
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‘In considering context, the familiar issues of narrative intention and of the 
background knowledge arise again. I have a very strong hunch, which may at 
first seem counterintuitive, that it is this very context sensitivity that makes 
narrative discourse in everyday life such a viable instrument for cultural 
negotiation. You tell your version, I tell mine, and we rarely need legal 
confrontation to settle the differences.’ 

 

Chapter 2, then, has dealt with how processes of handling crises can be viewed as 
socially constructed. In Chapter 3, the aim is to describe how individually and socially 
constructed realities become reified knowledge through narration as an act of 
sensemaking.  
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CHAPTER 3. NARRATING THE ROUTES TOWARDS SURVIVAL 

Introduction 

 

The following quote is from Life of Pi by Yann Martel, a book that tells the story of an 
Indian boy, Pi Patel, who is the sole survivor of a ship carrying him and his family, 
along with various animals from a zoo in India towards Canada. Pi survives for months 
in a life boat, together with a co-traveller: a 450-pound Royal Bengal tiger. Or so his 
story tells. The ship was owned by a Japanese shipping company, and after his life boat 
is washed upon shore in Mexico, two Japanese investigators employed by the shipping 
company set out to interview him, in order to find out what happened to the ship, and 
why it sank. Pi Patel tells them the story of how he came to find himself on the boat 
with the tiger, and about his adventurous journey. The investigators do not find his story 
quite credible. 

 

Mr. Okamoto: “But for the purposes of our investigation, we would like to know what 
really happened.” 
“What really happened?” 
“Yes.” 
“So you want another story?” 
“Uhh… no. We would like to know what really happened.” 
“Doesn’t the telling of something always become a story?” 
“Uhh… perhaps in English. In Japanese a story would have an element of invention in 
it. We don’t want any invention. We want the ‘straight facts’, as you say in English.  
“Isn’t telling about something – using words, English or Japanese – already something 
of an invention? Isn’t just looking upon this world already something of an invention?” 
“Uhh…” 
“The world isn’t just the way it is. It is how we understand it, no? And in understanding 
something, we bring something to it, no? Doesn’t that make life a story?” 
“Ha! Ha! Ha! You are very intelligent, Mr Patel.” 
Mr. Chiba (in Japanese): “What is he talking about?”  
“I have no idea” 
Pi Patel: “You want words that reflect reality?” 
“Yes.” 
“Words that do not contradict reality?” 
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“Exactly.” 
“But tigers don’t contradict reality.” 
“Oh please, no more tigers.” 
“I know what you want. You want a story that won’t surprise you. That will confirm 
what you already know. That won’t make you see higher or further or differently. You 
want a flat story. An immobile story. You want dry, yeastless factuality.” 

 

And so, Pi Patel goes on to telling them a story that the two investigators find more 
believable. However gruesome and cruel the second story, it involves people, not 
animals, and the investigators subsequently appear to find it more credible as they find 
themselves able to relate to it.  

Pi’s way of reflecting on the characteristics of ‘stories’ is indeed a neat illustration of a 
social constructionist perspective, and, it serves as an illustrative introduction to the 
approach I have chosen for the purpose of this study. I start by arguing for viewing 
knowledge as narrative in what follows, after which I proceed to describing narratives 
and properties of narratives relying especially on Jerome Bruner. I then explore what a 
narrative approach may entail before turning to drawing up a the methodological points 
of departure that I have found apt in terms of conducting my study, and finally, I 
explain how I went about interviewing and analysing the interviews.  

Before moving to the following, I might add that when reviewing literature on narrative 
theories and methods, I have found it difficult to identify ‘the narrative method’ or ‘the 
narrative theory’. There are, instead, various narrative approaches in my view, or 
narratologies, defined by Currie (1998) as the theory and systematic study of narrative. 
According to Boje (2001), there are at least Realist, Formalist, Pragmatist, Social 
constructionist, Poststructuralist, Critical theorist, Postmodernist narratologies, each of 
which is based on specific ontological and epistemological assumptions. (See Appendix 
1. for a detailed overview of narratologies.)  

Following the above, the narratology of this study is a social constructionist 
narratology, which is based on the ontological assumption of individual and socially 
constructed realities. The underlying epistemological assumption is that narrative is a 
subjective account reified as objective knowledge. According to social constructionist 
narratology, narratives become acts of sensemaking. (e.g. Boje 2001)  

In this chapter I rely firstly on Bruner to illustrate narrative and narrative knowledge on 
an abstract, more general level. Secondly, I rely on Czarniamska, who applies a 
narrative approach to organisational research.  
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Narrative knowledge 

 

To introduce what I understand by the concept narrative, I will borrow from Hayden 
White (1987: 1-2), who claims that raising the question of the nature of narrative 
possibly means to invite reflection even on the nature of humanity itself. He argues that 
the impulse to narrate is natural, and the form of narrative is inevitable for any report on 
the way things happened, to the extent that narrativity only could appear problematic in 
a culture in which it is absent.  

 

‘As the late Roland Barthes remarked, narrative “is simply there like life itself 
… international, transhistorical, transcultural.” Far from being a problem, then, 
narrative might well be considered a solution to a problem of general human 
concern, namely, the problem of how to translate knowing into telling, the 
problem of fashioning human experience into a form assimilable to structures of 
meaning that are generally human rather than culture-specific. We may not be 
able fully to comprehend specific thought patterns of another culture, but we 
have relatively less difficulty understanding a story coming from another 
culture, however exotic that culture may appear to us. As Barthes says, narrative 
is translatable without fundamental damage, in a way that a lyric poem or a 
philosophical discourse is not.’ (White 1987: 1) [Italics in original] 

 

Bruner (1991: 4) claims that while we have come to learn a great deal about how we 
construct and explain a world of nature in terms of causes and probabilities, we still 
know altogether too little about the process of how the ‘rich and messy domain of 
human interaction’ is constructed and represented (Ibid. 4). According to Bruner, we 
organise our experiences as well as our memory of ’human happenings’ mainly in the 
form of narrative. He gives examples such as stories, excuses, myths, our reasons for 
acting or choosing not to act. Narratives, he claims, can only achieve what he calls 
‘versimilitude’, unlike the constructions generated by logical and scientific methods and 
procedures, which can be falsified. 

Bruner (1986) distinguishes between the logo-scientific and the narrative mode of 
thinking, and claims that comparing the two modes entails understanding the difference 
between a sound argument and a good story. The two modes both provide distinctive 
ways of ordering experience and thus constructing reality, and they are, further, argues 
Bruner, irreducible to one another, although complementary. He states that ‘Efforts to 
reduce one mode to the other or to ignore one at the expense of the other inevitably fail 
to capture the rich diversity of thought.’ (Ibid. 11). He illustrates the difference between 
the two modes of thinking as follows: 
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‘the types of causality implied in the two modes are palpably different. The term 
then functions differently in the logical proposition ‘if x, then y’, and in the 
narrative recit ‘The king died, and then the queen died.’ One leads to a search 
for universal truth conditions, the other for likely particular connections between 
two events – moral grief, suicide, foul play’ (Bruner 1986: 11-12) 

 

Narrative knowledge, then, tells stories about human intentions and actions, situating 
them in time and space, mixing objective and subjective aspects and relating the world 
as people see it, thereby not uncommonly substituting chronology for causality. Logo-
scientific knowledge, on the other hand, attempts to explain the world by looking for 
cause-effect connections through which general laws can be formulated. Inherent to this 
are procedures for verifying and falsifying results. (Czarniawska 2004) The narrative 
mode of thinking thus entails how we translate our experience of what happened into 
story form, claims Bruner (1998), and from this follows, that narratives are a version of 
reality, the acceptability of which is governed by ’narrative necessity’, not by empirical 
verification and logical requiredness (Bruner 1991). Or, as Polkinghorne (1988) 
suggests, we tell narratives in order to understand our own lives, as well as those of 
other people.  

How, then, is the concept of narrative and narrative knowledge relevant for 
organisational studies and for my study in particular? Czarniawska (1997) claims that 
while logo-scientific knowledge provides the basis for a positivist approach, narrative 
knowledge can constitute the basis for interpretive studies. She refers to studies she has 
conducted, and  argues that she - through narratives told to her by the actors, while they 
told them to themselves, and to other actors, as well as to observers - attempted to show 
that narrative knowledge does constitute the core of organisational knowledge, in that it 
is an important way of making sense of what goes on in everyday organisational life 
(Ibid. 167).  

In order to illustrate the contributions that narratives can provide, I would like to point 
to Merete Mazzarella (2000) who explains that while writing a book called The 
temptations of infidelity. A book about marriage, she learned far more about this from 
novels such as Madam Bovary and Anna Karenina, than from the works in sociology, 
psychology and marriage counselling that she also studied. She says that novels can ‘at 
least do more than naming and describing ambivalence: they can convey the very feel of 
it.’ Stories about the crisis handling told by the persons involved can, in my view, 
convey the very feel of that particular situation. The actors are present and made visible 
and their intentions become meaningful in the stories, thus providing a comprehension 
of how they experienced that the events unfolded.  
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In what follows I shall take a look at Bruner’s (1986; 1990; 1991; 1998) approach to 
and definition of narratives.   

 

Properties of a narrative 

 

Bruner (1991) defines narratives as accounts of events occurring over time, or, as 
diachronic which means lasting through time or during the existing period. Inherent to a 
narrative is then a chronological dimension; it is made up of events along a line of time, 
the significance of which, Bruner points out, is given by the meaning the narrator 
assigns to the accounted events. The narrative can then be about recollections of past 
events - as is the case in my study - or of happenings taking place in the present, 
concerned with the narration of actions and reactions, describing intentions, beliefs and 
explaining these, thereby constructing a coherent and meaningful whole out of them.   

Narrative differs from other forms of discourse and modes of organising experience, 
and Bruner explains the difference by pointing to, firstly and principally, its inherent 
sequentiality, the constituents being a unique sequence of events, mental states and 
happenings that involve human beings as characters, or actors. The constituents, 
however, do not have a life or meaning of their own, as Bruner argues: 

 

‘Their meaning is given by their place in the overall configuration of the 
sequence as a whole – its plot or fabula. The act of grasping a narrative, then, is 
a dual one: the interpreter has to grasp the narrative’s configuring plot in order 
to make sense of its constituents, which must relate to that plot. But the plot 
configuration must itself be extracted from the succession of events.‘ (Bruner 
1990: 43) [Italics in original] 

 

It is then, Bruner explains, not the truth or falsity of sentences that make up a story that 
determine the overall configuration or plot, but rather, it is the structure, that is, the 
sequence of the sentences. The plot structure thus makes the process of the sequences 
comprehensible and meaningful to the narrator as well as to the listener, or co-narrator, 
as it may be. The narrator imposes the plot on events by selecting and prioritising as 
well as ordering happenings from a specific point of view, placing the happenings in a 
particular context and thereby determining the delineation and demarcation of the 
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course of events. The plot involves a temporal order of the events which suggest a 
connection between them, thus providing explanations and justifications, these then 
appearing and being explained as causal. Narrative accounts cannot provide causal 
explanations, only interpretations of why a character acted as he or she did. 

 

‘It is this unique sequentiality that is indispensable to a story’s significance and 
to the mode of mental organization in terms of which it is grasped. Efforts to 
dethrone this “rule of sequence” as the hallmark of narrative have all yielded 
accounts of narrative that sacrifice its uniqueness to some other goal.’ (Bruner 
1990: 44) 

 

Bruner points to the importance of understanding this by arguing that an attempt to 
‘dechronologise’ diachronic, historical accounts, for instance, would lead to the loss of 
particularity. Particularity, he argues, is an essential element inherent to narrative, as 
narratives take as their ostensive reference particular happenings, which, however, are 
their vehicles, rather than their destinations. 

A significant feature of narrative that Bruner points to is that it specialises in the 
‘forging’ of links between the exceptional and the ordinary. In explaining this feature, 
Bruner draws upon folk psychology, which is invested in canonicality, that is, it focuses 
on endowing the expectable and the usual in the human condition with legitimacy or 
authority.  

 

 ‘The “negotiated meanings” discussed by social anthropologists or culture 
critics as essential to the conduct of a culture are made possible by narrative’s 
apparatus for dealing simultaneously with canonicality and exceptionality. Thus, 
while a culture must contain a set of norms, it must also contain a set of 
interpretive procedures for rendering departures from those norms meaningful in 
terms of established patterns of belief. Stories achieve their meanings by 
explicating deviations from the ordinary in a comprehensible form ...’ (Bruner 
1990: 47) 

 

Obviously, then, not every sequence of events recounted constitutes a narrative. Some 
happenings, Bruner claims, do not warrant telling about and accounts of them would be 
said to be ‘pointless’ rather than storylike. An example of such an account would be, for 
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instance, how to behave in a restaurant. Although such accounts are necessary as 
background for a narrative, they do not constitute narrativity itself. In order to be worth 
telling, a tale has to be about how an ‘implicit canonical script’ has been violated or 
deviated from. 

When we tell of an event, we need to make it understandable from a certain point of 
view, and in a specific context if it is to make sense to the listener (Bruner 1991). 
Narratives are, then, all about people acting in specific settings. In these settings, the 
happenings must be relevant to the individuals’ intentional states, that is, to their beliefs, 
values and desires, physical events playing a role in stories mainly by affecting the 
intentional states of their protagonists. What happens is then typically explained by 
consciously intended actions, which become emplotted and thereby events in the 
narrative. 

 

‘But intentional states in narrative never fully determine the course of events, 
since a character with a particular intentional state might end up doing 
practically anything. For some measure of agency is always present in narrative, 
and agency presupposes choice – some element of “freedom”. If people can 
predict anything from a character’s intentional states, it is only how he will feel 
or how he will have perceived the situation. The loose link between intentional 
states and subsequent action is the reason why narrative accounts cannot provide 
causal explanations. What they supply instead is the basis for interpreting why a 
character acted as he or she did. Interpretation is concerned with “reasons” for 
things happening, rather than strictly with their “causes”.’ (Bruner 1991: 7)  

 

Bruner (1991: 18) raises the question of how we go about cobbling stories together and 
thereby making them into a whole of some kind. How is narrative accrual achieved, as 
opposed to sciences that achieve their accrual by for instance derivation from general 
principles? The answer Bruner gives us is as follows. 

 

‘One of the principal ways in which we work “mentally” in common, I would 
want to argue, is by the process of joint narrative accrual. Even our individual 
autobiographies, as I have argued elsewhere, depend on being placed social 
history in which we locate our Selves and our individual continuities. It is a 
sense of belonging to this canonical past that within a continuity provided by a 
constructed and shared permits us to form our own narratives of deviation while 
maintaining complicity with the canon.’ (Bruner 1991: 20)  
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Narrating is, then, also part of the process of how we construct our identity, in 
interaction with our environment. By means of narrating I may construct, re-construct 
or support my identity. This will influence the narrative I choose to tell, and the 
narrative I tell may contribute to how I construct identities of both myself, as well as of 
other actors the narrative is about. When talking about actors acting in a specific setting, 
I have them act more or less purposefully within the social world I describe, which 
through my narrating becomes a coherent and meaningful whole. 

 

Approaching the field 

 

The companies 

 

The companies in my study are four KIOs offering services ranging from consultancy, 
translation and advertising to production of software. As mentioned already in Chapter 
1, the four companies all survived in the sense that they avoided bankruptcy.  

I have chosen to give the companies names in terms of metaphors, each metaphor 
describing some aspect of how the company in question functioned based on my own 
interpretation. In some cases the metaphor was one given to me by the interviewees. 
The metaphors make visible relationships between co-workers and managers, along 
with evoking structural and control aspects and they also illustrate ways of co-operating, 
indicating, for example, the extent of individualistic or collective orientation. The 
metaphors at first served as a means for me to make sense of certain characteristics of 
and differences between the companies that I found in the stories I was told. I named the 
companies The Lone Wolf, The Bee Hive, The Wolf Pack, and The Anthill, names I 
continued to use throughout the analysis although I originally intended to change these 
eventually. I decided however to hold on to them as they may provide the reader with 
the similar sense of characteristic aspects of each company.   

The Lone Wolf is a small advertising agency. At the time of the interview it was owned 
and managed by the CEO who founded the business at the threshold of the recession, 
and the company employed five persons during that time. The Lone Wolf metaphor 
appeared to me to be an apt description of the contrast between how the process of 
handling the crisis was described by the CEO of this company and those of the other 
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companies in this study. At the Lone Wolf, I was only allowed by the CEO to interview 
her, as the people who worked for the company during the recession had all left by the 
time I interviewed her, and she found that it would be inappropriate to contact them. 
The company still exists, and is run and owned by the CEO I interviewed.  

The Bee Hive was a translation company that employed some thirty individuals during 
the recession. One of the interviewees used the metaphor to describe the company, and I 
have found it apt in terms of illustrating certain aspects of the structure as well as the 
culture of the company. I conducted interviews with the CEO, the chairman of the 
board, and with four other employees who all worked at the Bee Hive throughout the 
recession. The owners of the company sold it to an international conglomerate in the 
mid 1990s.  

The Wolf Pack is an international management consultancy, that employed around a 
hundred persons during the recession, roughly half of whom worked as consultants. The 
company had been established around half a century before the recession. The Wolf 
Pack metaphor was used by the CEO of the company when describing their 
organisational culture and their way of dealing with the crisis. I interviewed the CEO, 
who was also in charge as CEO during the recession, as well as four consultants, who 
all worked for the company throughout it, and still did so when I conducted the 
interviews. The Wolf Pack is still in business, although changes in management as well 
as the ownership structure have been made since the recession and the interviewing 
process. 

The Anthill produced software solutions and employed some 60 persons at beginning of 
the recession. The metaphor was one I suggested to the CEO, who found it an 
illustrating description of how the employees collaborated. I interviewed the CEO and 
four consultants who worked for the company during the recession. One of the 
interviewees had been laid off and another one had experienced temporary lay off 
during the crisis. The Anthill did not survive economically, but legally however, as it 
was merged with another company after the recession, whereby none of the 
interviewees worked for the original Anthill company at the time of the interviews.  

Table 1 below presents an overview of the companies, the business they operated in, 
number of employees during the recession, number of interviews conducted and the 
position held by the interviewees during the recession. 
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Table 1. Overview of the companies 
 
 
 
 

Company Business No. of 
employees 
during 
recession 

No. of 
interviewees 

Positions during 
recession 

The Lone Wolf Advertising 5 1 CEO/owner 

The Bee Hive Translation 30 6 CEO/owner, 
chairman of 
board/owner,  

Specialists 

The Wolf Pack Consulting 100 5 CEO 

Consultants 

The Anthill IT 60 5 CEO 

Consultants 

 

 

 

The interviews 

 

The companies were selected on the basis of several criteria: they were all KIOs, they 
all operated on a business-to-business level, all of them survived the crisis in terms of 
avoiding bankruptcy. Additionally, the companies were all situated in Southern Finland, 
an issue of convenience to me when conducting the interviews. 

I conducted the interviews at the companies one by one, beginning in 1999 until 2001. 
In all the companies except for The Lone Wolf, I interviewed both the manager and a 
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number of co-workers. In the three companies where I was allowed to interview 
subordinates, I interviewed additional co-workers until no new aspects appeared. I 
asked each interviewee to name people whom he or she found could make a valuable 
contribution in terms of interesting experiences, or particular points of view or 
experiences. One could obviously argue that this leads to interviewing only those who 
have a positive picture of what happened, as the first person I asked for further names 
from was always the manager. However, experience from the interviews showed that 
most of the interviewees even without any encouragement took the effort to mention 
people they found may have an especially critical picture or even difficult experiences 
of the crisis.  

Access was negotiated by phone, and I started by phoning the persons who had been in 
the position of managing director of each company during the recession. I explained that 
I was writing a doctoral thesis on companies that managed to survive the crisis induced 
by the severe Finnish recession of the 1990s. I also told them that the study is about the 
social and managerial side of the crisis handling process. Furthermore, my study was 
part of a large research project on the Finnish recession of the 1990s funded by the 
Finnish Academy, which presumably was an argument that helped me get access.  

As I contacted the managers in order to negotiate access, all of them very generously 
showed their interest, and were willing to give me the time I needed. This was perhaps 
due to the fact that I was studying survivors of the recession, and they were proud to 
represent that category. When calling other members of the organisations to ask for 
interviews, they often reacted somewhat apprehensively by saying that they could not 
remember as so much time had passed, and that they probably would not have anything 
valuable to say. I assured them that they did not need to prepare for the interviews in 
any way, that it would be more of a conversation around the topic and that they would 
surely remember things that would be relevant for my study. This is also what 
happened, and mostly the interviewees became very eager to talk the further the 
interviews advanced. Very few interviewees were preoccupied with their anonymity, 
and none of them objected the slightest to my wish to record the interview.  

I continued contacting additional companies until I found I had enough of a variety of 
different contexts, in which there were sufficiently interesting processes of crisis 
handling being described in order for my aims to be met. Hiillos (2004) describes how 
she experienced having reached the saturation point (e.g. Glaser and Strauss 1967) by 
arguing that although additional data in her case could have contributed to further 
enriching the descriptions she was constructing, she thought it unlikely that any more 
new themes would emerge. At the time when I felt that the interviews provided we with 
sufficiently interesting similarities and differences, as well as overlaps, I thus decided 
that the extent of my material was satisfactory.  

I describe my interviews as narrative in nature, following Czarniawska (1998: 29), and I 
initiated the interviews by asking the respondents to describe their perception of the 
events related to the recession and the crisis as they experienced it, particularly focusing 
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on how they became aware of the recession in society in general, as well as within the 
organisation. I asked them if they could remember whether and how the recession was 
discussed as well as when it was first acknowledged in the company, and what 
happened when or if it seemed to become a fact. After this, I intervened as little as 
possible in their account-giving. Whenever they seemed not to remember, I asked them 
if there were some specific incidents they could think of, for instance a first meeting 
where the crisis and what was happening within the company due to the recession was 
talked about. Hence, the focus was on tracing incidents, however not only incidents, but 
also accounts of what happened between the incidents, and, eventually, how the crisis 
situation had ended. This way the narratives took shape - through conversations about 
the happenings from the time the awareness of the recession had grown, until the point 
it was over.  

During the interviews it was the interviewees rather than me as the interviewer who in 
many respects chose the structure as well as the main concepts of the accounts: they 
emplotted it. In this manner, as Czarniawska would argue, the interviews came to centre 
around actual events, not generalised or hypothetical situations, thus coming close to 
everyday accounts. Needless to say, narrating is a social act involving some degree of 
negotiation between the narrator and the listener, as Bakhtin (1981) points out, whereby 
any audience becomes co-author of the narrative, including myself as the interviewer.  

 

The analysis 

 

When I set out to construct narratives of the companies’ processes of overcoming the 
crisis, I initially relied on Czarniawska (1997: 78) based on her description of a study 
she has conducted. The narratives she had collected from self-reports of interlocutors, 
various documents, her own field notes, etc., she cathegorised into stories, serials and 
themes. To her, a story consists of a plot and it comprises causally related episodes that 
culminate into a solution to a problem. Stories reveal a great deal about specific 
organisations, ‘since it is precisely in the story context that actors improvise against the 
background of known rules.’ (Ibid.). Characteristic for a story is that it has a clear 
chronological structure, it combines traditional elements (‘this is the way we do things 
in this organisation)’ with spontaneous features (‘But does it actually apply in this 
case?’) as well as creative aspects (‘Now we do it this way instead’). Czarniawska 
concludes that stories tell about critical and dramatic events in organisational life.  

Themes, according to Czarniawska, contain no plot, only thematically related episodes, 
such as ‘personnel’, ‘communication’, etc. She claims the objective is to demonstrate 
‘what people do and how they act in certain types of situations.’ In organisational terms, 
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the scenes that are built around such themes would show how ‘relevant routines and 
rules are created, recreated, and changed in everyday life.’ 

Finally, a serial has no plot either, and it consists of temporarily related episodes 
(‘installments’) that both vary and are repeated. It contains no solution and so it can 
continue forever. Czarniawska (1997: 79) explains that as in stories and themes, ‘the 
actors have to take into account “how people do things in this organisation”, but in this 
case it is a question of transforming a story (something that happened once and might 
never get repeated) into a theme (something that is incorporated into the relevant 
routines).’ 

Czarniawska explains that stories are to be viewed as the most localised element, as 
they come from specific organisations. Serials, again, are recognisable in all of an 
organisational field, in her case, ‘the Swedish public sector’, whereas themes are found 
in many kinds of large, complex organisations. All the three are, however, clearly 
linked, she argues, and concerned with ‘routines and change, construction and 
deconstruction, creativity and conformism.’ (Ibid. 79) 

Czarniawska starts with stories as they, she claims, can be seen as the basic unit of most 
narratives, and she explains (Ibid: 79) 

 

‘In organizations the prescription for a good story is very simple indeed: mix 
well some random events, several attempts at control, and the corresponding 
amount of countercontrol, put in a warm place, and wait for results. Stories 
begin because somebody has an idea and wants to realize it, or the other way 
around: because something has happened, and people in an organization feel 
they have to react to it. The stream of events begins to flow, and as all streams 
do, it encounters various hurdles along the way. In traditional terms of 
organization theory discourse, we (and practitioners) often talk about “friction”. 
The encounters between old/new, and the result in friction are, in fact a recurring 
topic in the stories that follow.’  

 

 

Following Czarniawska’s categorisation above, I initiated the analysis by reading the 
interview transcripts. My attempt was at this point to find traces of stories, themes and 
serials that I interpreted as relating to experiences of the management and the handling 
(or non-handling) of crisis.  

In the beginning I was not quite aware of what I was looking for in particular, but 
shortly, after a number of re-readings of each interview, structures started to emerge and 
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the stories told by each interviewee began to take shape. This is when I started to treat 
the interviews as stories that illustrated how the crisis began, how the actors became 
aware of it and how the processes proceeded towards overcoming and surviving crisis. I 
created shortlists for each interview, comparing the shortlists with the others of the 
same company. Based on my shortlists, observations and reflections, I set out to 
construct narratives that I chose to view as each company’s individual ‘route’ through 
the recession, which are presented in the following four chapters. While creating my 
shortlists and then constructing the narratives, I started focusing on the content, 
although following Riessman, (1993, cited in Coffey and Atkins 1996) who claims that 
one should begin with structure, and avoid to read simply for content, as attention to the 
structure of the narrative might include looking at how the story is organised, the tale is 
developed and where and how the narrative begins and ends.  

After having constructed the narratives according to the structure of how the recession 
was acknowledged, what actions were taken in order to deal with the crisis, and how it 
was overcome, I started to read for content in the narratives. I did this relying on Martin 
et al. (1983) who claim that it is sometimes difficult to ascertain which of many 
plausible messages are implicit in a story, and that they chose to focus on the ‘broad 
concerns represented by story content, rather than fine differences of meaning.’ (Ibid. 
439)  

While focusing on content, I could identify elements that I have decided to label key 
notions of the stories. These are actual words used by the interviewees as explanations 
for how the crisis was dealt with and subsequently overcome, and I found that naming 
them key notions was sufficient for the purpose of my study, and decided to substitute 
‘themes’ and ‘serials’ with the concept key notions. These words were, for instance, 
‘strategy’, ‘management’ and ‘control’. The key notions are thus words that were 
ascribed with meaning and importance for how survival occurred by the interviewees, 
and they came to serve as turning points or triggers for bringing the story forward. 
Having identified the key notions, I set out to explore how they could be helpful in 
describing and making sense of processes of crisis handling and overcoming crises.  

A question that surfaced when attempting to make sense of the key notions was, how 
come certain stories were told to me by the interviewees, while others remained untold. 
In exploring this, I turned to Martin et al. (1983), who address the question of why 
certain stories told by organisational members survive and proliferate, which others do 
not. They offer three explanations, the first being that stories often seem to express 
tension that arises from conflicts between organisational exigencies and the values of 
individual employees. For instance, an employee may value equality, security and 
control, while the organisation ceases its right to threaten these values in order to 
survive. These sources of tensions are labelled dualities, further explained as issues that 
cannot easily be resolved as contradictory aspects of the issues are inevitably present 
and are at the same time desirable and undesirable. The authors claim that a desire to 
believe that a resolution mostly exists, which is why dualities cause tension. Hence, 
organisational stories are regarded as expressing tension created by dualities, and 
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perhaps reducing the tension by expressing it. These tensions obviously surface during 
times of crisis. 

Secondly, according to Martin et al. (1983), stories offer self-enhancing explanations for 
organisational events. Individuals tend to seek retrospective explanations, and in doing 
so, reputations and self-esteem are often on the line. It is not surprising, then, that 
stories tend to contain evidence of a certain self-enhancing bias. When accounting for 
how one has acted during chaotic times, it is perhaps quite clear at the very point in time 
when the crisis occurs why one acts in a certain way, or acts in a way that one regrets in 
hindsight, which is why one tends to need to explain that there was, for instance no 
choice, the situation being as it was. Martin et al. (1983: 450) state that individuals often 
attribute success to themselves, while blaming failure on external forces that are beyond 
their control.  

The third explanation we are offered concerns identification and distancing. Attributions 
endow the institution with uniqueness, enabling employees to identify with a benevolent 
organisation or to distance themselves from a less desirable institution. Martin et al. 
explain (Ibid. 448):  

 

‘Some employees in my organization, with whom I identify, are 
good/sane/just/competent. My organization, however, is bad/insane/unjust/ 
incompetent. To the extent that successes occur, they happen because of the 
efforts of these admirable employees, because of the assistance from forces 
outside of the organization, and despite the actions of the rest of the 
organization. When failures occur, the organization itself is to blame.’  

 

The explanations Martin et al. offer for the survival of stories provided me with an 
understanding of how come I had been told certain kinds of stories, and helped me 
identifying key notions that can be interpreted as having been ascribed with meaning in 
terms of overcoming the crisis. 

Furthermore, I discovered that the stories I was told can be labelled obstacle stories, a 
particular story type that occurs most frequently in the study of Martin et al. (1983), the 
situation of decline that resulted from the recession being constructed as the obstacle.  

Typical for this story type is, according to Martin et al. (Ibid.), that the difference 
between the positive and negative versions of it is striking. In the positive versions of 
this story type, the heroes or heroines respond to obstacles of environmental or technical 
character with effort beyond that required by their formal job descriptions. Employees 
work with unusual diligence and persistence, and are described as courageous. They are 
told to exert considerable control over events.  
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In the negative obstacle stories, the same ranges of obstacles are present, but the main 
characters are seldom even mentioned by name. Their response to obstacles is limited 
by their formal job descriptions, and the self-starting individual that is central to the 
positive obstacle story is totally absent in the negative version. Instead the characters 
adhere to standard operating procedures or react with resignation and/or passivity. 
Outcomes are problematic, as although an obstacle is successfully overcome, the 
organisation is not given credit. 

Obstacle stories can be compared to how Gabriel (2000) describes how the contents of 
stories and the emotions they trigger lead to different modes of storytelling, which may 
explain what the interviewees chose to tell me or leave untold. Gabriel distinguishes 
between epic stories, comic stories, tragic stories, and romantic stories. Epic stories 
generate pride in the teller, who seeks to generate the listener’s admiration. These 
stories are about achievements, contests and trials, the ending mostly being a happy one, 
whereby it comes close to what Martin et al. (1983) name a positive obstacle story. 
Comic stories are about mishaps, breakdowns of communication or badly botched ideas, 
and they generate laughter. Tragic stories, on the other hand, generate pity or sorrow, 
and are to be treated with respect and compassion by the audience. Mostly they concern 
traumas or insults that leave scars on the victims. Finally, romantic stories are 
sentimentally more serene than tragic ones, and they are about love, gratitude and 
appreciation. Combinations between the four modes result in what Gabriel labels 
‘hybrids’, such as ‘tragic-comic’ or ‘tragic-epic’. An important point Gabriel makes is 
that when telling their stories, the tellers are –intentionally or not – aiming at drawing 
up the picture they want to present to the listener, and depending on who the listener is, 
different aspects are emphasized (cf. Berger and Luckmann 1966, on relevance 
structures in Chapter 2: 21-22).   

The final step in my analysis concerned interpreting how the key notions I had 
identified might be helpful in describing crisis handling processes as socially 
constructed, the key notions being elements that triggered the courses of events towards 
overcoming survival. Upon this, I set out to describe the processes as socially 
constructed, relying primarily on Berger and Luckmann and their theory presented in 
Chapter 2, in line with my aim, to understand handling crises as socially constructed 
processes. 

