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ABSTRAKT 

Denne afhandling tager udgangspunkt i den globale finanskrise der ramte verden i slutningen af det 

første årti af det 21. århundrede. 

Krisen forandrede verden. Den forandrede hvordan vi så på fortiden, nutiden og fremtiden.  

Særligt i den finansielle sektor forandrede krisen situationen. Den forandrede hvordan aktører i 

banksektoren ansås af dem selv og af andre: hvordan banker og bankmedlemmer opfattedes.  

Denne afhandling behandler krisen ud fra perspektivet på dem, der befinder sig i orkanens øje: 

bankmedlemmerne.  

Med udgangspunkt i krisen som empirisk omdrejningspunkt søger afhandlingen at forstå, hvordan dette 

fænomen opfattes af bankmedlemmer: af de, som anvender de fleste af deres vågne timer på arbejde i 

centrum af krisen. 

Forankret i et socialkonstruktivistisk paradigme og igennem eksplorative analyser af kvalitative data 

baseret på narrative interviews med bankmedlemmer, som fortæller om deres oplevelser af krisen, 

finder afhandlingen, at den globale krise har store lokale konsekvenser. 

Afhandlingen består af fire selvstændige papirer, som hver især beskæftiger sig med aspekter af de 

lokale opfattelser af den globale krise.  

I det første papir udforskes, hvordan medlemmerne af en lokal bank, der går bankerot som følge af den 

globale finanskrise, oplever at deres verden kollapser. De fortæller, hvordan konkursen opleves 

igennem udfoldelsen af en række events, og hvordan hver event indebærer et udfordrende tab og 

transformation, som medlemmerne håndterer ved at begribe den forandrede situation og retfærdigøre 

deres nødvendige adaption. Bankmedlemmerne fortæller, hvordan krisen betyder, at en gammel verden 

de-konstrueres og en ny verden re-konstrueres, mens de er på arbejde i en konkkursramt bank: en bank, 

som tidligere blev opfattet som en af landets bedste.  

I afhandlingens andet papir udforskes, hvordan denne opfattelse af banken som lokal champion 

udfordres, da den går bankerot og ender som national tragedie. Igennem fortællinger om bankens krise 

og konkurs konstruerer bankmedlemmerne en historie om, hvordan deres organisation dør. I denne 

dødshistorie henfører medlemmerne til bankens arvede identitet; hvem de var som organisation, når de 

fortæller og forklarer, hvad der skete: hvordan de opfattede og håndterede de intensiverende trusler, 

indtil banken gik konkurs. Dermed fungerer bankens nedarvede identitet som en ressource, 

bankmedlemmerne kan trække på, når de retfærdiggør deres opfattelse of håndtering af organisationens 

død. Således konstruerer medlemmerne en historie, som både indeholder en dødshistorie og en 

identitetshistorie: en historie, der viser, hvordan nedarvet organisatorisk identitet og død former og er 

formet af hinanden.  

I afhandlingens tredje papir udforskes yderligere bankmedlemmernes behov for forklaring og 

retfærdiggørelse af dem selv: af deres opfattelse og håndtering af krisen. Betydningen af bankens 

forankring i et større samfund og en bankinstitution, der indeholder deskriptive og normative 

beskrivelser af, hvem og hvordan bankaktøren er: en institution, der foreskriver bankaktørens rolle - 

identitet og image. Bankmedlemmerne beskriver, hvordan bankens bankerot betyder, at banken og dens 

medlemmer ikke efterlever de deskriptive og normative standarder men faktisk gør det modsatte. 

Følgelig mister banken legitimitet, og dens medlemmer stigmatiseres. Bankmedlemmerne håndterer 

stigmatiseringen ved at il-legitimere selv og andre og ved at legitimere selv. I denne legitimering 
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henfører de til universale logikker, som fungerer som ressourcer, bankmedlemmerne kan trække på, når 

de retfærdiggør dem selv. 

I afhandlingens fjerde og sidste papir udforskes tendensen til retfærdiggørelse af selv på et bredere 

plan: i den finansielle banksektor generelt. På tværs af lokale og globale banker, som dør og overlever 

krisen, fortæller medlemmer, hvordan de føler sig stigmatiserede i mødet med eksterne kilder – såsom 

samfundet, medierne, professionelle stakeholders og personlige relationer. Bankmedlemmerne 

engageres i et arbejde med deres selvopfattelse, hvorigennem de il-legitimerer selv og andre og 

legitimerer selv – igennem reference til universale logikker. Således bliver universale logikker lokale 

ressourcer i det identitetsarbejde, som bankmedlemmer performer, når de håndterer deres 

stigmatisering i kølevandet på finanskrisen. 

Sammenfattende er (il)legitimitet og identiet gennemgående og centrale begreber i afhandlingens 

udforskning af krisen, fordi disse begreber viser sig at være signifikante for de mennesker, der undergår 

krisen. 

Konkluderende kan den finansielle krise betegnes som en institutionel krise, der generer en 

legitimitetskrise, som udvikler sig til en personlig identitetskrise for de mennesker, som arbejder for en 

bankinstitution i centrum af finanskrisen. 
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FOREWORD 
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The product of this journey; this dissertation, is very different from the original ideas I laid out in the 

beginning of the journey.  

Fortunately, I believe this dissertation is better than it would have been had I followed my original 

ideas.  

The shape of the dissertation is a reflection of a learningful process that I would not have gone through 

if it was not for the inspiration, advice and support that I have received along the way.  

I would like to take this opportunity to thank some of the people who have contributed to this 

dissertation. Without these people this dissertation would not be. 
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taking on the daunting task of supervising my despaired project. Moreover, I wish to thank all my non-

official supervisors who have heard or read my work: Thank you very much Jaco Lok, Royston 

Greenwood, and Roger Dunbar. Also, many thanks to all the great professors at Stanford University 

where I had an unforgettable and incredible stay - especially Jim March, Woody Powell, Mitchell 

Stevens, John Meyer, Dick Scott and Charles Perrow. But my greatest thanks go to Lynn Isabella who 

was the best host when I visited Darden School of Business at Virginia University. I appreciate your 

kindness: your willingness to spend your weekends driving around the beautiful land of Charlottesville, 

for inviting us to your house and cooking the famous crab cake. But most of all thank you for your 

always encouraging and motivating comments - as I wrote you once: “You make me want to work like 

a horse” and I enjoy it! I appreciate and admire your abilities to do just that. I also want to thank my 

other mentors; Asta Høy for good talks and supporting times at cafes in Aarhus and at horsebacks by 

the North Sea, and Ole Øhenslægger with the cool name for saying the things I needed to hear at a time 

when I needed to hear them the most – you have a greater stake in my ability to complete this project 

than I think you realize. 

I also wish to thank my colleagues around the world and in Aarhus - especially Anders Villadsen 

initially for showing me the way to the Department of Economics and subsequently for helping me 

navigate in this environment, Toke Bjerregaard for exchanging ideas and providing valuable feedback 

on my work, Jacob Lerche Sloth for sharing office and funny moments, as well as Rune Bysted and 
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Astrid Hangershøj for collegial sparring and supportive talks. Thank you to all the great colleagues at 
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Wejs from Aalborg University for being a friend: for necessary talk and understanding and for good 

times and laughter at different work locations around the world. Also many thanks to my dear old girl 

friends for listening and trying to understand my tiring challenges and never-ending problems. You are 

sweet! Your presence in my life is important! 
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providing an open and welcoming home at all times and for spending hours listening to my non-sense 

and supporting my efforts to make sense. I love you all! 
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me, for agreeing to letting me teach you how to listen to my problems and for telling me to shut up 

when you cannot stand listening anymore. Thank you for travelling with me on various work 

expeditions around the world - and for bringing your friends and family at some of our best tours. I am 
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PART I 

 

“We are what we think. All that we are arises with our thoughts. With our thoughts, we make the 

world.” 

(Hindu Prince Gautama Siddharta, Indian founder of Buddhism, 563-483 B.C.)  
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INTRODUCTION 

The objective of this introduction is to prepare the reader for what follows by setting the scene for the 

papers that compose this dissertation.  

After a presentation of the overall purpose and question of the dissertation as well as a discussion of the 

relevance of these, I introduce each of the four papers and explain how they are related to each other. I 

explicate their diversity and end the chapter with a short introduction to the papers’ cohesion: a theme 

that I elaborate upon in the sections that follow.  

The overall purpose of this PhD is to generate an inside understanding of the global financial crisis that 

came to mark the beginning of the 21
st
 century.  

The overall question guiding the dissertation is how the financial crisis is experienced by the people 

who undergo the crisis as part of their everyday life as they come to work in the financial industry. 

The knowledge presented in the dissertation is relevant for a number of reasons. 

From a theoretical point of view, the study is relevant because it investigates experiences of the crisis 

conceptualized as a disruption that challenges not just the regulative pillars of contemporary society 

but also the normative and cultural-cognitive pillars composing the basic assumptions of society’ 

fundamental institutions (Scott 2008). Ultimately, the crisis brought the basic principles of our society 

at risk (Davis 2009). One of the most fundamental institutions of contemporary society (Nee, Swedberg 

2005, Davis, Marquis 2005, Sewell 1992, Friedland, Alford 1991); capitalism itself, is in crisis (Davis 

2009, Morgan et al. 2011, De Cock, Baker & Volkmann 2011). Especially in the banking industry, the 

financial crisis has disrupted many of the taken for granted assumptions about the [work] worlds 

(Burrell, Morgan 1979) that people inhabit (Berger, Luckman 1968). Several strands of research 

underscore the importance of the taken for granted assumptions for various human processes including 

interpretation, responses, emotions, and identification – which all have implications for how 

individuals as well as organizations come to form and perform (Weick 1988, 1993, 1995, 2005, 

Christianson et al. 2009, Plowman, Beck 2009, Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010). The crisis is interesting 

because it disrupts these assumptions in an unforeseen way. The global financial crisis is the worst 

crisis (De Cock, Baker & Volkmann 2011, Ferguson 2009) most of us have seen in our lifetime 

(Morgan et al. 2011). It is a crisis that disrupts the assumptions of an entire sector of the economy. 

Although much is known about crisis in general, there is little contemporary knowledge on how this 

crisis is experienced and handled by the people who undergo it: by the people who spend most of their 

wakening hours at work within the industry most affected by the financial crisis - the banking sector 

(Alon 2009). Despite (or because of) the devastating faces of the crisis, it constitutes an interesting and 

unique opportunity for exploring issues of assumption disruption in an extreme context: an opportunity 

for generating an understanding of what happens when one of the most fundamental institutions, 

guiding a significant part of society’s actions and actors, is in crisis.  

From a practical point of view, the study is relevant because it contributes with knowledge on bankers’ 

experiences of the financial crisis. Such knowledge is important because these experiences guide the 

ways in which bankers interpret and respond to the crisis. Their understandings have implications for 

how they come to act and react and how they come to perform in the banks that are on the market. 

Their behavior is important because it has implications for the recovery process and the emerging 

agenda. In other words, the role bankers play in the recovery process and the consequential post crisis 

situation is guided by how they retrospectively perceive and reconstruct the crisis: bankers’ experiences 

of the crisis form their interpretations and responses which guide their post crisis behavior and 
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performance which contributes to the recovery process and the emerging post crisis agenda. Although 

much is known about the financial crisis, little is known about how the financial crisis is experienced 

and handle by the bankers who undergo it. The post crisis situation constitutes an interesting and 

unique opportunity for exploring bankers’ retrospective crisis accounts: an opportunity for generating 

an understanding of how bankers perceive the crisis and form the post crisis situation. 

Thus, knowledge on how the crisis is experienced and reconstructed in hindsight is relevant and 

important for at least three reasons. First, it matters for the bankers as human beings working within the 

industry most affected by the crisis. Second, it matters for the banks as performing organizations 

operating in the industry most affected by the crisis. Last but not least, it matters for society as bankers’ 

interpretations and banks’ responses have implications for the emerging post crisis agenda that come to 

characterize contemporary society.  

Thus, for theoretical and practical reasons knowledge on how bankers experience the global financial 

crisis is needed. 

SUMMARIZING FOUR PAPERS 

This section is devoted to a short presentation of the four papers that constitute the dissertation. The 

section outlines the papers’ diversity in focus including their different research questions, conceptual 

lenses, analytical levels, research answers, theoretical contributions and practical implications.  

The introduction of the papers is summarized in table 1.
1
 

 

 

                                                           
1
In part III conclusion, the theoretical contributions and practical implications of the four papers are discussed in more 

detail. 
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TABLE 1. SUMMARIZING THE FOUR DISSERTATION PAPERS 

# Title 
Research 

Question 

Conceptual 

Lens 

Analytical 

Level 

Research 

Answer 

Theoretical 

Contribution 

Practical 

Implication 

1 
Understanding 

Bankruptcy 

How is 

bankruptcy 

construed by 

members of a 

bankrupted 

bank? 

Disruption 

Organizational 

death 

Individual 

in the 

organization 

Members construe bankruptcy as a 

series of unfolding events that changes 

their organizational work world: initial 

experiences are narrated as work world 

de-construction and subsequent 

responses are narrated as work world 

re-construction 

Integrating transition models: from life to 

death and back to (after) life 

Multiple perceptions of the organization: 

multiple organizational (transformation) 

losses 

Chain of sense: failure of success 

Supporting 

members of dead 

organizations 

coming to form and 

perform satisfyingly 

in living 

organizations 

2 

Identity 

And 

Death 

How does 

legacy 

organizational 

identity and 

death relate to 

each other? 

Organizational 

death 

Legacy 

organizational 

identity 

Individual 

in the 

organization 

Legacy organizational identity and 

death form and is formed by each 

other: an organization’s death forms its 

legacy identity and an organization’s 

legacy identity forms its death - 

inherent in the death story is a legacy 

organizational identity story including 

a legacy organizational identity 

transformation that encompasses 

different legacy organizational 

identities 

A narrative approach to legacy 

organizational identity: primary versus 

secondary claims and ending versus 

enduring claims 

Multiple (good and bad) legacy 

organizational identities 

Legacy organizational identity as liability 

and asset 

A continuing bond perspective: negative 

death experiences as a positive competitive 

advantage 

Supporting 

members of dead 

organizations 

maneuvering 

through death and 

supporting 

members of living 

organizations taking 

over members of 

dead organizations 

3 

Il-Legitimacy 

In The Eyes 

Of The Il-

Legitimated 

How do 

members of a 

bankrupted 

bank handle 

experiences 

of 

organizational 

il-legitimacy? 

Identity 

Institutionalism 

Stigma 

Response 

 

Individual 

in the 

organization 

Members of an il-legitimated 

organization handle their experiences 

of extreme mis-alignment with their 

professional (role) identity and 

consequential stigma from internal il-

legitimacy and  external il-legitimacy 

by il-legitimating self and others and 

legitimating self by referring to 

alternative institutional logics 

Il-legitimacy after death: explaining the 

close down effect – saviors and drivers 

An emotional account of experienced il-

legitimacy 

Il-legitimating sources: inconsistency 

between attributed (il)legitimacy and 

experienced (il)legitimacy 

People as entities and their combined 

(in)action and (in)comprehension as sub-

entities 

Supporting 

members of il-

legitimated 

organizations 

handling  

experiences of il-

legitimacy 

4 

An Individual 

Approach To 

Institutional 

Stigma 

How do 

members of 

the financial 

industry 

handle 

experiences 

of stigma? 