 

Summary 

 

The three first chapters of this thesis can be seen as my confessions regarding how I 
have chosen to read and comprehend the phenomena I am studying, I have attempted to 
describe a theoretical framework that I apply as a means of understanding the processes 
I am exploring. I have then explained my methodological points of departure, and the 
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methods I consider apt. My approach has certainly not been a deductive one, but neither 
is it clearly inductive. It is more of an abductive approach (cf. Peirce 1958): the thesis as 
a whole was born through the encounter between the theoretical and the empirical, I 
have worked with these in a parallel manner, adjusting my questions and focus along 
the course of reading and writing. 

While conducting my analysis, a challenge I was confronted with was the one that 
Bruner (1991: 4) refers to as the dilemma of the so-called hermeneutic circle. He claims 
that the word ‘hermeneutic’ indicates that there is a text through which somebody 
attempts to express a meaning, and from which somebody is trying to extract meaning. 
This, he argues, implies that there is a difference between what the text expresses and 
what the text may mean. He continues by saying that there exists no unique solution to 
the task of determining the meaning for this expression, and that ‘hermeneutic 
interpretation is required when there is neither a rational method of assuring the truth of 
a meaning assigned to the text as a whole, nor an empirical method for determining the 
verifiability of the constituent parts that make it up.’ (Ibid). The dilemma of the 
hermeneutic circle then surfaces, that is, one tries to justify the ‘rightness’ of a reading 
of a text in terms of other readings rather than by for instance rational deduction or 
empirical proof. The telling of a story and its comprehension as a story depend on the 
human capacity to process knowledge in this interpretive way, argues Bruner (1991: 4): 

 

‘This hermeneutic property marks narrative both in its construction and in its 
comprehension. For narratives do not exist, as it were, in some real world, 
waiting there patiently and eternally to be veridically mirrored in a text. The act 
of constructing a narrative, moreover, is considerably more than ‘selecting’ 
events either from real life, from memory, or from fantasy and then placing them 
in appropriate order. The events themselves need to be constituted in the light of 
the overall narrative – in Propp’s terms, to be made ‘functions’ of the story.’ 

 

Now it is time to give voice to my interlocutors by turning to the narratives I have 
constructed relying on their stories. 
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CHAPTER 4. THE LONE WOLF 

The Lone Wolf company was founded at the threshold of the recession. The sole 
interviewee, the manager of the company, was the majority shareholder, and an art 
director who had been her colleague at her previous employer came along as a minority 
shareholder. The interviewee stated that the decision to start the company had been 
quite voluntary: she had neither been unemployed, nor discharged by any previous 
employer. On the contrary, she said, she had been at the peak of her career, holding a 
top position as a planner for a large, international advertising agency.  

 

‘[I was] responsible for really big clients. I was doing extremely well. Everything was fine. I 
wanted to take control over my own life. I was aware of the risk, when you break up, and clients 
won’t go with you and you can’t ask them to because it’s incorrect. I immediately started 
phoning potential clients. To tell them that we have this new advertising agency in [name of the 
city] and we would like to have you as our client ... I conducted very aggressive marketing. The 
results started to show at once. In January [1990] we had three good clients.   

 

Together with her business partner, she rented office space and employed five persons. 
To begin with, as the company was new and had no clients there were only expenses, 
she said. They started out with a foreign currency credit, the amount of which was 
100,000 Finnish marks (approx. 16, 500 euros). 

 

‘I was of course wise and careful enough, as women generally are, and didn’t borrow as much as 
the bank tried to convince me to borrow. We started out with one hundred thousand [Finnish 
marks] worth of foreign currency credit, which was the worst thing of all. I didn’t realise it at the 
time, the interests were supposed to be so beneficial, as they were. They were to be paid back in 
one instalment five years later. In five years they were to be paid back in one instalment. When I 
took it in December 1989, I thought this was paradise, and they offered me two hundred 
thousand. Fortunately, I didn’t take more than a hundred. To buy equipment. To pay for furniture 
and the first month’s salaries. To simply start the business. Luckily, I didn’t take the two 
hundred, because only two years later the [Finnish] mark crashed by forty per cent. Overnight.’   
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Only weeks after they started the business the banks went on strike, by which time the 
recession was a fact. The company had capital to collect from clients, but as the banks 
were on strike, the money was hard to transfer. One state-owned bank was not on strike, 
however, so the interviewee opened a bank account with them. A client issued a cheque, 
which was cashed ‘with some difficulty’, she said. That was how the first expenses 
were covered. The interviewee stated that she did well although the recession became 
increasingly severe, as she was in a position from which she was able to continue to get 
new clients and grow.   

The interviewee said she did not at that time understand anything about running a 
business, as she had never had anything to do with financial administration. She was a 
marketing professional and a creative person, she said. She was surprised when she saw 
the accounts for the first year and amazed at how many millions of Finnish marks had 
been made, although she had had no idea of how to handle these things – it had 
happened ‘by luck’, she said. The lesson she learned from the first year, she told me, 
was that it is possible to be successful despite bad times.  

During their second year in business, however, the recession worsened dramatically and 
organisations around them started downsizing or went bankrupt. Above all, she noticed 
that marketing agencies, in particular, were going bankrupt. She refused to give up, she 
said, and drew up a survival strategy, which was formulated as a ten-step programme: 

 

‘I was writing a manuscript for both the business and life itself. Although I myself am the 
heroine and play the leading part, I noticed that when you do things according to a manuscript, it 
is about controlling the business and being goal oriented. There are the goals and objectives; in 
terms of what I want to be after two years, and how to survive that recession. The first criterion 
was that the business cannot fail or run into debt at all, it cannot come to a bad end. But it has to 
... because my own money was tied up in it, and that is quite a  spur when you know that you 
have to protect your own ... Let’s say, I think I did extremely well there, because we never made 
any losses. We didn’t always make a profit, but no losses either.’ 

 

The interviewee said that the first and most important thing had been to get the costs 
under control, meaning checking and revising the salaries. From the very beginning, the 
salaries had been high. Marketing was intensified, and she started to establish business 
contacts. She focused on ‘perfecting the product’, which, according to the interviewee, 
in an advertising agency means investing in creativity and strategic planning and in 
project management in general. In this context, the employees’ competence level was 
also regarded as important in terms of a good education, language skills and know-how 
of the industry. She mentioned conscious diversification as one strategy. Not only did 
they produce advertisements and marketing campaigns, but they also diversified into a 
closely related business area.  
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‘I became more aggressive and dynamic and bold. I knew that we were facing a crisis because I 
had five people working for me and pretty high salaries and many commitments. Then I had this 
... I started to establish business contacts to as many decision-makers as possible. Already then I 
started to ... nowadays it’s fashionable to, well, network. Consciously, I used my own good 
contacts and also as my husband is a manager on an international level, also his contacts, I had 
had to play the hostess for years when I lived abroad and I met important decision-makers. 
Although they were in the [ ]business. I got to know them by “sneaking through the backway”, 
an awful lot of important Finnish decision-makers. I used them too, to put it bluntly, I contacted 
them, and that way tried to get ... I created high-profile business contacts. 

 

As the recession grew more severe, the interviewee said she decided to take full control 
over the company and subsequently bought the whole share capital. She explained why 
she had done this as follows. 

 

‘It was to secure my business companion, since [the person] didn’t have any property, the bank 
will, however, take, if the loans ... if you can’t pay the interest or the loan expires, the bank will 
take the money from the one that is most likely to have it. The bank manager told me that if 
things turned sour, they would collect it from me since I have assets. But they won’t collect from 
someone they know they can’t get anything from. I decided that if I’m the one with the full 
responsibility and my property is at stake, then why should there be a minority share holder, who 
can’t carry any responsibility at all. So I bought the whole share capital.’  

 

She never mentioned what happened to her business companion, nor how that person 
had reacted to being bought out. The importance of keeping control over the finances, 
on the other hand, was something the interviewee emphasised many times. She said 
they always paid invoices, taxes and salaries on due date, ‘taxes are accounted for, both 
then and now.’ That way the situation is constantly up to date and predictable, she said. 
Throughout the whole history of the company, the initial 100,000 Finnish mark loan had 
remained the only one.  

 

‘When the recession hit, [I decided] I’ll never draw up debt, I’ll never accept external funding. 
Investments are made on the basis of cash flow. And that’s how it has been. Invoices on due date 
and no debt ever. I don’t want to be at the mercy of the banks or be led by the nose by some risk 
sponsor. Because that way you lose your autonomy.’ 
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Since the interviewee did not talk about her employees in terms of how they reacted 
during the crisis and how she would describe the atmosphere during those times, I 
asked:  

  

MÖ: ‘You had five persons working for you, were they scared that soon they wouldn’t get paid, 
what was it like?’  

I: ‘I’ve never told the personnel about difficulties, so that they won’t get infected by a paralysing 
fear, because you just can’t paralyse creative individuals, because this is a creative specialist 
organisation, creative people need to be sunny, to smile and laugh, there aren’t any problems. If, 
on the other hand there are rainy days, it ... their creativity is blocked, it all comes to a halt. They 
aren’t capable of designing good advertisements. That is why it’s so difficult to lead a creative 
specialist organisation. It is difficult to the extent that one cross word can spoil the whole day.’ 

 

The interviewee summed up the process of how she had started her business and 
changes to her own role as manager of the company as follows:  

 

‘Let’s say, the beginning was the way it was. I made it [the business] succeed, but it took hard 
work. I worked from fifteen to sixteen hours a day, even twenty. To be honest, even last year, 
it’s been ten years now, even last year I worked fifteen hours a day. This year, now that I have 
new personnel and new people, and of course more people, not until this year have I been able to 
relax. I have good people, I can delegate responsibility and have done this consciously. Because 
I’ve noticed that I make a greater effort if I lead this company and create contacts, network and 
lobby than if I were to spend all day in my office. I only handle the strategic work. Although I 
still handle a few big clients. In the sense that, I handle them, but I have a person in charge of 
business contact planning, and a secretary who acts as my right hand, who does the paperwork. I 
go to business negotiations and talk on the phone ... the dirty work ... I just make sure that it gets 
done the right way. It’s only now ... after having worked like crazy for ten years ... that I realise 
that if I hadn’t worked like crazy or put myself on the line, I don’t believe we would be doing as 
well as we are. The other alternative had been hiring an external, good vice president. Who 
would have been a good colleague and would have taken care of marketing. It might have turned 
out just as well if not better, but let’s say, when you’re an entrepreneur, you don’t easily dare to 
give up financial power and responsibility, because at the end of the day, your own assets are at 
stake.’ 
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On management 

 

The interviewee talked a great deal about management and leadership in general, and 
pointed to the downsides to management (‘the dark side of management’), or the 
loneliness she found that the position brings with it; there are things you cannot tell the 
personnel or the clients, she said, which leaves you all alone, without support, and with 
all the business secrets and client confidentiality. 

 

‘Many times the dark sides, you stand alone, and sometimes you long for the kind of support, 
that you wish that you could tell someone, but you can’t even tell your own husband. Or your 
child. And not everyone understands if they aren’t in the same kind of trouble. You can’t tell 
them, the other person can’t begin to imagine, or empathise with your predicament. Management 
is a very lonely business. All those stories about it being tough at the top are not complete 
fabrications.’ 

 

At times, she said, you can turn to a colleague for advice, but the responsibility remains 
yours, which she said can be stressful. However, a positive attitude helps coping with 
the dark side, and her attitude was that ‘even in the middle of a rainstorm – and believe 
me, I detest rain – I know the sun will soon shine again.’  

She continued by reflecting on how managers frequently bustle about, but rarely stop 
and think, which, she said, management in effect is all about. She found that she had 
been more of an action-focused person in the past, and that she was now attempting to 
become more of a reflecting and questioning one, as ‘a job well planned is a job half 
done’. She claimed that now her dreams and action plans were crystallising, and her 
mission was subsequently to drum the dream into the employees; to get them to go 
along with her, as she found that alone she cannot do anything.  

 

‘I’m just a coach with the strings in my hands… I’m just a coach, because these specialists 
know, but then again, how can I ... gain the skills, in order to get the crowd to go along, to strive 
for that common goal, that they get enthusiastic about that which I want them to become 
enthusiastic about, to drum my own goal into them so they would embrace it. I’ve read all the 
Nokia books years ago, but now I’ve taken them out again, to see how they managed to motivate 
personnel into giving more of themselves than before and to put everything else aside for the 
sake of the dream. I do in fact idealise Ollila, and it’s only now that I listen to and observe him. 
What he says and does, and I’m thinking ‘how did he do it?’, considering the fact that it all came 
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from nothing, from manufacturing rubber boots .... It’s really… of course there have been many 
other leaders over the years and it’s a result of the work of many people, but anyway.’ 

The interviewee stated that she had a strict recruitment policy, which did not involve 
hiring ‘stars’. Instead, her focus was on education and she particularly valued a 
university degree, as well as other vocational degrees. She said language skills and 
international experience were of importance, along with a certain professionalism 
including cutting-edge knowledge. She emphasised an understanding of the strategic 
side of marketing – the problematics of why it is done and for whom – as essential for 
everyone working for the company and they would actively seek influences by buying 
state-of-the-art literature, she said. 

 

‘And I always make sure that people read. If they don’t have time during the day, which they 
don’t, they take it home and read it there, so the amount of knowledge is increased, [knowledge] 
of different kinds, there’s so much information about numerous business fields. After all, the 
clients expect, when they hire us, they expect us to know something about their industry. The 
truth is, of course, that we cannot be familiar with every field of business beforehand. The 
personnel and I have to read and find out about the industry in question; map their business, their 
business environment, the competition, who their clients are, all this. Let’s say, if you have 
received a sound basic grounding, it’s always easy to learn about a new business.’   

 

The interviewee often referred to education as being crucial: ‘the more you know … it’s 
not a bad thing’, as she put it, and went on to say that ‘knowledge increases pain’.   

 

‘I, too, have studied extensively. Languages, management know-how, how to run a company. 
All about human relations development training. I registered to study psychology and sociology 
with the open university. I completed a 15-credit programme - I haven’t had time to take a 
higher degree than that - in order to understand human behaviour. And to get to know and learn 
to handle people better. Not just clients but most of all, my own personnel.’ 

 

The interviewee had other sources for learning. She talked at length about how she had 
observed successful managers and learned from them. 
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‘I’ve had two role models, a male, who is in my opinion absolutely the greatest marketing person 
ever in Finland, and then [the name of another], just as great, but she was a woman. It was easier 
for me to identify with her. In everything she did, because I always read what she wrote in the 
papers, I tried to identify with her and looked to her as an example … history always teaches [us 
something]. People’s biographies – I’ve always read successful people’s biographies, leaders, 
international, as well as Finnish. In this sense those two showed me the way. I thought that if 
those two have succeeded, then why not me? But it takes a lot. Self-sacrifice, putting yourself on 
the line, persistence, an overwhelming belief in self and positiveness.  

 
 

An entrepreneur and a woman 
 

The interviewee saw herself as having served as an inspirational example for many 
future entrepreneurs by having convinced them that it is worthwhile to take life into 
your own hands. 

 

‘I try to create belief in the value of believing in oneself, that we can make this country better, by 
the force of small and weak companies rather than large ones, because history has shown that 
when big companies merge, usually no new jobs are created, on the contrary. There are 
overlapping functions. they rationalise, if there are two similar functions one has to… Statistics 
show the same thing, big companies haven’t created new jobs in this country.’  

 

The importance of being financially independent was a crucial issue for the interviewee. 
According to her way of thinking, keeping a company afloat on subsidies, could not be 
regarded as actual business the way she saw it. She pointed out that she had never 
accepted any subsidies and would not even know how to apply.  

 

‘I haven’t even applied for loans to set up a business, not even those loans aimed at female 
entrepreneurs, because I’ve always believed that if you decide to be an entrepreneur, you have to 
survive on your own. You’re not an entrepreneur, neither a manager, but an all-round performer. 
You have to play hard or not play at all. You always have to stay focused. When you experience 
success, that’s what you should draw your energy from and use it to grow with ever more-
demanding tasks. I’ve always grown, decided to grow, courage, self-respect, perhaps it has been 
propped up, but a woman has to do something, because the truth is that men are supposed to 
wear the trousers. And to women it’s not given, it has to be built from bits and pieces.’ 
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The interviewee touched upon her motive for having founded the company in the first 
place: the reason simply being to ‘get rich’. She had observed that in the position of an 
employee, she would get paid a certain amount for a certain amount of work:  

 

‘I decided, that if I’m that good and I do this amount of work for another company, I get paid X 
marks for it, why shouldn’t I just as well start my own business and get some more for myself, I 
tried it, to commercialise my own know-how. If I don’t succeed, I’ll sell the business and go 
back to working for someone else, and I’m brave enough to say that I did it to get rich, that if it’s 
this easy to ... fat invoices, I might as well do it for my own ... this is what I’ve created, so don’t 
think that you’re just an employer and payer to the government to take from, as it has to be, 
pensions and all ... but assume the role, first you take for yourself, and then when there is plenty 
to take from you share with others. The right attitude, usually entrepreneurs suffer when they get 
no salary …  they take on the role of slaves, society milks them dry, they are like dairy cows. I 
think I should be the one …  When I have the right attitude, nothing can stop me, I have a 
positive point of departure. Ever so often people embark on negativity, they wallow in self-pity  
...  Of course one has to pay, that’s how it is, you have to turn the tables and take control. That’s 
why I’ve decided, I won’t succumb to self-pity, I take power into my own hands, no one is going 
to hand it over to me. You have to take it, and I did. I think I’ve achieved a whole lot. Both as an 
entrepreneur and a female manager. Created belief and ... of course I know that this is a difficult 
task and it demands a lot, I have a terribly busy schedule.’ 

 

The interviewee compared male and female leaders, and found that: 

 

‘… authoritarian mentality and ordering people around just won’t do anymore, not with today’s 
smart, educated, self-directed people, it just won’t do anymore. Women in general aren’t capable 
of giving orders. They aren’t usually that authoritarian, but more communicative and creative. I 
believe that the fact is, that for women, emotional intelligence is quite natural, it is because of 
the brain structure.’ 

 

In relation to gender, she brought up the issue of being credible and having ‘people 
skills’, claiming that, as a woman, you need double the amount of people skills in order 
to be credible in the customers’ eyes, particularly when dealing with the large 
companies they had as clients.  
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 ‘Customer management, too, is ... there if anywhere you need a hundred per cent of people 
skills, we have big companies as clients, we have very important, big, prominent companies as 
clients, we don’t have small ones, we do take them on as long as they pay, but big ones have 
approached us, it is due to the fact that I myself earlier have done big projects, it’s awfully 
natural for me, to have worked with so called professional buyers. When you’re with these, and 
being a female manager, I’d say, it demands double the amount of people skills, to maintain 
credibility.’ 

 

The difficulty involved in establishing credibility as a woman she found is related to 
women not having role-models to learn from about how to act in these situations. She 
claimed that men have ‘for ages’ been brought up to think that they don’t have to know 
anything to manage, they get by with their sheer ‘persona.’ In her view, dealing with a 
challenging sales situation as a woman would often fail exactly because women tend to 
underestimate their own know-how and hence they lack confidence. She elaborated on 
the issue as follows. 

 

‘Every time I go to a big negotiation, to negotiate a potential customer relationship, I never think 
about who I am, whether I’m a man or a woman, I only think of myself as a human being, I 
know that I master this field, I’m good at this, I believe in myself, if I’m not … if there are gaps I 
try to fill them. I notice that I very quickly buy books or attend a course or acquire the 
knowledge. At least in a customer relationship, you have to look like “that person is credible” 
Although there may be some gaps, I will tell the client straight, “I’m sorry but I don’t know, but 
I’ll find out”. This is self-confidence, having found your place, that you are bravely an equal 
business partner of this customer. This is where women usually make a mistake, they think that 
“ooh, I am nobody, I don’t dare”. If this is how you think, that won’t get you anywhere. Still 
men have this, that women just blabber and gossip and talk bs. This feels a little crazy, but still 
there is an awful lot of women managers in the IT-business, it’s astonishing. Women haven’t 
traditionally been thought of as technically talented. But why, I have analysed this, it’s because 
women as homemakers are used to juggling ten things at a time and they are capable of taking 
care of all things extremely well. The house is on fire and you have to manage your job and the 
children should be taken care of and the husband, too, should be taken care of. And the husband 
just sits on the sofa and watches TV. Women are so holistic, that they can take care of many 
things simultaneously. Men can do only one thing at a time. It’s a fact. Women are neural 
networks, they can manage different compartments and control the situation.’ 

 

She concluded the interview by stating that she firmly believes, that ‘nothing is 
impossible. Anything is possible.’ A strong will, she said, often turns into a self-
fulfilling prophecy; she had often found that once you just conduct some ground work, 
things have a way of working out, and this she ascribed to luck, and continued that 



 65

‘higher powers’ tend to interfere. As long as you remain active and identify the 
possibilities that surround you, you will become the starting point of lucky chains of 
events. 

As I asked once more if there were at least a couple of persons I might interview, in 
order to get their perspectives and thus, a more holistic picture of the situation, she 
answered: 

 

I: ‘They have all left us, I can’t ... I wouldn’t like to for reasons of appropriateness ...’ 

MÖ: ‘Right. The thing is that in other organisations I’ve interviewed the manager and then a few 
co-workers in order to get a better picture of the whole...’  

I: ‘Exactly. As they aren’t here anymore, it wouldn’t be nice at all.’  

MÖ: ‘OK, I see.’ 

I: ‘It changes, and at times it might even be that one remembers things in a more positive way as 
they may actually have been. That’s also... I’m not saying... but I don’t want to, because...’ 

MÖ: ‘OK.’ 

I: ‘If they were still here, it would be a different thing altogether.’ 

Epilogue 

 

The story told by the interviewee can be described in epic terms (Gabriel 2000), and 
with a moral to it: control is everything, control yourself, your employees, your 
business, your clients. If you work hard and control things, you will be rewarded. The 
interviewee emphasised her responsibility for the fate of the company: she was 
responsible for her former business companion, and for the personnel she had working 
for her. This legitimated her actions and the measures she experienced that she was 
forced to take. The result of how she handled the process, according to her, was that the 
company had survived and grown ever more successful over the years, and she herself 
had become an example for future entrepreneurs. 
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The interviewee appears to have experienced the relation between her business 
strategies and the survival as causal in the way the story is retold. The story centres 
around one person who is in control of herself and manifests her control in a 
‘manuscript’, placing herself in the lead role, as the heroine. The explanation for her 
success can be found in her own actions. The survival of her company is presented as a 
result of her hard work and her strict control and monitoring of all aspects of managing 
and organising, as well as over herself. She does not show her manuscript to anyone, 
explaining that she wants to protect the others. She does not indicate whether she found 
them to experience any sense of insecurity, although she states that marketing was a line 
of business the recession had a tremendous, negative impact on. She appears to ascribe 
herself almost supernatural powers, positioning herself as the ‘heroine’ and ‘playing the 
lead part’, thanks to whom every obstacle could be defeated and the company was 
safely steered towards success. Even the fact that she was a woman, and thereby had to 
do double the amount that a man would have to, she found that being a female manager 
had certain benefits:  

 

‘A man can only do one thing, he’s monochronic. I believe that this is the reason why female 
management has come along and entered particularly difficult fields of business. That 
traditionally haven’t been women’s fields. The CEO of Hewlett Packard in America is a woman, 
which is the first time that the leader of a business in the technology field is a woman. I believe 
this is due to women’s brain structure, that she is capable of dealing with things. This is a fact. I 
believe women have a future ... Women are, this emotional intelligence. Let’s say, my opinion 
is, that if the emotional intelligence of the future leaders doesn’t work, they have no possibility 
of succeeding.’   

 

The ‘manuscript’, which she had drawn up as a survival strategy, was explained as 
having been the key to survival. It was a secret document that contained the steps that 
were to be followed, and together with ‘higher powers’, it worked as a remedy. She was 
the heroine who applied the ten steps written down in the manuscript and the survival 
occurred as a result thereof. She would not let anyone else involved speak – again, she 
wanted to be in control of the story constructed of her miraculous route to success. 
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CHAPTER 5. THE BEE HIVE 

The Bee Hive was founded in the beginning of the 1980s by Jill Bee while she was still 
at university. Originally, the Bee Hive was a subsidiary of another company that 
provided office space and administrative services, the deal being that Jill Bee ran her 
company independently without any interventions from the majority owners, for as long 
as she managed it profitably. Over the years, the company grew quite successfully. It 
had been agreed from the start that she would have the opportunity to buy ‘them’ out, 
which she did later on through a two-step process which first made her majority 
shareholder.  

By the late 1980’s, the company employed some 30 people. A few years after the Bee 
Hive had been founded, Jill’s fiancé Jack, who was employed by a company that acted 
as a supplier for the Bee Hive, became a partner in the company, at which point they 
bought out the parent company and Jill and Jack, together, became majority share 
holders. Shares were also sold to employees. Jill said this was a means of creating 
commitment, which she believed was important. Jill Bee was CEO until the end of the 
1980s, after which Jack became CEO and Jill became chairperson of the board: 

 

‘We made this change because I am the kind of person who likes to develop the business, invent 
new things all the time, and have less to do with administration. As the role of the CEO is of a 
certain kind, we made this division. In practice, I influenced very much what was done in the 
company, we had a very active board, so in this respect … things were done very much 
according to how I view the world and so … ‘  

 

Jill and Jack were assigned well-defined, complementing roles in the interviews. Jack 
was often referred to as a background figure who took care of administrative matters. 
Jill was positioned – and positioned herself – as being in control of decision-making and 
at the same time as being a creative, innovative force. Jill was also said to be the ‘people 
manager’. Her role was described by all the interviewees as very much an active one, 
and her personal influence in terms of a ‘positive, entrepreneurial spirit’ as one 
interviewee put it, was acknowledged. Jill’s unofficial title was ‘company chief 
philosopher’, which gives a picture of her indicated role. She even had a ‘funny’ 
business card with the title on it, she said. The company philosophy (which, according 
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to all interviewees including herself, was more or less hers) was ‘Why not?’, meaning 
she would be open towards trying out any new ideas or suggestions, which reinforced 
the picture of her entrepreneurial mindset.  

Jill was to varying degrees portrayed as being involved in the daily work despite her 
officially detached role of chairperson – however, there was little ambiguity expressed 
regarding her authoritative position as originator and leader of the company. One 
interviewee pondered who was the one, Jill or Jack, who was more in charge in terms of 
management:   

 

’Well it varied a bit depending on the time period. When I started working there, Jill was clearly 
in charge, then at some point Jack became CEO, and if I remember correctly Jill became 
marketing director. At that point she already started to detach herself a bit from the day-to-day 
management. Jill was a sort of an idea generator and strategy developer. At times she would 
float around in higher spheres, not so in touch with the day-to-day business. Then at a later stage, 
we would in practice turn to Jack.’  

 

The same interviewee said that Jack would perhaps be more of a mother figure, the one 
who would ‘run the household’, whereas Jill was the father figure in terms of caring for 
the family, drawing up growth strategies and pointing out the direction in general. Jill 
and Jack were often referred to in relation to each other. Jack’s character took shape in 
juxtaposition to Jill: he was usually mentioned to be something she was not.  

One of the interviewees said that the fact that the CEO and the chairperson were a 
couple did not manifest itself in other ways apart from them talking to each other a lot. 
This meant that information would easily flow between them. Another interviewee, 
however, found that it was obvious that they would continue some argument they had 
started at breakfast when they showed up at work, and sometimes when there was a 
meeting to be held, people would just sit and listen until Jill and Jack were done 
debating. They were not said to be authorities in the sense that people would not dare to 
comment on things like their arguments, or anything else, in fact. The atmosphere was 
described as extremely informal and open, and everyone was said to be able to discuss 
everything with anyone.  

The company board was said to be a very active one, and the interviewees emphasised a 
general sense of ‘togetherness’; active collaboration in terms of planning and discussing 
was emphasised. The collaborative aspect was also illustrated by one interviewee who 
pointed out that Jill and Jack would participate in working at all levels, alongside 
everyone else when needed: 
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‘The management style Jill and Jack’s was such, that when things had to be done ... Many times 
I would sit there for 36 hours straight if the situation was that something really had to be done, 
but they never said “Do it!”. They always gave a hundred percent themselves.’ 

 

Structure of and communication at a Bee Hive 

 

The openness of the communication was illustrated by how it took place to a large 
extent within informal settings. People would gather in the corridors or elsewhere just to 
discuss, and the managers would willingly participate in these informal, ad hoc 
meetings.  

 

’There were always informal chats at the Bee Hive. As a matter of fact, most of the best 
discussions took place in the corridors. It was a very open organisation, consciously or more than 
likely, otherwise. Jill and Jack were that kind of people, very open. They were keen on 
discussing things. I can’t remember there having been any gap, in the sense that “we’re the 
managers and we discuss these things and you stay away”.’ 

 

The organisation was also described as extremely flat, even to the extent that some 
pointed out that there was no organisational structure at all, as one interviewee said:  

 

’There was no actual organisation, everyone did a bit of everything and someone was CEO and 
Jill was very much in the spotlight and the one that called the bets ... which didn’t mean that Jack 
didn’t have a say but ... when you’ve met Jill you understand better that one tends to fade into 
the background pretty easily when she enters the room and she was clearly the public face of the 
company.’ 
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Jill Bee said that the managers had reflected on how to draw the organisational chart, 
following a decision they had taken that the organisation was not going to be 
hierarchical. The chart looked something like a daisy, she said. This displays an explicit 
decision about organisational decision-making structure, a decision that was made ‘real’ 
by drawing an image of it. Still, a daisy has an explicit centre, and Jill was positioned by 
herself and others as a strong, authoritative figure. One interviewee somewhat 
sarcastically described the organisation in terms of a bee hive, the queen bee being Jill, 
surrounded by drones while the workers were busy doing their bit. The interviewee in 
question considered Jack a drone. She criticised the drones for being swept off their feet 
and doing anything to please Jill, including staying at the office all-night long and 
bragging about having worked hard, as well as participating in extracurricular activities 
such as wine tasting, which was a pastime of Jack and Jill’s. The interviewee described 
herself as a worker bee.  

In the descriptions of the company given by the interviewees, hard work was 
emphasised, but to a great extent their accounts also contained elements such as ‘fun’, 
‘freedom’, ‘independence’ and ‘openness’. Being an employee at the Bee Hive was 
generally referred to as challenging: one interviewee stated that it was the kind of 
organisation where people would be given even more responsibility than they were 
capable of handling. Another interviewee said that all ‘good things’ had to be earned, 
but that earning them was possible. Yet another interviewee put it in the following way. 

 

‘Freedom is a word strongly related to the Bee Hive. Freedom does, however, mean that you 
have to be active and ask and see to things. No one else will take care of my business for me. 
Hard work, too. Independence.’ 

 
 

Freedom was hence mentioned in relation to a strong authoritative figure and great 
responsibility, which was illustrated by one interviewee who pointed out that you could 
do anything as long as you did it Jill’s way, and that Jill would yell first and ask 
questions later. Jill herself seemed aware of this, as she somewhat self-ironically stated.  

 

‘Quite surely we often did things the way I wanted them to be done, the reason for it probably 
being them getting fed up with listening to me rabbiting on.’  
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The knowledge intensity of the company was a feature frequently referred to in several 
interviews. Jill Bee characterised ‘real’ specialist organisations in terms of the 
employees being people who want to know things, or whose minimum requirement is 
the possibility to be informed. One of the interviewees described how the knowledge 
intensity showed in the Bee Hive and what work was like: 

 

’We all had our own tasks after all, and our own know-how. What then if someone orders you 
around, that won’t help you succeed any better. Here everyone is a specialist in relation to their 
own fields of work.  During those times there were a lot less employees, so things kept running 
without a specific organisation.’  

 

Jill Bee expressed a certain value in favour of diversity. The point of departure was that 
it was all a process, which made the company different from other translation 
businesses. She stated that they were a specialist organisation and a translation 
company, which, she said, calls for a great deal of know how. People were recruited 
from a university, in which translators were not trained, the important point being that 
‘we need to have as good people as possible’. According to Jill, their customers openly 
stated that they were different, among other because other companies in the business 
took for granted that you need to use freelancers.  

Giving an image of the company as being ‘different’ appeared strikingly important to 
Jill Bee, which also became evident in terms of how she would emphasise that 
employees thinking differently was something she valued:  

 

‘And we always told the people that we hired straight away that our intention is not to be an 
organisation that pleases everyone, because there is no such thing. But what we are not saying is 
that if you come here, you have to think like this, this, and this. Because what we are specifically 
trying to emphasise is diversity and difference of opinions. Everyone has the right to express 
those differing opinions, but they are discussed and at some point a decision needs to be taken.’  