Identity 

Institutionalism 

Stigma 

Response 

Individual 

in the 

industry 

Members of an il-legitimated industry 

handle their experiences of being 

stigmatized from a set of stigmatizing 

sources by il-legitimating self and 

others and legitimating self by 

referring to alternative institutional 

logics 

Levels: individual responses to institutional 

stigma 

Subjectivity: the social construction of 

stigma 

Identity work: individual institutional 

members as entities who are (il)legitimized 

and sources who (il)legitimize 

Supporting 

individual, 

organizational and 

societal members 

dealing with stigma 
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The papers are written as independent pieces that can be read outside the context of the others and the 

introduction and conclusion of this dissertation. 

Paper 1 

Understanding Bankruptcy: 

How Members Of A Bankrupted Bank Construe Organizational Death 

The first paper asks how members of a bankrupted bank construe bankruptcy. It is based on an 

explorative study of individuals in a bankrupted bank. The paper focuses on theories of organizational 

death and disruption. The paper answers its research question by concluding that members construe 

bankruptcy as a series of unfolding events that changes their entire work world: event experiences are 

narrated as work world de-construction and event responses are narrated as work world re-construction. 

Theoretical contributions include an integration of transition models theorizing transitions from 

organizational life to organizational death and from organizational death to organizational (after) life, a 

consideration of the multiplicity of perceptions of the organization including multiple organizational 

transformation losses, as well as a conception of a hierarchical chain of sense and the illustration of a 

failure of success. Practical implications include supporting members of dead organizations in coming 

to form and perform satisfyingly in living organizations. 

Paper 2 

Identity And Death:  

How Legacy Organizational Identity And Death Form Each Other 

The second paper asks how legacy organizational identity and death relate to each other. Also this 

paper is based on an explorative study of individuals in a bankrupted bank. This paper, however, 

focuses on the theoretical construct of legacy organizational identity as it seeks to understand how this 

concept is related to organizational death. The paper answers its research question by concluding that  

Legacy organizational identity and death form and is formed by each other: an organization’s death 

forms its legacy identity and an organization’s legacy identity forms its death - inherent in the death 

story is a legacy organizational identity story including a legacy organizational identity transformation 

that encompasses different legacy organizational identities. Theoretical contributions include a 

narrative approach to legacy organizational identity allowing process and variance and illustrating how 

identity claims that are primary and ending as well as secondary and enduring are mobilized to portray 

multiple (good and bad) legacy organizational identities that can work as liabilities and assets in the 

adaptation process from a dead organization to a living organization where negative death experiences 

can work as positive competitive advantages: a finding that adds empirical evidence to the continuing 

bond perspective. Practical implications include concern supporting members of dead organizations 

maneuvering through death and supporting members of living organizations taking over members of 

dead organizations. 

Paper 3 

Il-Legitimacy In The Eyes Of The Il-Legitimated: 

How Bankers Handle Experiences Of Bankruptcy 

The third paper asks how members of a bankrupted bank handle experiences of organizational il-

legitimacy. Also this paper is based on an explorative study of individuals in a bankrupted bank. This 

paper, however, applies an institutional lens as it conceptualizes bank bankruptcy as an extreme case of 
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mis-alignment with a professional (role) identity and draws on stigma and response theory to inform 

how experiences of (il)legitimacy is handled. The paper answers its research question by concluding 

that members of an il-legitimated organization handle their experiences of extreme mis-alignment with 

their professional (role) identity and consequential stigma from internal il-legitimacy and external il-

legitimacy by il-legitimating self and others and legitimating self by referring to alternative institutional 

logics. Theoretical contributions include an emphasizing of the importance of (il)legitimacy even after 

death and a metaphoring of institutional logics as saviors that can carry members through death and 

explain the inexplicable close down effect, an illustration of the ways members handle their emotional 

experiences of internal and external il-legitimacy from a set of sources by engaging in (il)legitimating 

identity work, and a consequential conceptualization of people as sources and entities of (il)legitimacy. 

Practical implications include supporting members of il-legitimated organizations handling experiences 

of il-legitimacy. 

Paper 4 

An Individual Approach To Institutional Stigma: 

How Bankers Handle Experiences Of Stigma In The Wake Of The Financial Crisis 

The fourth paper asks how members of the financial industry handle experiences of stigma in the wake 

of the financial crisis. In this paper, the explorative study is moved up a level to the individual in the 

financial industry. This paper also applies the institutional lens as it conceptualizes the financial crisis 

as an institutional crisis that threatens the identity of the institutional members and draws on stigma and 

response theory to inform how experiences of (il)legitimacy is handled. The paper answers its research 

question by concluding that members of an il-legitimated industry handle their experiences of being 

stigmatized from a set of stigmatizing sources by il-legitimating self and others and legitimating self by 

referring to alternative institutional logics. Theoretical contributions include an illustration of how 

different levels play together as individual members of an institution in crisis handle their experiences 

of stigma in this bank, in the industry and in society, how stigma is a social construction, and how 

individual institutional members are entities who are (il)legitimized and sources who (il)legitimize. 

Practical implications include supporting individual, organizational and societal members dealing with 

stigma. 

DIVERGENCE & CONVERGENCE 

Summarizing from the presentation above, the dissertation is characterized by divergent and 

convergent elements. 

The divergence of the dissertation relates to its engagement with a diverse set of theories and constructs 

ranging from organizational death and legacy identities to institutional logics and (il)legitimacy 

attributions: differences that can be considered a shifting telescope that reflects the multiplicity of the 

studied phenomenon.  

The divergent elements of the dissertation are further elaborated upon in the first and following section 

of the introductory chapter. 

The convergence of the dissertation relates to a number of themes that are consistent throughout the 

dissertation including the philosophical foundation, methodological approach, and contextual 

grounding: similarities that can be considered a common backbone that ties together the different 

papers.  



 

31 

The convergent elements of the dissertation are further elaborated upon in the last sections of the 

introductory chapter. 
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THEORY 

In order to position the thesis theoretically, the following section presents the theoretical framework 

applied in the dissertation. 

The dissertation has a common point of departure in the empirical phenomena of the global financial 

crisis and applies a broad and diverse set of theoretical concepts. 

The theoretical diversity of the thesis is illustrated in table 1 where the different theoretical fields of the 

papers are mentioned. In this section, the ways the dissertation applies and engages with each of these 

different fields are outlined in more detail as central theoretical constructs and the ways they relate to 

each other are presented.  

The dissertation starts by focusing on the local experiences of the global crisis in a bank where it 

played out with extremely devastating consequences as the bank went bankrupt. 

In the first analysis, the dissertation directs attention to the phenomenon of bankruptcy and seeks to 

answer the first research question by exploring how members of a bankrupted organization construe 

bankruptcy. Although bankruptcy is an increasing phenomenon, little is known about how the people 

who actually undergo it make sense of their narrations of it. To accommodate for this shortage, 

bankruptcy is conceptualized as disruption and interpretive literature on different kinds of disruptive 

events is considered. Consequently bankruptcy is conceptualized as an event that is astounding, 

(Goffman 1974, 1959), cosmological (Weick 1993, 1995, Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005), rare and 

unusual (Christianson et al. 2009, Plowman, Beck 2009), as well as critical and key (Isabella 1990) and 

as a transitional (Bridges 1986) event of organizational death (Sutton 1987, Walsh, Bartunek 2012). 

This literature is drawn upon to leverage the analysis and generate an understanding of how members 

of a bankrupt organization construe bankruptcy as a work world de-construction and a work world re-

construction.  

Following this analysis, the dissertation directs attention to the construct of organizational identity in 

times of such disruptive death and seeks to answer the second research question by exploring, in the 

same bank, how legacy organizational identity relates to death. Although organizational death is 

inevitable and increasing, and organizational studies are witnessing a turn to identity, literature that 

explores identity after death is scant. Despite this shortage, extant literature on related areas exists and 

can provide insights into the under-researched issue. Consequently the second paper primarily draws on 

theories on legacy organizational identity (Walsh, Glynn 2008) and death (Sutton 1987) as it explores 

how members narrate an identity story of death. More precisely, the study relies on Whetten’s (2006) 

definition of organizational identity to conceptualize legacy organizational identity as who we were as 

an organization (Walsh, Glynn 2008) and introduces Dutton and Dukerich’s (1991) definition of 

organizational image to conceptualize legacy organizational image as the way members believe others 

saw the organization. This literature is drawn upon to leverage the analysis and generate an 

understanding of how the constructs of legacy organizational identity and death form and is formed by 

each other.  

Following these analyses, the dissertation directs attention to the il-legitimacy associated with bank 

bankruptcy and seeks to answer the third research question by exploring, in the same bank, how 

experiences of organizational il-legitimacy are handled. Although the financial crisis has brought bank 

bankruptcy to the front and center of daily life, research on how bankers handle experiences of 

bankruptcy is rare. To stimulate the analysis, the phenomenon of bank bankruptcy is conceptualized as 

an extreme mis-alignment with the role and related identity and image associated with the banking 
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institution. Although much is known about institutional (mis)alignment and consequential 

(il)legitimacy as defined by Suchman (1995, 2008), little research exists on how such issues are 

experienced and handled by the people who undergo them. Consequently, the third paper relies on the 

close relation between il-legitimacy and stigma (Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 2009) and draws on 

different kinds of stigma (Goffman 1963) and response theories including impression management 

(Sutton, Callahan 1987, Elsbach, Sutton 1992, Elsbach, Kramer 1996, Elsbach 2003, 1994) and 

responses to dirty work (Ashforth et al. 2007, Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, Ashforth, Kreiner 1999) 

and corruption (Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004) as well as narrative identity work 

(Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996, McAdams 1998, Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft & Thomas 2008) and social 

identity theory (Tajfel 1974). This literature is drawn upon to leverage the analysis and generate an 

understanding of how members of an il-legitimate organization handle stigma experiences by il-

legitimating self and others and legitimating self. 

Finally, the dissertation directs attention to the il-legitimacy associated with the financial crisis in 

general and seeks to answer the fourth research question by exploring, on a broader industry level, 

including multiple banks, how experiences of stigma in the wake of the crisis are handled. Although 

research on the financial crisis is increasing, little is known about how members of the financial 

industry handle their experiences of the crisis. To stimulate the analysis, the empirical crisis is 

conceptualized as an institutional crisis where legitimacy as defined by Suchman (1995, 2008) is lost. 

The existential consequences for the institutional members are discussed and theories capable of 

informing how institutional members perceive self when the institution they inhabit is in crisis are 

considered. Consequently, the fourth paper relies on the close relation between the il-legitimacy of an 

institution in crisis and stigma (Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 2009) and draws on different kinds of 

stigma (Goffman 1963) and response theories embracing coping strategies and defense mechanism 

(Cramer 1998a, 1998b, 2000) in general and responses to stigma in specific including responses to 

dirty work (Ashforth et al. 2007, Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, Ashforth, Kreiner 1999) and 

corruption (Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004) as well as narrative identity work 

(Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996, McAdams 1998, Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft & Thomas 2008) and social 

identity theory (Tajfel 1974). This literature is drawn upon to leverage the analysis and generate an 

understanding of how members of an il-legitimate institution in crisis handle stigma experiences by il-

legitimating self and others and legitimating self. 

Thus, the dissertation ends by focusing on local experiences of the global crisis in the banking industry 

where it played out with diverging consequences. 

Taken together, the dissertation moves from an exploration of the ways in which the existential 

consequences of the crisis are perceived to an exploration of the ways in which the consequential 

identity issues are handled.  

First it explores how the death consequences of the crisis are perceived by members inside a 

bankrupted bank.  

Second it explores how the consequential legacy organizational identity relates to the death and opens 

up for a consideration of the external environment by bringing attention to the mirroring legacy image. 

Third it explores how the consequential identity issues of stigma from il-legitimacy are handled and 

maintains the open view and consideration of the external environment by bringing attention to the 

institutional role of banking.  
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Fourth and finally it explores how the consequential identity issues of stigma from il-legitimacy are 

handled at a broader institutional level.  

In other words, from focusing on local experiences of the global crisis as a work world disruption 

stimulating re-constructions also of legacy organizational identities and needs to handle il-legitimacy, 

the dissertation ends with an institutional level exploration of the crisis and its stigmatizing 

consequences.  

In short, the focus of the dissertation moves from a consideration of micro aspects of an organizational 

(death) issue from an internal (closed) view in the first papers to a consideration of macro aspects of 

institutional (il-legitimacy) issues from a more external (open) view in the last papers.  

Through these lenses and based on these tools, the research questions presented in table 1 are answered 

and the empirical phenomena under investigation are enlightened.  

The dissertation applies and engages with these theories to broaden understandings of organizational 

death (paper 1) and legacy organizational identity as well as how these two constructs relate to each 

other (paper 2) and to nuance understandings of (il)legitimacy as a problem and a solution to 

stigmatization based on memberships with an il-legitimated organization (paper 3) and institution in 

crisis (paper 4).  

Although the different papers embrace multiple and different theoretical lenses they all focus on local 

experiences of the global financial crisis: on the global crisis’ local meanings.  

Despite the papers’ variety, they all seek to explore bankers’ narrative re-constructions of the empirical 

phenomenon. In this exploration, the dissertation finds a common theme evolving around the 

existential issues of the disruptive crisis. 

Recapitulating and synthesizing the central theories of the dissertation, a core and consistent theme 

throughout the papers is the existential issues of the disruptive crisis: issues of (il)legitimate identities.
1
 

In the next and final sections of the introduction, the communality and coherence of the four papers is 

further elaborated upon. The rest of the introduction is devoted to an explication of the convergence of 

the dissertation based on the following structure. First, the chapter on context describes the empirical 

setting that the study is situated within. Second, the chapter on philosophy outlines the paradigmatic 

foundation of the dissertation including its ontological and epistemological stands. Third and finally, 

the chapter on methods specifies the methodological aim and process and presents the primary and 

secondary data of the dissertation.  

 

  

                                                           
1
 For an elaborated synthesis of the central theories and constructs used in each of the four papers, please see the theoretical 

section in the respective paper. 
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CONTEXT 

The empirical context of the dissertation is the post financial crisis situation characterizing 

contemporary society in the beginning of the second decade of the 21
st
 century.

1
  

Since the outburst of the crisis, calls for research on it – including its roots and sources and its 

implications and consequences - have exploded.  

I recognize and appreciate the effort put into the various analyses yielding insightful theoretical 

clarifications of the crisis – like a technical subprime mortgage market story (Shiller 2008), a finance-

centered economy explanation (Davis 2009a, Davis 2009b), a human agency account (Perrow 2010) or 

clarifications build around broad concepts like national culture (Hofstede 2009), organizational culture 

(Schultz forthcoming), banking culture (Ho 2009a, Ho 2009b), manic culture (Stein 2011), trust 

(Kramer 2009), or greed (Brassey, Barber 2009). Such explanatory accounts of the crisis are interesting 

and very important - and I refer to them any reader who is interested in a deeper understanding of the 

crisis and how it emerged.  

As much as I acknowledge researchers’ and practitioners’ efforts to provide their understandings of the 

crisis, the aim of this dissertation is different. In this dissertation, I seek to generate an understanding of 

the crisis from the point of view of the people who spend most of their working day at the very center 

of the crisis - in the financial industry.  

Therefore, the dissertation will not include a long and inclusive description of the crisis. Nor will it 

provide a detailed definition of the term itself. As illustrated above, there is already a significant 

amount of literature doing exactly this – offering extensive accounts and offering them in a much more 

confident way than I will ever be able to do. But more importantly, providing long and detailed 

definitions of the crisis are neither the aim of the dissertation, nor a necessary precondition for 

conducting or understanding it. To the contrary, the aim of the work that follows is to explore what the 

crisis is from the point of view of the people who undergo it at work in the financial industry: to 

explore, from these peoples’ point of view, the financial crisis as a construct and phenomenon in itself. 