 

When an employee chose to leave the company, Jill said it happened in a ’positive 
spirit’, even though the person may not have liked it there. She would just state that the 
company and the particular person did not match, the person certainly was a ’good’ one, 
but one that would be comfortable and do well in a different environment.   
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Jill would intervene quickly if she found someone ‘misbehaved’, and would tell them 
that their behaviour could not be accepted at the Bee Hive, and that she expected it to be 
the last time. ‘All people make mistakes’, she said, but she also emphasised that 
‘everyone deserves a second chance’. Once the matter had been discussed, it would not 
be taken up again, because when a specialist in a knowledge intensive organisation 
makes a mistake, she said, his or her pride already suffers enough, and it would be 
disastrous not to let the person forget and start over. She said she would easily give a 
second chance, but a second mistake she would already find stupid, and would not grant 
a third chance. She did not elaborate further on what could be considered a mistake.  

On the whole, communication was something Jill talked extensively about, and 
particularly communicating as a manager. ‘In many companies they tend to think that 
communication is “communicating to them”, but communication is a lot more than 
that’, she said. She was especially concerned with the ‘different channels through which 
information would flow’, and pointed out that as a manager, you would need to walk 
around and observe with your sensors switched on.   

 

‘Understanding and accepting and living with the fact that there is communication within the 
company, on different levels, not spying, but you spend some time walking around and 
observing people and things like that, so that you notice … when you have sharp sensors … I 
used to do that, just being around.  I didn’t walk right up to a person but … you are simply there 
and you sense things. Completely normal communication between people. But during more 
unsure times, you have to make a greater effort. During good times people don’t even think 
about it. Tracing signals. If you wait for people to come and talk during uncertain times, it will 
be too late at that point. You had to state that the future exists.’ 

 

Jill said she would attempt to find out ‘who the individuals were through whom 
information flows’, but without confronting them, as that would put them in an 
unpleasant situation and because ‘When people notice that one of them talks to the 
manager, they stop talking to him or her.’ She also said that gossiping is a means of 
survival for some that you have to accept and attempt to control to some extent..  

In relation to questions of communication, she brought up the issue of being trustworthy 
as a manager, which had to be proven every day. This was something Jack referred to as 
well, they both used the expression ‘walk the talk’, and Jill said that it does not make a 
difference what you say, people will observe what you do. ‘If you do things even 
slightly differently, you’ll have to start all over again’, as she put it.  
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Early signs of the recession and reactions to them  

 

At the time when the recession clearly started to affect the Finnish economy, business 
even grew at the Bee Hive. The way the members of the Bee Hive would first come into 
contact with the crisis was thus through family members or friends losing their jobs, and 
through the writings about the recession in the media. While the recession grew more 
severe, the Bee Hive’s business continued to grow for some time, followed by a 
levelling out as the recession hit bottom. At the Bee Hive, concrete signs of the 
recession would start appearing through projects being postponed increasingly, after 
which some clients would start cancelling altogether.  

Jack remembered how the first actions taken on a managerial level as a reaction to this, 
was to hold scenario meetings with ‘key persons’, drawing up worst-case scenarios and 
reflecting on possible actions in relation to them. One of the first decisions was that they 
would not let anyone go to start with, but would try to adjust in every other possible 
way. The fact that no full-time employee was made redundant during the crisis is 
something that also appeared in others’ accounts.  

Individually and collectively among the employees, the recession caused feelings of 
uncertainty. At first, this was due to the slumped real estate market which left some 
people with expensive mortgages, and due to friends and others around them suddenly 
finding themselves out of jobs etc., which naturally made members of the Bee Hive start 
thinking of their own situations. Then, the worrying increased as the business slowed 
down at the Bee Hive after some time. 

One interviewee described the situation as causing anguish regarding her own future, 
having a mortgage on her hands. On the other hand, the same person stated that, 
realistically speaking, although it had crossed her mind at the time that if business 
would stagnate completely, the company would have to call it a day, she would try to 
think more in terms of how she had been working for the company already for quite a 
while. Therefore, she would not have to fear being let go among the first ones, if it 
would come to lay offs. At the time, the policy had been such that there were not all that 
many full-time employees, so they were quite secure in terms of their jobs. However, 
the majority of the employees were young, and were not members of unions, but they 
started to join as soon as they noticed the situation.  

One interviewee, who was a member of the board, described management’s reactions 
from his point of view:  
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I: ’I would say that the situation was kind of new to us. We were ... of course Jack and Jill were 
very experienced, but the rest of us were sort of inexperienced, and in this company ... There had 
been enough work and more for everyone. Now suddenly we were in a situation where there 
wasn’t enough to do even for our full-time employees. [...] But yes, I do believe we did panic in 
some way. I don’t think the employees noticed it, but of course, to those... or to all of us, it very 
soon became clear that as I said, this was a company where you could work a lot if you wanted 
to. And then suddenly when we actually told that there is no work ... Naturally it affects the 
atmosphere quite quickly. The Bee Hive was always a very flat organisation. So the distance 
between Jill and the lower tier, the operative level, was very short. There was hardly any step. In 
that way things went pretty smoothly. Also, we got feedback from Jill and Jack regarding there 
being no imminent emergency. We may have panicked.’ 

MÖ: ‘But they didn’t?’ 

I: ’No, especially Jack, an iceberg … that was, I think, the kind of situation where their 
experience became visible.’  

 

Jill and Jack had appeared firmly convinced that the Bee Hive would survive. Their 
conviction was reported to have been of importance, having a calming effect on the 
others. Also, as the company had no debts, the general situation of the Bee Hive was not 
alarming. The fact that the economy of the company was stable was something that each 
interviewee knew and emphasised. One of them said it felt as if the foundation was 
healthy enough to withstand some turbulence. Jill Bee also said she had officially stated 
she would lend the company money if needed, thus displaying her willingness to take a 
personal risk and thereby signalling her trust in the company riding out the storm.   

One of the first decisions made was that employees working on an hourly basis, as well 
as students whose lives did not depend on working at the Bee Hive, were to be used less 
frequently. Regarding full-time workers, on the other hand, it was decided that they 
should be held on to ‘until the bitter end’, as Jill Bee put it, and she added that they were 
also told so. This was also something all the interviewees mentioned, and they said that 
it was quite clear to everyone. Jill Bee said that first of all, the managers’ salaries would 
be lowered if needed, and she and Jack would not collect any salary if things would get 
bad. Employee bonuses were not paid, but it was mentioned somewhat casually in the 
interviews. One interviewee remembered it this way: 
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‘There was this habit at the time, that we would receive bonuses every year by the end of the 
year. They probably weren’t ... I seem to remember, that we didn’t get them, or that they were 
considerably lower, but I don’t think it occurred to anyone to criticise it. Everyone understood 
the situation. [...] There was no need for explanations, not in that kind of a situation. Everyone 
realised that if there’s not much profit, there’s not much to be shared. 

 
 

Jill Bee said that as a result of scenarios they drew up of what would happen if things 
turned sour, they increased their activities in terms of activating sales and looking for 
new business areas. They started to attempt to find new people and new know-how. 
Jack referred to two conflicting trends: one aiming at growth, the other aiming at 
externalising certain functions. The reason they had the courage to take these risks was, 
again, that they had no debts. Thus, although other companies around them started to 
become cautious, they were of the opinion that they should attempt to expand business.  

Still, there were quieter periods, during which action was taken to start planning in-
house training. The idea was to work on internal systems and routines, in order for 
people to have something to occupy themselves with, so that they would not have to sit 
around idly wondering what to do. ‘Hard work’ took on a notable role in the narratives, 
it may perhaps be said to describe an ethic of the Bee Hive. Hard, independent work 
was expected of everyone (and also exemplified by the managers), and work was 
vehemently created rather than letting people go, which would have been a defeat. One 
interviewee remembered it this way:  

 

‘Actually, there are two things I remember quite clearly. On the one hand, we really went out to 
get [projects]. I personally had a four-language project running at the time, and what we did was 
that we tightened up the schedule from the original schedule. In a way we gave a larger number 
of people a share of it. Or we meant to, actually we didn’t have to do that at any point, because it 
passed so quickly. But the other thing we did quite soon was to start doing in-house stuff. Those 
were always ... at the Bee Hive, which was a high-speed organisation, the in-house things tended 
to be neglected, or were left undone altogether. So we used our time on this kind of training. I 
remember we were doing something, I organised some in-house event, we just thought that at 
that point we had a good chance to do it ... at no point did any panic occur, no one started to 
shout and lament and cry for help. It was clearly more about going onwards. Then it was over 
quite soon. A large project appeared, I don’t remember where it came from, and it rapidly had 
such a great effect that the situation [the crisis] quickly blew over.’ 
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Handling the crisis 

 

When talking about the handling of the crisis in general, and of the management during 
it, some interviewees found that it had been a kind of invisible process in the sense that 
it was hard to say who had done what, but things had just appeared to work out. At least 
any personal efforts or achievements were never accentuated, as one interviewee put it. 
No one was pointed out as a hero. In fact, Jill Bee was said to frequently and carefully 
emphasise that the company as a whole was responsible for any results. An example 
was a prize the company won, and she had underlined that it was not her prize, but the 
Bee Hive’s. Jill’s explicit effort to include everyone in achieved good results was 
validated by other interviewees.  

 

One interviewee said that the sense of invisibility of the crisis management process was 
fuelled by the fact that they would just carry out the work that they had, and there were 
no radical or extraordinary measures taken. She pointed out that she was sure Jill must 
have bent over backwards to keep the situation under control, although it could not be 
seen. She also found that the managers had been even too relaxed, perhaps because they 
themselves had a clear vision of how things would turn out, to the extent that they were 
unable to imagine that someone else would have needed to be let in on that vision:  

 

‘Well at least what was talked about, was the fact that there isn’t that much work, but on the 
other hand, also that our employers [clients] are mostly from outside Finland … then it was said 
that since we do a kind of production work, we can arrange in-house training. And it was 
arranged for some time, but then we got so busy again quite quickly. I do remember that I would 
think that now I would need for the management to … that they could have commented on the 
situation more, and perhaps encourage, give confidence, that it’s not the end of the world, the 
situation will change for the better, try to cope for a while.’ 

 

On the one hand, she found that there was not enough communication about the 
situation, but on the other hand, she seemed to simultaneously say that the situation was 
acceptable. I also asked her whether there was someone she found the employees could 
turn to if they felt worried about the situation. She stated that she did not believe anyone 
had thought that their job was not safe, because everyone knew that there was no 
serious threat. The organisation not being hierarchical or all that structured, she added, 
made it easy to talk to anyone, whether they were managers or colleagues.  
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Jill herself expressed the matter of communication as follows:  

 

‘At the time it was especially important to me to tell about things more candidly … More 
candidly is the wrong word here, you can always tell everything and still people remain 
uncertain, if they don’t have access to the whole context and possess the tools that enable them 
to understand what it is about. And that you learn by trial and error.’ 

 

Jill told a story that illustrated her opinion of how it does not matter how much you try 
to talk and communicate, people will always worry and speculate. The story concerned 
one particular incident, where she had sent out an email to everyone, asking them to 
come to the conference room at 2 p.m. that day. Her intention was to celebrate a project 
that they had finished by having some sparkling wine. When she was in the conference 
room getting ready for the occasion, she said, people turned up in a state of terror, as the 
email had been sent at 10 a.m., and they had had four hours to discuss and wonder what 
was going to happen. Their fear had been, according to Jill, that there were going to be 
lay offs, as a large-scale project had been postponed that very week.  

She elaborated on how people would simply not come and ask about things when they 
felt uncertain, which she found extremely frustrating, and pointed out that she perhaps is 
more talkative than most people, but that she finds it is better than keeping quiet. She 
said she would try to ask people if everything was OK, and if they said it was, she 
would still think it was not. ‘Of course, you can’t keep breathing down people’s necks, 
she said, but to some extent you would have to, as she found it important to get 
problems and issues to surface as soon as possible after they arose. She concluded that: 

 

‘Perhaps when times are really uncertain, you are afraid you’ll hear something unpleasant, and 
you postpone it. Don’t want to hear. When times are good, people ask more.’  

 

On the other hand, one of the interviewees who had been in a managerial position, said 
that employees, the way he remembered it, would not hesitate to ask any of the 
managers – including Jill and Jack – if they were concerned. For example, he 
remembered how some people had asked him, in his role as manager, in what kind of 
situation layoffs would become a fact. However, the employees may have found him 
easier to approach than Jill or Jack, as going straight to the co-owners and top managers 
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may be intimidating. Due to his own close relation with Jill and Jack, he would perhaps 
not see the hesitation others might feel in approaching them.   

One interviewee brought up the issue of how the Bee Hive was, in her view, a safe place 
to work. 

   

‘it was safe in the sense that ... even during the recession, it was, like this company won’t be the 
first to fall. And then when the situation improved, it started feeling like a very safe place, there 
certainly was enough work to be done.   

 

 

The same interviewee stated how she found that, after the crisis was over, the 
employees of the Bee Hive had had a sense of having been cared for by the management 
during rough times. She explained that some who had contemplated leaving the 
company before the recession had decided to stay for this particular reason; the Bee 
Hive was regarded a safe working place.  

In effect, then, there was only one month during which the crisis could actually be felt 
in terms of scarcity of projects and tasks. As one interviewee put it:  

 

‘If we think about the recession at its extreme, the way I remember it there was this one single 
month during which we could really feel it and noticed that, hold on, we have an awful lot of 
people here and not necessarily a lot for them to do. We were in effect forced to do something. 
But the beginning of the recession and overcoming it, I seem to remember that we got through 
[the crisis] easier than many others.’  

 

He reflected on the reasons for this, and found that probably it was partly due to their 
clients being internationally well-connected, large companies, to which the Finnish 
recession was not a big problem. The company being so small, however, lead to the fact 
that the shortage of projects was very rapidly noticed by all employees, which perhaps 
increased the sense of urgency, he said. 
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Jill repeatedly referred to an ad hoc way of thinking and doing business. She said that if 
a project would have to be put on ice they would start pondering how to get by for the 
next month or two. The planning was in that sense then, short-term oriented and 
remarkably flexible. She told me: 

 

‘many times they ask, “how did you do it? What was your key to success?” … there isn’t any 
key to success, it’s no better than anywhere else, there have to be organisations in which there is 
no doubt about what everyone will be doing minute by minute. There have to companies like 
that, it would be terrifying if a nuclear plant were run the way the Bee Hive was. But in our 
environment it was a way that worked. And I don’t know, whether it was the best possible way, 
but clearly, it worked.’ 

 
 

 

 

Epilogue 

 

Seen against widely accepted notions about the 1990s severe recession in Finland, the 
situation at the Bee Hive does not appear to have been grave according to what I was 
told. The healthy economy of the company did not falter, and they were able to stick to 
their decision of not letting anyone go – perhaps the explicit decision made them make 
an effort to stick to it. The crisis seems to have passed quite quickly with things rapidly 
picking up again. Jill and Jack decided to sell the Bee Hive to an international 
competitor in the late 1990s, whereby the Bee Hive ceased to exist as a company. A 
large number of the employees stayed with the company now run by the new owner and 
operating under their name.  

The notion of economic solidity appears to be put forward as having been of 
importance, acting as a backdrop against which managers’ performances can be set. The 
fact that no full-time employee was made redundant during the crisis was referred to by 
all the interviewees. This would seem to present an example of a perfect picture of the 
alignment of rhetoric and action, and was made possible by the fact that the company 
was not struck more severely by the recession.  

The narrative seems to highlight a sense of collaboration and every person chipping in: 
the stories are about facing difficulties and overcoming obstacles in a way that decent 
people do: by sticking together (cf. Martin et al. 1983). I was told that being part of the 
Bee Hive did mean playing by Bee Hive rules – working hard, awarding Jill her 
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unchallenged position, and ‘behaving’. However, we are being lead to understand that 
since the Bee Hive is a knowledge-intensive company they deal with intelligent 
knowledge-workers, who entered the Bee Hive comprehending the rules. Jill stated that 
she did not try to paint a glossy image of the Bee Hive for aspiring busy bees, and that 
anyone was free to seek other hives if they did not like it. Since the Bee Hive survived 
the recession admirably (no lay offs, no increased debt – in fact, no debt at all) they 
may, in hindsight, feel they were right in being steadfast and holding on to their 
principles, as when Jill reflected over how the Bee Hive came out as a winner. 

 

‘Especially during the recession it was accentuated that we would say that this is our culture and 
we will stick to it, no matter what, and in a way I thought that, or maybe one thing that 
contributed was that there was the recession, and people were terribly uncertain, and everything 
changed constantly, and suddenly there were bad news and so on, so when one would say that 
“this is how we do this, this is our culture and we will stick to it”, then in a certain way it would 
make people more secure. Like, we have the capability to influence our fate a little. We make a 
decision and stick to it, and will not cancel our Christmas party or whatever.’ 

 

When looking at accounts of how the recession was handled at the Bee Hive, there is a 
clear emphasis on togetherness and everybody doing their fair bit. At the same time, Jill 
is positioned as a central character and driving force, the one controlling the situation. 
Ultimately, it was her word that counted and she was seen as holding the future of the 
company in her hands, thereby holding a position as its rightful leader. In return, she 
seems to have done what one would expect a leader to do in the situation: she pointed 
out that they all did it together. It was not only the co-workers that had to go the extra 
mile in terms of working hard in order to keep the company going. Both top managers, I 
was told, went beyond their formal duties during the crisis. This and the explicit efforts 
to remain active were frequently referred to by the interviewees as contributing to a 
sense of faith in survival, as well as trust in the managers.  

The perceived coolly performed experience of Jill and Jack seems to be put forward as 
reassuring, and puts them in an authoritative position. I was told the crisis was 
overcome through competent, confident leadership, through sticking together and not 
letting anybody down by letting them go, and through working hard, managers 
remaining certain that they would make it. As Jill put it:  

 

’The fact that we held on to these strategies ... we wanted to be able to influence our fate, so we 
didn’t remain sitting here lamenting, “goodness, we seem to be heading for a recession”. Instead 
we believed that we would go on doing what we did. And then in a way we would say that there 
may be hard times ahead, but they’re temporary.’ 
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As mentioned earlier, the Bee Hive was said to be ‘flat’, which was illustrated by the 
ingenious daisy organisation chart. The flatness was formally illustrated by the fact that 
there were few official middle managers, and practically illustrated by management 
participating in the daily work. The interviewees seem to parallel the flatness to 
informality – which, in turn, they seem to parallel to openness. According to their line 
of reasoning, an informal setting would imply ‘open’ communication. On the one hand, 
Jill as well as other interviewees emphasised the informal atmosphere and flatness of 
the organisation, which subsequently would make it easy for co-workers to approach 
her. On the other hand, there were indications, including her own, that some were 
apprehensive of approaching her directly, which would perhaps stem from her described 
authoritative position and wilful temper.  

Saying that an organisation is ‘flat’ does, then, not mean it cannot have a perceived 
locus of authority. In the same way, freedom mentioned in relation to a strong 
authoritative figure and great responsibility can perhaps be viewed as a paradox, which 
was illustrated by the one interviewee who pointed out that you could do anything as 
long as you did it Jill’s way, and that Jill would yell first and ask questions later. Jill 
herself seemed aware of this, as she somewhat self-ironically stated. 
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CHAPTER 6. THE WOLF PACK 

The Wolf Pack has, since it was founded half a century ago, over time developed from 
being a centre for sales education into an international sales training and development 
consultancy. In Finland, the company employs over a hundred persons, roughly half of 
whom work as consultants. The interviewed CEO was also in charge as CEO during the 
recession.  

The Wolf Pack is characterised by a strong culture, illustrated by the interviewees in 
terms of elements such as result- and goal-orientation, and competitiveness. In order to 
succeed as a consultant at the Wolf Pack you would need to be ‘hungry’: the CEO 
stated that ‘chasing projects’ is inherent in the culture. The consultants both sell and 
implement their own projects. All the consultants have access to everyone else’s sales 
figures, and thereby are able to assess where they stand in relation to their co-workers. 
Experience, stated all the interviewees, is a keyword, an individual who had not 
practised selling previously would not be included in sales, and the individuals recruited 
commonly had a few years of working experience. The CEO characterised the mentality 
at the Wolf Pack in terms of practising what one preaches; as an example he used the 
ISO9000 certificate, and said that if you wish to go out and tell your clients how to 
achieve the level prescribed by the certificate, you have to know from experience how 
to do it yourself. ‘What we believe is what we go out and preach’, as he put it. An 
image of striving to be pioneers was strongly present in the way the interviewees 
described their organisation.  

The interviewees contrasted the management of knowledge workers against managing 
for instance, administrative personnel, who, according to the CEO, rely more on 
bureaucratic rules and norms. The consultants did have rules and norms of their own, 
which were more of an implicit character but, however, became more visible and more 
tangible during times of crisis. The CEO pointed out that knowledge workers tend to 
question everything to a greater extent, which requires of the manager to be prepared to 
discuss more, as well as to assume a more flexible management approach. When it 
comes to leading knowledge workers it centres more on vision and values and creating 
an organisational culture through stating examples, he said, and he half jokingly used 
the word ‘prima donnas’ when describing them. One of the interviewees stated that a 
mentality of ordering people around is totally wrong when leading knowledge workers, 
the role of the leader is more to function as a sounding board.  
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The recession 
 

Signs of an approaching recession started to become visible all around them, both in the 
media and in client companies, before it actually hit the Wolf Pack. The media indicated 
this by painting a negative picture of the crisis at hand. Friends and acquaintances of the 
interviewees were left out of work. Altogether, the interviewees found that the crisis 
was more visible elsewhere at this early point. One of the interviewees explained that 
there was a very clear, early sign that should have made them react before they did: the 
sales volume started decreasing in Finland clearly before there was any talk about a 
recession. However, by raising prices, the lost volumes could be compensated for a few 
months. A major part of the companies then tried to make different investments in order 
to increase growth, and at the Wolf Pack it showed as a temporary, extensive increase in 
orders. 

 

‘There were orders flooding in through all the doors and windows … so as a matter of fact, this 
should have woken us up …  this unbelievable increase in activity … Because there was money 
and then people started having time to participate in training, previously the reason had been that 
they didn’t have time, they had to, you know, work …  and we didn’t see the correlation here 
that there is both time and money, and probably after some time there will be less money and 
that’s exactly what happened.’  

 

It thus became evident that as the financial situation of many clients grew tighter, they 
started to cut down on the services provided by the Wolf Pack. Large companies would 
tend to make centralised decisions to stop buying any services like education and 
marketing, or would insist on cutting down on the length of training programmes. As 
one interviewee put it: 

 

‘It started in the traditional industry where it was more evident due to the export market 
backfiring, and then there was a small delay but it hit other industries with extreme force and the 
service industry, where it was really tough. So it didn’t show here until afterwards … in the 
beginning in the way that in ordinary consulting, first they [the clients] started postponing … and 
then the cancellations increased and then these two trends were high … then we ran out of 
business and we found ourselves in the middle of actually quite a severe recession.’  

 
 

The interviewees pointed out that they could observe how client companies reacted in 
different manners, some by increasing their speed, some by ‘pressing a panic button’. In 
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this way, the recession sneaked up on them, and suddenly hit them with force. At the 
Wolf Pack, the recession became reality in Autumn 1991; the CEO said that it was as if 
there had been a wall up against them when they returned to work after their summer 
holidays. The year 1991 was, however still ‘a decent year’ due to projects that had 
started in the spring and that continued throughout the autumn, but in the autumn new 
assignments were scarce. 

When asked about how the employees reacted when faced with the threat of a crisis, one 
interviewee stated that it was completely evident to everyone that times were tough, and 
this did not need to be communicated or discussed. He put it this way: 

 

‘There were no other reactions than trying harder than before because this job and the pay 
structure is such that you just have to kind of keep working and of course some organisations 
continued but part of them went down.’ 

 

According to another interviewee, the culture of the Wolf Pack contained an ever 
present amount of pressure, which he explained had a relieving effect on the 
atmosphere. The sense of ‘chasing’ had always been inherent. But personally he did feel 
it was not totally business as usual. 

 

‘Of course “it causes turbulence in the back of your head”, like, you wonder how it will turn out. 
That kind of additional pressure and worry, it will do that. Personally I felt that how is this going 
to end, will I make it, will I cope?’  

 

Some interviewees reported that on an individual level, the early reactions at the Wolf 
Pack varied from one individual to another: there was uncertainty; one of the 
interviewed consultants said there was some pessimism; people were speculating and 
wondering what was going to happen.  

 

Personal issues started to surface, for instance the real estate prices suddenly went down 
drastically while interest rates sky-rocketed, which affected some of the consultants, 
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particularly those who had mortgages they had difficulties handling. However, the 
interviewees said they did not experience any traces of actual panic, neither among the 
management nor among the rest of the employees. They said that everyone was well 
aware that business was tight, but the feeling was not one of despair: they focused their 
attention on working harder. The recession was discussed, and some two or three years 
after it started a loud debate ensued in the sense that management reflected on what to 
do in case the situation would get worse. The managers had openly pointed out that the 
markets were tightening, and they would have to see what it would mean from their 
standpoint, and at the same time gather all their forces in order to double their efforts to 
sell.  

I asked the interviewees whether they could remember any specific initial reaction to 
the crisis within the organisation, such as a crisis meeting or the like, where it would 
have been discussed for the first time. Only one of the interviewees remembered a 
specific event, which he actually named twice during the interview. 

 

‘… don’t remember any other actual … other than this one meeting in which we were told that 
the recession couldn’t have struck us at a better time from the company’s point of view, that was 
actually the only thing of that kind that I can remember, but perhaps there was something about 
the communication because there was no feeling of insecurity if you think about it in hindsight, 
the fact that people went to orchestra practice, that doesn’t make it sound as if people had been 
all that worried, does it? You just focused your energy on something else’. 

 

There were somewhat different views on how the recession and the crisis were talked 
about. The CEO described the communication in general as very open, and pointed out 
that there were no walls or closed doors in the open plan office. His view was that the 
consultants did not hesitate to speak out. Also, he said they had an extensive amount of 
different meetings, and the CEO personally published a weekly information bulletin. 
The need to talk increased among some of the consultants, something which one 
interviewee felt that it was reflected in people – particularly those who were not doing 
all to well in their jobs – seeking reassurance by feeling sorry for themselves, expecting 
someone to say to them that ‘don’t worry, we’ll make it’. There was, however no 
organised communication about feelings of fear or uncertainty that members of the 
Wolf Pack may have experienced; the overall rhetoric was ‘we’ll fix this’. The 
consultants said that they would turn to their colleagues, or to the supervisor of their 
group when they needed to talk about some certain issues in relation to the crisis. Some, 
they reported, turned to the CEO, but they would not fan the flame of failure, instead the 
rhetoric was more of a ‘we’ll have to get more market shares, we have to have the 
energy to keep going’.      
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As the recession appeared to turn critical, the leaders of the Wolf Pack started pondering 
how to deal with the situation. The CEO said that they found themselves facing the 
choice between two different strategies for survival. Either they could do as bears do: go 
into hibernation for the winter and wake up when times are better, or they could take a 
more wolf-like strategy: become a little wiser and learn how to hunt more efficiently. 
They chose the latter, and did not retreat from their positions; this was all according to 
an article the CEO had read about how a US company had handled times of crisis. The 
message in the article had been, in sum, that the successful handling of a crisis entails 
doing a little more of everything in terms of for instance increasing marketing efforts 
and focusing more on the personnel. The CEO’s view was that the major part of Finnish 
companies did the opposite, including downsizing, which he stated they would not do.  

 

‘We did not sack a single person. We even recruited, somewhat insignificantly, but … It was a 
totally conscious strategy. We thought that this will pass, and when it does we will need those 
people and, if we focus on the personnel now and show them that we want to keep them, we 
have a chance of keeping them when the upswing comes, because then you’re looking for 
expensive personnel and … so it was a conscious strategy.’  

 

Instead of even considering downsizing, the Wolf Pack then intensified their marketing, 
and made conscious efforts to develop intra-organisational competence. The other 
interviewees mentioned the article and how the CEO had referred to it at the time, and it 
became apparent that the message of the article had been widely known among the 
members of the Wolf Pack, and the interviewees all referred to the ‘no-downsizing 
strategy’. 

 

‘And then this chosen strategy not to downsize, it was, I think it was the most important single 
factor that kept this [situation] together. Because if they had started to sack people then it would 
certainly have changed a lot. Had people been held on to purely on economic grounds then they 
could have been kicked out without any harm done [to the company] but the probability that the 
effects had been totally different is remarkable, that then people would have grown really 
terrified.’ 

 

The CEO explained that the pay system was the reason they did not have to lay people 
off. The consultants had a certain basic salary, which he stated was quite ‘decent’, but in 
addition to the basic salary, the consultants were also paid bonuses directly related to 
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how much they sold. During the recession, the consultants’ income would then at times 
be considerably lower, as selling grew increasingly difficult.  

The structure of the pay system and how it affected the consultants’ personal salaries 
had various consequences. The CEO found that a certain lack of solidarity became 
apparent. There were, according to him, consultants who would demand more pressure 
on discipline, and even on laying certain individuals off. Although the consultants 
expressed that they sympathised with the no-downsizing strategy, traces of a negative 
attitude towards ‘losers’ and how the Wolf Pack would have been better off without 
them were evident. Some consultants were said to have stopped showing up at work, 
apparently due to their poor results, as I was told. If they called in sick there was not 
much one could do if the explanations were valid – however obvious the actual reasons 
for failing to show up were according to the interviewees. One interviewee said that no 
one would pressure the ‘losers’, people who left the company did so of their own free 
will, and ‘outsiders’ had themselves to blame for being left out – they had not asked for 
help. Had they asked, they would surely have received it.  

As the competition among the consultants increased; the CEO found that people would 
tend to share less, and focus more on their own, individual results. He was of the 
opinion that the reluctance to share that he had observed, due to the personal projects’ 
direct impact on one’s income, was the only change in behaviour he had perceived. The 
consultants who failed to reach results became inclined to stay away from work, and he 
explained that for a knowledge worker, a ‘prima donna’ as he again put it, the sudden 
lack of audience probably caused a tremendous stress and thus reluctance to show up. 
These individuals, he continued, were the first ones to leave as soon as the situation on 
the market looked up for them, so in a way, the recession functioned as a sort of 
‘selection process’, weeding out certain individuals. He did state that it would have been 
a whole lot cheaper for the company if they had left at once, but on the other hand, not 
firing them perhaps created trust in management and this had a certain psychological 
effect, the result being that they were able to hold on to good and productive individuals 
because of this way of handling the situation. 

One interviewee found that there had been some cliquishness, but then again, he did not 
experience that there had been any open conflicts. The situation was such that there 
simply were no assignments due to the recession, whereby there were no customers to 
compete for. The company was, according to the same consultant, in a stronger position 
than many competitors, and the way he saw it, the consultants had experienced a 
common barrier, and had worked together in order to overcome it.  

The tightening competition did affect the atmosphere according to another interviewee; 
he found that it was obvious that people did not feel well by the way they were sulking, 
but there were no open conflicts, the way he saw it, as there was nothing concrete to 
fight about. Everyone has their own clients, and there is a clear understanding that no 
one goes after anyone else’s clients. He said that perhaps there was some amount of 
jealousy when certain consultants had more good clients than others, but on the other 
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hand ‘in this company good people have always managed and weak people have always 
had some kind of problems’.  

The competitive spirit could also be traced in the attitude that was expressed towards 
strategies that other companies, particularly competitors, but also clients had chosen, 
and it was strikingly present in the interviewees’ accounts. The CEO found that it 
seemed almost typical for Finnish companies to cut down on development or let people 
go. He stated, however that competitors going bankrupt was hardly something the Wolf 
Pack would grieve, as it strengthened their position on the market. The interviewees 
said they observed a lot of what they described as irrational behaviour in other 
organisations and their attempts to handle the crisis. An illustration that was very 
descriptive of the common view of this was the following.  

 

’… you have to run faster so let’s shorten your legs and it will be easier for you to run, but it 
causes some problems when your steps shorten ... I know of a company that laid off the 
salesmen and then they wondered how come … ”[led to] decreases”, ”Are you serious”? ”Sure!” 
”Damn it, it’s a sign of the fact that your salesmen were good” Well that wasn’t their way of 
thinking.’ 

 

In relation to this, the ‘philosophy’ of the chairman of the board was frequently referred 
to, he was at the time the owner of the company, and would, according to the 
interviewees state that if you wish to make a profit, the last thing to do is to cut down on 
customer relations and marketing. His ‘wise strategy’ was commonly held as the one 
behind the survival, although he as a person did not appear visible in the day-to-day 
activities – his role seemed to be more that of a background figure, a grey eminence. 