A SUBJECTIVE ACCOUNT 

What I will provide, however, is my own personal account of the crisis including the changes that it 

brought.  

Contrary to the above mentioned literature positioned as objective accounts of the crisis, the following 

account is my subjective description of the dissertation’s context. 

I provide this account to give the reader access to my personal view of the crisis to set the scene for the 

papers that follow and, hopefully, facilitate a better understanding of them.  

The following picture of the crisis includes aspects spurring the dissertation in the first place and 

aspects maintaining the drive behind the dissertation throughout the process. The picture also includes 

aspects conditioning the approach to the phenomenon under investigation. But because the following 

                                                           
1
The term ‘post’ is applied to inform the reader of the retrospective nature of the study. When the study was conducted in 

the years from 2010 to 2013 it was difficult to determine whether the crisis was ongoing or coming to its end. Naturally, 

such events - including their breath and scope in time - are difficult or even impossible (Czarniawska 2004) to fully 

understand when one is in them but easier to comprehend in retrospect when they are over and one is looking back upon 

them. Nonetheless, even if the years from 2010 to 2013 would at a later point in time be included in a commonly agreed 

upon definition of the crisis period and not the post crisis period, the term post is considered an advantageous term in this 

study because the research is based on retrospective reconstructions of experiences of a crisis that has evolved. 
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story is written in retrospect, after the conduction of the study, I cannot claim that it is only that - an 

exact and exclusive picture of the motivation and condition of the study: my tale of the crisis and the 

changes it brought would be different had it been written before or during the dissertation process. The 

account is written after the conduction of the dissertation and it is based upon the learnings of what the 

crisis is and means to the people who work in the center of it. Therefore, the following tale should be 

read, first of all, as a scene setting description of the context: a description that reflects the process and 

outcome of the dissertation.
2
 

Once upon a time 

Once upon a time is the starting point of many fairytales. Looking back at the beginning of the 21
st
 

century it does remind of a fairytale: everything was good and looked positive and developments were 

moving in an upwards direction - beneficiary interest rates, increasing real estate prices, positive house 

equities, record high employment rates, and increasing share prices. Lucrative gold mines were found 

at unexpected places and speculators became millionaire giants. But it was not just the few benefiting. 

The majority of the population belonging to the ordinary middle class also participated in the 

consumption party. Bankers with God like status blessed and approved selected large scale financing 

(Ho 2005) and granted loans allowing ordinary people to buy their first yacht, their second house, 

“their third car, or their fourth apartment” (banker) - all based on the belief that “trees would grow 

into heaven” (banker) and, therefore, these buys were good investments (Davis 2009a). 

Fall of giants 

Looking back, it seems like there was a belief in limitless growth. But it was all just a bobble. With the 

benefit of hindsight, academics refer to stories of “failing prophesies” (Festinger, Riecken & Schachter 

1956), while experts call it “naïve optimism” (banker) and compare it with the fairy tale of the 

“Emperor’s new clothes” (banker). 

The fall of Leman Brothers - one of the largest financial institutions in the world – in September 2009 

has become a common symbol of the burst of a giant bobble. The crash of the investment bank became 

a symbol of the large and financial catastrophe that shocked professionals and non-professionals all 

over the world and sparked an economic downturn that spread at a paste that was surprising and 

horrifying to most.  

An overwhelming avalanche of losses started a downturn that has been described as the worst since the 

Second World War of the 1940ies (Ferguson 2009) and the Great Depression of the 1930ies (Kochan et 

al. 2009). The common view of the world – including the financial industry and how it worked - 

changed. The view on the present changed: ‘we are in crisis’.  The view on the past changed: ‘it was a 

bobble’. And the view on the future changed: ‘it does not look bright and upward going – but dark and 

downward going’.  

At a rapid paste a financial crisis turned into an economic crisis with negative consequences spreading 

from the US to the rest of the world. Contemporary society moved into a post crisis situation 

characterized by output losses of up to $200 trillion (Haldane 2010), unemployment rates above 48 

million (OECD 2012) and alarming spikes in suicide rates (The New York Times 2012, Reuters 2012). 

A damaging flood of destruction (Erikson 1976) drowned the world: serious debt crises spread and 

several nations were about to go bankrupt. 

                                                           
2
Further details on the contextual setting can be found in the methods section. 
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In the US, total bankruptcy filings rose to more than 1,400,000 in 2011 (American Bankruptcy Institute 

2012) and in Europe, the total registered in 2009 was more than 185,000 (European Commission 2011). 

Although things were not as bad in northern Europe, Scandinavia also suffered from the crisis. In 

Denmark, statistics yielded a 150% increase in the number of bankruptcy filings from 2008 to 2012: a 

number that had more than tripled since the new millennium (Danmarks Statistik 2013).  

Several regulatory changes were initiated – especially in the banking industry. The Danish government 

paid out large amounts of money in bank packages offering secured loans to hinder banks in need from 

going bankrupt. Despite the great efforts to avoid a total collapse of the entire banking system, almost 

20 banks crashed (DR 2013) and the total number of independent financial institutions halved (EPN 

2013). Unsuccessful performance and consequential collapses yielded substantial losses for customers 

and investors as well as the state owing the governmental liquidation company taking over many of the 

bankrupted banks. Looking ahead doesn’t help much: experts expect the negative tendency will 

continue (Danmarks Nationalbank 2012a, 2012b, 2011).  

Somebody must pay 

The disasters spread like rings in the water and the bill continues to grow larger. The masses (i.e. tax 

payers) must reluctantly pay. Searches for the responsibles are initiated and banks receive a substantial 

part of the blame for the emergence of the crisis (Ferguson 2009, Alon 2009, Czarniawska 2012, Vaast, 

Levina forthcoming). Social movements like Occupy Wall Street rise and protesters - like the one 

shown in photo 1 - portray banks as giant clowns that are too big to fail. 

PHOTO 1. GIANT CLOWN TOO BIG TO FAIL 

 

Source: Daniel Goodman / Business Insider 
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A hate towards the entire financial industry begins to grow and spread. This is illustrated in the photo 

of a banker being burned and hanged in a demonstration with the title: “Bankers were burned in effigy 

during the G20 protests … and heads rolled metaphorically everywhere from Northern Rock to Bear 

Sterns”.  

PHOTO 2. HANGED AND BURNED BANKER 

 

Source: Antonio Olmos / The Guardian 

It is not unusual to see a witch hunt for the villains responsible for the misfortunes initiated after a 

crisis like the one we have witnessed (Meyer 2012). In this case, bankers are transformed from being 

generously granters of economical gifts who preached and promised a bright and profitable future to 

being conceived as stupid and greedy almost evil creatures who must be punished for the trajectories 

they have brought. 

Thus, the financial crisis that began in one nation quickly developed into an economic crisis that spread 

to most countries in our world society. The crisis changed how people in general view the world: it 

changed our view on the past, the present and the future and it changed our view on the financial 

industry including the banks and the bankers working within it.  

I wonder how these changes were experienced from the inside. 

The dissertation is a result of my curiosity on these issues. 

In the following sections, I elaborate on my philosophical approach to the addressing of these issues 

including the epistemological and ontological foundations of the dissertation. 
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PHILOSOPHY 

“Underlying any form of research is a philosophy of science that informs a scholar’s approach to the 

nature of the phenomenon examined (ontology) and methods for understanding it (epistemology).” 

 (Van de Ven 2007) 

In the following sections I will share with the reader the philosophy of science guiding this dissertation. 

An introduction to the ontological and epistemological thoughts and stands of the dissertation is 

important because they form the foundation of the dissertation: they constitute the conditions on which 

the study is conducted and the conditions on which it should be read and understood.  

I start this chapter with a short introduction to the traditional philosophy of science dominating 

organizational research in general and the academic milieu that this dissertation is conducted within in 

specific. I take point of departure in this philosophy when I present the alternative paradigm that 

informs the study. I lay out the ontology and epistemology of the paradigm as well as its implications 

for this dissertation and end the chapter with a presentation of the methodology of the dissertation. 

Paradigms are answers to ontological, epistemological, and methodological questions (Guba 1990). 

Such paradigms can neither be proven nor disproven (Guba 1990, Arbnor, Bjerke 2009). If they could, 

doubt would not exist and they would not exist. Following these lines, paradigms are referred to as sets 

or systems of basic beliefs (Guba 1990) and juxtaposed to religious faith (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 25).  

For decades, the dominating paradigm within social research has been positivism (Guba 1990) or what 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) refer to as functionalism.  

Such a paradigm rests on a realist ontology and a belief in an independent reality that exists out there 

(Guba 1990). The paradigm rests on an objectivist epistemology and a belief in conducting objective 

research independent of the researcher (Guba 1990, Burrell, Morgan 1979). Therefore, the paradigm 

approaches its matter from an objective point of view (Burrell, Morgan 1979). Proponents of this 

paradigm believe in the existence of the epistemological supreme court that can be appealed to and 

that can settle all issues concerning truth (Schwandt 1990: 89). Methods are experimental, theory 

driven and hypothesis testing. According to this paradigm, science should discover the “true” nature of 

reality and how it “truly” works with the ultimate aim of predicting and controlling natural 

phenomena (Guba 1990: 19).  

Even though scholars claim that organizational research is no longer dominated by positivist beliefs 

and quantitative methods (Buchanan, Bryman 2009: 3) this dissertation is written at School of 

Economics where the practiced and valued inquiry is mainly positivist. Conducting research in such an 

environment led to extensive reflections upon the dominating paradigm as well as other paradigmatic 

alternatives. In the following sections, I lay out the result of these reflections: my ontological and 

epistemological thoughts and stands.  

PARADIGM 

When scientists apply the term paradigm, they often refer to Kuhn who first applied the term in his 

analysis of paradigm shifts in 1962. Since then, the term has been widely used and today large 

disagreement exists on the exact meaning and definition of the word (Guba 1990, Burrell, Morgan 

1979). Later analysis of Kuhn’s work shows that he uses the term in more than 20 different ways (Guba 

1990). Gupa regards such ambiguity not as a problem but as an intellectually useful limbo and directs 

our attention to the usefulness of the term as it allows us to reflect and introspect what we are doing 

(Goetz 1990: 256). To do so is regarded important because whether we as researchers explicitly 
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express and consciously understand it or not, all theories are based on an ontological and 

epistemological stand (Burrell, Morgan 1979). Expressing the result of philosophical reflection is, 

nevertheless, a complicated task. As I read the philosophical literature on paradigms, I leaned that the 

confusion is not restricted to the paradigm term in itself but that here is also a lack of agreement on the 

classification of different paradigms. In Guba’s (1990) work, for instance, the paradigm term includes 

answers to ontological, epistemological and methodological questions. Burrell and Morgan (1979), on 

the other hand, also include assumptions about human nature and assumptions about the nature of 

society. They propose a framework consisting of four alternative paradigms: functionalism, 

interpretivism, radical humanism, and radical structuralism whereas Guba proposes three alternatives 

to the positivist paradigm: postpositivism, critical theory, and constructionism.  

Among these classifications, it is Burrell and Morgan’s interpretive paradigm and Guba’s constructive 

paradigm that comes closest to the philosophical foundation of this dissertation. Although these two 

paradigms are not exactly the same, they are both considered relevant for the discussion of the 

philosophical foundation of this dissertation because they both include the main assumptions that the 

dissertation is built upon. Rather than engaging in an extensive clarification of the paradigms 

distinctiveness which is of limited relevance to the purpose of this section, I aim to limit confusion by 

using the term social constructivism when I refer to Burrell and Morgan’s interpretive paradigm and 

Guba’s constructive paradigm.  

In the following sections, I discuss the ontology and epistemology of the social constructivist paradigm. 

Ontology 

“Ontology is a set of philosophical thoughts and presumptions concerning the constitution of all 

reality.” 

 (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009) 

Ontologically, this project is anchored in the social constructivist paradigm. It means that the 

dissertation is based on the presumption that reality is socially constructed (Berger, Luckmann 1968). 

The world is constructed by the living humans who inhabit it. At the same time, this constructed world 

forms its inhabitants. In other words: “Human beings (the generating actors) and reality (what is 

generated) stand in a mutual dialectic relation to each other (we create reality at the same time as 

reality creates us)” (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 75). Thus, according to social constructionism “Person and 

reality are inseparable” (ibid: 406). 

The ontology of this paradigm is referred to as nominal (Burrell, Morgan 1979) or relativist (Guba 

1990). In essence, it assumes that reality is socially constructed (Berger, Luckmann 1968) and 

consequently it rejects the belief in an external reality (Burrell, Morgan 1979). To the contrary, “there 

are always many interpretations” and “no foundational process by which the ultimate truth or falsity 

of these several constructions can be determined... Realities are multiple and they exist in people’s 

minds” (Guba 1990: 26). This ontology rejects the assumption about the supreme court of truth as it 

claims “that there is no single tangible, fragmentable reality on to which science can converge... 

Reality is social, and therefore, multiple” (Lincoln 1990: 77). All that is, are multiple realities. Thus, 

contrary to the positivist paradigm that values the one objective and true reality, the social 

constructivist paradigm rejects the existence of this truth and seeks instead to value subjects’ multiple 

realities. 
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Such an ontological foundation means that the multiple realities represented in this dissertation are 

dependent upon and inseparable of the human beings that have contributed to their creation - including 

me as researcher and constructing human.
1
  

Epistemology 

“Epistemology is a set of philosophical presumptions concerning human knowledge.” 

(Arbnor, Bjerke 2009) 

Epistemologically, this project is anchored in the social constructivist paradigm. It means that the 

dissertation is based on the presumption that “Knowledge is socially constructed, not objectively given” 

(Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 406). Knowledge is shared not objective (Burrell, Morgan 1979). Knowledge is 

neither external, independent or given beforehand. Rather, knowledge becomes when it is constructed, 

shared and accepted as knowledge. It is a consequential outcome of human activity and therefore 

knowledge is a human construction (Guba 1990: 26). “Knowledge depends on individuals, including 

the knowledge creator” (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 75) and therefore the observer becomes part of the 

observed: “Observers of social action can never stand outside of what they are studying… They 

influence and are influenced by what they are studying” (ibid: 139). This interactive nature of 

“inquirer/inquired” (Guba 1990: 16) implies that the inquirer and the inquiry - like the researcher and 

the researched and the knower and the known - form a mutually dependent relationship that the 

resulting knowledge is dependent upon. 

The epistemology of this paradigm is referred to as anti-positivism (Burrell, Morgan 1979) or 

subjective (Guba 1990). In essence, it assumes that there is no “independent world” but “a potential 

unlimited number of possible descriptions of ‘the situation in question’ and none of these descriptions 

can be ruled superior” (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 406). There is an explicit recognition that multiple 

realities exist and that “truth cannot be definitively proclaimed” (Amis, Silk 2008: 565). According to 

this paradigm, a subjective epistemology is “the only means of unlocking the constructions held by 

[other] individuals. If realities exist only in respondents’ minds, subjective interaction seems to be the 

only way to access them” (Guba 1990: 26). Thus, contrary to the positivist paradigm that treats 

objectivism as the norm and subjectivism as a bias to be avoided, the social constructivist paradigm 

rejects objectivism and seeks instead to treat subjectivism as a necessary instrumental precondition for 

generating knowledge. 