The Wolf Pack refused to reduce their prices. This had effects in terms of recovering 
from the crisis, as explained by one interviewee. They would cut down somewhat on the 
length of the projects, and did not raise their prices, but holding on to the price level 
relieved the mental barrier against raising prices that they experienced would have, in 
any event, been there after the recession. The same interviewee could only remember 
one client who had refrained from buying because he had not agreed to lower the price.  

Several social events were arranged. The interviewees explained that this had been done 
to distract people from the hardship and thereby to raise the spirit. An orchestra was 
founded, and the members of it did not have problems finding time to practice. The 
interviewees pointed out that now (during the times of the interviews) it would be 
impossible to keep such activities up. Partly due to lack of time, but partly because the 
consultants do not seem to experience a need for these get-togethers, that were reported 
to be of substantial importance during the time of the recession. 
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There were members of the Wolf Pack who experienced personal hardship. If one had 
bought a house, and would discover when the income sank that the mortgage could no 
longer be covered, the only option was to sell the house. However, the real estate prices 
having perhaps gone down by the time one would realise this, and selling during these 
times not being easy along with the rising interest rates, sometimes lead to situations of 
personal, economic disaster. In such cases, the CEO said the company would sometimes 
lend money to those who needed it. There were, according to him, a couple of 
individuals who experienced such situations, but he pointed out that they did make it 
through.  

Management and leadership 
 
 

According to the interviewees, the leadership of the company was somewhat invisible 
during good times; it hardly mattered what decisions were made, everything went well 
regardless of the decisions. During the recession, however, a management style surfaced 
that became visible in terms of, for instance, tighter control, which was accepted, and 
perhaps even expected by the consultants as a natural consequence of the hard times. I 
was told that there were managers, who were considered rather difficult individuals, but 
a certain balance was apparently maintained.   the CEO had a stabilising impact on the 
other consultants, which was pointed out by the interviewees.  

 

’It did change, the management style, clearly … well, management style … It depended on the 
person in question, obviously some people … During good times a certain management style 
stays latent because there is no reason … There’s no reason to manage when things are fine. 
Then when the bad times arrived certain ways of managing were accentuated that are totally 
wrong in a specialist organisation … these were related to persons, they have nothing 
whatsoever to do with the CEO, he has managed the company the way a specialist organisation 
is supposed to be managed, but there were some people who practised management by ordering 
people around because some people had the idea that if you give firm orders [employees] will do 
it, there was clearly a more severe atmosphere of order-giving and that turned everything in a 
worse direction.’ 

 

One of the interviewees said that the consultants’ reactions to what he found was 
incompetent leadership behaviour were typically human, the consultants would nod and 
agree when confronted, and afterwards they would dryly state that ‘well, the yelling is 
over and done with, I’m not going to do anything’. He said that it became somewhat 
comparable to the army, which was totally out of line in their company. There was a 
kind of a conflict which was based on the idea that tougher goals need tougher 
explaining, which effectively does not make people work harder to achieve the goals. 
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The same interviewee made his view of how knowledge workers are to be led very 
clear, and emphasised that ordering people around is not the right way. To the extent 
that this happened, it immediately led to personal friction and a worse atmosphere, in 
his view, but in no way to any valuable results. He summed up his view as follows: 

 

‘It was kind of forgotten ... it was more a question of cornering the bossy ones, they were 
marginalised by the team, instead of the team actually doing something – there was no doubt that 
there was a toughening of the management atmosphere.’ 

 

The interviewees told me that management never panicked, one of them characterised 
their managers as ’cold blooded’ in that sense. One interviewee reflected on why he 
thought management did not panic, and concluded that it probably had to do with their 
personalities, with the age structure and the amount of experience they possessed; they 
had seen tough times before, considering that many of them had at least twenty years of 
working experience, some considerably more. Another interviewee also said that he 
never experienced any kind of feelings of insecurity. His attitude was that, from his 
personal point of view, if you succeed in bringing in enough business in order to 
support yourself, then there would probably not be any reason for management to 
consider firing him. 

 

The CEO at the centre of the stage 

 

The CEO described his leadership in terms of being available, he did not think that 
people hesitated all too much before they contacted him, and the door to the managers’ 
joint office was never closed. He remembered that some employees would call him in 
the middle of the night during the crisis, and stated that he was grateful to be on such 
good terms with them, that they had the courage to call. Moreover, he found that his 
function was at times that of a referee, especially when the ‘prima donnas’ would have a 
tiff. This role brought with it a need for what he defined as a ‘container capacity’ when 
listening to people: an ability to just absorb the rubbish and do away with it when they 
were through talking, not taking what people say too personally and thus not being 
forced to lie awake dwelling over things at night. 
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The CEO stressed the importance of being convinced; he said he never doubted that the 
company would survive, and said he was totally convinced that the strategies they had 
chosen were the right ones.  

 

‘I never doubted that this company would survive, the thought never struck me or ... so the way I 
saw it was that this is temporary ... Not even when other companies went down did I think that 
we would. I don’t think that people here … I don’t think they were all that worried, I think the 
dominant feeling was that of a fighting spirit. Obviously the consultants that were doing poorly, 
to them the situation was pretty difficult.’ 

 

He said he was firmly of the opinion, that being convinced himself, and thereby acting 
in accordance with his words was the key when it came to people trusting him and the 
rest of the managers or not, and also underlined the importance of being honest. 

The interviewed consultants’ accounts of how they never really felt insecure appeared to 
validated his statement. The fact that he seemed to have faith in the company and being 
convinced that it would survive, thus contributed to the wolves sharing that faith. 
Moreover, one of the interviewees was firmly of the opinion that there was no real 
drama, no crisis meetings were held, and another interviewee validated this in 
remembering the meeting in the beginning of the recession, where it had been stated 
that the crisis could not have occurred at a better time from the company’s point of 
view. The CEO reflected upon his own way of relating to the situation, and believed 
that he probably never thought the situation was all that critical. 

 

‘I think the situation would have been different if I had perceived it as very critical with these 
phone calls I remember that I got late at night, etcetera.‘  

 

The interviewed consultants’ accounts of their CEO’s leadership as well as him as a 
person were all positive. ‘Bad guys’, however, were never mentioned by name, and only 
referred to in passing. One interviewee said he did not believe that the managers were 
always of the same opinion, but their disagreements did not show; they probably fought 
their battles behind closed doors, he said, and when they were done, the CEO would 
come out and take care of informing the others. He also believed that the CEO was the 
one that they looked to for emotional support. Further, he did not believe anyone had 
anything against the CEO personally, no one left because of him. 
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‘… the CEO in a positive sense because he was a stabilising factor, he sort of was profiled as a 
gathering force so that when he got sick and we thought that it seems we’re going to have to do 
without [him] and then we started guessing that this company is going to fall if we lose him’  

 

He seems to have held on to certain principles, and thus was experienced to have played 
the role of a fixed point in the middle of uncertain times, thereby downplaying the sense 
of drama. One interviewee put it this way: 

 

’This is of course hindsight – I didn’t see it and I don’t confess that it would have been 
something influenced by the recession, but the situation was already when I joined the company 
in the beginning of the 1980s that we did have quite a lot of these family- and other events and 
the way I see it is that the tradition was continued, in the sense that these were not left out when 
cutting down costs but they were held on to, which can perhaps be seen as having been held on 
to as an end in itself because there was a need to show that there is a certain stability here 
inherent in the company, it was by no means done because of the recession, but to keep up an old 
feeling of continuity and naturally to the people it looked as if [it was done because of the 
recession] but in fact it was about keeping up the tradition. It would of course have been possible 
to cut these expenses but he [the CEO] wouldn’t do that …’ 

 

The CEO made it clear that, although the culture of the Wolf Pack is a strong one, and 
there may be some myths and legends inherent in it, he personally avoids creating any 
heroes. The reason for this, he said, is that it is difficult to create a company that centres 
around one hero, as the clients then only ask for the hero in person when hiring the 
company in question. He experienced that there was an almost total lack of creating 
scapegoats and of any gossip in relation to the times of the recession.  

However, the Wolf Pack being strongly sales- and goal-oriented, one of the 
interviewees found that the profile of consultants that were hired by the company was 
‘hungry’, competitive and goal-oriented. The company was one, according to him, that 
gives you excellent tools, support, as well as the possibility to continuously train 
yourself. He defined the company in terms of hero-worship, and emphasised results and 
heroic deeds; each consultant has achieved international results, and carried out an 
extensive amount of training. The term ‘record’, he claimed, was used extensively, there 
was a sense of glorification. 
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The route in hindsight 

 

A frequently repeated statement among the interviewees was how they were surprised 
by the length of the recession. Never had they expected that it would take them seven 
years to reach the same results as before it hit them. The CEO emphasised how they all 
along were convinced that the crisis would soon be over.  

 

‘… so it’s always a question about how long it takes until one reacts. And it is clear that we 
didn’t react all that fast, but pretty fast you could say although the year [1991] looked good [in 
terms of results] and so on so it didn’t take us too long until we started drawing up different 
strategies … I sort of knew when I discussed [the matter with others] that all decisions are 
mostly made too late. But we were conscious of, being a consulting firm that one has to do 
something quickly and radically. But we didn’t do that either, because we didn’t expect this one 
[the recession] to become so severe. So maybe one expects it to pass after all.’  

 

The CEO explained the survival as a result of their attitude in terms of ‘we’ll manage, 
we’ll just increase our market share’, as well as of having had an active approach, of 
having controlled the process, adjusted strategies when needed and of having had a firm 
belief in their concept. He said that as their own business focuses on development and 
marketing, they have to be convinced that the right thing to do in a crisis situation is to 
put more effort into marketing and sales. In their environment, they had observed 
companies that would cut down on development on customer service and sales, and 
found that that must be the wrong strategy. So they increased everything, even 
employee rewards, thus ‘practising as they preached’. As their business focuses on 
education, development and consulting, the CEO said, they have to be convinced that 
they should focus on marketing and sales. The CEO repeatedly remarked that ‘In order 
to survive a recession, you have to increase everything’. He claimed he had never 
thought of giving up, and pointed out that: ‘I was totally convinced that this is the right 
strategy’. Further, he said that not a single project had failed due to the recession. 

He also stated that everyone controls their own destiny, and that they had never applied 
for any government support, comparing companies that live off financial support of 
diverse kinds with wild animals that are being fed, and continued by stating that this 
will have consequences for how one behaves when faced with a crisis situation. That is, 
whether you are used to being fed, or hunting for yourself. 
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The same attitude towards a ‘strategy of decreasing’ was apparent in all the other 
interviewees’ accounts too, as well as the fact that the length of the recession took them 
by surprise.  

 

’… these are in spite of all temporary and few companies have healed through anorexia nervosa 
and we knew that [the end of] it would come at some point … It lasted somewhat longer though 
… we were in Imatra at a meeting and we toasted to the end of the recession … had a drink of 
Koskenkorva, it was my idea … we toasted and it was … 1993, in June. ”Now we drink to the 
end of it!” and the drink was delicious but it took three more years until it had any effect … 
that’s how long it took and we didn’t see it that it would hit absolute rock bottom before it would 
pick up again …’  

 

Considering that the ‘increase everything-strategy’, as the CEO called it, was decided 
upon in the beginning, when the assumption was that the crisis would not be long 
lasting, it is difficult to say whether the initial approach would have been the same had 
they known how long and severe the recession would turn out to be. On the other hand, 
the financial position of the company was not as weak as many of their competitors’, 
and their culture one of hard work, competitiveness and ‘chasing’. The basic strategy 
was reported never to have been adjusted, which perhaps had to do with what behaviour 
and consequences of it they observed in the environment. At some point, however, I 
was told that worst case scenarios were pondered. One interviewee put it this way: 

 

‘I don’t remember the year, but kind of the worst possible was illustrated … It was a metaphor, 
about a sailing boat, and when there’s a heavy storm, you try to manage, but what when the last 
… what do you do, you cut the mast, so that the boat won’t tip over. You save what can be 
saved. So maybe that made it hit home, what this means.’     

 

Another interviewee said that, in his view, the handling of the situation did not entail 
very dramatic features. He elaborated on this: 

 

‘… the worst decrease in turnover was when it went down to [ the sum ] then we understood that 
this is the bottom of it, so this is the level we’ll stay at, and then part of the consultants had left at 
that time and the number of consultants had diminished ... so the turnover didn’t go up that much 
but the effective consultants’ pay started rising and … so it showed in the resources and that then 
gave us faith in the future and that this will pass ... So it lasted a couple of years longer than we 
had thought but then it started turning around slowly and we didn’t experience that kind of crisis. 
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And then when the clients gave us feedback in the sense that we know we should but we can’t 
afford it now, as soon as we can we will … and we knew that the sun was rising but damn it, we 
had no idea what time of year it was. It’s four o’clock but it’s dark, we knew that it was on its 
way and it helped us see it through that the customers’ feedback…. If they had said that they 
they’ll never hire us again… then we would have been in deep trouble but that wasn’t the case 
and it was obvious that the core team here succeeded despite everything, which gave the rest of 
the team faith, at least someone copes.’ 

 

The interviewees’ accounts of how the CEO had been an important stabilising element 
seem to reflect that they perceived his calmness as genuine. This may have been an 
important element when attempting to understand why the Wolf Pack did not 
experience an overwhelming  paralysis, in spite of the uncertain times.  

The CEO ascribed some of the credit for survival to luck, the fact that they had, for 
instance, not bought their own office space, as they had been planning just before the 
recession. The chairman of the board was said to have advised them not to, and buying 
it, the CEO said, would probably have led to bankruptcy. He added: ‘But partly it was 
due to us having the right chairman of the board’.  

One interviewee did not consider it was due to luck at all, but it was, in his opinion, 
sensible economising and found that there had been a whole range of sensible decision-
making and perseverance. They had stayed cool, calm and collected, he said, there had 
been no panic reaction. He said that it became obvious after the recession that the 
company had been managed sensibly and they had managed to invest wisely, and he 
specifically referred to the CFO who according to the interviewee had managed the 
financial side sensibly already during good times, thus creating a better starting point 
when the crisis hit.  

Something that was frequently pointed to as important by all of the interviewees was 
that experience does play a substantial role in a crisis as it toughens you up and helps 
you remain calm. The CEO said that different individuals would react differently to 
crises, some would behave like children, others would tend to be self-directed and 
mature in their behaviour. He emphasised the importance of recruiting experienced 
individuals. One interviewee elaborated on the experience issue as follows:  

 

‘Especially when this generation, these who are now thirty-, fortysomethings, they haven’t even 
lived through the times of the oil crisis and the like. Those who were around fifty, this is obvious 
in many companies, those who had stayed on as chairmen of the board in large companies, that 
I’ve been in contact with, where young thirtysomethings had been made managers. When several 
were paralysed, I thought hold on, let’s see, have we been through this before. You might say 
experience has been an important factor. I’d say that those in their twenties didn’t react that way, 
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they were only entering their professional life. Then there were those who had been in working 
life for some time, we, as well, probably tended to panic somewhat more. Then again, those who 
were in their forties had had their share of hard times before, and so the paralysing effect wasn’t 
so great.’ 

 

The time of the recession is something that is hardly talked about anymore at the Wolf 
Pack. I found it a little surprising, as their view of how they handled it was quite 
positive, and even the chairman of the board had used their crisis management as an 
example of pioneers internationally. A response by one of the interviewed consultants to 
my question about whether it was still up for discussion was the following: 

 

‘Perhaps a word or two is mentioned about it in the corridors, but no. At some point when there 
were certain individuals who couldn’t stop dwelling on the recession. I remember the CEO 
saying that “hey, can we stop this talk about the recession, the industry shows record growth in 
some fields let’s stop the panicking right here, the media produces headlines about businesses 
going bankrupt and people being laid off, let’s stop this talk, part of this recession has been 
artificially produced.” The message was that at least we here at the Wolf Pack will stop it. We 
are the pioneers. We are consultants and if we enter a client company saying ‘So how does the 
recession affect you?’ we start off with negativity.’ 

 

The CEO said he represented a positive outlook on life and according to him, he had 
learned a great deal from the recession, to the extent that he said he would not like to be 
without the experience. He said it was a ‘valuable experience’, and said that people 
develop through experiencing setbacks and crises, which create different values. The 
recession, he continued, had given strength in terms of an attitude according to which 
lesser problems are put into perspective, and the employees have a different kind of 
trust. 

 

 

I asked the CEO how they would go about handling a recession related crisis if one 
were to occur again.  

 

‘I really don’t think I’d do much differently, I think we would do it exactly the same way’ 
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On a broader societal level, the CEO found that a result of the recession had been that 
half the amount of individuals are now carrying out the same amount of work in 
organisations in general. At the Wolf Pack, this can be traced in terms of cancellations 
and postponing of ordered projects, when the time to participate simply cannot be 
found. Clients also tended to demand more efficiency, more speed, after the recession, 
and teamwork and an orientation towards learning in terms of understanding became 
less important, while the importance of result orientation increased.  

The way he saw it, there had been certain changes in the overall climate and structure, 
the aim being foremost to achieve results and create shareholder value. During the 
recession, organisations had learnt to get by with less personnel, and to get them to give 
a little more, a requirement that everyone become more efficient was inherent in the 
present time in terms of new values. His conclusion was, that one can ask oneself, how 
they cope. People tend to adjust to tougher requirements, he said, the strong ones 
survive and hang on but the weak ones fall off by themselves, they suffer burnout. This 
amounts to the situation at the time of the interview being pointed out as even tougher 
than that during the time of the recession.   

 

Epilogue 

  

The process of crisis handling at the Wolf Pack as told by the interviewees seems to 
reflect a crisis by way of a lack of crisis meetings. One interviewee summed up the 
situation as follows: 

 

‘If you would interview people now, in 2000, there are people even right now who are scared or 
worried. And then there are those that feel that it’s all great, excellent. There are as many 
opinions as there are people. But at the time, when you thought that how do I make it when 
relating to the own clientel and departure point for my results. Now there are people that, if they 
can’t make it here, there are lots of jobs and demand on the market. During those times the worst 
thing was the fear of not having any options ... Some were used to the result structure of the 
company and they had a house and … there were those that experienced tremendous losses. 
There was no jumping for joy, people were far more serious-minded than they are today.’  
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There is evidence of active attempts to handle the difficult situation, but the direction of 
the handling is pointed to by the management, which is experienced as having been in 
control, and displaying a stability, a sense of ‘business as usual’, in the midst of 
troubling times. The CEO claims that he never doubted the company would survive, and 
the interviewees appear to confirm this: he was genuinely convinced that all would turn 
out well in the end. He stuck to his principles and to the strategies, even when the 
recession grew severer and business stagnated increasingly. Furthermore, he was 
claimed to have the courage to intervene in difficult situations of conflict. According to 
the accounts I was told, there was then a certain lack of dramatics, at the same time as 
the process and the crisis were told to have been actively handled. This then appears to 
have instilled faith and trust in the possibility of overcoming the crisis, thus enabling 
consultants to remain active.    

Not all consultants did however remain active, as we have seen. Inherent to the 
management process there appears to have been two conflicting directions. One might 
view the leadership style in relation to this as a strategy, perhaps not always a 
consciously chosen one, but one could claim that there were efforts to increase the 
competition among the consultants, which to a certain extent led to disloyalty among 
them, and at the same time created loyalty towards the management. There were 
strategies that appear to have worked as a social glue, holding the ‘pack’ together and 
preventing them from fighting each other in terms of the social events and extra 
curricular activities arranged, at the same time as the competition was seemingly 
consciously increased. The CEO was apparently not one to speak openly in negative 
terms of any individual, which may have created loyalty towards him. Another loyalty 
creating element can the fact that the company would lend money to individual 
members of the organisation have been.  

The strategies the management chose apparently influenced the climate and culture of 
the Wolf Pack in the sense that the rules and norms already inherent in the company 
became more evident, they appear to have been strengthened. Building on the pay 
system and the open sharing of individual sales results through a database that were 
designed to have an effect to increase competition, along with a recruitment strategy 
that favoured experienced and competitively oriented or ‘hungry’ individuals, to use the 
interviewees’ own term, the consultants who were less successful were quite rapidly 
sifted out. The reward system, according to which successful individuals were openly 
rewarded obviously has an effect on those whose achievements are poorer – these did 
not get any public attention, neither positive nor negative according to the wolves I 
interviewed, which is perhaps even worse that getting negative attention. At least in an 
organisation where the workers are described in terms of prima donnas who have a 
particular need for an audience. Losing one’s audience altogether may be disastrous to 
an individual with this particular need. For some of these individuals, it seems, that the 
loss could only be handled by staying away altogether. Also, successful individuals 
were rewarded in public, the ones who did not manage to achieve good results were 
never mentioned in public at all.  
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The CEO did refer to how the pay system may have led to consultants that did better 
than others would experience that those who did not get any assignments were in a way 
‘living off others’, as it were. He reflected upon the effects of this as follows:  

 

‘I would almost say that what surprised me was that in an organisation like this one and the 
management had a mission not to let anyone go …. [   ] The pressure to let people go increased. [    
] It always surprises me a little that they thought that those who didn’t quite manage to reach 
results and so on, “what are they doing here?” [   ] The harder the times the more emphasis the 
group placed on discipline or on who was to stay. That appeared a bit funny to me …. In spite of 
them not being partners or so…. the wolf pack was in a dog-eat-dog situation.’ 

 

The competitiveness inherent to the culture was an explicit element: when recruiting 
consultants the Wolf Pack focused on hiring ‘hungry’ individuals. The crisis perhaps 
then served to test the amount of hunger the individual consultants experienced. The 
‘really’ hungry ones remained active, the not so ‘hungry’ ones chose to stop showing up 
at work and, subsequently left the company altogether. The fact that a number of 
consultants decided to leave after the crisis was something the CEO explained he did 
not find critical. He said that the decision not to downsize had ensured that they were 
able to hold on to good individuals. In relation to this, one of the interviewees said he 
believed that the recession had had a positive impact in the sense that it took in the 
slack, and showed the value of real know-how. During good times, he said, anyone 
succeeds, but the recession resulted in increased efficiency and the companies that 
devote themselves to working on a long-term basis and development. He found that 
people and organisations actually have learned something, at the very least to start from 
a more reasonable and sound point of departure.    

 

 ’ … and once you’ve lived through that, the weak moments too,  … you can’t blame it on, ”I 
would otherwise but the external factors …”. The recession brought with it many a good thing, 
darn it. It took in the slack”.  
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CHAPTER 7. THE ANTHILL 

The Anthill, a producer of software solutions, was founded in the mid-1980s by a 
consortium of banks, a consultancy agency, and an insurance company. It grew from 
employing only six persons in the first year to over twenty during the second year, and 
by the end of the 1980s it employed 120 persons. One of the interviewees who had been 
working for the Anthill from the first year of its existence described the process: 

 

‘We worked like crazy [during the pre-Ms. Ant years], everyone was enthusiastic, the 
atmosphere at the Anthill was extremely good. There somehow, apparently the people who were 
singled out to come to work there wanted to be in a small company and work for it, we all had a 
common goal, and we worked enthusiastically and carried out projects and perhaps project 
management control didn’t exactly progress in that company. I don’t know whom to blame for 
that but we just took on projects thinking that ”yes, we’ll do this one” and estimates regarding 
the required input were totally wrong and there were not enough resources and there was new 
technology and there had just been you see … in the investment sector things were happening, 
there was a money market system, investment funds and things like that. The business area was 
new and everyone was enthusiastic. So that was the downside to the Anthill that the projects 
weren’t handled, the deadlines weren’t met. We made losses, projects were sold at too low 
prices. That was in 1986, it wasn’t during the recession.’ 

 
 

At the end of the 1980s, Ms. Ant was appointed CEO, her role explicitly being that of a 
rationaliser, as the owners of the company did not want to declare bankruptcy. The 
company had grown totally out of control, said Ms. Ant, and was downsized to around 
60 employees in a few months. In spite of this, they did not get the situation completely 
under control before the recession hit. Ms Ant was in charge during the recession. 

When asked how they would describe the company in metaphorical terms, the 
consultants found it difficult to grasp what I was getting at. Contrary to the Wolf Pack, 
this was a company in which the employees were not familiar with the consultancy and 
organisation studies rhetoric. I tried to specify and offered the metaphor of a family as 
an example. Unable to explain exactly why, Ms. Ant and all the others very 
spontaneously responded to this that it could certainly not be described as a family. 
They all found it impossible to come up with something suitable, perhaps due to not 
being used to this line of thinking. With the entrepreneurial, active picture I had been 
given in mind, I suggested an anthill to Ms. Ant, which she found apt.  
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‘Exactly, that’s quite a good one. Individuals, not that many followers, like there can be a big 
group of followers and a few people who show the way. It wasn’t like that. Anthill is good, 
everyone did their own bit.’ 

 

One of the consultants found that it was a ‘homogenous crowd that was very 
heterogenous’, and specified that it consisted of individuals but everyone got along with 
everyone. The atmosphere, she added, was not that of a ‘happy family’, but she found it 
was apparent that everyone got along and they were all very willing to help each other. 
An important common mission was to work for the good of the company and to keep it 
afloat, she said. Additionally, the majority of the consultants were shareholders. The 
story one of the consultants told me about himself and how he ended up at the Anthill 
was quite descriptive in terms of the kind of individuals the company attracted. He had 
started his career in the IT-business in the late 80s, he had worked for an IT-company 
for a couple of years, and then started to feel that his career development had stagnated, 
mainly because he did not get along with the CEO. Apparently, he said, he had broken 
the boundaries of that organisational culture. He started at the Anthill after having seen 
an interesting recruitment advertisment in the paper and having heard about the 
company. The best brains, he said, had been acquiered from banks and other 
organisations and, from there on, the company had started to grow. He explained that he 
is the kind of person who is always on the lookout for challenges, and this was 
something I recognised as an overall characteristic of the interviewees. 

Early signs of and reactions to the recession 

 

I asked Ms. Ant to tell me about when and how signs of the approaching recession 
started to show at the Anthill. 

 

‘It showed badly both in the work and the private spheres. [And in] the bank sector, because the 
projects that are carried out there are huge. There was not the kind of mentality in the banks that 
something would be left unfinished. The recession did not yet hit there in 1991. Elsewhere it 
showed really drastically in that year. We had large projects going on, they kept us, I don’t 
remember the numbers, but employment was good there in 1990, 1991. And 1992 was the kind 
of year when, as projects were finished, no new orders came in.’ 
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One interviewee remembered how he had registered the first signs based on the changes 
that had occurred after he had joined in the late 1980s, a time during which a 
‘recruitment boom’ had been present, which then started to stagnate. An early sign of 
this was that consultants were not hired anymore, as even the client companies had to 
lay off their own staff. The consultants working externally with clients were sent back 
to the Anthill. Another interviewee, on the other hand, said that as she was working at a 
project and located at a client’s office she had her hands full with her own work, and 
found that there were no signs of the recession in her daily activities. At some point, 
however, colleagues from the Anthill would start contacting her to ask whether she 
might  have assignments to offer them. At this point she found that people even started 
panicking; ‘the best ones’, those who had a possibility left the Anthill, although she said 
that was a tiny minority, as you would have to be a top performer to be able to leave the 
company and find another job when there is a recession that affects all fields. Others, on 
the other hand,  calmly decided to stay on and wait and see how it would turn out. 

 

In 1992, redundancy talks were initiated. All the employees knew that the results of the 
Anthill were going downhill, and, according to Ms. Ant, everyone was fully aware that 
downsizing was already a fact. She said she would tell people to join some 
unemployment fund, and remind them that they should not believe that the crisis would 
pass easily. Having told me this, she added that I should probably ask the consultants 
involved how they experienced the situation, hers was only a management point of 
view. 

 

’Naturally everyone was scared, and it started to show in the atmosphere but there was still this 
sense of a joint effort. That was precisely the strength of the company, in my opinion. The crowd 
was so entrepreneurial and involved. We all gave up our holiday pay and tried to think of every 
possible way to keep the wheels turning.’  

  

Ms. Ant found that there were no panic stations whatsoever. She described the 
personnel in terms of an enterprising spirit, and that they would go out and look for 
projects. With the company being so small, it was easy to gather all of the personnel and 
reflect on potential measures, and, she said, they scrutinized every cost and came up 
with a range of decisions on how to economise. A few people had been chosen, who 
would form an action committee to consider cost control. All of the members of the 
Anthill were then asked, whether they would agree to give up their holiday pay, and she 
said everyone did agree, and added that there was a strong community spirit.  
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The actual problems started at the beginning of 1993, when no other alternative 
remained than to lay people off, and this was where the tough part began, said Ms. Ant. 
In March 1993 the process of downsizing had to be carried out. Individuals who had not 
had anything to do for a while, and for whom there were no assignments at the present 
time, were the first ones to be laid off. I asked Ms. Ant what kind of an atmosphere this 
had created. 

 

‘I’m sure everyone was scared. I believe that in the end everyone was. In 1992 some were 
already let go, but 1993 was the difficult time because then we had to fire good people. That’s 
why I remember it. From the administrative side above all. There were already secretaries and 
people from accounting And then from the systems developers’ side, whose fate was a bit 
uncertain. My mentality was somewhat, do your job well like I have done in my time, and my 
conscience will be clear when we run out of work. But I don’t remember 1992 as being tough  
…  ’93 was really the tough one.’ 

 

Ms. Ant said that the process was a very active one in the sense that everything possible 
was done in terms of thinking things through together with clients and partners, as there 
were no jobs to be assigned to anyone inherent in the company – everything had to be 
generated from clients. The clients had a say in the sense that if they would place an 
order, they would have their own requirements concerning who would be the consultant 
carrying out the project, and this way the ones who were not directly asked for by the 
clients were left without assignments, and were subsequently laid off.  

Some consultants started working part-time, which was discussed carefully before it 
was put into effect, according to one of the interviewees involved. The fact that things 
were talked about together before anything was decided, was a ‘big plus’ at the Anthill, 
she added.  

 

‘I was under the impression that solutions were really thought through before any measures were 
taken. Inducements were made so that employees could leave on favourable terms, and  – I 
believe –  with the individual’s interest in mind.’  
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She compared the situation to another company she had worked for previously, where 
people had been laid off and the company finally ceased to exist. In that other company, 
the reactions of the people had been agonising. The difference, she stated, could be 
found partly in the openness that characterised the Anthill. At the company she worked 
for previously, she said that the wellbeing of the co-workers had suffered. She said she 
had not been kept up to date, and she believed the managers had been somewhat 
confused about how to deal with the situation. Decisions had never been discussed 
openly, just informed of after they had been made. She had resolved to leave that 
company before it ’all ended’, and then joined the Anthill, where she found a positive 
atmosphere, the effects of which she found tremendous. 

Another interviewee explained her decision to stay at the Anthill despite the uncertain 
situation as follows: 

 

’Well, yes, when the recession started and people were leaving for other companies and I 
thought too about leaving …  but then I thought I’d just see how things worked out. Then of 
course, you know, if your nature is to …  I had a project to work on and I was committed to it. 
As far as I remember I didn’t check out other job opportunities, of course I considered it but I 
didn’t ask around. As it was, I was committed to the work I was doing in this company’.  

 

The same interviewee reflected on the openness that characterized the way things were 
discussed at the Anthill. Her impression was that with the company being so small, 
everyone co-operated and gathered together for redundancy talks and reflected upon 
how the company could make it. She found there was no sense of panic, even after her 
project based at a clients company was finished, her team of about seven thought that 
‘OK, we’ve finished this one up, let’s just accept layoffs for a while and it was a result 
of negotiations carried out in good spirit'. People who faced temporary layoffs had faith 
that they would be contacted by their employer as soon as there would be jobs available 
she said, and she did not feel anyone would have lost hope.  

Another interviewee confirmed the picture I had been given by the others, that is, of 
management not really tightening the reins in terms of just informing the employees that 
‘now your cars will be taken away and you will all go on leave unpaid’, but more in 
terms of the managers asking what the employees considered would be reasonable 
measures. He also agreed that everyone would actively involve themselves and do their 
share as well as they could. 
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‘Everyone understood the situation, what business is all about, and what the situation was like … 
the different kinds of alternatives. It was [managed] ideally, in a way, a really tough situation, 
how in the world have they been capable of … they were truly tough guys. And still, they were 
not ...  it was just part of their personality, it wasn’t false cheerfulness. The crowd understands 
the situation, when, if you don’t do anything, then what? Should we start play dice on who gets 
kicked out … or what do we do? When a person finds himself with his back against the wall, 
he’ll start thinking of possible ways to make his own contribution.’  

 

In sum, the whole process of downsizing was described in terms of being an 
interactional one, where ‘ostrich-like’ behaviour, that is, hiding one’s head in the sand 
waiting for the danger to pass, was totally absent among all parties involved. One 
interviewee put it as follows: 

 

‘The way I remember it, it was exactly the case that …  Or the way I remember it, we really 
thought things through together, there was Ms. Ant and all the team leaders and the other 
employees and we were all thinking about how to make it and the like … Not in the sense that 
“OK, to me staying home is more of a possibility than to you, so you stay at work” because we 
couldn’t just redesignate our clients. Still, it was kind of about checking whether someone really 
was in the position that they could be left out of work, and decisions were made accordingly 
because we were a small group in my opinion the atmosphere was quite posi … maybe you can’t 
say that it was positive during the recession but there was never any ... I can’t remember any but 
of course, there is no point trying to smooth it out now and to say that being laid off was easy for 
people but … I didn’t have any … and my team members who were laid off, they didn’t have 
any excessive problems, so it was all … ‘  

 

The interviewees all said that many social events were arranged during the recession, 
but this was always mentioned by them somehow in passing, as if it were something 
totally self-evident, even during a crisis. Only one interviewee refered to what he called 
the ‘sports and social side’ in somewhat lengthier terms than the others. It had, in his 
view, been handled in an ideal way. There had been parties, arranged by an elected 
committee. 

 

 

‘we had parties, whatever the kind, we would book a place and we dined, and then when there 
was, it was so totally relaxed, pleasant there was not this spirit of, ”here you are, five coupons, 
you can have a pint for each one”, something like that, and still people acted exemplarily, there 
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was always an internal arranging committee that got some money, it was always great fun and 
everyone behaved splendidly.’  

 

Ants go international 

 

A story told by the interviewees was of how someone had come up with the idea that 
some of their ready-to-use software might be suitable for export to the Baltic countries. 
Their borders had opened up in 1991 and their banks had nothing like that. One 
interviewee remembered how when he was sent back to the Anthill (due to the 
recession) from the client company he had been working for, he had no intention to start 
tidying up the files. He was asked whether he would be prepared to join a group that 
would ship ready-to-use software to Tallinn. This would involve a few weeks of 
training in Berlin beforehand. He quickly decided to accept. Ms. Ant was actively 
involved, and appointed head of the unit in charge of this international project. He 
explained to me that she was always very much present in all activities that involved 
internationalisation. He said that there was a lot to learn there, ‘you can’t just fiddle 
around in your own office, you have to be interested in what’s happening.’ Everything 
was prepared and arranged at short notice, no one had time to hesitate or wonder 
whether something would happen or not, or whether, for instance, new computers, or 
whatever they needed, would be provided; things were thus rapidly taken care of. The 
work they carried out in the Baltic countries was of a kind where the very fundamentals 
of the reorganised banking business had to be recast.  

The implementation of the whole project started out through an arrangement with a 
Finnish woman who had business contacts in a deposit bank and who set up a meeting 
with them and some members of the Anthill. Two employees of the Anthill arrived in 
Tallinn at the time and place that had been agreed upon, only to find that there was no 
one there to meet them. They decided to march straight through the front doors of the 
Bank of Estonia, and were allowed to meet the vice president of the bank. From there it 
continued and business took off. Ms Ant described it as follows: 

 

‘The first delivery was quite large. The group would leave on Monday morning with their 
drinking bottles, sleeping bags and toilet paper. Then they stayed there the whole week. To us 
this was just fabulous, we had been talking about internationalisation. And so we had found 
work to do. At the best times, we had clients from Riga as well. We had, I think six clients, in 
three countries. It was quite alright, overall.’ 
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I expressed slight surprise at how they had had the courage to start a project of this 
nature, as it must have been both risky and costly. The responses reflected a kind of 
spontaneous, inherent orientation towards action, and I was under the impression that 
they all found that it would have been more of a risk not to have started the project than 
it had been to carry it out. One interviewee explained to me that when business is slow, 
and a company is not doing well, first and foremost it has to focus on marketing and on 
staying alive: 

 

‘We just went there. And there’s a thousand stories of these horrible project experiences, that in 
hindsight are remembered and I’m sure a whole lot of stories have been written about them. It 
was so cold at the bank, and there was draught from the window, we wore woolly socks, you had 
to wear a fur hat and padded jacket indoors. Wet socks were dried on top of the radiators, we 
brought our own toilet paper ...  they would use old bank statements the size of trays, which they 
had cut into stamp-sized bits, hell no, am I supposed to clean myself with those? ... the toilet was 
barely one square metre, it was a big bank and there were all kinds of people. They would polish 
their nails, put on lipstick all day long, and what not. The water wasn’t drinkable, we brought 
drinking bottles. And sleeping bags. We introduced quite central matters, we launched a Western 
way of accounting, for example,  the profit and loss account, they were amazed that the accounts 
had to be correct down to the penny, isn’t it enough that they are vaguely correct …  they 
couldn’t think that way, they didn’t know anything about it.‘  

 

From the way the interviewees described the process, I could trace a humble attitude, 
not the mentality of going there and ordering them around because the Anthill 
consultants had the knowhow, and the Baltic banks had nothing. The consultants 
described the peoples of the Baltic countries as extremely motivated and willing to 
westernise, but they would protect their integrity by making it clear that: 

 

‘the top manager, or his or her number two would make the facts clear, that we are a partner, and 
the reason why we’re here, and the bank will implement the systems and of course they will 
benefit from it, and they were very clear about it  …  it worked quite well in that culture, it is 
kind of straightforward.’  

 

The societal conditions in the Baltic countries did put the Finnish economic crisis in 
perspective, said Ms. Ant. She found that there were tremendous differences in attitude 
between them and the Finns, which the media discussion in Finland during the recession 
illustrated clearly. 
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’Things are terrible, people are being laid off, we are in a bad situation. Still, our standard of 
living is reasonable. And then when I went over there, and there was nothing. Nothing. And they 
had this drive to build their country, a positive drive. Everyone. When our boys used the 
lavatories at the banks there, they checked the toilet paper, thinking that banks should have 
money, but it was forms. But friendly, positive, enthusiastic to build, and then when I returned 
here, where you can see a good standard of living, the self-pity … When media would generate 
that kind of misery. Not one single story was about what should be done in order for us to cope. 
What we should attempt, what to come up with. The TV news were terrible, I wished there had 
sometimes been stories of ’these and these did this and this in order to cope and they saved this 
much, although they had to suffer. It was all so totally negative.’    

 

Management  

 

One of the interviewees said he did believe that a certain nervousness spread at the 
Anthill due to the crisis, but that there were deliberate attempts at keeping the 
atmosphere as good and open as possible, and relaxed with banter and humour. As is 
becoming increasingly evident at this point in the story, the communication was 
characterised by an openness that did not seem to have left space for much speculation. 
One interviewee put it like this: 

 

‘In principle, everything was always told as openly as possible and the measures were thought of 
together. “Let’s see what we can do, what the crowd  …  does everyone agree that we take a 
little more unpaid time off, what shall we do about benefits, could we do something about car 
benefits?” I don’t have the impression that things were left unsaid.’ 

 

This was something all the interviewees agreed upon. Trust was another theme that 
appears to be overriding in the stories, on both sides – towards management, but also 
the managers trusted the employees. 

 

Q: ’So, the managers of the Anthill trusted their own ...’ 
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A: ’That’s right, and trust has to work both ways. We presuppose that you are flexible, but it is 
not one-sided, the employer has to be flexible too. I can’t remember where it was,  at some point 
when I was studying, I heard someone talking about trust, he put it damn well, it’s like a match, 
once you’ve used it, it’s gone …  then when the trust, the encouraging, motivating feedback, if 
you manage to establish that, that’s a hell of a thing. We’re all human beings after all, if you 
don’t realise that, then things are in a bad way. Whatever models, methods, technology, they all 
play a minor part. I haven’t studied psychology, I’m sorry I haven’t, but just that, human 
behavioural models and all that, that is more challenging to figure out, it’s not like a machine 
that is switched on by pushing the green button and switched off by pushing the red button and 
so on.’ 

 

The interviewees all expressed a deep respect for Ms. Ant. They seemed to experience 
her as an extraordinarily empathic person, and their descriptions of her mirrored a sense 
of them feeling ‘seen’ by her. Still, it was totally clear that she was not a kind of 
‘anything goes’ manager. On the contrary; she would, in their view, definitely deal 
immediately with any situation that would come up, and was not afraid of making 
difficult decisions. An interviewee described it in the following way: 

 

 ‘You have to try to manage the daily and weekly matters “softly softly”. But you have to have 
the side that you don’t see very much, but at the right time, in the right situation, you have to act 
accordingly, however difficult it might be. I don’t know, it’s in any case particularly hard on a 
professional manager, but she or he knows that it goes with the job, the unpleasant things, 
whatever they are, are actually about taking care of problems you could say. But a clever 
manager will try to make it more pleasant. When there is some indication of a problem, they 
intervene immediately. When the problem is still small. Because it grows and grows and will 
soon be uncontrollable. The “soft side”, but extremely “hard” underneath, but it wasn’t 
exacerbated. It has been used in some situations, for sure, because if there’s any kind of conflict 
in an organisation … you can’t be a nerd and a yes-man … there are those, too. You have to stay 
tough, she is really tough …’ 

 

When it comes to reasons for people not becoming paralysed, one interviewee was of 
the opinion that the role of the management and leadership is crucial:   
  

 

‘if the number one manager and his or her management staff does not have faith … One has to, 
how should I put this, they have to have courage, an optimistic mindset, if not, then what. But if 
it [economic decline] comes as a surprise it is an indicator of not knowing the markets well 
enough to slowly make progress. Something is wrong if it only suddenly becomes clear ... The 
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role of management and the readiness of the staff [are important]. The idea is to get a group 
together that dares make a move, that’s how we did it.’  

 

Ms. Ant -  a star 

 

One interviewee said that Ms. Ant had entered at a very challenging time, in spite of 
which she had managed ideally. 

 

’I would say that she was a bright star in the eyes of her staff and other managers. After all, Ms. 
Ant is a professional manager … she conducted matter very professionally, her star was 
unextinguishable.’ 

 

He continued by explaining that the management of any organisation will follow closely 
to see if someone will behave or act in a way that could harm the company, and he 
thought that at the Anthill, Ms. Ant would very quickly intervene in order to discuss 
matters and put things right. From an employee’s perspective, he found that it did look 
as if people listened to her, she was always full of ideas and always presented things in 
a positive way, and was prepared to go along. Also, he was of the opinion that there was 
little critique – at least explicitly - among the employees towards the managers. 

The same interviewee had joined the Anthill at the time when the preceding manager 
was still in charge, but he was there longer during the times of Ms. Ant.  

 

‘As a person, she brought with her ... [it was] a technology-focused company, [she was] very 
people-oriented. She was an inspiration and a  figurehead. The company was an expert 
organisation, so the people were to a great extent self-motivated. Challenging tasks and a will to 
put yourself on the line.’ 

 

Ms. Ant was described almost in terms of having become a legend; one interviewee put 
it this way: 
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‘ A very large part of the crowd value her precisely for what she did during those years, that 
there she came and saved the Anthill, what there was to save.’   

 
 

Although the employees and their enterprising spirit and active attitude was brought 
forward as important when the interviewees talked about the process of handling the 
crisis, they always pointed out the importance of the managers and the roles they take 
on. At the Anthill, the role of Ms. Ant was widely seen as an active and visible one, she 
was said to be a driving force.  

 

‘to a very large extent it depends on how you convey the issue, it was largely based on Ms. Ant 
doing it ... She could have stayed in her room and said “this person and that person is being laid 
off”, but she presented it as a common issue and in that way it was all down to the management 
style, where we went next and how it was to be done. […] Of course, it all comes down to 
management and staff being committed to the company when you choose to either stay, or jump 
ship at the earliest opportunity.’  

 

The interviewees did quite clearly experience that they had been actively involved in the 
process, and they seemed not to bear any grudges. It also seems they felt that they were 
being cared for and they expressed trust in their management, however desperate the 
situation. Perhaps one answer lies in how Ms. Ant, on the one hand, was apparently well 
aware of and sensitive to how people perceived the situation, and, on the other, was 
apprehensive about what people actually would have to say about the handling of the 
crisis. She frequently stated that I should ask them, as they perhaps saw it differently, so 
that when I asked her whether the atmosphere had changed during the process of 
downsizing, she replied:  

 

‘That is something you should ask them, how they experienced it. I didn’t feel there was any 
remarkable change, but maybe they saw it differently. Of course “shrinking” is a difficult 
situation, but we were so busy rushing around the Baltic countries at the time.’ 

 

As noted above, Ms. Ant herself kept quite a low profile when describing her 
management. She did not really talk about her role as a manager, and did not speculate 
about any effect – neither positive nor negative - she may personally have had on the 
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employees. That was something she wanted to leave to the others to tell, as she pointed 
out to me on several occasions. The issues she brought forward were more a kind of 
reflections on how difficult the manager’s job during a crisis actually was, which she 
thought would deserve more attention and understanding. She also talked about how a 
manager needs to assume a certain attitude in order to survive. 

 

‘As a manager, you have to put your feelings aside. You can’t  be deeply emotionally involved, 
you just can’t do it. You can’t take on somebody else’s problems. It doesn’t, however, mean that 
you are inhuman or lack empathy.’  

 

On the other hand, she emphasised that you have to be able to tune in to a certain 
sensitive atmosphere, and added that she believed it to be more difficult for men in 
general than for women. Using the situation of laying off an employee as an example, 
she said that a manager needs to be emotionally in tune with the situation, as in all kinds 
of communication, where both parties should have a chance to get to say what they need 
to. She repeatedly stated how lonely being manager is: 

 

‘A manager is awfully alone. It’s not that you want to talk to someone in order for them to tell 
you what to do, but, because you want to test out your thoughts a little, you want to talk to 
someone who doesn’t take a stand, but who, at the most, asks questions. A situation like that is 
very interactional. It’s not work for a human being. I’m glad I haven’t had to do it since then.‘ 

 

Ms. Ant somewhat proudly described the ones who were laid off in entrepreneurial 
terms, they had all found jobs, either they had made a profession out of something 
related to a hobby of theirs, or they had started their own businesses, or found jobs 
elsewhere in other organisations. She also told me about how the people who had 
worked together during the recession would still get together socially on a regular basis. 

 

‘This crowd is intriguing, in the sense that we still meet up. Some twenty, thirty people come 
along, some of whom were laid off. It’s a result of the fact that they could see what happened. 
They realised that it was no fault of theirs, or their competence, or the company, that evil-
mindedly wants to take care of it. They saw the reality. When there were no assignments coming 
in from the banks, then nothing could be done.’    
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She was obviously aware of and concerned about the wellbeing of the employees, as 
illustrated by her reply below to my question about whether there were any people 
among her employees who were in personal, financial trouble: 

 

‘ It was obvious, I remember two lay-offs quite clearly, one was a male consultant, who almost 
broke down in tears in that situation, they had four children ... The situation was so horrible that 
I decided not to let him go. We arranged various means for him to have enough work to do. That 
family would have been facing a genuine disaster. That was one person I remember. The other 
one … was someone who was facing the threat [of redundancy], but we decided to try to come 
up with a solution. Then there was a woman who, after a long silence, simply said: “This is a 
good thing”. She had a hobby, which later became her work.’  

 

Her opinion when it came to her role as manager, was that she does not motivate 
anyone, but ‘everyone has to motivate themselves’. She said the role of management is 
to arrange matters in accordance to every employee’s focus of interest, and continued: 

 

‘But if you’re not motivated regardless, then it’s not the management’s responsibility. They talk 
so much about, how managers motivate. It’s not something you can pour down someone’s throat 
from a bucket. Maybe it’s accentuated in this kind of a specialist organisation. We have those 
who are of another opinion, who have been working for dozens of years in large organisations, 
where everything is laid out for you but on the other hand, your own voice isn’t heard a lot. But 
that is a mentality that one has to try to change. But a large organisation subdues people. When 
you look at large corporations, that’s how it feels. In that sense, this is a fantastic line of 
business. It’s difficult in the sense that you have to move your position continuously. But then 
again, it is also rewarding and there is a clear demand for continuous change to keep up with 
technology.’  

 

Ms. Ant and her way of handling the business and the personnel were, I was told, the 
very reason for the company surviving. 

 

‘Ms Ant was the negotiator and I would say that her management style in terms of running the 
business was based on the fact that we could solve [problems]... So that they didn’t turn into 



 114

conflict situations. There were no middle managers, Ms Ant was CEO and then there were a few 
departments but the overall organisation was very flat. The [redundancy] talks went really well 
and there was a spirit of co-operation. It was due to her personality and leadership skills that 
there was no greater damage. It was all in Ms. Ant’s hands … she was the conductor … […] 
Management got us through the recession … Also, Ms. Ant calculated what we could afford, 
down to the last penny …  if we save on this, if we reduce everyone’s salary a bit we will be able 
to keep all our employees. We lived according to the calculations of Ms. Ant and the CFO.’  

 

Ms. Ant, on the other hand, appeared to give the credit to ‘the crowd’. She said it was 
them who, despite all problems, kept the situation running. Overall, she was curious 
about how people had actually felt during those times. 

 

Ms. A: ‘It would be really interesting, I haven’t dared take up with anyone the question of 
feelings during those times. I’ve been cautious in relation to that. Somewhat afraid, perhaps, of 
what the attitude is.’  

MÖ: ‘Did people come crying to you?’ 

Ms. A: ‘Sure!’ 

MÖ: ‘Did they call you at home and things?’ 

Ms. A: ‘Actually, I can’t remember that they would have all that much. We had quite a lot of 
social events.’ 

 

Epilogue  

 

The Anthill did not ‘survive’ as such, it was merged with another company in the mid 
1990s and was turned into a unit within that other company. This way the work of the 
remaining employees of the Anthill continued and they were able to start building a new 
future for the business.  
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The word ‘culture’ was not mentioned by any of the members of the Anthill that I 
interviewed when they talked about their organisation. Instead, they frequently used the 
Finnish word ‘henki’ (meaning morale), which was described as positive, enthusiastic 
and entrepreneurial; the interviewees said they were constantly looking for challenges, 
and they described themselves as the kind of individuals who would never rest on their 
laurels. They were hard working, and would always attempt to come up with solutions 
to any given problem, and, they emphasised, they did this together.  

The company functioned in the way that consultants worked in clients’ companies, and 
only returned to the Anthill for meetings or when they had finished a project for a client, 
preparing for a new project to start. The project management thinking appeared 
ingrained to the extent that the process of handling a crisis was described in terms of 
project management. 

Ms. Ant already ‘saves’ the company before the recession hits, and the stories begin 
with the chaotic state the firm was in when she enters. At this point, she is already 
portrayed with heroic features, and the interviewees give her much of the credit for how 
well the process was handled. They claim that the openness and care for the individual 
have been at the forefront, but at the same time there are elements of ‘survival of the 
fittest’, the customers of the Anthill were the ones who chose which ones would 
definitely stay, when it came to the others, there was very little choice. 
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CHAPTER 8. REDEFINING AND ACTING 

Introduction 

 

The four previous chapters have provided us with stories of an economic recession that 
posed a potential threat of economic crisis to four companies, indeed even to the very 
survival of some of these companies. The threat brought with it a profound interruption 
of the continuity inherent in an unproblematic sector of everyday work life: a 
problematic, unroutinised world had to be entered, which called for a redefinition of 
everyday reality.  

Chapters four to seven thus provide stories of the four companies’ and their members’ 
attempts to overcome the uncertainty involved in surviving a crisis – their routes 
towards survival. The companies’ routes differed in various ways, and at the same time 
bore traces of some similarities. I was told how, at the Lone Wolf, the company was 
founded at the beginning of the recession, how one person’s rigorous planning and 
control of all aspects, along with hard work, led to success. The message sent out here 
was that you can do well even in the midst of a severe economic recession. The Bee 
Hive chose to follow a route where there were certain strategies that were held onto, an 
open communication climate and a flexibility that secured the end result, that is, the 
company surviving. At the Bee Hive, there were also efforts at keeping busy, by selling 
more actively and by arranging in-house training, as was the case at the Wolf Pack. 
Both of these companies had decided firmly and openly not to downsize. The crisis took 
more severe turns at the Wolf Pack, and the already strong culture became even 
stronger, the ‘pack’ being hungrier and learning to hunt more aggressively. As for the 
Anthill, there was a ‘crowd’ and a ‘star’, all doing their bit, and there is evidence of a 
self-starting entrepreneurial orientation, as well as an open, democratic climate. All this 
occurred in spite of the company being severely struck by the crisis and forced to 
downsize.  

This study is about survival, but as noted already in Chapter 1, and as we have seen 
throughout the previous chapters, it is not specifically about economic and legal 
survival. As stated in Chapter 1, my focus could thereby more accurately be explained 
in terms of what Bibeault (1982 cited in Kvikant 1998) labels managerial and social 
survival. The companies included in my study all, in different ways, avoided 
bankruptcy. Two of them did not survive in the legal sense. The Anthill was merged 
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with another company; the Bee Hive was sold to an international competitor. The Lone 
Wolf and the Wolf Pack, however, survived intact and are still in business, although 
there have been changes in ownership structure and managerial positions since the 
recession, and also since I conducted the interviews.  

The specific issue I set out to explore is how survival is invoked and explained to have 
occurred in the stories I was told by the interviewees of the four companies. This I have 
done by interpreting the stories in terms of importance and meaning ascribed to actors, 
actions and events claimed to have contributed to survival. Gabriel (2000: 90) argues 
that stories are polysemic and they resonate in different ways with different people, and 
they also entail diverse, even contradictory meanings for a single person, the challenge 
of which I am presented with when interpreting the stories in the following chapters. 

In this chapter, I start by focusing on how the taken for granted everyday reality of work 
was disturbed as the crisis threatened, and how the disturbance called for a redefinition 
of reality, in order for the actors to understand how to act upon the potential threat they 
were faced with. As we have seen throughout chapters four to seven, this was not a 
straightforward process. It involved redefinition and action concurrently, and along with 
the changing situation, new attempts at redefining and acting.  

The processes of redefining and acting are thus intertwined, but they will however be 
explored in a chronological manner, whereby Chapter 8 deals with the initial 
redefinition, and then with acting upon redefined realities. This chapter draws upon 
words used by the interviewees, key notions I identified and interpret as having been 
ascribed with importance for how the crisis situation was overcome. I thus attempt to 
account for my own comprehension of the survival stories presented in the four 
previous chapters, by exploring the concepts that were raised by the interviewees as 
important and meaningful, and my interpretations of aspects traced in the stories. 

In Chapter 9 I explore the key notions I identified and presented in Chapter 8 and 
attempt to make sense of how these contribute to understanding how social order was 
constructed in the crisis situations. The key notions are treated as symbols, the meanings 
attached to which were explained by the interviewees to have led to survival.  

In Chapter 10, I draw up the process of crisis handling as socially constructed relying on 
how the situation was redefined and how the redefined reality was subsequently acted 
upon, as explained in Chapters 8 and 9. In Chapter 10 I treat the processes of redefining 
and acting as the same process, and I analyse the ‘key notions’ and the meanings I 
interpreted they were ascribed with in illustrating how the process can be explained, 
drawing upon social constructionism and the framework presented in Chapter 2. Finally, 
I sum up the analysis. 
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Redefining everyday reality 

 

At the Lone Wolf, I was told, the recession was acknowledged as the banks went on 
strike.  Founding the business at the time when the recession was only a short period of 
time away had seemingly not involved the immediate recognition of a potential threat. 
The sole interviewee stated that although the recession grew increasingly severe, she did 
quite well in business terms. She said she had no knowledge of running a business at 
this point, and her understanding of what it involved grew concurrently as the crisis 
grew more severe.  

The interviewees of the three other companies said that the recession became a fact 
elsewhere in the business world before it had much impact on them and their 
businesses. Becoming aware of the recession as it developed on a societal level placed 
the companies in a situation where assessing what the potential crisis would entail for 
them became inevitable.  

The Anthill had been downsized before the recession. As the crisis hit the Finnish 
economy, their business was ‘not totally under control’, as one interviewee put it. Still, 
business was relatively stable while the crisis started showing drastically in the 
environment, whereby some of ‘the best ones’, as one interviewee put it, left the 
company. Gradually, as projects were finished, new assignments did not follow. After 
discussions with the employees that led, for instance, to them giving up holiday pays, 
and to temporary layoffs, redundancy talks were initiated. This did not come as a 
surprise to anyone, I was told. The situation had gone from one crisis to another, and 
was thereby not experienced as all that unusual or new. 

At the Bee Hive, business increased during the period that the recession had already hit 
Finnish business life on a wider scale. This continued for some time while the recession 
became more severe in the economic environment, and the first contacts with the 
recession were encountered through family members and friends who lost their jobs, as 
well as through the media. The reactions to the crisis experienced second hand involved, 
I was told, arranging scenario meetings, and taking the decision not to lay off full-time 
employees. This decision was openly communicated, and an interviewee who did say 
she felt somewhat insecure with a mortgage on her hands as business did slow down, 
also stated it did not worry her too much, as she had already been a full-time employee 
for some years. Due to that she would hardly be among the ones to have to go first in 
case it came to layoffs, she said. 
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The process of becoming aware of the recession at the Wolf Pack took place in much 
the same way as at the Bee Hive. The recession, I was told, sneaked up on them, and 
they explained in hindsight how they could observe that it started out in the traditional 
industries, and how client companies and others struck by it reacted in different ways. 
The interviewees said the reactions at the Wolf Pack involved ‘trying harder’; the 
situation was evident to everyone, and there was no need to communicate in order for 
the consultants to realise the demand. I was told about a meeting in which the message 
had been that the recession could not have come at a better time from the company’s 
point of view. When faced with the crisis in terms of business starting to slow down, I 
was told they had chosen between the two alternative strategies of, firstly, going into 
hibernation like bears, or, secondly, learning to hunt more aggressively for scarcer food, 
like wolves. As we have seen, they chose the latter, and drew up their ‘no-downsizing’ 
and ‘increase everything’ strategies, in tune, one might say, with the culture of the 
company: one in which a certain amount of competition and ‘positive pressure’, as one 
interviewee put it, had always been present.  

The Bee Hive and the Wolf Pack were companies that up until the recession had been 
economically solid and successful, operating within a stable market. These two 
companies decided not to downsize. The Anthill and the Lone Wolf had not experienced 
times of stability. Their situation as the recession threatened thus did not have to be 
redefined to the same extent as those of the two other companies. 

In the stories of the four companies, the process of redefining realities is influenced by 
the way the actors regarded themselves as being capable of controlling their fate to 
some extent. Taking control in a situation that, at times, was difficult or impossible to 
control (i.e. the recession), characterised the stories about all the four companies. Melin 
(1998) states that strategic planning in organisations centres around a range of questions 
that concern among other the aim of the business, the business idea and competition. 
Strategy is not only about the current situation; more than that, it is about a movement 
from the past through the present towards the future; it is about a struggle between the 
historical and the possible future. Inherent is a tension between a deterministic and a 
voluntaristic view on the development of the company. (Ibid.) The future is always 
obscure, which is a core problem of strategic planning that becomes an even more 
challenging task in the midst of a recession. In the four companies, the strategies drawn 
up, however, illustrated a strong voluntaristic orientation, and a belief in the capability 
to control events.  

The belief in the capability to control events is a key element inherent in what have been 
called obstacle stories, a particular story type that occurs most frequently in the study of 
Martin et al. (1983), presented in Chapter 3. The situation of decline that resulted from 
the recession was constructed as the obstacle, and the accounts of how the obstacle was 
tackled revolved around the importance of how they had controlled events. As noted 
further in Chapter 3, Martin et al. (1983) argue that stories offer self-enhancing 
explanations for organisational events, and state that individuals often attribute success 
to themselves, while blaming failure on external forces that are beyond their control. As 
an example, Martin et al. say that analysis of annual reports to stockholders have 
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revealed that corporations offered self-serving explanations for financial performance 
levels, crediting a profitable year to management’s skills or blaming poor performance 
on a poorer economy. 

Martin et al. (1983) argue that straightforwardly extending attribution theory to the 
organisational level of analysis is problematic. One problem concerns the distinction 
that attribution theorists (cf. Weiner et al., 1971; Miller and Ross, 1975; Bradley, 1978) 
have made between internal factors, controlled by individuals, and external factors that 
are beyond the individual’s control. Martin et al. (Ibid.) claim that one reason people 
organise is to extend the realm over which they believe they have control. Thus, they 
argue, organisational stories distinguish three, not only two, levels of control. These are 
firstly, individual employees who become the heroes of the stories, secondly, other 
organisational factors such as employees of the organisation, and thirdly, factors outside 
the organisation, that is, the environment or other institutions. (Ibid.) This is a useful 
way of approaching the issue, as it enriches the contexts and events, and indeed I have 
found that there were more than just the two levels present in the stories I was told. In 
addition to the three levels mentioned by Martin et al. (Ibid.) I found that management 
can be regarded as a separate level, a fourth one, based on the interviews, and one that 
was subject to redefinition when redefining everyday reality.    

Redefining management 

In the positive versions of the obstacle stories, the top people are admired and 
experienced as approachable: superiors are said to be competent and to deserve their 
status. At the Bee Hive, the Wolf Pack and the Anthill, the managers were indeed 
described as competent; in fact, it was never the managers that were regarded as not 
taking responsibility and actively attempting to overcome the decline situation. Rather,  
it was the fellow workers who did not manage to keep up, or clients and competitors 
who followed strategies that put them in a weaker position who failed to survive due to 
their own mistakes.  

Redefining management of KIOs during times of crisis is, I was told, a specifically 
challenging task. This was due to a specific issue brought up by several interviewees: 
that knowledge workers are not to be managed by ‘ordering around’. Also, the 
interviewees of the Anthill were of the opinion that motivation was something that 
cannot be ‘poured down someone’s throat’, as specialists, Ms. Ant said, are self-
motivating, while the employer provides only the tools and resources. An explicit 
process of redefining management of KIOs is illustrated by how, at the Wolf Pack, I 
was told that management is more or less absent during good times, as knowledge 
workers do not need to be ‘managed’. I was told that there were managers who started 
‘managing’ during the crisis, and ‘managing in a way you do not manage a specialist 
organisation’ which had created controversies to some extent. The Wolf Pack CEO, on 
the other hand, was pointed out as a ‘good leader’ during the crisis, perhaps providing 
more protection and support than direction and supervision, which Mintzberg (1998) 
claims is what professionals, or knowledge workers need.  
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At the Anthill, an interviewee confirmed the picture I had been given by the others, that 
is, of management not really tightening the reins in terms of just informing the 
employees that ‘now your cars will be taken away and you will all go on leave unpaid’, 
but more in terms of the managers asking what the employees found would be 
’reasonable measures’. He also emphasised that everyone would actively involve 
themselves and do their share as well as they could, and understood without specifically 
being told that they all had to try to find ways to make individual contributions. Thus, 
the process of redefining management was not that visible, something that becomes 
understandable when taking into account the state of crisis the company had been in for 
a long time, even before the recession, with only a short period of stability. Thus, the 
management of knowledge workers during stable times had not been redefined before 
there was another threat of instability. 

In the stories of the Bee Hive, the knowledge intensity of the company was a feature 
referred to in most interviews. Jill Bee characterised ‘real’ specialist organisations in 
terms of the employees being people who want to know things, or whose minimum 
requirement is the possibility to be informed. 

My initial plan was not to focus specifically on the aspect of management or leadership 
in KIOs, I chose to study KIOs primarily because many such firms were severely struck 
at an early stage of the recession, as their clients ceased to invest in the services they 
provided. Another reason for my choice was the assumption that knowledge workers are 
in a powerful situation due to the fact that they are not easily replaceable. As a result of 
this, laying knowledge workers off in order to adjust to an economically restrained 
situation would not be a measure taken lightly, thus placing certain demands on the 
process of handling the crisis. This was confirmed by how the CEO of the Wolf Pack 
explicitly told me that downsizing can be viewed as an extreme measure, as replacing 
the knowledge gone lost would be difficult and time consuming after the recession. 
Managing and leading knowledge workers was, however, as you have seen, a topic 
most of the interviewees referred to as something specific. I was told that managing a 
KIO in general, as well as during a crisis is different to managing a non-KIO, and this is 
therefore an issue of importance.  

Thus, redefining the situation as everyday reality became uncertain, led to redefining the 
means and amount of controlling, and thereby altered the control structure of managing 
KIOs. Management was thus described as ‘absent’ at the Wolf Pack, and as providing 
tools and resources at the Anthill, furthermore, as non-ordering around at the Bee Hive. 
These descriptions still do not exclude the importance of the role of management; the 
managers are described as vital for particularly the processes of crisis handling. 