Such an epistemological foundation means that the knowledge presented in this dissertation is 

dependent upon and inseparable of the human beings that have contributed to its creation – including 

me as researcher and constructing human.
2
  

Methodology 

“Methodology is the understanding of how methods are constructed, that is, how an operative 

paradigm is developed.” 

(Arbnor, Bjerke 2009) 

                                                           
1
Implications of this ontology for the quality of the research are discussed in the concluding section on the dissertation’s 

evaluation. 
2
Implications of this epistemology for the quality of the research are discussed in the concluding section on the 

dissertation’s evaluation. 
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According to Arbnor and Bjerke’s methodology definition, paradigmatic choices have methodological 

implications (Lincoln 1990: 75).  

Following the social constructivist’s distinction between social science and natural science, the 

methodological aim is to reconstruct the world - not to predict or control it (Guba 1990: 27).    

In accordance with the ontology and epistemology of this paradigm, the methodological aim of the 

dissertation is to create an understanding (Guba 1990, Arbnor, Bjerke 2009, Burrell, Morgan 1979) of 

how people working in the financial industry experienced the financial crisis.  

The methodological focus is on understanding these peoples’ life-world (Burrell, Morgan 1979) in 

times of crisis: on the social processes of construction and re-construction (Guba 1990) as the crisis 

disrupts these peoples’ worlds of work (Burrell, Morgan 1979).  

In short, social constructivist methodologies are “directly concerned with understanding as nearly as 

possible some aspect of human experience as it is lived or felt or undergone by the participants in that 

experience” (Schwandt 1990: 266). Throughout this dissertation, the primary concern is with 

understanding the life world as constructed and experienced by the actor: to understand the social 

world as it is (Burrell, Morgan 1979) constructed and experienced in a post crisis situation.  

Such concern with verstehen (ibid: 229) lebenwelt (ibid: 243) is central in the phenomenological 

approach introduced by Schutz in Germany in the years 1899 to 1959. This approach is advantageous 

because the aim of the study is to explore the financial crisis as a construct and phenomenon from the 

point of view of the people working within the financial industry  

Schutz believed that the primary task of social science was “to understand the social world from the 

point of view of those living within it” (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 246). In accordance, the objective of the 

dissertation’s methodology is to elicit an understanding of the financial crisis from the point of view of 

those who undergo it: “from the people who are actually involved in defining it” (Humphreys, Berkeley 

& Jovchelovitch 1996).  

Moreover, Schutz was concerned with meaning and believed it was attached retrospectively: “Meaning 

is dependent upon reflexivity – the process of turning back on oneself and looking at what has been 

going on” (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 244). In accordance, the objective of the dissertation’s methodology 

is to facilitate insiders’ retrospective reflexivity: to ask and let then answer questions regarding “what is 

going on” (Czarniawska 1997, Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, Kvale 2008, Maitlis, Sonenshein 

2010).  

Following these lines, the primary data of the dissertation is based on qualitative interviewing with 

people working within the banking industry generating retrospective narratives of the financial crisis.  

These methodological matters are further elaborated upon in the next section. 
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METHOD 

”Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.” 

(Kierkegaard 1843) 

The last section in the introductory part of the dissertation is devoted to an explicit outline of the 

study’s methods. The section serves to give the reader a better understanding of the dissertation and its 

construction.   

The section takes point of departure in the implications of the social constructivist paradigm presented 

in the last section for the methodological aim. Based on this aim, I lay out the methodological process 

of the dissertation and, finally, I end the section with a presentation of the methodological results 

including considerations and choices behind the primary and secondary data generation methods.  

Before I go into the specific details, I wish to refer to Kierkegaard’s postulate that in many ways 

resembles the conduction of this dissertation: it must be executed forwards but it is only really 

understood backwards. ”This backward order of things – first you write and then you figure out what 

you are writing about – may seem odd, or even perverse, but it is, I think, at least most of the time, 

standard procedure” (Geertz 1973: v). Following Geertz and other social researchers, Kierkegaard’s 

postulate is not a specificy of this dissertation but a general condition in social science research.   

A constructive way of dealing with this issue is to follow Weick’s (1995: 184) methodological 

suggestion: “start with the outcome and reconstruct a history that summarizes what [is] learned by 

stringing those learnings together in a single narrative. In retrospect, the history looks more focused, 

more efficient, and more insightful at every step than it does at the time it was lived.” Weick adds that a 

beneficial outcome of this narration is the streamlined account which should help people be more 

efficient and more decisive in the future.  

Fortunately we learn as students of science how to write such a methodological narrative in a 

scientifically legitimate way – and, fortunately, it is considered less of a cheating attempt to shield 

flaws or biases and more of an inescapable and learningful part of the research job (Weick 1995, Amis, 

Silk 2008, Orton 1997, Czarniawska 2012).  

The following sections can be read as a methodological narrative that seeks to lay out the research 

journey (Bansal, Corley 2012) by describing the methodological aim, process and consequential 

outcome in an explicit and transparent way (Yanow, Ybema 2009, Suddaby 2006) to bring in a sense of 

realism (Barley 1990: 220) and facilitate a better understanding of the study and to increase 

trustworthiness in its results (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009, Bansal, Corley 2012).  

AIM 

The social constructivist assumptions presented in the last section has implications for organizational 

studies in general as they imply that “organizations simply do not exist” (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 260). 

Rather, organizational worlds are constructed and re-constructed by the social actors working within 

them. As focus is on how these worlds are constructed (Berger, Luckman 1968), the methodological 

aim is to facilitate access to and analysis of “the ways in which the organizational world is constructed 

by the actors involved” (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 263) in defining it. 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/401.html
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In this dissertation, the primary aim of the methodology is to facilitate access to and analysis of local 

re-constructions of the global crisis: to facilitate research of how the crisis, which may disrupt the 

dominating definition of reality, is re-constructed by the actors working at the center of the hurricane.  

More precisely, the aim of the methodology is to facilitate access and analysis of bankers’ social reality 

construction in the wake of the financial crisis. According to Arbnor and Bjerke (2009: 144-149), this 

construction includes four interdependent and reoccurring processes where subjectification is “the 

process by which we create our own experiences” and interpret the community we live in, 

externalization is the process by which “we create the surrounding reality… when we make these 

subjective experiences externally available“, objectification is the process by which our externalized 

subjective interpretations are approximating an objective character as meanings are accepted and 

become “part of our objective reality” by processes of institutionalization when “a common 

typification” of actors and actions becomes taken for granted and legitimization when “we weave 

legitimation into the institutions themselves in order to explain and to justify them” by which we risk 

being “’slaves’ to institutions we ourselves have created”, and finally internalization is the process of 

accepting and “taking over the world in which others already live” through primary and secondary 

processes of socialization.
1
 

The aggregated meaning “in a society, a company or any organization constitutes the objectified reality 

for that organization. This is the reality in which we live our daily lives as members of society. It is… 

very rarely or never in doubt, only minor aspects of it are questioned” (ibid: 149).  

This dissertation is a study of the exception to the rule of rare doubt and minor questionings of 

“everyday reality” as conceptualized by Arbnor and Bjerke.  

The objective of the methodology in this study is to facilitate access to and analysis of the financial 

crisis as a phenomenon that may disrupt - question and doubt - major aspects of bankers’ reality. 

As such, the dissertation is a study of an extreme case of contradicting realities: “how a dominant 

definition of reality may be invaded by counter-realities which oppose or qualify the dominant 

definition in various ways” (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 271).  

Referring to Arbnor and Bjerke’s (2009) conceptualization of social reality construction, this study 

takes point of departure in a disruption of commonly accepted meanings that are institutionalized and 

legitimized: a disruption of taken for granted typifications - of actors and actions within the financial 

                                                           
1
This process of social reality construction diverges from Burrell and Morgan’s (2009) interpretive paradigm which is 

restricted by its voluntaristic stand in the deterministic-voluntaristic debate about human nature. In general, the dissertation 

has a more intermediate stand regarding this debate. Without assuming extreme determinism – that actors are determined by 

large external and objective structures that force human action and actors as marionettes in a large puppet theater – the 

dissertation moves towards Burrell and Morgan’s functional paradigm as it assumes that humans are restricted and enabled 

by the institutions they themselves have created (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009). In other words, the dissertation occupies a middle 

position on Burrell and Morgan’s deterministic-voluntaristic dimension as it assumes humans are creating and created by 

the societal institutions describing normative action and actors (Krücken, Drori 2009). Thus, man creates society and society 

creates man (Silverman 1999 in Burrell, Morgan 1979). According to Burrell and Morgan (1979), the paradigms are 

mutually exclusive alternatives: one cannot stand in more than one at one point in time and they cannot be combined (Guba 

1990). I agree with this point on the ontological and epistemological dimensions but I disagree with Burrell and Morgan’s 

restriction regarding the deterministic-voluntaristic debate about human nature. One can juxtapose this debate with the 

debate about the egg and the chicken: which came first – man or society? In my view, it doesn’t really matter. As long as 

(some of us) we can agree that man and society constitute and reproduce each other in a mutually dependent relationship 

and that we cannot understand the one without understanding the other. 
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industry - that was objectified and internalized through processes of socialization but may become de-

institutionalized and il-legitimized in the wake of the crisis. 

Consequently, the methodological aim is to facilitate access to and analysis of bankers’ externalized 

expressions of their subjectified experiences of the financial crisis. 

In other words, the methodological aim is to facilitate an exploration of the meanings bankers associate 

with a specific theme in their everyday life - a theme that disrupts their everyday life – namely: the 

financial crisis.  

In the next section, I outline the methodological process through which I tried to access and analyze 

these matters. 

PROCESS 

Following the social constructivist paradigm and phenomenological nature of the dissertation, the study 

has an explorative approach.  

The study takes an inductive point of departure as it starts out by exploring the phenomenon in its 

empirical context. As research progresses and the analysis is spurred by recursive loops between the 

data and the emergent theory as well as the extant literature capable of informing the analysis, the study 

draws on deductive principles and becomes more abductive (Glaser 1965, Suddaby 2006, Van de Ven 

2007, Bansal, Corley 2012). 

This inductive point of departure in the empirical context corresponds with the social constructive 

principle that theory must arise from data (Guba 1990: 27). Because the phenomenon under study must 

be interpreted according to the meaning it has for the actors constructing it (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 158) 

and because these meanings are seldom (if ever) known from the outset of a study, a natural 

implication of phenomenological methodology is practicing of inquiry as an emergent process: “The 

researcher’s course of action must be flexible and interactively oriented. Stringent and well-regulated 

study plans will therefore hinder more than they will help” (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 139). From a 

phenomenological point of view, an emergent approach is not only an advantage - it is a necessary 

condition for doing this kind of research.  

This emergent approach is in line with Kierkegaard’s postulate and Geertz’s reflection: it implies that 

much social research is a journey that the researcher does not know the ending of before she or he is 

there (Bansal, Corley 2012). “From this it follows that when the study is finished the purpose is 

revealed” (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009: 242). Not before the inquiry is complete, is the method complete: 

only thereafter can the methodological design be fully articulated (Guba 1990: 27).  

At this time of writing, the study is close to completion and therefore what I present in the following 

sections is close to a full articulation of the methodological design. 

PRIMARY DATA GENERATION 

Following the lines in the last section of the philosophy chapter introducing the methodology of the 

social constructivist paradigm, the primary method of the dissection is interviewing. In the next 

sections, I elaborate on the primary interviews and interviewees of the study.   

Interviewees 

According to the social constructivist paradigm one can only understand the world by obtaining first-

hand knowledge of the subjects living within it (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 6). Therefore, the 
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methodological objective of this study was to get close to the subjects in order to explore their 

subjective accounts.  

As I wanted to understand how bankers experienced the financial crisis, I needed to get close to them to 

generate primary data that allowed for an exploration of their subjective accounts. 

Accessibility to these primary banker informants was, however, not an easy task.  

Initially, the accessibility strategy was to find and contact different human-resource partners or 

directors with authority to grant access to a number of members within a bank. I wrote several emails, 

had multiple phone conversations and participated in numerous meetings. Despite the great effort put 

into the attempts to access bank members, banks refused to participate.
2
 

A change in strategy was needed. I stopped using the top-down entry level approach and started using a 

bottom-up entry level approach: I stopped asking people who were in the top of the hierarchy for 

access to members further down in the hierarchy and started asking people who were in my network – 

regardless of their hierarchical position - if they wanted to participate themselves and if they would 

refer me to one or more of their colleagues.  

Subsequently, this strategy was successful: all the people I contacted agreed to participate and many of 

them referred me to one or more of their colleagues.  

In this way, I gained access through personal and professional networks (Barley 1990) and extended 

access following the principle of snowballing (Bryman, 2004).  

The network and snowballing approach resulted in a diverse sample of informants. This diversity was 

further increased when I asked informants to refer me to colleagues that would have a different view on 

the crisis. In that way, I gained access to a multitude of voices and elicited different understandings and 

interpretations of the complex [work] world (Søderberg, Vaara 2003) and how the crisis played out 

within it. This diversity seeking approach led me to a number of different interviewees.  

The data generation proceeded according to the saturation principle of grounded theory (Glaser, 

Strauss 1965, 2008) according to which a researcher must continue to collect data until no new 

evidence appears (Suddaby 2006 636). Thus, to guide the number of interviews, the law of diminishing 

returns (Kvale 2008) was applied. Saturation was reached after interviews with 35 informants.  

The complete sample is shown in table 1. 

One third of the bankers shifted bank before, during or after the financial crisis. Therefore, views were 

based on embeddedness in a mixture of banks. In the reconstructions of the crisis, the 35 bankers were 

members of 6 banks. As illustrated in table 1, these banks varied in financial performance and 

operational scope. Furthermore, informants were situated in different national contexts and varied 

according to their nationality, hierarchical level, tenure, age and sex.  

  

                                                           
2
For further information including reflections on the reasons for and implications of the accessibility problems, please 

contact the author. 
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TABLE 1. PRIMARY INTERVIEWEES 

Dimension Distribution Bankers  Banks 

Financial performance of organization 

Failure 23  3 

Success 11  2 

Unclassified 1  1 

Operational scope of organization 

Regional 21  2 

National 3  2 

International 11  2 

National context of informant 

Denmark 30  

Sweden 2  

Luxembourg 2  

Great Britain 1  

Nationality of informant 

Danish 31  

Swedish 3  

German 1  

Hierarchical level of informant 

Employee 17  

Manager 10  

Director 2  

Board member 6  

Start of informant employment 
Before year 2000 20  

After year 2000 15  

End of informant employment 
Employed 26  

Unemployed 9  

Age of informant 
Above 40 years 26  

Below 40 years 9  

Sex of informant 
Male 23  

Female 12  

  

 

The performance dimension in the first column shows the distribution of banks and bankers with 

regards to performance implications of the crisis. Failure refers to banks in which the crisis had 

relatively devastating implications – like law suit and bankruptcy. Success refers to banks in which the 

crisis had relatively favorable implications – like increase in turn over or market share. The second 

column shows the distribution of banks and bankers with regards to operational scope. Regional refers 

to banks where most operations are regional, national refers to banks where most operations are 

national and international refers to banks were most operations are international. The next three 

columns show the distribution of bankers based on the national context of their workday, their original 

nationality, and their hierarchical level. The next two columns show their start of employment in the 

sector and their end of employment in the sector indicating if they became employed in the sector 

before or after year 2000 and if they were employed in the sector at the time they were interviewed. 

Finally, the last two columns of table 1 show bankers’ age and sex. 

Interviews  
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In line with the social constructivist ontology and epistemology assuming that the world and 

knowledge about it is socially constructed, the data construction method (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009) used to 

generate the primary data is interviewing.  

Qualitative interviews are an appropriate data gathering method in social constructivist research (Guba 

1990). Such interviews have a unique potential for accessing informant’s lived world as well as specific 

situations and themes in that world (Kvale 2008): for obtaining an in-depth understanding of peoples’ 

interpretations (Weick 1995) in and of that world.  

As Kvale asks: ”If you want to know how people understand their world and their lives, why not talk 

with them?” (Kvale 2008: xvii).  

The following sections contain further details on the interview process – including the structure of the 

interview guide, the nature of its questions, time and space as well as language and sensitivity issues. 

Structure  

In line with the social constructivist paradigm and its methodological approach arguing for emergent 

and flexible methods, the design of the interviews varied throughout the study.  

The first interviews were very explorative and unstructured because the phenomenon was unknown and 

the appropriate way to approach it and elicit knowledge about it was unfamiliar. Therefore, in the first 

interviews I experimented with different questions and structuring of questions. The specific questions 

in these first drafts were constructed based on inspiration from interview guides from studies on similar 

issues – like collective interpretations of unusual or significant events during change (Søderberg, Vaara 

2003, Christianson et al. 2009, Isabella 1990). 

Eventually, as I came to learn more about the phenomenon under investigation a more consistent 

interview guide emerged. As I found some issues to be more persistent, central, and relevant than 

others I eliminated questions regarding the later and encouraged more reflection on the former. As I 

found the narrative approach to yield thicker descriptions and richer accounts than other approaches I 

eliminated the later and encouraged more expression of the former. In this way, the interview design 

emerged as data was collected. In essence, the final design served to encourage narration and to follow 

up using a semi structured interview guide on themes that proved significant to informants. This 

emerging approach to the interview design is considered beneficial because it can give birth to 

information on issues which can be of significant importance to informants but unknown to the 

researcher and, therefore, impossible to incorporate in questions prior to the interview and because it 

allows for continuous implementation of learning about the phenomenon under study throughout the 

interview process creating a design that is based on the most updated knowledge. 

A traditional approach where a consistent design is decided from the outset would probably yield more 

consistent insight on less significant issues. The result of the emergent design – a combination of a 

semi structured (Kvale 2008) and narrative (Czarniawska 1997, 1998, 2009, 2012) interview guide - 

ensured emergence of rich accounts and thick descriptions (Kvale 2008) of aspects of relevance to the 

informants (Van de Ven, Poole 2005). 

Questions 

Following the explorative nature of the study and the narrative design of the interview guide, questions 

were open-ended. Such questions encouraged informants to express their experiences in a detailed way 

yielding in-depth knowledge (Northcutt, McCoy 2004) on the view of the informant’s world (Ghauri, 

Grønhaug 2006).  
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The typical interview started with a presentation of the researcher and the research project. The 

presentation evolved into a description of the purpose of the interview: to understand informants’ 

experiences of the crisis. Following a presentation of the conditions for the interview (more about this 

in the sections on sensitivity and role) and clarifications of potential questions from the informant, the 

interview began. The opening line was: “I would like to understand the world from your point of view: 

Please, tell me about your self – what is your story and how did you end up here?”. Following these 

scene setting questions, informants were asked to think back on the time when it first occurred to them 

that something was wrong or that something was not as expected. Sometimes this question spurred a 

chronological story of how the informants experienced the entire crisis from very early signals to the 

current situation with only little need for propping questions like “what did that mean?”, “what 

happened next?”, “how did you think about that?”, “how did you feel about that?”, “what did you do 

then?”. Other times, more questions were needed to encourage informants to keep on telling their 

stories. In these situations, further questions were asked – such as “Do you remember any (other) 

specific incidents or events?”, “Do you remember any episodes or tasks that seemed difficult or 

challenging?”, “Did anything worry you?” and “Do you recall anything puzzling?”. The typical 

interview ended with current thoughts and reflections on the crisis and what it meant as well as 

anything the informant wanted to bring up before closure.  

Time  

The interviews were conducted from 2010 to 2012. Their duration varied between half an hour and 

three hours. I tried to book informants for two hours even though most of the interviews lasted no more 

than one and a half hour to ensure copious time and reduce the risk of stressful or interrupted 

interviews.  

Place 

The location of face to face interviews plays a role in the interview process (Cassell 2009). To make 

the interview setting as comfortable as possible for the informants their preferences were significant in 

determining the location. When possible, the interviews were conducted face to face at informant’s 

work or home. However, due to the sensitivity of the subject as well as limited time and resources, one 

third of the interviews were conducted using appropriate oral communication technology – like 

telephones, cell phones or computers. Although the face to face interview was preferable to the 

technological interview, as the former included a possibility for participant observation, the data 

obtained from face to face interviews did not vary systematically from the data obtained from 

technological interviews (ibid). 

Sensitivity 

To many of the informants, very strong and negative emotions were associated with the crisis. Most of 

these informants found it difficult to talk and tell their stories. Therefore, being gentle, sensitive and 

respectful to the informants and their integrity was very important (Kvale 2008). Establishing a feeling 

of trust between the interviewer and the interviewee was not only beneficial for quality reasons (Cassell 

2009); it was pivotal to the set up and completion of the interviews. Trust was also important because 

various stakeholders had filed suit against a large proportion of the informants and therefore they were 

reluctant to talk and cautious about statements. In addition some of them felt they had a duty of 

confidentiality that they did not want to violate or compromise. For all of these reasons, the subject was 

a sensitive issue and trust was essential to arrange and conduct effective interviews (ibid). In order to 

develop and maintain such trust, informants were assured complete confidentiality: I guaranteed them 
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no names would be published – of persons or organizations. Furthermore, informants were told that the 

interviewing was voluntary and that they were welcome to stop a questioning or the entire interview at 

any point in time. Although none of the informants used this option, the opportunity added to the 

establishment of a trustful relationship. Finally, informants were given the opportunity to stop or pause 

the recorder at any time during the interview. Few of the informants used this option. When they did, 

relevant statements were written down. The same technique was used in cases where the meetings 

ended with small talk and additional information was given after the recorder was turned off. 

Role 

The role I played as a researcher was important to the initial set up and subsequent conduction of the 

interviews, it was significant to the process and result of the interview and crucial to the generated data. 

Following the introductory presentation of myself and my research I explicated that the aim of the 

interview was to understand the informant’s lived world; not to find a specific truth. In accordance, 

there could be no right or wrong answers. The portray of myself not as a judge looking for justice but 

as a neutral, curious but sensitive researcher (Kvale 2008) interested in the informant’s subjective 

experiences contributed to a high willingness among potential informants to participate in the study. 

Throughout the interviewing, I tried to suspend common sense (Czarniawska 2012) and be critical of 

own presuppositions (Kvale 2008). I tried to be a foreign and un-informed but well-meaning 

(Czarniawska 1997, 1998) trusted and neutral (Barley 1990) visitor (Czarniawska 2012). I tried to act 

less as a cold and stupid alien “from another planet” (ibid: 54) and more as a blank and open diary – 

mirroring the interviewed person. This portraying of myself, not as an expert, but as an interested and 

sympathetic person – “a euphemism for a harmless idiot” (Czarniawska 1998: 24) – affected the results 

of the interviewing and generated personal stories with an intimate character and a high level of detail.  

In general, the ethical approach to the interviewing enabled arrangement and conductance of insightful 

interviews yielding confidential information including information interviewees had not told anybody 

else: information they had not even told their friends and family - including parents, children and 

spouses. 

Language 

As some of the informants were not Danish or English speaking, important choices had to be made 

concerning language – the medium and material of interviews (Kvale 2008). Following the sections 

above, first priority was to make the interviews as uncomplicated and easy as possible for the 

informants. Therefore, interviews were conducted in informants’ native languages when these were 

Danish or English. In all other cases, the interviews were conducted in English. Even though interviews 

in a foreign language can be complicated and result in lower quality data (Cassell 2009), the data 

obtained from narrative language interviews did not vary systematically from the data obtained from 

foreign language interviews. I translated all the Danish quotes included in the dissertation to ensure that 

the translator had explicit transcriptions as well as implicit information that was visible during the 

interview but invisible in the transcriptions - like tone of voice, mood, and body language. 

Coding  

When the informants permitted, the interviews were recorded and transcribed. In the few cases where 

they did not, notes were taken. Notes and transcripts were coded and re-coded using NVivo – a 

software program designed for the purpose of handling qualitative data (Barley 1990). The data was 

coded inductively: instead of using predefined concepts, relevant codes emerged out of the data. During 
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implementation of notes and transcriptions into the software, every sentence or paragraph that seemed 

to present a theme was highlighted and labeled according to that theme. Thereby themes and codes 

emerged out of the data as interviews were processed. Sentences and paragraphs were assigned to all 

the themes they represented and thereby one sentence or paragraph could have one or multiple codings. 

These preliminary codings were extended by a process of additional (re)codings following recursive 

loops between the data and the emergent theory as well as the extant literature capable of informing the 

analysis. In this way, the coding followed the abductive combination of induction and deduction 

(Suddaby 2006). The analytical process was guided by the purpose of identifying shared patterns across 

the diversified data.  

The result of this process is further elaborated upon in the analytical sections of the papers that follow.  

Before, I present the four papers, I explicate in the last section of this chapter, the secondary data of the 

dissertation. 

SECONDARY DATA GENERATION 

The dissertation is foremost a result of the primary data generation described above. But a number of 

secondary activities also contribute to the conduction of the dissertation. Although the secondary data 

contributes in a more implicit way than the primary data, inevitably, the dissertation is a result of the 

secondary data as well. Therefore, the last section is devoted to a short description of the secondary 

data generation methods.  

Besides the primary interviews described above, I also interviewed a number of key informants 

representing important stakeholder organizations such as the governmental supervisory authorities 

playing a significant role in regulated evaluations of banks, the governmental liquidation company 

taking over most bankrupted banks, and the national labor union of finance supporting bankers in 

general. These secondary interviews added to my general understanding of the contextual setting.  

I also participated in conferences, presentations, debates, broadcasts and discussions with a large 

number of practical and theoretical experts on the crisis. These secondary activities provided an 

opportunity to develop my understanding of the contextual setting in general and to raise and discuss 

issues related to my research in specific. 

Finally, I collected data from external sources like networks, websites, television, radio, papers, 

magazines, reports, books and documentaries. These secondary sources contributed to developing my 

general understanding of the contextual setting with factual information on the crisis – such as dates, 

financial numbers, positions, allegations, lawsuits and so on.  

In sum, all of these sources of data contributed to the generation of this dissertation.  
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PART II 

 

 “If you ever get close to a human 

And human behavior 

Be ready to get confused 

There's definitely definitely definitely no logic 

To human behavior.” 

(Björk Guðmundsdóttir, Icelandic singer and composer, 1965-) 
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ABSTRACT 

Bankruptcies are becoming more and more prevalent, partly as a consequence of business conditions 

created by the financial crisis characterizing the beginning of the 21
st
 century. Nonetheless, knowledge 

on the phenomenon of bankruptcy from the point of view of the people who undergo it is scant. 

Knowledge on how members undergoing bankruptcy construe and make sense of their narrations of 

organizational death is important because when organizations die, members live on and in their afterlife 

their past form and guide their present and future. In this inductive study we focus on a small and local 

bank that went bankrupt as a consequence of the large and global crisis. Based on qualitative interviews 

with 20 organizational members we explore and learn from their retrospective narrations of the 

bankruptcy. The paper offers a model that theorizes bankruptcy as a series of unfolding events that 

change a work world: members narrate their immediate experience as a work world de-construction 

and their subsequent response as a work world re-construction. Inherent in every event is a loss and a 

transformation that members need to accept and go through in order to move forward. Members solve 

these challenges by comprehending the situation and justifying their response. The paper matters for 

the few theorists researching the understudied but relevant issue of organizational death and for the 

many practitioners struggling with the increasing but troubling problems of corporate bankruptcy. At 

the end of the paper, avenues for further research are outlined. 

                                                           
1
Previous versions of the paper were presented at Darden School of Business, University of Virginia, 2011 and at 

Scandinavian Consortium of Organizational Research (SCANCOR), Stanford University, 2012. A previous version of the 

paper is accepted for publication in Illness, Crisis & Loss. We are thankful to participants at all occasions for helpful 

feedback. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Failure and bankruptcy are a natural and inescapable part of business (Cunningham 1997, Shepherd 

2003, Wigblad, Lewer 2007, Walsh, Bartunek 2009, Bell, Scott 2011). [Organizational] death is a fact 

of [organizational] life (Bell, Scott 2011). Recently, we have watched the public demise of major 

financial giants not to mention learned of any number of smaller, less prominent organizations that 

suffered the same fate. Around the world, recent bankruptcy statistics yield large numbers and 

increasing trends. In USA, for instance, bankruptcy statistics reported total bankruptcy filings near 

1,500,000 for 2011 (American Bankruptcy Institute 2012). In Europe, corporate insolvencies and 

business collapses has risen in most countries. In Western Europe alone, the total registered in 2009 

was more than 185,100 (European Commission 2011). Also in Northern Europe, bankruptcy statistics 

point to a concerning trend: in the small country of Denmark there has almost been a 150% increase in 

the number of bankruptcy filings from 2008 to 2012 and since the new millennium the number has 

more than tripled (Danmarks Statistik 2013). “Organizational death happens frequently and affects 

millions of employees annually (Marks, Vansteenkiste 2008). The financial crisis that marked the 

beginning of the 21
st
 century has brought bankruptcy to the front and center of daily life (Walsh, 

Bartunek 2009, Hazen 2009) as an organizational event that impacts the lives and livelihood of many – 

especially the people inhabiting and constructing (Berger, Luckmann 1968, Weick 1995) the dying 

organization.  

Traditionally, most research stops when the organization is terminated (Walsh, Bartunek 2012). 

Fortunately, however, when organizations die, their members do not die with them. Researchers have 

found that several years after an organization has died, it “is still very much alive” because it persists in 

the collective memory and activities of its former members (Walsh, Glynn 2008: 262). Organizational 

members live on: they find new organizational life where they come to form and perform. In that 

organizational afterlife (Walsh, Bartunek 2009) they have to live with the death and loss of their 

organization, often while struggling to adapt to a new organizational context where they are expected to 

perform (Gerstrøm 2013a). In their afterlife their past form and guide their present and future. 

Therefore, the way they construe their organization’s death matters for the afterlife they come to live. 

Little, however, is known about how organizational members construe transitions from a permanent 

organizational entity to a defunct entity (Sutton 1987) and how they construe transitions from a defunct 

entity to a living organization (Walsh, Bartunek 2012, Walsh, Glynn 2008). Even less is known about 

how members transit both steps and move through organizational death to new organizational life.  

Especially in contemporary society, characterized by large and increasing bankruptcy numbers, such 

knowledge is important. If researchers and practitioners want to support such transitions; to support 

members of dead organizations in coming to perform in living organizations, it is vital that they 

understand such transitions. Therefore, the lack of knowledge on how these transitions are understood 

by the members who undergo them – by the people inside the organization (Wigblad, Lewer 2007, 

Walsh, Bartunek 2009, Sutton 1987, Shepherd 2009, Hamilton 2006) – is unfortunate.  