Ms Ant, the CEO of the Wolf Pack and Jill and Jack Bee all told the employees openly 
about the severity of the situation. As a metaphor for managing KIOs, we might turn to 
orchestras, and in particular to how Koivunen (2002: 65) explains that: ‘The best 
conductors warn the orchestra a little before something is going to happen in the music, 
thus making the musicians more secure when playing.’ These managers, then, perhaps 
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succeeded in ‘warning their orchestras’ before something might have been expected to 
happen. This may have made the employees more secure, providing them with a sense 
of predictability in an unpredictable situation.  

 

Acting upon redefined realities 

 

The interviewees explained to me how, upon having redefined their situations and 
defined the obstacle, specific events and new structures were brought into existence and 
set in motion by acting (Weick 1988). In explaining this they presented me with their 
interpretations of ‘causality’, by ascribing meaning to events (Czarniawska (1989: 138). 
Thus, as Czarniawska points out, a  situation of decline does not cause change in 
control, but produces a change in perception, upon which people in power act. The 
redefinition involved drawing up plans and strategies that made sense to them, to their 
context, that to them defined their position in the new reality and environment that had 
changed, posing new, partly unknown threats and challenges. Thus, having redefined 
everyday reality, the actors acted upon their redefined realities. 

The interviewee at the Lone Wolf drew up a strategy, a ten-step plan, upon which she 
said she relied. She explained how a situation that was experienced as uncertain was 
responded to with a certain measure of control, the uncertainty gradually escalating and 
being counterfeited by increased measures of control. She took control over all of the 
company as she became the sole owner, and apparently she also controlled what was to 
be known about the business and the overall situation, including the crisis, by her 
subordinates. 

The notion of flexibility together with sticking to the culture of the Bee Hive were 
brought forward as important for how the situation could be tackled and handled 
successfully. Jill Bee argued that it was demonstrated that they could influence their fate 
by sticking to certain things, and hence they controlled their fate. These stories indicate 
active, collective efforts at handling the situation, at increasing sales efforts. In-house 
projects were planned, in preparation for when business would slow down. 

At the Wolf Pack, strategies of increasing everything and not downsizing had been 
drawn up. All interviewees said that there had been a strong belief in survival at the 
time of the crisis, and in their strategies being right. In-house training and increased 
social activities were planned and implemented, as a means of alleviating the uncertain 
situation, I was told.  
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At the Anthill more severe measures were in order, and the situation gradually led to 
layoffs. At the same time, however, new markets were entered. The redefined situation 
of scarcer markets led to creating new markets, which was exemplified by the story told 
repeatedly about how they decided to expand into the Baltic countries, and how they 
went there and overcame unexpected problems due to their entrepreneurial mindset.  

Strategy, control and culture 

The members of the Wolf Pack that I interviewed frequently mentioned the word 
‘strategy’ and referred to the specific strategies that they told me they lived by. The 
word ‘strategy’ was used in a way that indicates that it instilled faith and fuelled action. 
Indeed it appears to have served as a remarkable means of ‘explaining the inexplicable’, 
as a carrier of meaning, rationalising the non-rational in retrospect. As Sjöstrand (1997) 
points out, strategy can be viewed as an institution that serves to establish a certain 
organisational rationality in order to instil faith in the possibility of organisational 
survival. The existence of the strategy thus bears significance in itself, but does not 
always concur with actual measures taken.  

One could illustrate the importance ascribed ‘strategy’ by claiming it became a ‘mantra’ 
(e.g. Berg 2003), when repeated often enough perhaps turning into a self-fulfilling 
prophecy (cf. Weick 1987). 3 Strategy and other key notions mentioned by the 
interviewees can be viewed as contexts, as well as triggers, for social actions and 
interaction in attempting to survive a crisis, and moreover as an element contributing to 
counteracting a sense of paralysis. (Örndahl 2003) 

In many of the stories I was presented with at all companies, the interviewees gave a 
strong impression of having taken control in a context where uncontrollable events 
unfolded. At the Lone Wolf, control was the overriding theme, the CEO repeated, 
indeed almost chanted, ‘control’ as she told me how she defeated every obstacle 
following her strategy, or manuscript, as she named it. By taking control over her own 
life, and later over the company as a whole, she managed to successfully overcome the 
recession. She had total control, and what little control she did not have, higher powers 
would grant her, she was an ‘instrument’ of theirs. In hindsight she explained how her 
manner of handling the situation had turned into a self-fulfilling prophecy, originating 
in her own strong will. It was her and ‘supernatural forces’ working together; she did 
not refer to actions or reactions of neither subordinates, nor clients or competitors; she 
only mentioned these in passing.  

As for the Wolf Pack, the control element was coupled with sticking to the strategy: the 
ones who did so came out as winners; the ones who failed to act upon the strategies 
became losers in the eyes of the interviewees: ‘Follow the plan and you will win, 
increase everything despite all odds’ seemed to be the message. The no-downsizing 
                                                 
3 According to Oxford Reference Online, mantra is defined as : ‘a word or sound repeated to aid 
concentration in meditation’. 
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strategy appeared per se not to have been all that popular among the winners, but it was 
tolerated as a means of keeping up morale, and it was rationalised in terms of being the 
opposite to what most other companies in the environment did. The increase-everything 
strategy after all weeded out the losers, I was told. In sum, the strategies became an 
argument for labelling the Wolf Pack’s ‘behaviour’ as rational – mirroring their 
behaviour through the behaviour of companies they regarded as losers, so that the latter 
could thus be dismissed as irrational. 

A remarkable difference between the stories of these two companies, the Lone Wolf and 
the Wolf Pack, lies in the question of for whom the strategies appear to have existed. At 
the Wolf Pack, the strategies appear to have ‘functioned’ as a means of communicating 
that there was no need to panic, as the situation was under control. They displayed a 
rational approach, thus constructing legitimacy (Kallifatides 2002) for managers as well 
as followers placing their relationships in focus of the stories. At the Lone Wolf, it is 
difficult to tell whether the strategies and the ‘control’ mantra had any ‘function’ for 
anyone else than the CEO: for her, it appeared to be a means of constructing a sense of 
personal security (cf. Kallifatides 2002), and perhaps as a means of constructing a 
powerful success story for the interviewer, i.e. myself, whom she perhaps expected 
would retell the story to a larger, presumably or possibly respected (academic) audience. 
The Wolf Pack, I was told, was characterised by a strong culture, a concept that was 
frequently mentioned in the interviews of the members of that company. It appears that 
the culture of the Wolf Pack was strengthened by the threatening crisis as the character 
of ‘hunting more aggressively’ was reinforced, matching the essence of the strategies, of 
no-downsizing and increasing everything.  

At the Bee Hive, culture was also a word mentioned in terms of explaining how the 
situation was handled. Jill Bee specifically remarked that during the uncertain times of 
the recession, things are done in a certain way according to the culture, and they would 
stick to the culture, which, according to her, led to the situation being experienced by 
the employees as more secure:  

 

‘In particular during the recession it was emphasised that we would say that this is our culture 
and we will stick to it, no matter what, and in a way I thought that, or maybe one thing that 
contributed was that there was the recession, and people were terribly uncertain, and everything 
changed constantly, and suddenly there were bad news and so on, so when one would say that 
“this is how we do this, this is our culture and we will stick to it”, then in a certain way it would 
make people more secure. Like, we have the capability to influence our fate a little. We make a 
decision and stick to it, and will not cancel our Christmas party or whatever.’ 
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Thus, I was told that it was an important element of the crisis handling process to 
explicitly stick to tradition as a key aspect of culture, as it reduced the experienced 
uncertainty.  

Interestingly enough, the words ‘culture’ and ‘strategy’ were not mentioned even once 
by any of the interviewees in relation to the Anthill, as I noted in Chapter 7. At the 
Anthill, the actors, the actions and the handling of the situation were explained in terms 
of ‘the crowd’, which was illustrated in terms of a strong entrepreneurial spirit, 
community spirit, openness, activity, trust and solidarity. Ms. Ant’s account strongly 
placed ‘the crowd’ in focus: she referred to the crowd and their entrepreneurial spirit 
whenever I asked how they did it. The rest of the interviewees, again, put Ms. Ant in 
focus, I was told it was her alone who deserved the credit to the extent that the 
interviewees used her as an overriding mantra. Thus, at the Anthill, it is the actors – ‘the 
crowd’ and Ms. Ant -  that become ‘mantras’ and the notion of these and how they all 
worked together can be interpreted as aspects of that culture.  

The fact that the Anthill interviewees did not tell me about their strategies or attempt to 
explain their culture explicitly does then not mean that these were non-existing 
phenomena in the company. One Anthill interviewee did describe how handling a crisis 
can be explained through comparing it to project management. Every project, he said, 
needs to have a strategy, and a company in crisis needs a survival strategy. He did, 
however emphasise that the strategies must not be too rigid, as every specific project is 
unique, and there can therefore be no ‘ready-made scripts’, as he put it.   

Reconstructing order: authenticity 

The Anthill was experienced by the interviewees as democratic; however, the mentality 
of the managers was not one of ‘anything goes’. When someone would not do their job 
properly, the managers, Ms. Ant in particular, would intervene. The interviewees 
explicitly told me that they had found this important, as quick intervention in problems 
created trust and security. Furthermore, I was encouraged to even interview people who 
had been discharged, and others that had been temporally laid off, which I did. I was 
told how everyone remained active, everyone was aware of the situation, which was 
handled openly and collectively. One interviewee found that the process of handling the 
situation signaled that the managers responded actively, which was the key to the 
employees being capable of remaining active:  

 

‘Perhaps it didn’t remain a traumatic experience because you tried to do something about [the 
situation].’ 
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In this light, the accounts given by the sole interviewee of the Lone Wolf can be 
interpreted as her having signaled not handling the situation in relation to her 
subordinates. Her way of dealing with the situation and with her subordinates entailed 
keeping a brave face and not telling anyone about any difficulties, she said.  

At the Anthill, the openly communicated message of a potential disaster at hand was 
received as more comforting, it appears, than silence about the situation would have 
been. As one interviewee said: 

 

‘Right. If [Ms. Ant] had gone all rigid and not said anything … The feeling of uncertainty is the 
worst, if you don’t know anything and nobody talks about it.’ 

 

As Giddens (1991) claims, a person who finds him or herself in an environment that is 
experienced as full of changes becomes preoccupied with apprehension of possible risks 
to him or her. This apprehension may lead to paralysis in terms of practical action. Thus 
uncertainty calls for a reconstruction of order – the situation cannot be left ‘open’. 
Management in such a context would then need to be occupied with triggering action, 
and counteracting paralysis. How does this reconstruction of order come about? We 
might assume that managers are expected to play the lead role based on their legitimate, 
formal authority, and hence need to ask: what does a manager do to reconstruct order? 
This question can be addressed by returning to the issue of obstacle stories, in terms of 
knowing the obstacle. If the employees have no understanding of what the obstacle 
might entail, it will be difficult to tackle. One way of reconstructing order at the Anthill, 
the Wolf Pack and at the Bee Hive was, we might say, openly and collectively accepting 
an obstacle being at hand, and collectively defining it.   

At the Anthill, the process was thus described as open and democratic. The employees 
were involved in the handling of the situation, and together they handled the situation of 
decline through, among other means, actively creating new markets. Even the 
interviewees who had been laid off due to the recession told positive obstacle stories: 
being laid off led to new opportunities for some. The overall obstacle, the decline 
situation, brought with it other obstacles for the employees. The obstacle of a faltering 
economic situation and thereby not receiving new assignments was solved, not only 
through layoffs, but also through the invasion of new markets. In fact, the Anthill 
appears to present a perfect example of a positive obstacle story in accordance with the 
description Martin et al. (1983) provide. The whole notion of ‘the crowd’, as Ms. Ant 
repeatedly refers to, and the collective terms in which the process is described by the 
interviewees, also confirms this. The crisis is described in terms of a project. There are 
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no ‘villains’ in the company, but there is a common goal of a common project. The only 
‘bad guy’ referred to appears to be media, by which a picture of a disastrous situation 
was created, illustrating how individuals became passive victims of evil managers.  

At the Wolf Pack I did not interview any individuals who had left the company during 
or after the recession, so we do not know what stories they would have told me. The 
ones I did interview told me positive obstacle stories. I was told that the obstacle that 
the decline situation presented was overcome through sticking to the right strategies, 
with the managers being in charge of drawing up the strategies, and also for not 
adjusting the overall strategies, or losing faith in having chosen the right route. The 
obstacle of food being scarce, then, for the Wolf Pack meant hunting more aggressively, 
keeping the pack mean and lean, with the CEO in the lead and directed towards the 
means of finding game. There are, however, bad guys referred to, some in passing, 
some more extensively. The management performed by managers who are not capable 
of leading a specialist organisation are said to become visible during times when 
leadership is needed, as are consultants who cannot bring themselves to act in a tough 
situation. Client companies and competitors that decided to downsize and get rid of the 
very ‘machinery’, that is, the salesmen, were said to have faced ‘death’ or severe 
troubles because of their ‘wrong’ strategies. The ‘winners’, or heroes, then, are those 
who stuck to the rules, however tough the rules. The ‘winners’ came out stronger, the 
tough situation having weeded out the ‘losers’ and the base of the company was sounder 
than ever.  

At the Bee Hive, as well, the stories could be characterised as positive obstacle stories: 
difficulties are overcome through taking control of the situation by focusing on action. 
The notion of keeping up the ‘hard work’ seems to take on a central role. The 
importance of collective efforts, as well as the managers having participated in the daily 
work alongside their co-workers, was pointed out by the co-workers that I interviewed 
to the extent that it can hardly be ignored. The managers were described as experienced, 
courageous leaders whom the younger, less experienced employees could rely on. For 
instance, the term ‘iceberg’ 4 which is used by one interviewee with reference to Jack 
Bee, illustrates this.   

The managers who are described as successful in handling the process, that is, of the 
three companies the Anthill, the Wolf Pack and the Bee Hive, appear to share certain 
features. The positive terms in which their subordinates would describe them bore traces 
that match the description of how Martin et al. (1983) argue that top people in obstacle 
stories are described. I found that there was a clear sense of the interviewees having 
experienced their managers as genuine, and with this in mind, during the process of 
reading the interview transcripts, I found the following quote by Esa-Pekka Salonen 
(Dagens Industri, cited in Mötet, 2001:57) that appeared to describe something that I 
found in the stories:  

                                                 
4 The word ‘iceberg’ was used to describe what in English would be expressed by the word ‘rock’, thus 
there was a positive connotation to the word.  
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‘There is a kind of manner common to good leaders, irrespective of them being 
corporate managers, politicians or conductors … it is obviously all about 
instincts. The only thing you can do is to trust yourself. You see the orchestra 
will sense immediately whether you are being genuine, or whether something 
isn’t quite right, in which case it’s only a matter of seconds before you’ve lost 
the fight.’ 

 

Although referred to as instinct, Esa-Pekka Salonen describes something I found more 
aptly explored in terms of a sense of genuineness: a certain experienced presence and 
ability to make others feel ‘seen’  (cf. Åhman 2003). I found that the concept I have 
chosen to label as authenticity may be helpful in approaching this issue and explore it 
further. The stories tell how the interviewees experienced a sense of genuine belief and 
faith in the possibility of survival. The managers were found to have been ‘in control’, 
behaving predictably and sticking to the strategies in a situation that for the individual 
was experienced as uncontrollable.  

Authenticity, then, relates to an experienced consistency between words and action: in 
order to be considered authentic - or indeed genuine - rhetoric would seemingly have to 
align with actions. As the Jill Bee Hive expressed it: ‘you have to walk the talk. It 
doesn’t matter what you say, people will look at what you do. If you do things even 
slightly differently you’ll have to start all over again’. The subordinates’ accounts of the 
managers’ actions also seemed to relate to experiences of authenticity. Inconsistency 
between talk and action, on the other hand, would be hypocrisy (Brunsson 1989). A 
hypocrite would be incongruous, whereas an authentic person would prove genuineness 
by ‘walking the talk’. One of the interviewees from the Anthill put it as follows: 

 

 

’ … and then the fact that … let’s say that the example stated by management … if you see that 
the managers are committed and believe in the company then obviously it is easy for the 
personnel to go along. If you realise that the managers don’t believe the least in the company 
then I think the rest would have left too.’   
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The interviewee touches upon the issue of managers being experienced as having 
genuine faith in the company, and the possibility of it surviving, perhaps an important 
element for ‘the crowd’ being capable of remaining active. At the Wolf Pack, the CEO 
claims he never failed to believe the company would survive the crisis. The no-
downsizing strategy was openly communicated – and stuck to. 

As pointed out by Berger and Luckmann (1966), the problem of legitimation arises 
whenever the self-evident character of the institutions can no longer be maintained 
through the individual’s own recognition and habitualisation. A process of ‘explaining’ 
and ‘justifying’ becomes necessary in order to restore the unity of ‘history and 
biography’ that has been broken. The process of legitimation is that of explaining and 
justifying the salient elements of the institutional tradition, thus making intelligible both 
aspects of it. One can argue that the managers who gained legitimacy did so through 
their ‘explaining’ and ‘justifying’ in a manner that was experienced as authentic, thus 
managing to reconstruct order. 

  

Legends, heroes and other central characters 

The question of who was given the credit for survival or for handling crisis situations 
‘well’, arose in the interviews: we have seen the ‘good guys’ who are mentioned by 
their first names, as is the case in positive obstacle stories. As noted in Chapter 3, 
Martin et al. (1983) argue that stories offer self-enhancing explanations for 
organisational events, and state that individuals often attribute success to themselves, 
while blaming failure on external forces that are beyond their control. In my study this 
is not always the case, though. At the Wolf Pack, even luck was referred to, and at the 
Bee Hive: Jack Bee told me that ‘It is luck, when the strategies happen to be the right 
ones.’  

In the case of the Anthill, Ms. Ant becomes the hero in the eyes of her subordinates, 
she, again, refers to ‘the crowd’ as the key to survival. ‘The crowd’ does agree that they 
are entrepreneurial, self-starting individuals, but her way of leading is in their view the 
reason for them remaining with the company and staying active. This is illustrated by 
how one of the interviewees told me a story about her former employer, as described in 
Chapter 7, the managers of which appeared to have handled a crisis situation quite 
differently from Ms. Ant. The result of how her former managers had handled the 
process had been ‘agonising’, and the specific interviewee chose to leave that company 
‘before it all ended’.  

At the Bee Hive, Jill Bee said that she always emphasized how every result was reached 
collectively, and the interviewees appear to have agreed, at the same time they pointed 
to the competence and experience of their managers.  
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At the Wolf Pack, we are told about the heroes: the chairman of the board, the CEO, the 
CFO and the consultants who remained active. These are contrasted against the 
consultants who failed to show up at work, and against clients and competitors who 
failed to handle the crisis well.  

In many of the stories, there are elements of legends being constructed. Kieser and 
Hegele (2001: 3) describe legends as narratives that focus on saints and heroes and their 
miraculous deeds: 

 

‘Usually a legend does not provide a detailed account of the saint, rather it 
presents episodes that can be assumed to be typical for his or her character. It 
tries to raise admiration, adoration and loving affection for the saint. The legend 
calls on the readers or listeners to imitate the saint. It is obvious that the highest 
form of virtue that the saint represents is unreachable, yet the saint’s virtue is 
described so concretely that everybody can recognize and imitate it, at least 
partially. The saint is imitable.’ [Italics in original] 

 

Kieser and Hegele (2001: 2) claim that a legend describes occurrences that are close to 
daily life. Typically, the saint begins his or her career as an ordinary person, and the 
legend provides examples that prove that true virtue can make quantum leaps, or the 
incredible happens. The legend of the Anthill going international was perhaps the one 
most strikingly featured as a legend, in which, again, Ms. Ant was very much involved. 
Her subordinates, however also co-starred. 

At the Wolf Pack, the ‘wise philosophy’ of the chairman of the board was frequently 
referred to, although the chairman himself was not visible in the day-to-day work and 
handling of the crisis. His message had been, according to the interviewees, that if you 
want to earn more and expand, the wrong way to go about it is to cut down on costs 
related to customer relations. The Wolf Pack followed his advice, the no-downsizing 
strategy was evidence of that, and they survived the crisis. 

The difficulty of explaining how survival came about, and who is regarded as 
responsible for survival is expressed by an interviewee of the Anthill who said that: 
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‘well, I guess it’s exactly in a way all about attitudes towards and commitment to the company 
and then there has to be a competent leader who sort of takes it … like … but surely 
circumstances and seasons and time of day and all of that and I guess it’s a matter of  all these 
together and chance that you make it.’ 

 

The quote above sums up much of what I was told, there were always leaders taking 
control and pointing out the direction, and others committed to following, but many 
questions about how survival in fact came about were left unanswered. Kieser and 
Hegele (2001: 2) point to this and explain that unanswered questions should not disturb 
us when we are told a legend, as ‘doubting the truth means doubting the magnitudo Dei, 
the principle – and therefore it really cannot be explained so clearly and in every detail 
how miracles happen.’ 

How managers survive 

Obviously, the role of the manager during a crisis is demanding, calling for features that 
were described by the interviewees as even heroic. The question of how to handle this 
was referred to by the interviewed managers, and is evidently important, as management 
was experienced by the interviewees as important for how the crisis situations were 
handled. How, then, did the managers survive the pressure? 

As we have seen, the managers were described in positive terms by their subordinates as 
‘an iceberg’ (Jack Bee), ‘cold blooded’ (managers of the Wolf Pack), and ‘tough guys’ 
(managers of the Anthill). On the other hand, a sense of presence and openness was 
mentioned as well. Keeping up a balance between these sides was something the 
managers themselves – implicitly or explicitly – referred to. The uncertain conditions 
and multiplicity of demands placed on managers in general, frequently leaving little 
time to respond to the diverse demands (e.g. Sjöstrand 1997) becomes even more 
challenging in a crisis situation. 

In line with Watson’s (1994 cited in Kallifatides 2002) illustration of how a company 
appears to show a confusing co-existence of the two ‘rivalising discourses’: 
‘empowerment, skills and growth’, and ‘control, jobs and costs’. Kallifatides continues 
his reasoning around these conclusions, and finds that Watson’s illustration provides us 
with a clear illustration of managerial everyday life as a sort of existence in the midst of 
‘rivalising discourses’. During times of uncertainty and instability in the environment, 
in the midst of rivalising discourses and an uncertain situation even in relation to one’s 
personal future with the company, one might ask how the manager actually copes him 
or herself. 

A means for coping was referred to by the CEO of the Wolf Pack, who explicitly talked 
about the handling of his subordinates’ troubles, and said that you cannot take things 
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personally, you have to have a ‘container capacity’. Ms. Ant, again, said that you have 
to refrain from involving yourself too much emotionally in subordinates’ lamenting, 
but, on the other hand, you need to be able to tune into a certain, subtle atmosphere. She 
used situations of laying off subordinates and handling these situations as an example. 
She also talked about how you, as a manager needed to assume a certain attitude in 
order to survive yourself. This specific attitude perhaps involved her statement of how 
those who had not done their jobs properly did not acquire her sympathies when laid 
off.  

The interviewee of the Lone Wolf brought up the issue of looking for guidance in an 
uncertain situation. She refers to ‘higher powers’, even, and to successful business 
people and to how she has taken after their example (see above on ‘imitable’ legends). 
She also talked about her survival strategy, her ’manuscript’.  

Ms. Ant found, as did the interviewee from the Lone Wolf, that management is a lonely 
task, that managers do need collegial support, something that she appears to have 
missed to some extent. The shortcoming of collegial support, however, appeared to have 
been compensated at least partly by ‘energy’ she received from ‘the crowd’.  

Summary 

 

In the first part of this chapter I have argued that the potential threat of an economic 
crisis led to the necessity of redefining everyday reality as there was an obstacle to 
overcome: the threat of an economic crisis. This entailed defining the obstacle, that is, 
assessing what the crisis would entail for each of the companies, and what would need 
to be done in order to attempt to overcome it. At this stage, there was a need to 
construct order in a disorderly situation, and to plan ahead. In terms of management, 
there were new requirements to live up to, and the roles had to be redefined, as we have 
seen.  

In the second part of the chapter, the focus has been on the interviewees’ explanations 
of how they, having redefined their everyday realities, acted upon their redefinitions to 
reconstruct order. The acting was explained in terms of tackling the obstacle through 
means of sticking to strategies, relying on culture, and taking control. For the process of 
reconstructing order, trust was explained to have been important. Trust appears to have 
been created through managers being experienced as authentic, and through them 
displaying a genuine belief in the survival of the companies. There were central 
characters, even heroes, attributed with the credit for succeeding in the handling of the 
crisis situation, and the heroes, that is, the managers, referred to how they handled the 
extraordinarily demanding situation by describing some personal survival strategies of 
their own.   
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This chapter has drawn upon concepts used by the interviewees, key notions I identified 
and interpret as having been ascribed with importance for how the crisis situation was 
overcome. These key notions and the meanings they were ascribed, as I interpret it, will 
be further explored in chapter 9. 
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CHAPTER 9. MAKING SENSE THROUGH KEY NOTIONS: 
LEGITIMACY, LOYALTY AND NOSTALGIA 

 

In Chapter 8. the attempt was to present how the interviewees explained that social 
order was reconstructed through redefinition of the situations and acting upon the 
redefined situations. In explaining how this came about, they pointed to events and 
actors in specific contexts that they experienced as important for how the process of 
crisis handling unfolded. They thus chose to tell about the course of events, the plot in 
the story being overcoming a crisis situation, through using words, the ‘mantras’ 
mentioned in the previous section, that I in this section regard as key notions used by 
the interviewees to explain how come they survived.   

In this chapter, I explore the key notions that I identified, and, firstly, attempt to 
interpret the meanings of control, strategy and culture, and in particular, how legitimacy 
of the managers appears to have been constructed viewing these key notions as 
symbols. Secondly, I will explore the concept of authenticity, illustrating the 
phenomenon by viewing it as a construction that comes about through performance, 
thus also contributing to the managers having gained legitimacy. Thirdly, the issue of 
the importance of loyalty is raised, as a key to holding on to knowledge workers. 
Finally, I discuss the notion of nostalgia present in stories of the Anthill and the Bee 
Hive, the two companies that no longer exist. Subsequently, traces of what might be 
labelled ‘anti-nostalgia’ can be identified in stories of the Wolf Pack, which I will 
discuss.  

 

Constructing management legitimacy 

Control, strategy and culture 

In exploring relationships between decline and control processes, Czarniawska (1989) 
finds that management would typically be expected to respond to a decline situation by 
taking action that display tightening control. She points to three possible explanations of 
this: first is the analogy that an adult human being reacts to stress by muscle tension, 
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thus forming a syndrome of increased body control. Her second explanation is based on 
cognition: many normative models advise tightening control in the face of difficult 
situations, thereby raising the reasonable expectation that managers will react by 
tightening control. The third explanation is of a social character. Such a move can be 
seen as highly functional, although it does not necessarily result in coping with decline. 
Its function can best be interpreted in the light of the fact that a situation of decline 
threatens managerial control. A visible action, then, is a way to show that management 
is still in control, and a way to increase legitimacy that might be eroded by a difficult 
situation. She concludes:  

 

‘Thus managers are both advised to damp down and are willing to do so. Their 
position in the organization is legitimate as long as they appear in control. By 
tightening control, they are able to show to themselves and to external and 
internal observers that they are reacting to crisis (in ways that are legitimate for 
them as official controllers); and third, that the crisis will soon pass (by 
appealing to the common belief, which is congruent with normative literature, 
that when in trouble increase control). In certain circumstances the change can 
then function as a self-fulfilling prophecy (Merton 1948) and, indeed, bring the 
decline to a halt.’ (Czarniawska 1989: 4) 

 

The explanations I was given for survival having occurred included the key notions 
control, strategies and culture. In my interpretation, ‘strategy’ came to serve as a sign of 
somebody (management) being in control of and taking responsibility in an uncertain, 
traumatic situation by for example setting priorities and communicating them.  

‘Strategy’ was a word used by interviewees at in particular the Wolf Pack. In hindsight, 
it became a symbol of how social order was reconstructed through the control the 
strategies implied. ‘Strategy’ was presented in a way that conveyed ‘being in control’, 
‘doing things differently’, and the interviewees contrasted their strategies with those of 
clients and competitors – placing the latter in an inferior light. The image of being in 
control, and of having done things differently, thus even becoming pioneers, appeared 
powerful. 

By exploring the stories and key notions, we are able to see ‘non-rational’ elements of 
the course of a process, that are in hindsight explained as having contributed to how the 
events inherent to the process turned out. Viewed from a social constructionist 
perspective, symbols expressed through language take on an important role. The process 
of constructing what the individual experiences as reality takes place in ongoing 
interaction with his or her environment, constantly shaping and reshaping it, and in this 
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construction of meaning symbols influence our experience of the social world, and 
thereby also influence our actions. 

Frost (1985) argues for a symbolic perspective as it ‘opens the doors to a host of 
interesting research questions about how meaning in organizational settings is created, 
sustained and destroyed’, and according to him: ‘The implications for practitioners of 
the organizational symbolist perspective are clear. Organizations are far less rational, 
logical and objective than traditional behavioral models make them out to be.’ My 
perspective is not a symbolic one, however, treating the key notions as symbols is 
illustrative of how they can be explored as social constructs. 

The above has some resonance with how Sjöstrand (1997) claims that as symbols are 
infused with values and are normative in character, they are usually helpful in reducing 
uncertainty. Symbols are crucial ingredients in the task of management. The symbolic 
aspect of strategy generates understanding and meaning, rather than simple, habitual 
responses. It stands for something else or something more than its concrete resource 
connotations, and that extra ingredient is quite often intersubjectively recognised and 
shared. Viewed as a symbol, strategy then comes to represent more than its formal 
expressions: the mere existence of it may tend to reduce uncertainty in a crisis situation, 
as it manifests an element of control. (Ibid.)  

Following this, the importance of a strategy lies not only with the rationale of it, but just 
as well with the ‘non-rational’; it is made in part for the element of hope and belief 
(Broms and Gahmberg 1983). In such a perspective, strategy can be seen as a symbol 
produced to inspire organised action as to well as give a sense of direction. 

Hence, strategy becomes, as Sjöstrand (1997) explains it, a social construction that 
evolves over time in human (inter)actions. Strategy is then not only a tool for rational 
planning, but a construct intended and explained as being strictly rational and 
calculative. The need for rational and calculative plans and strategies are seen as vital in 
a situation loaded with uncertainty; the ‘function’ of the plans and strategies, however, 
becomes not that of a recipe that can be followed step by step automatically then 
leading to survival, but of a symbol that provides and represents meaning for organising 
individuals. (Ibid.) 

Broms and Gahmberg (1983) claim that a strategy is then, viewed from this perspective, 
transformed from a practical plan into mythical thinking, and whether it is implemented 
or not, it becomes ‘a code that transports everyone’s mind onto a mythical plane of what 
should be, what ought to be, or what would be good for the company or the 
organization’. Hence, whether the strategy ‘worked’ or not does not matter, what 
matters is the sense of direction and control it manifests and if the company survives, 
the strategy will be described as an important element and cause for survival. As such, it 
may, as Weick (1987: 223) argues, even turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy:  
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‘The generic process involved is that meaning is produced because the leader 
treats a vague map or plan as if it had some meaning, even though he knows full 
well that the real meaning will come only when people respond to the map and 
do something. The secret of leading with a bad map is to create a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.’ 

 

It does, hence, appear that the strategies have ‘functioned’ on a symbolic level: 
accounted for in hindsight, they were referred to as being a means to overcoming the 
difficulties. At the Wolf Pack, the winners were those who increased their efforts, and 
were subsequently rewarded with the scarce assignments the market had to offer. The 
losers, again, decreased their efforts, and were left out, or, in the words of one 
interviewee, ‘left themselves out’. At the Lone Wolf, the ‘manuscript’ was key to 
survival, it was a secret document that contained the steps that were to be followed, and 
together with ‘higher powers’, it worked as a remedy. She was the heroine who applied 
the ten steps written down in the manuscript and the survival occurred as a result 
thereof. She would not let anyone else involved speak in interview – again, she wanted 
to be in control of the story constructed of her miraculous route to success. 

Hence, viewing strategy as a symbol places the focus on the relation between leaders 
and followers; it serves as a ‘tool’ for leaders to gain legitimacy, as a constructor of a 
sense of certainty, on a personal and organisational level, for a manager in charge of 
handling a crisis. It serves as a means to creating rationality for members of the 
organisation, for clients and others that make up the company’s environment. 
(Kallifatides 2002)  

The strategies were drawn up at a time when it was difficult to know how they would 
apply, as the future was obscure and uncertain. In retrospect they are explained as 
having worked, they may have turned into self-fulfilling prophecies by inspiring action 
through the sense of direction and control they manifested, but also, they may be treated 
as a ‘rational’ explanation, a kind of ‘tangible evidence’, as the process was complex 
and it is difficult to point out all the more ‘intangible’ factors having contributed to 
survival. 