The aim of this paper is to address this gap of knowledge by exploring how members of a bankrupted 

organization make sense of the bankruptcy to develop a nuanced understanding of the phenomenon of 

organizational death from the point of view of the people who undergo it  

Following these lines, the research question set out to be explored is how members of a bankrupted 

organization construe organizational bankruptcy. 
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As research on interpretive aspects of bankruptcy is scant, we conceptualize bankruptcy as a disruptive 

event and review extant literature on interpretation and disruption capable of informing the study. 

Following this review we present the methodological considerations of the study: its iterative design, 

explorative analysis and inductive coding of qualitative data based on narrative interviews with 20 

organizational members who narrate how their organization went bankrupt.  

Based on the analysis, the study finds that members construe bankruptcy as a set of unfolding events. 

Taken together, these events change the organizational work world. We develop a model that illustrates 

how members make sense of the bankruptcy by describing it not only as a work world de-construction 

but also as a work world re-construction. Thus, members’ narrations of the bankruptcy do not end when 

the organization is declared bankrupt, but continue until the narrator is situated in a new organizational 

context - including a new work world. The bankruptcy represents a set of losses and transformations 

that members need to accept and go through in order to move on. Members solve these challenges by 

comprehending the situation and justifying their actions.  

The paper contributes to extant literature on sensemaking by adding a theorization of how the 

disrupting but increasingly normal phenomenon of bankruptcy is made sense of by the people who 

undergo it, and to the sparse but important literature on organizational death by illustrating how 

members undergoing bankruptcy narrate it as a series of events that include a transformation of an 

entire work world. 

The study has implications for practitioners who aim to facilitate or support members of dead 

organizations in re-constructing their disrupted assumptions and enable them to form and perform 

satisfyingly in a new organizational context. 

THEORY 

Although bankruptcy is an increasing phenomenon, little is known about the ways it is understood by 

the people who undergo it. In the following sections, we discuss how interpretive literature on different 

kinds of disruptive events can inform our study as we conceptualize the phenomenon under 

investigation as an event that is astounding, cosmological, rare and unusual, as well as critical and key 

and as an event of organizational death.  

A critical prerequisite of the study is the assumption that organizational members enact an 

organization’s dominant reality (Berger, Luckmann 1968, Weick 1995). This does not mean that 

organizational members cannot possess diverse views. On the contrary, this is often the case (Weick 

1995, Martin 2002, Meyerson, Martin 1987, Barley 1983). It does mean, however, that shared 

organizational interpretations and common realities exist (Martin 2002, Isabella 1990, Smircich, 

Morgan 1982, Schein 2004) and that it makes sense to investigate how members may share an 

understanding of how collective organizational death unfolds. 

DISRUPTION 

Before we elaborate on the conceptualization of disruption it should be noted that we recognize that 

disruptive events – events that create disruptive uncertainty (Hoffman 1999) - are not disruptive in 

themselves: “that there is nothing inherently disruptive about events” (Munir 2005: 96) but that they 

can be labeled as such by the people who undergo them. Accordingly, we recognize that bankruptcy as 

an event is not disruptive in itself but that it can be constructed (Berger, Luckman 1968) as such by the 

members inhabiting the organization (Weick 1995).  
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In general, this interpretive (Burrell, Morgan 1979) approach to the phenomenon under investigation is 

dominating in the paper. Therefore, in this study, bankruptcy lies in the eyes of the people who undergo 

it.  

Astounding events 

Goffman (1974, 1959) applies a dramaturgical theatrical performance view on the world and argues 

that when people define their immediate world, they apply a set of frames: a set of organizing 

principles that govern situation definitions (1974: 11). Frameworks supply answers to the question: 

“What is it that’s going on here?” (ibid: 25). Normally, peoples’ assumptions about the world they 

inhabit are confirmed in ordinary events. However, “Events can occur that contradict, discredit or 

throw doubt upon the individual’s projection of the situation” (1959: 12). Goffman refers to these 

events as disruptive events. In a later work, he also theorizes on astounding events and refers to these as 

events that cannot be managed within the traditional cosmology (1974: 29). Such an event possesses “a 

threat to one’s model of reality or frame” – a threat conceptualized as a fearsome but interesting story 

(Weick 1995). Such frame threats create confusion: people begin to doubt their definitions of the 

situation and their conceptions of themselves within it (Goffman 1974). People are resistant to change 

their frameworks and “in general, when an astounding event occurs, individuals in our society expect 

that a ‘simple’ or ‘natural’ explanation will soon be discovered, one that will clear up the mystery and 

restore them” (ibid: 28). If this doesn’t happen, people may engage in defensive practices where they 

try to protect their own projection of the situation (Goffman 1959: 11).  

Thus, conceptualizing bankruptcy as an astounding event we can expect organizational members to be 

confused about the situation and themselves within it, and to protect their definitions of the 

organizational reality while waiting for a simple explanation to be discovered: an explanation that can 

allow them to maintain their assumptions about their organizational world. 

Cosmological events 

Weick (1993) elaborates on the notion of cosmology – conceptualized as understandings of the 

universe – and refers to periods where peoples’ cosmologies are severely disrupted as cosmology 

episodes: “What makes such an episode so shattering is that both the sense of what is occurring and 

the means to rebuild that sense collapse together. …the orderliness of the universe is called into 

question because both understanding and procedures for sensemaking collapse together. People stop 

thinking and panic” (633-637). The frame that is one of the three raw materials and substances – 

besides a cue and a relation between the two - of Weick’s (1995) conceptualization of sensemaking is 

violated and an ongoing flow is interrupted. There is a low probability that such incomprehensible 

events (Perrow 1984) occur and therefore they are meaningless in themselves (Weick 1993). But they 

also disrupt meaning beyond themselves: they challenge peoples’ taken for granted assumptions about 

the world and how it changes in an orderly manner. In this way, such events are ‘double disruptions’. 

They include a loss of meaning and leave participants with a set of broken tools to rebuild meaning: to 

rebuild some sense of what is happening (ibid). Such periods can be a kind of opposite déjà vu: “I’ve 

never been here before, I have no idea where I am, and I have no idea who can help me” (633-634). 

Nevertheless, despite the great ambiguity surrounding such events, people do not stop moving. As they 

try to make sense of the disruption, people look for reasons that will enable them to resume the 

interrupted activity and stay in action (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005: 409) - actions that they need 

to justify (Weick 1995). “Stories serves as guides to conduct” (ibid: 127) and narratives can justify 

reasons for actions. Moreover, stories facilitate diagnosis and reduce disruption. Therefore, narratives 
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may be crucial for sensemaking of cosmological events. In all cases, ”Sensemaking involves turning 

circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly in words and that serves as a 

springboard into action. …sensemaking can be treated as reciprocal exchanges between actors 

(Enactment) and their environments (Ecological Change) that are made meaningful (Selection) and 

preserved (Retention)” (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005: 409). In the case of disruption, such 

preservation, however, is challenged. 

Thus, conceptualizing bankruptcy as a cosmological event, we can expect organizational members to 

lose sense and panic and to narrate the bankruptcy as a kind of opposite déjà vu in which they don’t 

know where they are: nevertheless they continue to move and account for their responsive actions. 

Rare and unusual events 

Weick and colleagues (Christianson et al. 2009) also focus on unusual and rare events which they 

define as “events that occur outside the everyday experience of an organization and, as such, are 

frequently portrayed as unique, unprecedented or even uncategorizable”. Plowman and Beck (2009: 3) 

argue that: “By definition, rare and unusual events occur infrequently and thus present unique learning 

challenges because of organizations’ lack of direct experience.”  People have difficulties noticing such 

events as they have a tendency to ignore warnings that are inconsistent with their own beliefs: the 

human inability to envision the worst (Weick 2008, Cerulo 2006) and see what cannot be believed 

(Weick 1995, Perrow 1984) as well as the need to normalize deviance (Vaughan 1997) and produce 

self-fulfilling prophesies (Weick 1995) are examples of such tendencies. When rare events occur, the 

lack of direct experience forces members to search for ways to understand these events and reduce the 

associated ambiguity (Christianson et al. 2009, Plowman, Beck 2009). Because existing narratives 

typically fail to provide meaningful interpretations and satisfy members’ needs, members generate new 

interpretations and create new narratives that better account for the origins and impact of the events 

(Plowman, Beck 2009) and facilitate an understanding of them. Such stories are crucial for 

sensemaking (Weick 1995) of the emergent organizational reality: a reality which is based on the 

(re)created narratives that serve as guides to conduct and action in a time where old routines are 

interrupted and broken and new routines have not yet emerged (1995, Isabella 1990, Weick 1991). 

Thus, conceptualizing bankruptcy as a rare and unusual event, we can expect organizational members 

to have difficulties realizing its initial emergence, but as it unfolds members will try to reduce the 

generated ambiguity by constructing interpretive narratives that can account for the bankruptcy, 

facilitate an understanding of it and serve as a foundation for a re-construction of the organizational 

reality. 

Critical key events 

Plowman and Beck’s (2009) narrative work draws on Isabella’s (1990) interpretive research on critical 

key events that disrupt established routines. Isabella shows that members undergoing organizational 

change construe interpretations as the change unfolds. What may seem like one event may not be a 

single event but a change process consisting of series of ever changing interpretations and sense 

making over time. Isabella’s work would suggest a period of anticipation, where rumors, speculation 

and tidbits of data that must be woven into a coherent narrative and that accelerate fear or anxiety about 

what might happen, precedes a period of confirmation associated with the actuality of the event. At this 

second stage, references to past similar events will serve as means to make sense and understand the 

present reality and to set expectations for the future. A period of transition ensues as members try to 

shift their focus from old to new while assessing winners and losers. Here, organizational members 
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express confusion as they find how old behavior does not work in the new situation and as a result they 

engage in re-constructing their environment. Finally during the aftermath organizational members look 

for consequences and evaluate whether the change was good or not good.  

Thus, conceptualizing bankruptcy as a critical key event, we can expect organizational members to 

construe interpretations as the bankruptcy unfolds in periods of anticipation, confirmation transition 

and aftermath: to construct a coherent narrative based on their past to understand their present and 

future reality and engage in re-construction as they cognitively move from old to new. 

Organizational death events 

Isabella refers to organizational death as an example of a challenging key event. Likewise, work 

conducted on organizational death acknowledges the disruption the death event entails and causes 

(Walsh, Bartunek 2012, Walsh, Glynn 2008, Hamilton 2006). The term “organizational death” has 

been used to describe a variety of instances including bankruptcy, exit, mortality (Hamilton 2006), 

downsizing, derailment (Cunningham 1997), mergers and acquisitions (Bell, Scott 2011), failure 

(Crutzen, Van Caillie 2008), decline (Bozeman 2010, Weitzel, Jonsson 1989), loss (Shepherd 2009), 

and closure (Wigblad, Lewer 2007). Sutton who first introduced the term in 1987 suggests that 

individuals in a dying organization go through an interpretative process of construing the 

organizational entity as permanent, temporary and defunct. “Death” and “destruction” as well as “the 

end of the world” are common metaphors describing transitions (Bridges 1986) from a permanent 

organization to a defunct organization: from life to death. According to Bridges, such transitions often 

include meaninglessness: “Things don't make sense any more — or they make only some terrible and 

inadmissable kind of sense…” (28). In such transitions, members undergo extensive losses (Walsh, 

Glynn 2008, Shepherd 2009). Organizational death has, in fact, been described as one of the most 

extreme instances of collective loss in organizational life (Walsh, Glynn 2008). The consequential 

disbanding and reconnecting processes (Sutton 1987) are associated with emotions like sadness and 

anger as well as mourning and grief (Bell & Taylor, 2011). Such negative emotions may reduce the 

ability to re-establish the taken for granted assumptions (Shepherd, 2003) values and norms 

(Cunningham, 1997) that have been disrupted. According to Bell and Taylor (2011), traditional 

research claim that the mourning period will end when the mourner reaches the conclusion that the lost 

object of attachment no longer exists. Such an acceptance of loss can be facilitated by organizational 

sense breaking from past forms (Walsh, Glynn 2008): a breaking of sense that may be facilitated 

through narration. During death, members need to re-form a collective system of meaning being 

challenged but after death, they need to re-create a collective system of meaning being lost. Following 

the association of organizational death with loss, Cunningham (1997, 472) suggests that “an 

organization’s death may have much in common with what individuals experience when they discover 

that they or their loved ones have a terminal illness”. Consequently, members of dead organizations 

can report illness, depression, isolation, and sleeplessness. Research inspired by Kubler-Ross’ (2000) 

theory on the psychological stages dying patients go through, suggests members of a dead organization 

go through chock and denial, followed by anger, then bargaining and finally acceptance.  

Thus, conceptualizing bankruptcy as an organizational death event, we can expect organizational 

members to narrate bankruptcy as a process of chock, denial, anger, bargaining and acceptance: a 

process in which they construe the bank as permanent, temporary and defunct while their negative 

emotions associated with their loss hinder re-construction of their disrupted assumptions until they 

accept the loss. 
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INTEGRATING LITERATURE ON DISRUPTION 

Integrating the literature above, we gain insights on how organizational members might construe 

bankruptcy. 

First, we can expect members to express difficulties in realizing the bankruptcy. We can also expect 

that, as it unfolds, it violates their organizing and taken for granted assumptions, creates ambiguity and 

leaves them confused and in panic. Members might lose sense but they don’t stop moving. They will 

move through a process of chock, denial, anger, bargaining and acceptance while they work to construe 

the organization as permanent, temporary and defunct and transit from an old reality to a new reality. In 

the aftermath, members will have problems re-constructing their assumptions due to the negative 

emotions associated with their loss. To handle the situation, they will work to construct interpretive 

narratives that can account for the bankruptcy, facilitate a diagnosis of it and serve as a reasonable 

springboard into justifiable action. 

Thus, despite the lack of knowledge on inside narrations of bankruptcy, insight exists which can inform 

a study of how bankruptcy is understood by the people who undergo it. In the next section, we present 

the methodological design and contextual setting of the study. 

METHODOLOGY 

The study has an iterative design and travels back and forth between the limited but extant literature, 

the emergent theory and the generated data. It has an inductive point of departure as it seeks to develop 

an understanding of the phenomenon by exploring it from the point of view of the people who undergo 

it. To gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in members’ lived world, we conducted a 

single case study of a bankrupted organization. The single case methodology is considered beneficial in 

interpretive research in general and in this study in specific because it allows us to access members’ 

construing of bankruptcy and to analyze their thick and rich narrations of it. 

The following case description is based on the primary and secondary data presented in the following 

section.  

CASE
2
 

The case organization is a bank founded in the late 1800. The foundation built on a commitment to a 

local community in a remote part of Denmark. The bank was located in an isolated and small town with 

approximately 1.500 inhabitants (2011 number). All the organizational members as well as most of the 

bank’s customers lived in the town or its close surroundings. The bank and its’ members were deeply 

committed to and intertwined with the local community. The bank initiated and sponsored a broad 

range of businesses and private activities in the local community. The bank was perceived a solid and 

robust bank and existed for almost 150 years before it went bankrupt. Throughout the years, there were 

no severe problems or failures. The year before the bank went bankrupt, it had an annual turnover of 

more than 100.000.000 DKK: approximately 25.000.000 USD (2012 currency). At the time it went 

bankrupt, it employed around 50 organizational members. Thus, up until the bankruptcy, the bank had 

a long and successful history. 

However, at the end of the first decade of the twenty first century, a national newspaper addressed the 

bank’s exposure in the real estate market which was negatively affected by the globalization of the 

financial crisis. Half a year later, the manager responsible for private business customers was dismissed 

                                                           
2
Due to sensitivity issues, the bank is anonymous and specific details are confidential.  
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and a few months later, the director of the bank was dismissed. A couple of weeks followed before the 

bank was declared bankrupt and taken over by the governmental liquidation company.  

Approximately one month after the bankruptcy, the bank as well as its members were divided into two 

groups: a healthy part and an unhealthy part. The members belonging to the unhealthy part were 

offered a temporary position in the governmental liquidation company proceeding with the liquidation 

of the unhealthy part of the bank. The healthy part of the bank was acquired by a regional and slightly 

larger bank which took over the building of the bankrupted bank as well as one third of its members 

and their customers.  

When data collection was conducted two years after the bankruptcy, none of the members belonging to 

the unhealthy group worked for the governmental liquidation company. Half of the members belonging 

to the healthy group worked for the acquiring bank with the same customers within the same building 

in the same community. 

In the next section, we lay out the methods used to generate the data of this case. 

SOURCES 

“The analyst needs to come to learn as much as possible about the specific organization from the 

people who are actually involved in defining it as an entity of their own existence and work” 

(Humphreys, Berkeley & Jovchelovitch 1996). Therefore, the primary data sources are interviews with 

members of the organization.  

To guide the number of interviews, we draw on Kvale’s (2008) reference to the law of diminishing 

returns from additional interviews. We approached saturation (Glaser, Strauss 1965, Suddaby 2006) 

after interviews with 16 members and were confident that saturation was reached after interviews with 

20 members. Members represented all hierarchical levels within the company from (10) front line 

employees, to (4) managers, to the (1) director as well as (4) board members and the (1) head of the 

board. Most informants worked with private customers but different functional areas were represented. 

Tenure ranged from less than one year to more than 40 years. When the interviews were conducted, 

half (10) of the informants worked at the acquiring bank within the same community, in the same 

building, and with the same customers, a few (3) of the informants worked in other banks, one (1) 

worked in another industry and some (6) did not work anymore.  

Besides interviews with members of the case bank, the study draws on a set of secondary sources.  

We interviewed 4 members of stakeholder organizations such as the governmental supervisory 

authorities playing a key role in the evaluation of the bank’s assets and liabilities, the governmental 

liquidation company taking over the bank when it went bankrupt, and the labor union of finance 

supporting the bank employees. These stakeholder organizations were included in order to construct a 

general picture of how bankruptcy typically unfolds against which we could map the specific case and 

evaluate its generalizability. 

Moreover, we collected secondary data from sources like websites, newspapers, and reports. These 

secondary sources provided factual information like dates, financial numbers, positions, allegations and 

lawsuits which served to nuance our understanding of the contextual setting.  

INTERVIEWS 

In order to gain an in depth understanding of members’ understandings of the bankruptcy, the 

interviews were qualitative (Weick 1995, Kvale 2008). Qualitative research interviews have a unique 
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potential for obtaining access to the informant’s lived world as well as specific situations and themes in 

that world.  

To understand the ways members construe bankruptcy, the interviews had a narrative nature (Kvale 

2008, Arbnor, Bjerke 2009). Narratives are a natural cognitive way of organizing and expressing 

meaning (Kvale 2008) and, therefore, narration is an appropriate way to gain insight into other peoples’ 

work life stories: to access their world of meaning (Kvale 2008) and their sense making of these worlds 

(Søderberg, Vaara 2003). Narrative accounts can yield rich information on issues like bankruptcy: on 

the ways such issues are understood, comprehended and made sense of (Weick 1995, Arbnor, Bjerke 

2009, Czarniawska 2009) – how the narrator experience and respond to such issues (Rouleau 2010, 

Rouleau, Balogun 2011). Narration enables people to reconstruct earlier complex issues and serves as 

tools for diagnosis: narration brings a sense of coherence to the issue that is understood more fully in 

hindsight when narrators have access to some felt outcome that can guide them retrospectively as they 

search for an efficient causal chain that can facilitate a sense of order (Weick 1995). Such order comes 

from sequencing life that is punctuated into discrete events in a way that generates a plot (Czarniawska 

1998, Czarniawska 1997). “The plot follows either the sequence beginning-middle-end or the sequence 

situation-transformation-situation. But sequence is the source of sense” (Weick 1995: 128).   

Following these lines, organizational members were encouraged to retrospectively reconstruct the 

bankruptcy two years after it unfolded: to recall and tell their short stories (Kvale 2008: 155) of the 

bankruptcy without too much direction and structure (Barley 1983). As core themes began to emerge 

from these stories, the interviewer took a more active role in ensuring confirmation or disconfirmation 

of these as well as the emerging relations between them (Barley 1983, Glaser, Strauss 1965). In this 

way, the narrative accounts were followed up by a semi-structured interview guide ensuring that 

aspects relevant to the emerging theory were covered (Weick 1995, Isabella 1990, Christianson et al. 

2009, Kvale 2008, Dutton, Dukerich 1991). This emergent approach to data collection yielded rich 

accounts and thick descriptions (Kvale 2008) of members’ narrations of the bankruptcy.  

Questions 

Questions were open-ended which allowed emergence of full answers (Kvale 2008). This method 

increased the possibility of obtaining a detailed account of the informant’s world view and improved 

the robustness of the data and the quality of the findings (Kvale 2008, Ghauri, Grønhaug 2006).  

The typical interview started with a presentation of the researcher and the research project, which 

evolved into a description of the purpose of the interview being to obtain an understanding of the 

bankruptcy from the point of view of the informant. Following a presentation of the premises of the 

interview and clarification of potential questions from the informant the interview began. The opening 

line was: “I would like to understand the world from your point of view: Please, tell me about yourself 

– what is your story and how did you end up here?”. In this way, this initial question spurred 

informants to recall the time when they started in the banking industry, to tell how they came to be a 

member of the specific bank, and to describe the bank and how it was to work in the bank at that point 

in time. Following these scene setting questions, the informants were asked to think back at the time 

when it first occurred to them that something was wrong or that something was not as it was expected 

to be. Sometimes this question spurred a chronological story of the entire bankruptcy from very early 

signals to the current situation with only little need for probing questions like “what did that mean?”, 

“what happened next?”, “how did you think about that?”, “how did you feel about that?”, “what did 

you do then?”. Other times, more questions were needed to encourage the informants to keep on telling 
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their stories. In these situations, further questions were asked – such as “Do you remember any (other) 

specific incidents or events?”, “Do you remember any episodes or tasks that seemed difficult or 

challenging?”, “Did anything worry you?” and “Do you recall anything puzzling?”. The typical 

interview ended with current thoughts and reflections on the crisis and what it meant. Before the 

interviewing was closed, informants were asked if there were any final themes that they would like to 

bring up.  

Sensitivity 

Negative and strong emotions were associated with the bankruptcy and some of the informants found it 

difficult to talk about the issue. Therefore, being gentle, sensitive and respectful to the informants as 

well as their integrity was very important (Kvale 2008). Establishing a feeling of trust between the 

interviewer and the interviewee was pivotal to the set up and completion of the interviews. Trust was 

also important because various stakeholders had filed suit against the informants and therefore they 

were reluctant to talk and cautious about statements. In addition they still felt they had a duty of 

confidentiality that they did not want to violate or compromise. For all of those reasons, the subject was 

a tentative and emotional issue and trust was essential to arrange and conduct the interviews. In order to 

develop and maintain such trust, informants were assured complete confidentiality by guaranteeing no 

public mentioning of names – of persons or organizations. Furthermore, informants were told that each 

interview was voluntary and that they were welcome to stop a questioning or the entire interview at any 

point in time. Although none of the informants used this option, the opportunity added to the 

establishment of a trustful relationship. Finally, informants were given the opportunity to stop or pause 

the recorder at any time during the interview. Few of the informants used this option. When they did, 

notes were taken. The same technique was used in cases where the meeting was ended with small talk 

and additional information was given after the recorder was turned off. 

The interviews lasted between 1 and 2 hours.  

When possible, the interviews were conducted face to face in the bank or at the informants’ homes. 

However, due to the sensitivity of the subject as well as the limited resources, some of the interviews 

were conducted using appropriate oral communication technology – such as telephones, cell phones 

and computers. Although the face to face interview was preferable to the technological interview as the 

former included a possibility for participant observation, the data obtained from face to face interviews 

did not vary systematically from the data obtained from technological interviews (Cassell 2009). 

Language 

In order to make the interviewing as uncomplicated and easy as possible for the informants, they were 

conducted in the native language of the informants, who were all Danish. The quotes selected for 

analysis were translated into English by the researcher who conducted the interviews to ensure that the 

translator had access to explicit transcriptions as well as implicit information that was visible during the 

interview but invisible in the transcriptions - like tone of voice, mood, and body language. 

Coding 

All interviews were recorded (when allowed) and transcribed by the researcher who conducted the 

interviews. The transcriptions were coded and re-coded using NVivo – a software program designed 

for the purpose of handling qualitative data.  

In accordance with the aim of exploring the bankruptcy phenomenon as part of the organization’s 

dominant reality; how bankruptcy is construed in members collective work world – not their individual 
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work worlds, the coding was designed to elicit common constructions – to tease out a collective 

interpretative pattern of the bankruptcy shared across the organization’s members. This does not mean 

that there were no variations in members’ narratives: rather it means that variation was not the primary 

focus of this study.  

The collectively focused coding process had an inductive design: no predefined themes guided the 

coding process. During transcription every sentence or paragraph that seemed to present a theme was 

highlighted and assigned to that theme. Thereby themes and codes emerged out of the data as 

interviews were conducted and transcribed. Sentences and paragraphs were assigned to all the themes 

they represented and thereby sentences and paragraphs could have one or multiple codings.  

This preliminary coding was the starting point of the analytical process which we elaborate upon in the 

next section. 

ANALYSIS 

The following sections outline the processes and results of the analysis of the study which is divided 

into two steps: step I explores the story of the bankruptcy while step II explores the meaning of the 

bankruptcy. 

STEP I 

In the first step of the analysis we aim to understand the story of the bankruptcy: to understand what 

happened.  

In recreating the bankruptcy, members referred to five events that they mentioned in a sequence that 

created a story with a beginning and an end (Weick 1995). Following members’ narrations, we 

anchored our understanding of the bankruptcy around these five key events. We labeled them “key” 

according to the premise that events are significant if they are significant to the subjects undergoing 

(Van de Ven, Poole 2005) and narrating (2009, Czarniawska 1998, 1999, 2004, 2012) them: to the 

subjects’ sensemaking search for answers to the question, what's the story? (Weick 2009: 274).  

The five key events are shown in the left columns of table 1.  
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TABLE 1A. WORK WORLD DE-CONSTRUCTION 

IMMEDIATE EXPERIENCE 

EVENT NARRATIVE 
WORK WORLD PICTURE  

DE-CONSTRUCTION 

1 

the bank’s 

exposure is 

addressed in the 

media 

"The first story where the [bank] was mentioned came in an article series in a large 

nationwide paper where there was a sand castle that was about to sail away - a picture from 

the beach… I did not think further about it… I had stomach pains for a long time thinking 

about it – because… of course you could read some things – and as a rule there is no smoke 

without fire. It comes from somewhere.” 

New WWP is 

published 

Old WWP is 

questioned 

2 

the bank’s 

business client 

manager is fired 

“He had made some bad prioritizing in the real estate so the bank’s exposure was largely 

over 20 million DKK… The worst thing was that the idiot had paid out the purchase price 

before there was a deed. You don’t do that... I was afraid there were other cases. I go down 

to the bank in the weekend and look at some things… This case, I want it completely 

expounded… I ordered the business client manager to a meeting Tuesday and I said: what 

the hell is this? … I feel you are gambling with the job of 50 people – and their family and 

their children… I was REALLY SORRY about that. Then I said: are there other cases like 

this? … He didn’t think so. You THINK or you KNOW? He knew – there wasn’t. Then I 

said: it doesn’t matter – I want a lawyer to examine our business client department.” 

New WWP is 

supported  

Old WWP is 

fragmented 

3 

the bank’s 

director is 

dismissed 

”This is the announcement that entails that I actually cry. I fall, I break down and cry for 

the first time. It means that the drive that I have relied upon all the time falls apart… It is 

really tough… At this point my great illusion about the bank and my illusion about what my 

director represented, and our entire story of success falls apart. I can feel: now, it falls 

apart… Everything that I have believed in and had faith in and the future… My job… will 

vanish into thin air.”  

New WWP is 

accredited 

Old WWP is 

broken 

4 

the bank is 

declared 

bankrupt 

”I still had not thought that we would go bankrupt. I had not. So the day we were told, it 

came as a very big shock to me… And when they began to talk about that it was so bad that 

also the guaranteed capital and everything else were lost – it was a big BIG chock.” 

New WWP is 

confirmed 

Old WWP is 

fallacious  

5 

the bank is 

divided in two 

and one part is 

acquired 

”I still remember: we are sitting … [in a] large meeting room. And there we are – 48 men... 

around the table and this man … tells us that now they have reached a solution and that is 

as of tomorrow … Then he reads aloud from this piece of paper … the names and tells who 

is in … the green group and who is in the red group… Green and red is to symbolize that the 

green part is the healthy part and 14 go to the red group and that is red aloud just like that 

and we sit right next to each other… People were in shock. Several began to cry and 

everything and fortunately I was on the green side.” 

New WWP is 

executed 

Old WWP is 

abandoned 
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TABLE 1B. WORK WORLD RE-CONSTRUCTION 

SUBSEQUENT RESPONSE 

EVENT NARRATIVE 
WORK WORLD PICTURE 

RE-CONSTRUCTION 

1 

the bank’s 

exposure is 

addressed in the 

media 

"As we did not believe it and as our director also explained that 

everything was okay and under control... the art became to convince 

the customers that it all was just a hetz from the media against the 

bank.” 

New WWP is 

neglected 

Old WWP is 

defended 

2 

the bank’s 

business client 

manager is fired 

“Probably, he had acted a little too smart, our business client 

manager and our director probably had not had the feeling with what 

was going on and the insight. But on the other hand… some mistakes 

were made… that can happen everywhere – consciously and 

unconsciously.” 

New WWP is 

neglected 

Old WWP is 

defended 

3 

the bank’s 

director is 

dismissed 

“You were still thinking: ’Fine - [the director] he is gone… There will 

be a solution to this. There has to be a solution. We are not going to 

collapse completely.’ … We still hoped that we could continue as an 

independent bank in some way.” 

New WWP is 

neglected 

Old WWP is 

defended 

4 

the bank is 

declared 

bankrupt 

“For a long time, I chose not to listen to the radio or watch 

television… It was just agony. It was that un-reality: when it appeared 

right into your face in the evening – it just became so real. Even 

though you had been down here [in the bank] all day and been in the 

wildest reality – it was very different to see it on television (crying)... It 

was like standing outside observing it all. That was such a strange 

feeling.” 

New WWP is 

realized 

Old WWP is 

illusionized 

5 

the bank is 

divided in two 

and one part is 

acquired 

"Some of them did NOT want to go downstairs… ‘It was like… 

forbidden territory... It was like a flock of cattle that was crammed 

together… and did not belong… It was very strange. The house was 

completely divided into two... The rest of us also felt we were sneaking 

in on forbidden territory if we went in there – especially as time went 

by - we were further split up because it was totally different things we 

worked on.” 

New WWP is 

adopted 

Old WWP is 

sheded 
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Table 1 illustrates how events were narrated in two ways: table 1A summarizes members’ description 

of their immediate experience of the concrete event (labeled immediate experience) while table 1B 

summarizes members’ description of their subsequent response to the unfolding event (labeled 

subsequent response).  