The strategies can be regarded as the interviewees’ explanations of what they did in 
order to overcome the crisis situation, and culture, then, as their explanation for why 
they acted as they did, or as the ‘rules’ they operated by, as discussed by Harlow and 
Hearn (1995: 183). Thus Jill Bee’s explanation of how they would stick to tradition, 
because that was part of their culture, can be seen as using the culture to explain certain 
actions. Sticking to the culture was explained as having provided a sense of security, 
perhaps constructing a sense of predictability in unpredictable times.  
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I would assume that the cultures of the companies had been taken for granted during 
pre-crisis times, and as the crisis threatened, aspects of culture such as, according to 
Martin (1992) norms, formal rules and procedures, informal codes of behaviour, rituals, 
jargon and so on, had to be ‘tested’: did they apply in the new situation? In hindsight I 
was told that the culture of the Wolf Pack prevailed, and that sticking to the culture 
‘worked’ for the Bee Hive. Furthermore, at the Anthill, aspects that can be interpreted 
as parts of the culture, that is, the entrepreneurial mindset, the spirit of solidarity, open 
communication and democracy, are used by the interviewees as explanations of how the 
crisis was handled.  

Constructing management  legitimacy through performing  authenticity 

In the stories about the managers of the Anthill, the Bee Hive and the Wolf Pack that I 
was told, I identified a sense of the interviewees having experienced them as authentic, 
or as ‘walking the talk’, an expression used by Jill and Jack Bee. Ms. Ant was 
experienced as open, as visible and participating. The employees trusted her to intervene 
in difficult situations, and the stories I was told bore evidence of her not having failed to 
‘walk the talk’ throughout the process of managing the company. The interviewees of 
the Bee Hive repeatedly stated how they had experienced that their managers had been 
convinced the company would survive the crisis, and they said it had been important in 
order for the employees being capable of keeping peace of mind. At the Wolf Pack, the 
interviewees also said they had maintained a strong belief in the survival of the 
company, and the strategies having been stuck to proved in hindsight that the managers 
had been authentic throughout the process, from redefinition and throughout acting.  

According to Merriam Webster’s dictionary, being authentic is being ‘worthy of 
acceptance because of accuracy’, and further, being authentic is being genuine. 
Genuine, suggests Webster’s, means not being a hypocrite, which is ‘to feign qualities 
or beliefs that one does not actually possess or hold’. Giddens (1991) states that being 
an authentic person entails knowing oneself and being able to reveal that knowledge to 
the other – discursively or in the behavioural space. I do not relate authenticity to 
presentations of some essential true self as opposed to false presentations by 
‘duplicitious, deceitful and fraudulent beings who hide their purposes from others as 
they act; beings who use props, costumes, gestures, words, settings to manage and 
manipulate the behaviour of others’ (Mangham 1996: 32).  

A preferred way to approach and analyse authenticity could be to view it from a 
performance perspective (cf. Sevón, 2004), and view organisational performances as 
actions that are socially constructed as meaningful. Social life may then be viewed in 
terms of performances, as described by Erving Goffman (1959). Goffman pointed out 
the role of consistency of talk and actions that constitute everyday performances, whilst 
not focusing on whether performances actually could be said to reflect some ‘real 
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reality’ or not. In any instance, an actor may be ‘sincerely convinced that the impression 
of reality which he stages is the real reality’ (Goffman 1959: 17). Rather than asking 
whether a performance is true or false, then, we might want to ask whether a 
performance is considered appropriate due to its contextual fit, its perceived 
consistency, and the performer’s perceived authority to give it.  

A ‘sincere’ performance may nevertheless be discredited by its audience, on the 
grounds of some perceived rupture in it, which causes the audience to doubt the reality 
that is being conveyed to them. In other words, the performance shows ‘contradictions, 
discontinuities, [and] collisions of meaning’ (Höpfl 1996: 75). On the other hand, 
discrepancies are the setting for hypocrisy. Hypocrisy, as Brunsson (1989) points out, is 
not necessarily to be regarded as something inherently ‘bad’. Rather, it can be viewed as 
a way of alleviating conflict: inconsistencies between talk, decisions and action may 
give conflicting parties some leeway.  

Brunsson (1989) argues that hypocrisy is tied to legitimacy. Organisational legitimacy 
is attained through performances deemed adequate in relation to the context in which 
the organisation is set. The performances may in fact show inconsistencies, if we were 
to look for symmetries between what is said and subsequently done. Inconsistencies 
reflect ambiguities and change in the organisation and do not present shocking news to 
the audience – as long as the inconsistencies are not perceived as conscious, 
manipulative ones. If we view leadership as an ongoing construction process, following 
among others Sjöstrand and Tyrstrup (1999), legitimacy, then, is constructed in that 
process and reflected in narratives of leadership. I would then be tempted to view 
‘legitimacy’ and ‘authenticity’ as parallel concepts, not as interchangeable, but as 
interrelated in the context of my study: the subordinates experiencing a leader as 
authentic would entail legitimacy. (Johansson and Örndahl 2003) 

Obviously then, authenticity is not always to be viewed as something inherently ‘good’. 
An apt description of the phenomenon at play is given by Berger and Luckmann (1966: 
44) in their description of the social stock of knowledge that appresents the everyday 
world in an integrated manner. This knowledge is differentiated according to zones of 
familiarity and remoteness, some of these zones, that is, are ‘illuminated’, other 
‘adumbrated’. It is impossible to know everything there is to know about the reality of 
everyday life, claim Berger and Luckmann (Ibid.), and continue:   

 

‘Even if, for instance, I am a seemingly all-powerful despot in my family, and I 
know this, I cannot know all the factors that go into the continuing success of 
my despotism. I know that my orders are always obeyed, but I cannot be sure of 
all the steps and all the motives that lie between the issuance and the execution 
of my orders. There are always things that go on “behind my back”. This is true 
a fortiori when social relationships more complex than those of the family are 
involved.’ 
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Thus even a despot can be experienced as authentic. In relation to this, I would like to 
turn to Giddens (1991: 19) who elaborates on the concept of trust, and argues that trust 
of a diverse range of sorts and levels underlies many day-to-day decisions that we take 
in orienting our activities. However, he claims, trust is not always a result of 
consciously taken decisions. Rather, he views it more in terms of a ‘generalised attitude 
of mind that underlies those decisions, something which has its roots in the connection 
between trust and personality development.’ Giddens states that we can make the 
decision to trust, and this is not uncommon, he explains, as an underlying element of 
modernity is its intrinsic reflexivity. Still, he continues, trust implies faith, which in turn 
tends to resist calculative decision-making. Attitudes of trust are directly connected to 
the psychological security of individuals and groups in relation to specific situations, 
persons or even on a more generalised level.  

One might assume, that a manager experienced as inauthentic, as a hypocrite, would 
force the subordinates to choose whether to trust him or her or not. In particular, this 
could be a choice at hand in a situation experienced as causing anxiety, that is, a 
situation in which one might suspect that there is a risk of disaster occurring, but there is 
no one who will openly acknowledge that risk. This relates to how interviewees at the 
Anthill expressed that it is indeed better to know that there is a potential disaster at hand 
than having to guess. They referred to how Ms. Ant remained visible and open about the 
severity of the situation, thus the feeling of someone possibly knowing that things may 
go terribly wrong but will not tell was alleviated by the person in formal control stating 
that she did not know exactly how bad the situation was, only that it may be quite bad. 
Giddens (1991: 43) discusses anxiety, a concept relevant in relation to this in the 
following way: 

 

‘Anxiety has to be understood in relation to the overall security system the 
individual develops, rather than only as a situationally specific phenomenon 
connected to particular risks or dangers. Anxiety has to be distinguished from 
fear, which is a response to a specific threat and therefore has a definite object. 
Anxiety is a generalised state of the emotions of the individual. A circumstance 
of “anxious readiness” is different from anxiety as such, because it is a 
physiological, and functional condition of preparedness of the organism to face a 
source of threat. Preparation for action is what expediates an appropriate 
response to danger; anxiety itself is inexpedient, and tends to paralyse relevant 
actions rather than generate them.’ 
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Thus, Ms. Ant, and the managers of both the Wolf Pack and the Bee Hive appear to 
have succeeded to fuel action by manifesting a ‘circumstance of  “anxious readiness” 
(Ibid.), or, using the explanation of Koivunen (2002:65) referred to earlier in Chapter 8, 
they managed to ‘warn the orchestra a little before something is going to happen’ 
(Ibid.), in a manner, I claim, that was been experienced as authentic.   

I would argue that the role of authenticity was experienced as a persuasive element in 
uncertain contexts and situations. Thus authenticity can be viewed as often being a 
central element in exploring how uncertainty is translated into action as opposed to 
organisational paralysis brought on by the experienced threat of the situation: as we 
have seen, uncertainty calls for a reconstruction of order – the situation cannot be left 
‘open’. The experiences of authentic belief in survival of the managers appear to have 
functioned as a kind of persuasion, instilling trust and fuelling action, and at the same 
time, as an element constructing managerial legitimacy. Viewed in hindsight, then, 
stories of survival – or positive obstacle stories – often contain heroic characters, which 
serve as agents that carry the story forward. Everybody gets to be credited for the happy 
ending, and somebody gets to be given a special mentioning. And the phenomenon at 
play, hypocrisy, allows all parties to retain a sense of having done what was needed. 
(Johansson and Örndahl 2003) 

Throughout this discussion on authenticity, the Lone Wolf has been left out of the 
reasoning, as we have no other means than speculation to assess elements such as 
authenticity and hypocrisy in the context of that company during the recession. The 
story told by the sole interviewee can be seen as an obstacle story, where the storyteller 
is attributing herself with the credit for the difficulties being overcome. The individuals 
she referred to by name, mostly by their surname, are her idols, but none of her co-
workers are mentioned in any specific sense. Their actions remain hidden fully. The 
story therefore bears more traces of an epic story (Gabriel 2000) intended to generate 
admiration in the audience, than an obstacle story. It is difficult to compare the content 
of it with the other stories I was told, as it all boils down to her, her actions, her ideals, 
and so on. The story tells about one person as the formal authority and all others 
subordinated and detached from matters concerning running the business. Drawing up 
action plans in order to survive is left exclusively to this one person. The control 
structure described appears to have been strengthened during the crisis, in line with 
most research that shows that decline leads to increase in control and centralisation of 
management and communication (e.g. Czarniawska 1989) There is, hence,  little way of 
knowing about how processes of the kind explored in the other companies have been 
experienced on an organisational level, as there is but the one story which does not deal 
with these issues on other levels than the manager’s.  

Constructing relationships of loyalty 

The rise of the knowledge management era has brought with it the almost taken for 
granted assumption that knowledge is something transferable – an entity that can be 
moved in one piece from one employee to another and freely within an organisation and 
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everywhere one would like. This assumption is based on certain epistemological 
standpoints that I do not base this study upon. Rather, I view knowledge in the context 
of the KIOs involved in my study as something that cannot as such be transferred from 
the individual knowledge worker to the client, or anyone else. This further illustrates the 
competence required of a knowledge worker, which also develops with time and 
experience, which in turn makes the individual knowledge worker even more difficult 
and expensive to substitute. As noted in Chapter 1 section 3, this places knowledge 
workers in a powerful position. Even in a decline situation, an employer in a knowledge 
intensive business would then not take decisions to downsize lightly, placing demands 
on the handling of the crisis. This has been evident in the four companies included in 
this study. 

Hirschman (1970) introduces a framework for responses to decline situations in 
organisations, a framework that may serve to illustrate some managerial or leadership 
challenges related to handling a crisis in a knowledge intensive context. Hirschman 
(1970: 76) argues that management finds out about its failings via two alternative 
routes, that he chooses to label exit and voice. Exit entails ‘voting with one’s feet’; 
voice on the other hand, may consist of a direct expression of dissatisfaction, or a 
general protest to anyone who cares to listen. These two options are contrasting, 
although not mutually exclusive, and they would be ‘suspiciously neat’, claims 
Hirschman, if they were not to reflect a more fundamental schism between economics 
(exit) and politics (voice). The presence of the exit option can sharply reduce the 
probability of the voice option being taken up widely and effectively. Exit drives out 
voice, and voice appears likely to play a role only in organisations where the exit option 
is virtually ruled out, argues Hirschman, and he continues (Ibid. 76): 

 

 ‘When exit is a wide-open option and voice is largely nonexistent, the expulsion 
of a member is a pointless affair and does not need to be specifically prohibited. 
One way of catching that ‘somewhat rare bird’, an organisation where exit and 
voice both hold important roles, may be to look for groupings from which 
members can both exit and be expelled. A more solid understanding of the 
conditions favouring coexistence of exit and voice is gained by introducing the 
concept of loyalty. Clearly the presence of loyalty makes exit less likely, but 
does it, by the same token, give more scope to voice?’ 

 

The framework drawn up by Hirschman does become interesting when exploring the 
situation that a recession may lead to, where exit is virtually a nonexistent option due to 
the situation on the market. Voice may not be a compelling option if one wishes to hold 
on to one’s job. The question of loyalty becomes all the more interesting in such a 
situation where both other options are virtually nonexistent. The survival of a company 
may be dependent on how loyalty is handled. Åkerberg (1998) argues, that lack of 
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employee loyalty is to be regarded as having an inherent meaning as lack of 
commitment towards the company and its goals. Furthermore, loyalty is to be viewed as 
a two-way process: loyal employees stay with their employer, and loyal employers use 
layoffs as a very last alternative. Åkerberg (Ibid. 70) illustrates the phenomenon of 
loyalty by explaining that:   

 

‘On a general level, one can understand “loyalty” as acts or expressions in the 
interest of the object of one’s loyalty rather than in the interest of competing 
objects. However, there is a dilemma with this general comprehension of 
“loyalty”, since loyalty is so closely connected to “disloyalty”. 

 

Åkerberg (Ibid.) finds that employee loyalty is a particularly interesting phenomenon in 
the context of KIOs, as loyalty is considered one of the pegs, from a managerial point of 
view, by which competent and thereby desirable employees are tied to the organisation. 
The argument Åkerberg draws upon is knowledge workers being difficult to replace, 
which concurs with my claim that particularly during times of recession, layoffs and 
downsizing would, for that very reason, not be an attractive alternative. 

According to Hirschman (1970), loyalty is a phenomenon at play when one chooses 
whether to leave a group or not, whereby the individual is not so much concerned with 
his or her own material interests, but more with the group and the recognition that the 
group may suffer from him or her leaving. This appears to be the case in the stories 
about the Anthill, where some employees stated they had decided to stay with the 
company as the crisis hit. Åkerberg (1998) explains that this phenomenon is applicable 
in a situation when one is concerned with the activities of the group and the outputs of 
those activities, whereby total withdrawal becomes an impossibility. Other employees 
were told to have left at the very beginning of the recession, something that was not 
regarded as a protest towards management, but simply explained as something natural 
for anyone who had the possibility to do so. The voices of the employees appear to have 
been heard, the open and democratic nature of handling the crisis situation indicates that 
they were encouraged to speak. Exit, voice and loyalty all appear to have coexisted.  

Åkerberg (1998) explains how a performative understanding, following Latour (1986), 
of the concept loyalty leads to loyalty being a consequence of something, rather than a 
cause, and can in this sense explain how the nostalgic stories told by the interviewees of 
the Anthill convey loyalty. This means that one could argue that loyalty had been 
constructed through the relationship between the manager and the followers of the 
company, and they had not experienced acts of ‘disloyalty’, whereby the sense of 
loyalty inherent in their stories have survived throughout the years, even after the 
company ceased to exist.  
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At the Anthill, there was evidence of a strong sense of solidarity both toward the 
company, in order to keep business running, but also among the employees; they 
mentioned how there were conversations about giving up holiday pay, thus ensuring 
that someone would be able to keep his or her job. Furthermore, Ms. Ant was concerned 
with keeping employees who would have faced financial disaster if laid off, however, 
not at the expense of others that were considered as more ‘desirable’, something that 
was experienced as just by the interviewees. This, in turn, may have been part of how 
loyalty towards the company and in particular towards Ms. Ant appears to have come 
about, and the question of how loyalty is constructed appears to link back to experiences 
of authenticity. 

At the Bee Hive, the experienced authenticity of the managers, them ‘walking the talk’, 
and working alongside the rest may have induced experiences of loyalty towards them. 
Jill Bee explained to me that management is easy during good times, but during times of 
decline problems related to ‘keeping the group together’, and holding on to a good 
group, as she put it, becomes a real challenge. She argued that stating an example is a 
key task of a manager, you cannot tell employees to act in a certain way, but refuse to 
act in that way yourself, and further, she believed that the manager has to be the first to 
give up on certain things, for instance, salary. Only if this is not enough and the 
situation does not improve, the employees may also have to be paid less. This might be 
seen as an example of loyalty constructing as a manager. One interviewee from the Bee 
Hive, when summing up what we had talked about at the end of the interview, said that 
trust was something that had been reinforced after the recession. It had been clear to her 
in hindsight, that the company had been a safe one to work for, whereby trust perhaps 
can be viewed as a sign of loyalty.  

At the Wolf Pack, the situation can perhaps be viewed as divided. The stories show 
evidence of experienced loyalty towards the managers. Among the employees, however, 
I was told there was a sense of sticking together among those who remained active and 
became even more so, following the ‘increase everything’ strategy. Those who were 
reported not to have been able to live up to this were mentioned frequently in the stories 
I was told, they left after the recession, and the CEO, among other, expressed that they 
may as well have left sooner. Thus, perhaps the managers can be said to have played the 
consultants against each other, creating loyalty towards the managers and among ‘the 
winners’, constructing villains out of the ones who did not keep up to the tougher 
standards that the situation required. 

Loyalty, Åkerberg (1998: 70) argues, bears strong moral connotations. This she 
explains as ‘it is, for example, commonly understood that it is better to be loyal than to 
be disloyal’. Thus one might understand how a sense of those not following the 
strategies of the Wolf Pack were experienced as disloyal, the culture and the system of 
norms inherent to it being strong, whereby those deviating from it could be judged quite 
explicitly by the standards the culture set.  



 145

At the Wolf Pack the culture was described as strong even before the recession, and it 
was apparently strengthened throughout the crisis. The recession was even said to have 
‘weeded out losers’. It took the Wolf Pack seven years to reach the results equivalent to 
those achieved before the recession started. Their relatively long struggle to overcome 
the difficulties thus presented them with an alternative reality, which in time became 
more routinised, as Berger and Luckmann (1966: 156) state in reference to reality 
maintenance in crisis:  

 

‘If contacts with the alternative reality and its representatives become frequent, 
the defensive procedures may, of course, lose their crisis character and become 
routinized.’  

 

Perhaps an evidence of the phenomenon described in the quote above can be found in 
how the CEO of the Wolf Pack explained that the crisis had been a useful experience, 
and that it had resulted in a mindset of assurance when it comes to handling and 
overcoming smaller crises. One might assume, then, that the culture strengthening 
among those who together worked persistently to overcome the crisis does indicate that 
loyalty ‘grew’ along with the reinforced culture. The process of overcoming the crisis 
apparently left the Wolf Pack with only the most proficient hunters, and, perhaps, the 
most loyal ones.  

It does, then appear, that loyalty is closely related to trust, and to authenticity. Loyalty 
can also be regarded as a key to constructing legitimacy, and, as we have seen, actions 
can be mirrored against a company’s culture, and deemed disloyal on the grounds of 
inconsistency with the norms inherent to the culture.  

Looking back – tracing nostalgia 

Interestingly enough, the stories of members of the two companies that have ceased to 
exist as separate companies after the recession, bare traces of nostalgia. Gabriel (2000) 
argues that an idealised picture of the past serves to juxtapose the present, that may be 
found emaciated, impoverished and lacking. This can be illustrated by how one of the 
interviewees of the Anthill compared his current employer with the Anthill, and in 
particular emphasised the importance of trust. More specifically, he pointed to trust 
having to work both ways: the employees trusting their managers and the other way 
around. He put it this way: 
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‘When we joined [our current employer] we were amazed at how they handed out drink coupons 
to control people’s drinking, otherwise they would have drunk until they vomited and passed out 
– like teenagers getting drunk for the first time. It reflected the degree of trust of the 
management in their people. The cultural differences [between the Anthill and his present 
employer] were huge, we were astounded by how they [his present co-workers] were like 
uncontrollable kids.’  

 

To this particular interviewee, the sense of trust working both ways is to be found in a 
past that is now missed, as his present reality lacks this element; hence, the past is 
idealised. This might be viewed as an attempt to make sense of his daily experiences by 
juxtaposing them to an organisational past, as Gabriel (2000: 169) puts it. 

According to Brown and Humphreys (2002), nostalgia may be resorted to in 
organisations both to maintain a collective sense of continuity, as a method of 
resistance, and as a defence against anxiety caused by organisational change. The 
interviewees of the former Bee Hive, now working for the new owner, expressed 
something that can be viewed more in terms of defending oneself from anxiety or at 
least making sense of the changed organisational reality.  

The former members of the Anthill still gathering together socially could be viewed in 
these terms as well, particularly maintaining a collective sense of continuity. Davis 
(1979:31, cited in Brown and Humphreys 2002:143) states that nostalgia can be viewed 
in terms of a psychological lens we ‘employ in the never ending work of constructing, 
maintaining, and reconstructing our identities’. Perhaps identities are thus constructed 
and reconstructed collectively by still gathering socially. Stories of personal, 
psychological survival were told, however tough the crisis, but no tragic stories, as 
described by (Gabriel 2000) as generating pity or sorrow, mostly concerning traumas or 
insults that leave scars on the victims, were related. 

The Anthill did not survive structurally or as such as a company, and the transformation 
it underwent as a result of the recession in most senses was extensive. Even so, what did 
survive was a spirit of community, and this is an interesting feature, as this company 
was the one that formally went through the most difficulties – downsizing and layoffs 
included. The stories of how these were handled, however, convey no trauma, but 
indicate a sense of openness and collectivity, as explained by one of the Anthill 
interviewees: 

 

‘That’s what went on in those meetings, like I said, Ms. Ant and the CFO calculated that if we 
cut down on this, then we are left with that … we can employ so and so many people … That’s 
the kind of stuff we did back then […] The experiences weren’t that traumatic …’ 
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Also, the spirit of solidarity, taking care of each other was expressed. The interviewees 
did not react in a negative way when it was decided that they would have to give up 
their holiday pay: 

 

‘And, on the other hand, you knew that someone else got to keep his or her salary that month 
that I otherwise would have got, so it felt like a small sacrifice.’ 

 

An interviewee from the Bee Hive looked back on the times in a way that conveyed a 
sense of nostalgia. I asked her whether she believed the people who had stayed with the 
new owner had been more satisfied during the Bee Hive times, and she replied: 

 

‘I’d say we were. But then again, would we have been capable of continuing, succeeding as an 
independent company, because the world has changed into … our clients want chains 
[franchises]. We have acquired a lot of clients and assignments that we couldn’t have then.’ 

 

In this way she managed to rationalise the fact that it was more agreeable to work for 
the company, but sensibly speaking, it could not have continued.  

Anti-nostalgia? 

The stories I was told about the Wolf Pack were told with an explicit sense of pride, as 
an ideal way of handling the crisis with the chosen strategies having been proven 
effective and the company overcoming all difficulties in the end because of having 
stuck to them. In fact, the CEO told me he did not believe they would do anything 
differently if they were to find themselves in a situation of the same kind in the future. 
Still, the recession was said to be a topic not more openly or actively discussed. This 
displays a contrast towards the Anthill, where memories were said to still be shared in 
informal settings. The Anthill does not exist anymore, the stories, however, continue to 
live, however traumatic the times may have been at the time.  
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At the Wolf Pack, then, a company that still exists, the ‘dwelling’, as one of the 
interviewees put it, on past difficulties were explicitly put an end to by the CEO. The 
Wolf Pack would be one that might be expected to ‘use’ their success story in order to 
continue constructing a strong identity or culture and convey them to newcomers and 
younger members, in accordance with Gabriel (2000: 88): 

 

‘Stories help communities to pass their spiritual, moral, and cultural heritage 
from generation to generation, they are vital for the instruction of young people, 
they generate behavioural expectations, and they offer models of emulation and 
avoidance. In some respects they resemble symbolically endowed material 
artefacts; like symbolic artefacts, stories are repositories of meaning, a meaning 
that both changes and is timeless.’  

 

Stories, Gabriel (2000: 90) further states, are capable of generating cohesion and 
commitment, something that one may claim has not been ‘put to use’ by the Wolf Pack. 
As the stories conveyed even a sense of pride of how the crisis was handled, one might 
think that these stories would live on and be passed to new generations, serving to state 
an example of the strong culture, even consciously, the consultants being involved in 
this form of consulting. They told me, however, that they do not openly talk about those 
times anymore, that they are part of the past, thus indicating that however proudly told, 
the times may have left them with memories they wish not to return to in depth. 
However, I was told they would act the same way if a new crisis would threaten, 
whereby the stories of how they overcame the previous one would be likely to be 
revived. Some interviewees did emphasise how legends and myths were indeed an 
explicit element of their culture, and it may then be probable that stories of the recession 
of the 1990s involving these would be ‘put to use’ if the Wolf Pack were to encounter 
another threat of a potential crisis.  

 

Summary 

 

In this chapter, I have focused on the key notions that I have identified. The attempt has 
been to explore how social order was reconstructed in crisis situations through focusing 
on how the key notions control, strategy and culture were described as having 
legitimised the managers’ positions. This, in turn, contributed to the employees 
remaining active, as did, I have argued the managers having been experienced as 
authentic. I also argued that for a KIO, the concept of loyalty is of importance, as this 
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kind of company needs to make an effort to hold on to their specialists, these being 
expensive and difficult to replace. Finally, I looked at traces of nostalgia and anti-
nostalgia that could be identified in the stories. Nostalgia appears to serve as a 
juxtaposition towards a past missed, whereas anti-nostalgia signals a wish to forget 
about times perhaps experienced as traumatic.  

In the next chapter, I explore the process of redefining and that of acting as one 
intertwined process as socially constructed. In this process, the meanings of the key 
notions ascribed with importance are elaborated on and they are treated as elements that 
can be understood as bringing about overcoming the crises and eventually survival. 
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CHAPTER 10. SURVIVAL RECONSTRUCTED 

I have explored stories of how an economic crisis threatened four companies, and the 
problems that this situation brought with it: the continuity inherent in an unproblematic 
sector of everyday work life that was interrupted by economic decline. The 
interviewees’ stories were about how a problematic, unroutinised world was entered, 
about how the situation thus had to be redefined: efforts to reconstruct social order had 
to be made and the redefined situation had to be acted upon.  

The process of redefining everyday reality and that of acting upon the redefinitions are 
intertwined, as discussed in Chapter 8. In the previous two chapters, I have treated the 
two processes separately, attempting to chronologically make sense of the courses of 
events. In this chapter however, redefining and acting are treated as the same process, 
the ‘key notions’ illustrating turning points or elements that brought the process towards 
survival.  

The stories I was told can be seen as attempts to retrospectively create order in a 
situation that was experienced as chaotic and uncertain, and further to create order in 
hindsight in relation to past events, so seeking to make sense of them. The interviewees 
chose to tell me about how they handled the crisis by raising issues that, in their view, 
explained how come the companies survived. They explained elements that may be 
described as social, cultural, and psychological and that were ascribed with importance 
in order for survival to occur. I was told stories about organisational members 
remaining active, about trust towards management and faith in the possibility of 
survival enduring. At the Anthill even a strong spirit of solidarity was emphasised in the 
interviews. I am thus focusing on the explanations I was given, how survival was 
explained in hindsight.  How this process was explained to have taken shape has thus 
been one of my main interests.  

I have explored the stories about the process, thus, the stories I was told, that is, the 
stories that survived, have been the essential focus of my study. In this section, I attempt 
to make sense of processes of handling crises as described in Chapters 8 and 9, drawing 
upon social constructionism as presented in Chapter 2.  

I begin by discussing how social order is reconstructed as everyday reality becomes 
uncertain, and the importance of constructing patterns of interaction to apply in an 
uncertain situation. Dealing with uncertainty is a key when handling crises, as there may 
be little knowledge of how to act in an uncertain situation, due to lack of experience, but 
equally due to the fact that all crises vary in terms of reasons for occurring, context, 
actors involved, severity and so on. Thus, there is an element of improvising needed 
when handling crises, which I refer to by elaborating on how ‘walking the talk’ can be 
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viewed as a question of concurrently ‘talking the walk’. I conclude the chapter by 
raising the concept identity in relation to both how interaction takes place in crises, but 
also in relation to how we continuously construct and co-construct our identities, which 
has consequences in terms of how one explains past actions and events.  

 

Reconstructing social order  

 

In this study, a situation experienced as more or less stable, the everyday reality of 
work, a taken for granted reality, is disturbed by instability induced by the threat of an 
economic crisis. This then becomes a problem, as discussed in Chapter 2, that interrupts 
the continuity inherent in a sector that had been previously unproblematic. As a result of 
this, the actors were forced to enter an unroutinised, problematic world. The uncertainty 
of the potential threat of a crisis called for reconstructing social order, which meant that 
the knowledge of what the uncertain situation required was to be incorporated into the 
reality of everyday life thus far experienced. Everyday reality had to be maintained at 
the same time that it was redefined. In a crisis situation this entails that the reality-
confirmations have to be explicit and intensive, contrary to routine maintenance. The 
reality-maintenance turning more explicit and intensive has been a topic the 
interviewees’ stories revolved around, and we have seen how it was explained to have 
occurred in the four companies.  

The recession and the potential threat it posed was constructed as the obstacle, as we 
have seen, and the possible magnitude of it had to be defined. For each company, this 
meant being forced to assess the consequences the obstacle would have on their specific 
context, how much they were capable of controlling their fates, and what actions would 
have to be taken in order to overcome the obstacle.  

The process of redefining everyday reality began, as we have seen, as the potential 
threat of the recession was acknowledged by the way it was experienced second-hand 
through the environment. Processes of redefining everyday reality became explicit and 
intensive when the implications of it were experienced first-hand as the crisis was 
beginning to actually strike the companies. In other words, the obstacle became more 
tangible, and the impact it would potentially have on the companies’ specific contexts 
was experienced as more possible to assess, as it entered the immediate environments of 
the actors.  
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Constructing patterns of interaction in uncertainty 

The patterns of interaction, that is, the shared common sense knowledge and the self-
evident routines of everyday life become key when a situation turns problematic. 
Handling a crisis is based on already institutionalised patterns of interaction – routines 
inherent in a world shared intersubjectively with others 5. Having no or little such 
common pattern of conduct would cause chaos when attempting to bring order into an 
unorderly situation.  

Obviously, the companies had institutionalised patterns of interaction to a varying 
degree. The Lone Wolf was established just before the recession hit, whereby patterns 
of interaction had perhaps not been institutionalised to the same extent as at the Wolf 
Pack, a company that had existed for roughly half a century. At the Anthill, the patterns 
of interaction, I would argue, had been crisis oriented already before the crisis caused by 
the recession struck the company, whereby a redefinition to the same extent as at the 
Wolf Pack and the Bee Hive was not necessary. In the latter two, the cultural and social 
order that was ‘applicable’ during more stable times, became subject to extensive 
‘testing’, and patterns of interaction for crisis situations had to be constructed. 

The patterns of interaction in the four companies were evaluated as the situation 
changed through the crisis that threatened, they had to be ‘tested’ and reconstructed so 
as to apply in a redefined situation, that of crisis. The companies had, as mentioned 
above, varying degrees of institutionalised patterns of interaction based on among other, 
the length of the history of the companies. A severe crisis situation such as a recession, 
however, is one of which perhaps no one in the organisation in question has prior 
experience of, and even if there exists experience of it, no two situations or contexts are 
ever the same. Hence, there may be very little specific knowledge about how to deal 
with the specific crisis situation, which subsequently turns into an uncertain one. 
Patterns of interaction in the specific contexts of this very crisis needed to be 
institutionalised. Sjöstrand (1997: 9), describes uncertainty as: 

 

‘ … an essentially subjective phenomenon, founded on the perceptions of single 
individuals. More precisely, uncertainty is to be found in the perceived 
difference between the amount and kind of information required to perform a 
task on the one hand, and the amount and kind of information possessed on the 
other hand. This perceptual difference is not an objective quantity, however, 
determined independently of the individual(s) involved. ... Given this subjective 
perspective, uncertainty will ultimately refer to the degree of confidence that 
individual actors feel in their capacity to deal with a situation.’ 

                                                 
5 Institutionalisation is in this context to be understood in line with Berger and Luckmann (1966) and the 
definition of the concept in Chapter 2.  
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As Sjöstrand and Tyrstrup (1999) argue, uncertainty viewed as subjectively perceived 
by individuals, as well as constructed and reproduced leads to the assumption that 
managers and leaders probably are aware of the fact that they do not - and cannot - have 
access to complete information. Things that could not have been predicted will occur, 
they are not aware of all their personal preferences, their ability to process information 
is limited, and the contexts in which they are actors are complex. As a consequence of 
the above ‘shortcomings’, they realise that they are at the mercy of other individuals; 
they depend on their efforts. (Ibid.) At the same time, then, that the managers are 
expected to be in control, they realise the limits of their capability to control, a paradox 
that a manager is forced to come to terms with.  

Sjöstrand (1997) claims that feelings and experiences of uncertainty are dealt with in 
different ways by individuals and in organisations. In an organisational setting during a 
crisis, dealing with uncertainty can be seen as both an individual as well as an 
interactional or even a collective process. On an individual level, the focus is on basic 
capabilities that the individual possesses for dealing with uncertainty. On an 
interactional level, the focus is on interpersonal ways of dealing with uncertainty: it 
becomes an intersubjective, relational phenomenon rather than an individual or 
positional one. Collectively speaking, uncertainty is connected with attempts to organise 
and institutionalise trust. (Ibid.) 

In this study, it appears that the managers’ individual capabilities of dealing with 
uncertainty have been important for how uncertainty was dealt with on an interpersonal, 
as well as a collective level. Redefining the uncertain situation and constructing patterns 
of interaction in order to build capability to act upon the redefined situation became 
relational phenomena, where the managers were in focus in terms of whether and how 
they were able to handle uncertainty. The managers needed to display on an 
interactional level that they were capable of taking control, thus their positions would be 
legitimised, which, in turn, contributed to trust being institutionalised. 

The importance of trust being institutionalised is referred to by Fineman and Gabriel 
(1996: 161) who state that organisational survival depends on members of the 
organisation feeling reasonably secure, and on them trusting their management in all 
circumstances. They add that a ‘heavy-handed approach’ in times of crisis may 
undermine the firm’s economic survival because it would have a demotivating effect. 
Apparently, the concept  ‘heavy-handed’ is to be understood as a relative concept, as I 
believe that what appears heavy-handed in one situation and specific context, may be 
experienced as completely appropriate in others. For instance, at the Wolf Pack, some of 
the interviewees expressed that there had been a wish for an even more heavy-handed 
approach, perhaps a sign of the approach not being experienced as completely just. This, 
I would argue, links to the experience of justice in the actions taken by Ms. Ant when 
deciding who would be laid off: the potential disaster faced by individuals was taken 
into account, however not at the expense of those individuals regarded as more valuable 
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for the company. This illustrates how relative the experiences of what is considered 
‘heavy-handed’ or just are, and thereby how what is regarded as appropriate in terms of  
means and measures of control varies in different contexts.  

In the process of reconstructing patterns of interaction then, control was an issue 
ascribed with importance. Taking control was necessary in a complex, uncertain 
situation, and it indicated a belief in the possibility to control one’s fate and thereby to 
survive the crisis. Managers being prepared to take control in a manner regarded as 
appropriate can be described as having legitimised their positions (cf. Czarniawska 
1989). I argue that through the managers taking control and displaying that they were in 
control, their positions were legitimised, which appears to have induced others to 
remain active and to follow, thus combating paralysis - a key concern of the managers.  

 

Constructing the talk to be walked, talking and improvising the walk 

 

Legitimation, according to Berger and Luckmann, is a process best described as 
‘second-order’ objectivation of meaning. It produces new meanings that serve to 
integrate those already attached to disparate institutional processes, and the function of 
legitimation is that of making objectively available as well as subjectively plausible 
already institutionalised ‘first-order’ objectivations. Thus, the process of handling the 
uncertain situation entailed explaining and justifying, that is, by ‘talking’ constructing 
the ‘walk’ to follow. ‘Talking’ came to serve as a means for maintaining reality, as 
‘language realises a world, in the double sense of apprehending and producing it.’ 
(Berger and Luckmann 1966: 153).  

Sjöstrand (1997) points to the uncertain conditions and multiplicity of demands placed 
on managers in general, frequently leaving little time to respond to the diverse demands. 
This becomes even more complex in a crisis situation. The redefining of the situation as 
it turns uncertain involves constructing shared definitions, the situation needs to have a 
collective definition, in order for the actors to act on the same definition. Berger and 
Luckmann argue that (1966: 153): 

 

‘Conversation is the actualizing of this realising efficacy of language in the face-
to-face situations of individual existence. In conversation the objectifications of 
language become objects of individual consciousness. Thus the fundamental 
reality-maintaining fact is the continuing use of the same language to objectify 
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unfolding biographical experience.  In the widest sense, all who employ this 
same language are reality-maintaining others.’ 

 

The most important mode of experiencing others as a means of co-constructing manager 
legitimacy appears to have been taking place in the face-to-face situation: the managers 
were ‘tested’, and they ‘passed’ face-to-face, their ‘talk’ was accepted and constructed 
as a base for constructing a shared language when talking about crisis and thereby 
planning the ‘walk’ to follow. Thus, there was a need to act and redefine concurrently, 
interactively, in order to ensure acting upon the same redefinition.  

Managerial everyday life can be described as a kind of existence in the midst of 
‘rivalising discourses’ (cf. Kallifatides 2002). Handling this existence, particularly in 
times of crisis, may be dependent on an ability to improvise, in line with how Berger 
and Luckmann (1966: 156) argue that ritual techniques are frequently brought into play, 
and reality-maintaining procedures in the face of crisis may be improvised. This can be 
illustrated by how Weick (1995: 182) explains managers in general are urged to 
‘practice what they preach’; in order for others to take what they ‘preach’ seriously and 
subsequently implement the ‘preaching’ in their own work. It is about ‘walking the 
talk’, which according to Weick can become problematic as what is experienced as 
sincere in the eyes of one subordinate, may be insincere to another as it may be linked 
with a different set of words, or a different talk. Weick claims that (Ibid. 183): 

 

‘Consistency in actions and words, and consistent recognition of others who do 
the same, are ways to deal wit too few managerial actions being mapped back 
across too many managerial words that contradict them. All of that is normal 
natural trouble in the multiple realities of organizational life.’  

 

This becomes a challenge particularly in situations of crisis and uncertainty. The 
previous discussion on authenticity in Chapter 9 becomes important at this point in 
terms of how the subordinates experienced the managers’ capabilities of dealing with 
‘walking the talk’ in a manner that would be experienced as consistent. Experiences of 
authenticity traced in the stories can be linked back to Berger and Luckmann’s 
discussion of social interaction in everyday life. They claim that the most important 
mode of experiencing the other takes place in the face-to-face situation, which is guided 
by typificatory schemes: the schemes based on which I apprehend the other and interact 
with that person. The challenge the managers were faced with involved being capable of 
‘performing’ so as to achieve establishment of and reinforcement of authenticity during 
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ongoing situations of interaction. The typifications of authenticity were not to be 
challenged during the interaction, and after leaving the actual face-to-face situation, the 
actual ‘walk’ needed to be performed.  

Berger and Luckmann (1966) discuss conversation as the most important vehicle of 
reality-maintenance, and, as mentioned in Chapter 2, actors maintain everyday 
subjective reality by talking, and at the same time modifying it. This means, as we have 
seen in Chapter 2, that we justify and rationalise our actions by talking about them, 
whereby ‘walking the talk’ equally becomes a question of ‘talking the walk’. Weick 
(1995: 182) claims that:  

 

‘People discover what they think by looking at what they say, how they feel, and 
where they walk. The talk makes sense of walking, which means those best able 
to walk the talk are the ones who actually talk the walking they find themselves 
doing most often, with most intensity, and with most satisfaction.’ 

 

 

Weick argues that people make sense of their walking and talking, their actions, and 
being forced to walk the talk may heighten accountability. This in turn may heighten 
caution and inertia, and reduce risk taking, which he claims is a consequence of an actor 
being forced to ‘walk the talk’ prematurely. This would entail ‘walking a talk’ that one 
has not fully understood and made sense of, whereby one would not be capable of 
‘talking the walk’, that is, justifying and rationalising the ‘walk’. (Ibid.) 

‘Walking the talk’ and ‘talking the walk’ can be seen to have become more routinised as 
the situation of crisis became incorporated into everyday life. As patterns of interaction 
for uncertainty were constructed, and uncertainty became routine, so did ‘walking the 
talk’ and ‘talking the walk’. Fineman and Gabriel (1996: 185) argue that there is an 
important message in the cliché that ‘we all learn from experience’ that relates to 
survival circumstances, as one’s improvisational repertoire increases in both breadth 
and skill over time and with practice, thus improving confidence. They explain that 
(Ibid.): 

 

 

 ‘It becomes harder to be caught off balance and easier to shift from one 
perspective to another. Other than in highly routine activities, it is 
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improvisational skills – the abilities to pull off a good act and think on one’s feet 
– that set apart the more effective survivors. And such skills can rarely be 
learned from books.’  

 

Following the above I argue that it is possible to make sense of how the managers’ 
performances of ‘walking the talk’ and ‘talking the walk’ perhaps would become 
experienced as more trustworthy as the crisis progressed and the everyday reality of 
uncertainty became more routinised. This means that uncertainty and the need to 
improvise became routines of everyday reality. 

The process of ‘talking the walk’ can be understood drawing upon Johansson’s (1998) 
study of responsibility, from a performative perspective6, following Bittner (1965) as 
’taken for granted’. An issue important in terms of my study is, that the previous 
constructions and co-constructions of responsibility becomes not taken for granted, and 
needs to be reconstructed as a situation not experienced previously occurs, and there is 
little knowledge of how managers will respond to the situation. Johansson (1994) 
explains that responsibility should be viewed as a paradoxical combination of freedom 
and limitations, as those given possibilities to take responsibility quite generally point 
out the aspect of freedom, when there is an obvious aspect of control more seldom 
mentioned. Åkerberg (1998: 75) puts it this way: 

 

‘Responsibility can in this respect be seen as an institutionalised and internalised 
instrument of control through which employees control themselves. The concept 
seemed to involve both personal and professional dimensions, meaning that to 
be responsible is viewed as synonumous with acting in a way that can be 
accepted from both a professional and a personal point of view. Almost all 
emotional associations with the responsibility concept seemed positive.’  

 

One could argue that the walk performed, explained and justified by the managers, 
evoked a sense of them displaying a capability to assume responsibility, that is, 
responsibility for ‘walking the talk’, was co-constructed and reconstructed.  

                                                 
6 A performative perspective entails, according to Johansson, that the word responsibility is treated 
according to the meaning the word is given to it by the people who use it.  See Chapter 2 for the 
distinction between ostensive and performative definitions. 
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Maintaining reality through identity confirmation 

Identity is, according to Berger and Luckmann (1966), a key element of subjective 
reality, which as such stands in a dialectical relationship with society. It is formed in 
social processes, and, they continue (Ibid. 173): 

 

‘Once crystallized, it is maintained, modified, or even reshaped by social 
relations. The social processes involved in both the formation and the 
maintenance of identity are determined by the social structure. Conversely, the 
identities produced by the interplay of organism, individual consciousness and 
social structure react upon the given social structrure, maintaining it, modifying 
it, or even reshaping it.’ 

 

Following the above, identity is to be viewed as a phenomenon that is continuously 
constructed and co-constructed. Ahl (2002), among others, claims that a person may 
create many different identities depending on the circumstances that he or she is 
dependent on. This is important in this study in order to understand the process of 
identity construction as well as the actors’ need for identity confirmation in an uncertain 
situation such as a crisis.  

Furthermore, identity construction and confirmation also become central concepts in 
interviewing situations. The interviewee becomes involved in an act of maintaining and 
confirming his or her identity, explaining and justifying actions so as to achieve identity 
confirmation. In line with my aim to contribute to the understanding of how becoming 
aware of crisis is explained to have occurred in retrospect, and how the social processes 
are socially reconstructed, identity then becomes a key concept.  

Following the above I draw upon Åkerberg who points out that what is the focal point 
in identity construction is not the identity itself, but the relationships of an actor to other 
actors. Thus, as Sahlin-Andersson points out (1996), presentations of oneself are 
meaningless until understood by others. Czarniawska-Joerges (1994) argues that 
identity can be described as self narration, thus, stories are constructions of identities, 
linked to emotions of, for instance, pride and guilt (cf. Johansson 1998).       

A person’s significant others play a central role in the process of maintaining subjective 
reality, as they are particularly important for ongoingly confirming one’s identity which 
is, as mentioned in Chapter 2, a crucial element of reality. Reality is maintained through 
modifying and reconstructing, by dropping and adding items, thereby some sectors of 
what is still taken for granted become weakened, others reinforced. The primary means 
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people have for maintaining reality is conversation: everyday conversation maintains 
subjective reality, and confirms identities. Thus, ‘walking the talk’ takes place 
concurrently with ‘talking the walk’, or the justifications and rationalisations for acting 
as one does, that serve to confirm one’s identity. If the ‘walk’ is not consistent with the 
‘talk’, an actor may modify the ‘walk’ by ‘talking’ it as he or she goes along. Thus, the 
acts of ‘walking the talk’ and ‘talking the walk’ during crisis becomes an act of 
confirming identities, and is in hindsight explained as a means of doing the same. 

Interestingly enough, as Berger and Luckmann (1966: 153) claim, that which is left not 
talked about in everyday conversation becomes ‘shaky’, as they put it. This perhaps 
serves as an explanation for how the interviewees expressed that their capability to 
remain active depended on their managers remaining visible and participative, and 
openly acknowledging the critical situation at hand. In the case of the Anthill, for 
instance, the managers’ acknowledging explicitly that disaster may strike was said by 
the interviewees to have alleviated anxiety. This, in turn, relates to the issue of 
authenticity; if the conversations face-to-face were experienced as authentically 
performed, the situation became experienced as more secure.  

The above follows how Berger and Luckmann (1966: 154) argue that subjective reality 
is dependent on plausibility structures, which are ‘the specific social base and social 
processes required for its maintenance.’ One’s self-identification as a competent person 
can only be maintained in an environment that confirms this identity. Berger and 
Luckmann (Ibid. 155) continue:  

 

‘The plausibility structure is also the base for the particular suspension of doubt 
without which the definition of reality in question cannot be maintained in 
consciousness. Here specific social sanctions against such reality-disintegrating 
doubts have been internalized and are ongoingly reaffirmed.’ 

 

Talking about what happened during the crisis and thereby explaining actions and 
courses of events in hindsight can be viewed in line with how Martin et al. (1983) claim 
that stories offer self-enhancing explanations for organisational events. Individuals tend 
to seek retrospective explanations, and in doing so, reputations and self-esteem are often 
on the line. It is not surprising, then, that stories tend to contain evidence of a certain 
self-enhancing bias, and thereby the stories I was told can be seen as acts of confirming 
identities.   

In line with the above, Coffey and Atkins (1996: 62) point to possible functional 
qualities of stories, and refer to Cortazzi (1993) who gives examples of functional types 
of occupational narratives. These are for instance cautionary tales of accidents and 
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disasters, the functions of which are to serve as lessons of how they should be avoided. 
Another example is that of organisational sagas, which function to give a collective 
understanding of the rationale of an organisation as well as a rationale for workers’ 
commitment. To illustrate this, they point to stories that present a moral fable of either 
success or of failure. (Ibid.) 

Perhaps the nostalgic stories (see discussion on nostalgia in Chapter 9) told by the 
interviewees of the Anthill and those of the Bee Hive can be seen in terms of identities 
being confirmed and still being reconfirmed, as the past when belonging to those 
companies confirmed a more preferred identity, which the present situation fails to do. 
The ‘function’, then, of nostalgic stories can be seen as that of the actors’ identification 
with the past, and explaining shortages of the present: the present is not really 
reinforcing the identities that were admirable.  

Perhaps that which I called anti-nostalgia in Chapter 9 could be viewed as the opposite: 
not wishing to refer to the times of the crisis may reveal that the identities constructed 
and re-constructed are not in line with preferred identities of other times and contexts.  

 

Summing up the analysis 

 

In this chapter I have attempted to describe how the processes of crisis handling can be 
viewed from a social constructionist perspective. The uncertainty of the situations called 
for reconstruction of social order, which involved constructing patterns of interaction 
that would apply in crisis. The chapter has been about processes of de-reification, that 
is, following Berger and Luckmann (1966: 90): 

 

‘a process that takes place first and foremost in different crisis situations: a given 
institutional order becomes threatened with collapse as a result of the 
confrontation with a reality thus far unknown and from which there is no 
previous experience.’  

 

It is important to understand, however, that this did not entail a total redefinition of 
everyday reality. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Berger and Luckmann claim that as an 
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actor is faced with the unknown, he or she does not leave the reality of everyday life, 
but it becomes enriched as the individual begins to incorporate into it the knowledge 
that the new situation requires from him or her, and everyday reality is then 
concurrently being maintained. 

The processes of constructing patterns of interaction for dealing with uncertainty 
differed in the companies based on how financially and otherwise stable the situation 
had been previous to the recession. The intensity of these processes thus varied in the 
companies, although keeping up the capability of the employees to remain active 
appears to have depended on some, more or less, common elements.  
 
Manager legitimacy was an important aspect of the processes of redefining and acting 
upon the redefined realities. Preparing to act upon the uncertain situation called for a 
collective definition of the altered everyday reality, whereby the managers were looked 
to for direction. Through managers preparing to ‘walk the talk’, a ‘talk’ was 
constructed, in which a new definition was explained and justified, whereby their 
legitimacy was continuously constructed and reconstructed. 
 
The issue of managers being experienced as authentic was, I argue, described as a 
persuasive element in the uncertain contexts and situations. In this study, authenticity 
can be viewed as a central element in exploring how uncertainty was translated into 
action, as opposed to organisational paralysis, in a situation where everyday life was 
experienced as threatened by uncertainty. Uncertainty calls for a reconstruction of order 
– the situation cannot be left ‘open’. The experiences of authentic belief in survival of 
the managers appear to have functioned as a kind of persuasion, instilling trust and 
fuelling action, and at the same time, as an element constructing managerial legitimacy.  
 
Authenticity is in this study, however, not about a person being genuine in the sense that 
they are being ‘themselves’, but the concept is to be understood as something that is 
constructed and co-constructed through performance. This entails that being 
experienced as authentic entails not only ‘walking the talk’, but also consistently 
‘talking the walk’; explaining and justifying the ‘walk’ as it may differ from the initial 
‘walk’ planned through talking. Based on this, I claim that the element of improvising is 
a key to handling uncertainty so as to reconstruct social order and maintaining everyday 
reality through concurrent and constant redefining and acting upon redefinitions. The 
improvisation, however, needed to be performed so as to be experienced as authentic. 
 
Inherent in the process of improvising are other elements, such as the importance of the 
experience of being capable of controlling an uncertain situation. This did not entail 
‘actually’ being in control of events; the recession led to a situation that was 
acknowledged as being beyond control. The uncertainty that this led to among the 
members of the companies appears to have been alleviated through plans and strategies 
being drawn up, and through sticking to organisational cultures. These actions displayed 
a sense of capability to control everyday life, thus reconstructing order in the sector 
closest to the actors. Throughout this process, I was told in retrospect, loyalty and trust 
were being constructed and reconstructed. 
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I concluded Chapter 10 by referring to the concept of identity as a phenomenon that 
during times of crisis needs more intensive confirmation than during times of non-crisis. 
More importantly, identity confirmation becomes key when explaining and justifying in 
hindsight what happened during the crisis, and the stories I was told can be seen as 
carrying an element of self-enhancement. 
 
The element of nostalgia inherent in the stories of members of the two companies in my 
study that no longer exist in the same form appears to account for a significant feeling 
of a time when preferred identities are experienced to have been confirmed, which is 
less of the case experienced during the present. Elements of anti-nostalgia perhaps 
illustrate something of the opposite. Such stories were, however, not totally about 
nostalgia, and therefore I would be cautious in labelling them simply as nostalgic 
stories. 
 
The interviewees chose to tell me about how they handled crisis by raising issues that, 
in their view, explained how come the companies survived the recession. This study has 
then pointed towards elements that were in retrospect explained as important for how 
the processes of dealing with uncertainty led to overcoming crises. Weick (1995: 27) 
argues that:  
 

 
‘The important point is that retrospective sensemaking is an activity in which 
many possible meanings may need to be synthesized, because many different 
projects [stories] are under way at the time the reflection takes place’.  
 

 
Furthermore, the stories I was told can be regarded as a significant part of the processes 
of identities being constructed and reconstructed through narration. Having said this, it 
is the synthesising of all possible meanings through narration that has been a main 
concern of mine in this study. I did not set out to take snapshots of situations aiming at 
freezing them – the dynamics inherent in the research process and the processes I have 
studied indicate that this is not really possible. In other words, it is the process of crisis 
handling, not the result of it, that has been the focus. This follows Lena Porsander’s 
(2000) work that points to the dynamics inherent in the process that one attempts to 
capture every time one listens to a story; it is a process that does not rest. Moreover, it is 
a dynamic process full of tension, paradoxes, and counterstories, as soon as the next 
storyteller assumes the role of the interviewee. It is a process of relations rather than 
mere descriptions of the products of the intertwined relations (Ibid. 57). As Roy (2003) 
argues, re-presenting knowledge is inevitably turning something inherently dynamic 
into something that is static, in this case, the text. 
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CHAPTER 11. FINAL REFLECTIONS 

‘Placed in the context of her life story, the roots of Claire’s melancholic depression 
become clearer. We begin to understand, through this familiar construction, something 
about the person – the private self – of Claire and the personal world in which she 
really lives. Stories and storytelling are integral to being human. Within the privacy of 
our own heads we experience life as a series of interrelated stories, which when 
collected together become the anthology of our personal experience. These are genuine 
narratives, constructions that link factual events and episodes of emotional significance. 
As we tell ourselves these stories we give important people, places, and events their own 
special meaning. Paris becomes the magic city of our dreams, embodying hope. That 
tragic events have occurred there is forgotten, for the mind is a tidy place; when facts 
don’t quite fit with our hopes and dreams, we distort them a bit. Each day we struggle 
to build a future that brings us closer to the dream we seek, for ourselves and our 
children, attempting to shape the reality of what we experience by what we do.’ 
              Whybrow (1998: 29-30) 
 
 
 
 
The quote above illustrates my attempt to present constructions linking factual events 
and socially constructed episodes that bear significance for those interviewed about 
their experiences of the routes chosen within companies in seeking to overcome crisis 
situations induced by a severe recession.  
 
Organisational crises are phenomena that occur for various reasons, one of the more 
severe reasons being an economic recession. Research on organisational crises 
frequently seeks to identify causal relationships in order to understand how companies 
manage crisis situations. Furthermore, much research on organisational crises deals with 
how to avoid or manage crises, and also tends to rely on identifying causal 
relationships.   
 
I have explored stories of how an economic crisis threatened four companies, and the 
problems that the situation brought with it. The stories were about how a problematic, 
unroutinised world was entered as the continuity inherent in an unproblematic sector of 
everyday work life was interrupted by economic decline. Everyday reality had to be 
redefined, and efforts to reconstruct social order had to be made. Furthermore, a crisis 
viewed as subjectively experienced results in the one who experiences it defining the 
situation individually as well as in interaction with others, whereby the reactions to the 
situations become reactions to these co-constructed definitions. 
 
In this study I set out to argue that individuals are actors in companies and they act upon 
experiences from previous crisis situations. Experiences of crises are in this study 
viewed as inherently dynamic; they are constructions and reconstructions of what 
happened, and I claim that when a crisis situation occurs, the reconstruction, or 
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definition, that one acts upon is the one most recent, not the one closest to the past 
experience of crisis. Crises as severe as an economic recession usually occur years, or 
even decades apart, whereby the ‘old’ experiences and the most recent reconstructions 
of them, become the ones acted upon.  
 
In line with the above, I have aimed to contribute to the understanding of how 
individuals within organisations retrospectively perceive becoming aware of crisis and 
survival. I have described the handling of crisis situations and hardships related to 
economic difficulties, by focusing on organisational members’ stories about how those 
difficulties were dealt with. These are descriptions of crisis handling processes as 
socially constructed, and the contextuality involved in social constructionism is, I argue, 
an important element for understanding crisis situations.  
 
The stories of how actions and social interactions were experienced to have taken place 
during processes of crisis handling are reconstructions, explanations and rationalisations 
of the process. The stories can be seen as attempts to retrospectively create order in a 
situation that was experienced as chaotic and uncertain, and further to create order in 
hindsight into past events, seeking to make sense of them. Weick illustrates this by 
arguing that: ‘When people punctuate their own living into stories, they impose a formal 
coherence on what is otherwise a flowing soup’ (1995: 128).  
 
Organisational crisis situations vary in relation to, among other matters, context, actors 
and severity, each of which affect how a crisis situation is dealt with within a specific 
company. There is no single, universal formula or recipe for handling the experienced 
uncertainty that organisational decline and crisis situations result in. This was pointed 
out to me by an interviewee of the Anthill who described how handling a crisis can be 
compared to project management: each project is unique, and there can be no ‘ready-
made scripts’, he claimed, but there must be strategies for tackling the project, and he 
emphasised that the strategies must not be too rigid, as the project takes shape and is 
formed throughout the process.  
 
I set out to explore crises arguing that social life inevitably consists of paradoxes and 
dilemmas. In Chapter 2 I stated that I am not attempting to ‘solve’ a puzzle, thereby 
aiming to construct a correct picture of what happened and of how the crises were 
handled and the result of survival thereby achieved. I have found that there were many 
paradoxes inherent to the explanations I was given. A significant one is how managers 
are forced to come to terms with the paradox that they are expected to be in control, at 
the same time that they cannot predict all that will happen, they do not have access to 
complete information and the contexts in which they act are complex. This gives rise to 
circumstances that are not easily managed in a way that could be formulated 
normatively. A specific paradox inherent to management of KIOs was that management 
was described as ‘absent’, as non ordering around, implying absence of control. Control 
over the uncertain situation was however desperately needed during the crisis, but 
control did not imply rigorously controlling the workforce: it implied displaying being 
in control of the uncertain circumstances. The key to handling the situation and these 
circumstances appears to lie in the individual manager’s ability to live with and deal 
with the uncertainty, or the paradoxes involved.  
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Future research 
 
 
The stories in this study were predominantly about how an obstacle, a decline situation 
induced by the recession, was tackled. The obstacle had to be defined, and the extent to 
which it could be controlled needed to be assessed. In this study, the stories I was told 
can be characterised as positive obstacle stories (Martin et al. 1983), and in the case of 
the Lone Wolf, the sole story told can be described as epic, following Gabriel (2000). 
This is a similarity between the companies that is a result of coincidence, as there are 
surely companies that survived the recession from which other kinds of stories would 
have been told. 
 
The companies included in this very thesis are, then, but four of a whole range I could 
have chosen. Over the years that I have been writing and interviewing, I have come into 
contact with various people with various experiences from situations and contexts 
similar in one way or other to the ones I have described here. A casual conversation 
with a friend recently led to me hearing a story of a different kind: a negative obstacle 
story the events of which taking place during the 1990s recession, and in a KIO, even. I 
was told that the owners of a company of which he was the CEO behaved ‘irrationally 
and unrealistically’, which led the operative managers to plan agendas of their own. 
‘OK, they want us to do it that way, but, come on guys, we know that won’t work, let’s 
just smile and nod, and draw up strategies of our own.’ The story was intriguing, and it 
would have been picture perfect for this study in providing a very different process of 
how the crisis was explained to have been handled. This only goes to show how many 
different situations, contexts, courses of events there are out there, and how small a part 
I have been able to capture.  
 
An interesting avenue for future research would then be to explore negative obstacle 
stories about surviving crises, whereby power structures (e.g. Crozier 1964) and 
relationships of power could be a theme worthy of exploration. Another issue that I 
have touched upon very briefly, is that of the importance of experienced justice of the 
managers, particularly in situations in which decisions of which individual workers are 
laid off are made: Ms. Ant was concerned with keeping employees who would have 
faced financial disaster if laid off, however, not at the expense of others that were 
considered as more ‘desirable’, something that was experienced as just by the 
interviewees. Experienced justice or injustice traced in particularly negative obstacle 
stories could be a theme worth some attention. 
 
Knowledge workers are in particularly powerful positions as employees due to their 
specialised knowledge, as mentioned already in Chapter 1. The importance of holding 
on to the primary asset of a KIO, the knowledge of the employees, is crucial for a 
company particularly in relation to when the crisis situation is overcome and business 
picks up. Loyalty and constructing relationships of loyalty becomes all the more 
important in KIOs particularly in situations of crisis. Knowledge intensive work 
contexts in crises would thus provide interesting avenues for further research. 
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Finally, an issue worthy of further exploration would be the importance of face-to-face 
communication in crisis situations. Although the companies in this study did have 
access to sophisticated IT-applications, the presence of the managers was experienced 
as crucial for alleviating uncertainty, and for the employees remaining active.  
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APPENDIX 1.  

Overview of narratologies borrowed from Boje (2001). 

 

Narratology Ontology Epistemology Methodology 

Living Story Stories live and possess 
time, place and mind. 

Knowledge is story 
performed in time, place 
and has a life of its own 
(mind); story cannot be 
dualized from context 
without impalance and 
other consequences. 

Restory the relation 
between dominant 
narrative and authors’ 
preferred story. 

 

Realist 

Peters and Waterman 
(1982) 
Hanmer and Champy 
(1993); Harvard cases  

‘Real’ reality mirrored 
more or less imperfectly 
in narrative or case. 
Narrative is cultural 
artefact and object; 
social facts. 

Dualist: real is real, 
narrative is subjective 
interpretative knowledge; 
story is an object to know 
other objects (culture, 
etc.); managerialist; 
strategic. 

Experimental 
manipulation; 
interviews with 
narrative as measure; 
narrate with rating scale 
biography of narrative 
uniqueness. 

Formalist 

Barthes (early) 
Ricoeur 
Levi-Strauss 
Propp 
Shlovsky Fisher 
Frye de Saussure 
H. White 

‘Real’ is unknowable, 
but some forms are 
pragmatic or possess 
fidelity and and 
probability, or scenes, 
plots, act, agency, 
purpose. 

Narrative is a sign system 
separated from knowledge 
of the signified; narrative 
is rhetorical device; 
contextualist 
epistemology of historical 
event unfolding in the 
present. 

Collect and contrast 
form of the narrative 
and coherence of 
narrative elements. 

Pragmatist 

Pierce and Pepper; 
Microstoria work  
e.g. Ginzburg, Muir, 
Levi 

Assertion of reality of 
general terms or laws. 
Meaning is oriented 
toward the future. 

Ideas are mere 
abstractions; they are 
essences – things are what 
they are. Names are 
intended to show the 
nature of things. ‘Any sort 
of fact is easily real for a 
contextualist’ (Pepper, 
1942: 143). 

History session by the 
actors. Learning from 
the past in view of 
future actions. 



 177

Social constructionist 

Berger and Luckmann 
Geertz 
Blumer/Mead 
Denzin 
Weick 
Gergen(s) 

Individual and socially 
constructed realities. 

Narrative is subjective 
account reified as 
objective knowledge. 
Narratives are acts of 
sensemaking. 

Explore relative 
differences in narrative 
social constructionism. 

 
Poststructuralist 
 
Derrida 
DeMan 
Culler 
Fairclough 
Foucault (archaeology) 
White and Epston 
 

There is no outside to 
inside text duality or 
originary narrative. 

Narratives are intertextual 
to knowledge of other 
narratives; narratives are 
ideological with political 
consequences. 

Deconstructive reading 
of narratives. 

 
Critical theorist 
 
Marx 
Marcuse 
Horkheimer 
Adorno 
Debord in situationist 
movement 

Historical materialism 
(even dialectic teleology) 
shaped by class, 
ethnicity, gender and 
socioeconomic values. 

Grand narratives 
dominate local 
knowledge. But there can 
be local resistance to 
grand knowledge 
narratives. 

Hegemonic reading of 
narratives; ideology 
readings of narratives. 

 
Postmodernist 
 
Best and Kellner (on 
Debord)  
Baudrillard 
Lyotard 
Jameson 
Deleuze and Guattari 

Virtual and cultural 
hyperreal, skeptic 
critiques of late 
capitalism, to affirmation 
of spiritual world. 

Knowledge and power are 
narratively fragmented; to 
affirmative knowledge 
living cosmos. 

Polyphonic and 
juxtaposed readings and 
writing of a chorus of 
narratives. 
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