From the stories told by the members and exemplified in table 1, we began to learn that members 

constructed a bankruptcy narrative that eventually transformed the picture of their entire work world - 

where the concept of a work-world or a world of work is one segment or sub-universe out of several 

that the lifeworld of modern people is divided into (Luckman 1978 in Czarniawska 2012: 39). “We live 

in a world of ‘multiple realities’, each of which is defined in terms of ‘finite provinces of meaning’. The 

social actor shifts between these provinces of meaning in the course of his everyday life” (Burrell, 

Morgan 1979: 246). In table 1’s summarizing cells WWP is used as the acronym for Work World 

Picture – a term that is used to describe the socially constructed picture of a work world.  

In the following sections, we elaborate on each of the events. 

First event  

(bank exposed in the media) 

First, members come to face an alternative picture of their traditional work world being drawn by a 

national newspaper as it ‘publishes’ an article that describes the bank’s conditions in a negative way. 

The publication of a work world picture that throws doubt upon members’ traditional projection of the 

situation (Goffman 1959) stimulates sensemaking activated by the question, “same or different?” 

(Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005). In turn, the traditional work world picture is questioned: 

“Had it [the publisher] been a [less serious] newspaper then fuck it… In a way, you can live with that 

– because you can say the seriousness is as it is… But when it is a [serious nationwide financial 

newspapers] … the writings are annoying.” 

Nonetheless, as the right column of table 1B shows, members “don’t believe” the challenging picture 

but rely on their superior’s definition of the situation (Smircich, Morgan 1982). In this way, they 

become capable of protecting their own projection of the situation (Goffman 1959) – ‘neglecting’ the 

new work world picture and ‘defending’ the old work world picture: 

”Every time [we asked] we were told that … it was fine... And I firmly believed what I was told…I have 

never had any reason not to believe... So when customers asked, I said – like I believe many others did 

– ‘There is nothing to worry about.’ They could take it easy – nothing was going to happen. The bank 

would also be here in 10 years, 15 years.” 

Second event  

(business client manager fired) 

As the business client manager is dismissed, the new work world picture is ‘supported’ and, once 

again, members’ traditional projection of the situation is contradicted (Goffman 1959). This event 

means that the old work world picture gets ‘fragmented’ and divided into separate parts. The part of the 

picture in which the bank has a god and appreciated business client manager is no longer valid: 

”There were some things that one questioned… and of course one examined it further and after some 

time … some additional issues appeared that meant that one dismissed him… Of course, there must be 

important grounds for dismissing a member of the staff… One probably did not think that one had 

enough grounds to do it in the first place… This means that internally in the house one begins to put 
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question marks to many different things – because: what were the grounds [for them firing him] and 

now what?” 

Yet, as can be seen from the right column of table 1B, members’ narration of the event isolates the 

origins (Plowman, Beck 2009) of the problem to one person and indirectly conclude that everything 

else is the “same” (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005). This narration enables them to ‘neglect’ the 

importance of the event, to ‘defend’ the remaining parts of the old work world picture and restore their 

framework (Goffman 1974): 

“I thought that’s it: he is gone and we start afresh.” 

Third event  

(director dismissed)  

When the director of the bank is dismissed, the new work world picture is once again validated and 

assigned ‘credit’. Members’ traditional projection of the situation is discredited (Goffman 1959). This 

event means that the old work world picture ‘breaks’: the part of the picture in which the bank has a 

“god” director is no longer valid: 

”I met at work on a Monday morning. I remember it very clearly: the director’s car was not there – 

and the board of director’s car was. ‘Shit!’ I thought to myself. I came in and everybody was gathered 

upstairs. I was informed that the director was dismissed. And I thought: ‘’Then it is over.’ Because 

then the existence… we would not survive as an independent financial institution.” 

Yet, as can be seen from the right column of table 1B, members continue working to downplay and 

‘neglect’ the new work world picture – although the work becomes harder as the challenging picture 

emerges with increasing persistence. Members rely on the successful history of the bank to ‘defend’ 

and ‘protect’ (Goffman 1959) the pieces that are left of the old work world picture:  

“We were talking about… ‘How do we get through this? What does it mean?’… Still, we had a lot of 

hope – because we thought: they [potential acquirers] would QUEUE to acquire this bank. Yes – we 

were completely sure about that… ‘They [potential acquirers] must be QUEUEING to have us.’ We 

were sure about that! We were sure that it would be a FIGHT to get the bank” 

Fourth event  

(bankruptcy declared) 

The bankruptcy declaration of the bank is the final ‘confirmation’ of the validity of the new work world 

picture. It is an event that cannot be managed within members’ traditional cosmology (Goffman 1974) 

but severely disrupts it and creates a cosmology episode (Weick 1993). The old work world picture 

becomes ‘fallacious’ and it no longer makes sense to defend it: 

”This is the… phase where it kind of collapses where you say: shut up! This is where it goes 

COMPLETELY wrong.” 

Members describe how the old work world is ‘illusionized’ as the validity of the new work world is 

‘realized’: what was real to them for so long begins to look like an illusion and what was conceived 

unreal becomes real. In this period, members find themselves in a kind of opposite déjà vu (Weick 

1993) on ambiguous grounds in no man's land where everything feels unreal, confusion is high, hope 

alternates with despair and members experience a sense of meaninglessness (Bridges 1986). Both the 

sense of what is occurring and the means to rebuild that sense collapse together (Weick 1993). 
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Members find themselves in an ambiguous situation between an old reality and a new reality (Bridges 

1986) somewhere between two work worlds: 

“It was very surrealistic – because one kept thinking: no – it cannot be true. It is just a dream. But it 

WAS not a dream.” 

Fifth event  

(part of the bank acquired) 

Finally, when the bank is divided into two and one part is acquired, the new work world picture is acted 

upon and ‘executed’. The enactment (1995, Weick 1988, Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010) is experienced as 

an ‘abandonment’ of the old work world including its inhabitants: 

”That is what I remember most… While we sit and drink our morning cup of coffee, they pull out an 

envelope with these names… That was terrible! There we were: winners and losers.” 

Following this event is a period where former colleagues become more and more divided into acquired 

winners and abandoned losers (Isabella 1990). Although they work in the same house under the same 

roof, members move into two very “different worlds”. When the losers move out of the house, the 

winners can shed the old work world and begin to ‘adapt’ whole heartedly to the new organization: 

“Of course, we were a little sad in a way when they moved and we should not see them every day 

because they were good colleagues, but it was SUCH a relief! … The sky became a little bit clearer... 

We could begin to be immersed in and talk about all the new and exciting things.” 

Summarizing: Step I 

Summarizing from above, members experienced a de-construction of the taken for granted assumptions 

about their work world and responded by re-constructing them - either by defending old assumptions or 

realizing and adapting new assumptions. We labeled these findings ‘work world de-construction’ and 

‘work world re-construction’.  

Empirical evidence on how members of a bankrupted bank narrate bankruptcy as a work world de-

construction and a work world re-construction is novel and adds to our understanding of bankruptcy. In 

general, the first step of the analysis contributes by offering empirical knowledge that can bring 

together the two separate literatures on first step theories to organizational death; from a permanent 

entity to a defunct entity (Sutton 1987), and second step theories to organizational life: from a defunct 

entity to a living organization (Walsh, Bartunek 2012, Walsh, Glynn 2008). In this way, the analysis 

contributes to a broader and more inclusive understanding of organizational death. 

In the next section, the meanings of each of the bankruptcy events are analyzed in more detail. 

 STEP II  

In the second step of the analysis we explore in greater detail the meanings surrounding each of the 

bankruptcy events.  

In table 2, members’ interpretive narratives of each event are summarized. 
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TABLE 2A. CHALLENGE: TRANSFORMATION & LOSS 

IMMIDIATE EXPERIENCE 

EVENT NARRATIVE 
 

TRANSFORMATION LOSS 

1 

the bank’s 

exposure is 

addressed in the 

media 

"It was like leaving a ’sleeping beauty’ dream … and arrive at a bicycle path with the 

wind in one’s face and the rain beating against your face. But we still moved forward – 

but it was suddenly a totally different working day than you were used to.” 

C
H

A
L

L
E

N
G

E
 

from popular bank 

to unpopular bank 

loss of  

legitimacy 

2 

the bank’s 

business client 

manager is fired 

“He was always so damn smart… It was HELL to have him walking around in the 

house… because I did not trust what he was doing! The [trust] was completely gone! 

… A police report on him was submitted and he was reported to the criminal police for 

financial fraudulence.” 

from company man 

to suspected criminal 

loss of  

role model 

3 

the bank’s 

director is 

dismissed 

“It was as…if you had a father and was told that he had died in a car accident… It was 

completely like losing a dear family member. - the combination of the loss of my 

director and maybe also my employer. The director was not as a father to me but… it 

was the combination of those things… it was a man who I had had so much trust in… I 

really felt he had fought for this.” 

from revered director 

to condemned director 

loss of  

leader 

4 
the bank is 

declared bankrupt 

”Some are shaken to their core foundation… What they believed was good and stable 

and secure… it shows that it was not… The security that you thought you had, suddenly 

it is gone… What will happen now? … We did not know either, what … and where we 

would end up… What is the [bank] going to be? Where, what, how many employees 

can expect to get employment and all that insecurity. We knew nothing.” 

from troubled organization 

to dead organization 

loss of  

workplace 

5 

the bank is 

divided in two 

and one part is 

acquired 

“They could walk out of the room and they were no longer colleagues… But that was 

terrible! People cried around you. But again it is like a movie … Indeed, that is… one 

of the things that REALLY really hurts.” 

from inside friends 

to outside strangers 

loss of  

colleagues 
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TABLE 2B. TENSION: CONFLICT 

 TENSION 

EVENT NARRATIVE CONFLICT 

1 

the bank’s 

exposure is 

addressed in 

the media 

"It was terrible. Of course, you were unsure. It was this bad bad feeling in your stomach and then again where the director could just 

tell us that it was god enough... We probably all sat with the same feeling: What is this? But he says it is god enough. Then we have to 

trust it. Of course, you are loyal… of course, one needed to believe even though one has a strange stomach feeling.”  

T
E

N
S

IO
N

 

believe 

 VS  

doubt 

2 

the bank’s 

business client 

manager is 

fired 

“You just did not get it: But hallo?! Then he needs to go a man like that… It was VERY weird. It was VERY strange. If it was me that 

was degraded, of course I would take my clothes and leave… But maybe he couldn’t. It could be that there was something he should 

do… I don’t know.  But you had so many thoughts. You had SO many thoughts about that. It was STRANGE... Maybe there is 

something one needs to clean up. I don’t know. I don’t know what his business was... We know nothing. But you think many thoughts... 

We talked a lot about: … What is it? We were REALLY really really frustrated - all of us… One day one person thought: It is going to 

be okay and another person… was worried… We were very very very very very worried - all of us. The WHOLE house was worried – 

REALLY worried.”   

confident 

VS 

worry 

3 

the bank’s 

director is 

dismissed 

 “It is completely surrealistic because one thing is that of course one … doesn’t know where one self is going to end up in this and 

what is going on. But something else is of course all the reactions from the customers… You are barraged with phone calls and… 

really under pressure. The [customers] are very angry and frustrated... We couldn’t say more than we knew, of course we didn’t know 

where it would end up… Suddenly, your neighbor is standing there, then it is your friends, then it is your family who has lost money… 

It is like sneaking along the walls… Some didn’t want to do local shopping because they simply couldn’t. They were under too much 

pressure every time no matter where they were… One thing was peculiar… In this period, there was never a sick person. That was 

striking … It was something mysterious… While one was standing in the dirt, one met at work almost no matter if one could walk or 

stand (laughing)… There was some kind of primordial force that caused people to show up almost no matter what.” 

escape  

VS 

 commit 

4 

the bank is 

declared 

bankrupt 

“The insecurity arises... and the questions arise: ‘How could it happen without us knowing about it?’ … and the small self-

recrimination… I would not say that I think I could have changed anything – but maybe I could have seen some things while it was 

still time and we could have done something – I do not know what you should have done but you can always think that you should 

have done something.”  

innocent  

VS 

 guilty 

5 

the bank is 

divided in two 

and one part is 

acquired 

”You were happy but it was not a useable happiness (crying) because those who would not come along were so unhappy. We were in 

the same house for such a long time. We saw how sad they were… If there was something that we were really happy about we could 

not make ourselves say it. So we were restrained in that duvet longer than necessary. Yes – because that was fucking tough. (crying) 

They were a part of us – and suddenly they were not. And they did not get it either… That was bloody hard… We could not allow 

ourselves to be happy... while they were here. I do not think anybody were… You just could not - when they were so unhappy. And we 

were too - on their behalf… When they were present, you simply automatically became very sad… In the beginning we thought that it 

was a delight that they were allowed to stay here. But we realized that it was bloody hard for them and for us. No – we were 

restrained in it… There were many things that we wanted to do. There were so many interesting things to sort out. But we were 

restrained in it because we could not allow ourselves to do it. We simply did not have the heart to do it.”  

adapt  

VS  

resist 
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TABLE 2C. SOLUTION: COMPREHENSION & JUSTIFICATION 

SUBSEQUENT RESPONSE 

EVENT NARRATIVE   COMPREHENSION JUSTIFICATION 

1 

the bank’s 

exposure is 

addressed 

in the 

media 

 ”Although you thought that things began to look a little mysterious… and I think everybody 

questioned that… you were told: ‘you should not question the decisions of the director and the 

board’… What you are told and the numbers you are presented – when it is your superior then 

you assume that [it is correct]. There is almost no other possibility than believing – you need to 

believe – that it is okay. It says state-authorized accountant on the back. But it has to be. And 

the governmental authority supervision has approved the things to a high extend. Then you have 

to believe that it’s okay… You need to, but you almost NEED to believe that it’s right.” 

S
O

L
U

T
IO

N
 

receiving sense from top 

giving sense down 

we had some doubts 

but  

we had to do our job 

2 

the bank’s 

business 

client 

manager is 

fired 

 ”I found out there was a forced sale on a real estate. The business client manager had not 

showed me… I said: what the hell is this? … I walked right up to the manager and said: I want 

to see this case. But he did not have it here. Find it! I said: I want to see it – now!…  It was 

HELL to have him around in the house. But he had no authority… He couldn’t grant loans and 

things like that – as I didn’t trust what he was doing!”  

receiving sense from top 

giving sense down 

we found a mistake 

but  

we remedied it 

3 

the bank’s 

director is 

dismissed 

“We couldn’t see where it would end… New challenges were present at once… Nobody had 

expected that our director would be dismissed… One is in shock… We had regular information 

meetings… no matter if we had something to say or not. Usually we hadn’t… One craves 

information… we chose to stand for 10 minutes and have a morning gathering: how is it going, 

and what has happened and what is worked on if one could tell… There was an incredible sense 

of community… [from all hierarchical levels] because nobody knew where we would end up in 

this – but no matter what we are in it together.”  

making sense 

giving sense down 

we failed professionally 

but 

we succeeded humanly 

4 

the bank is 

declared 

bankrupt 

 “I told them [subordinates] they shouldn’t begin arguing and discussing with customers. It 

brings nothing. We need to explain, nice and easy,  what we know and the situation as it is – not 

in any way draw it positively but say what we are working on and that’s it. And of course there 

was deep frustration among some customers… It is understandable when some lose several 

hundred thousand… All kinds of different reactions came: some customers yell and scream and 

some customers shed a tear.”  

making sense 

giving sense down 

we did something wrong 

but  

we did not do it on purpose 

5 

the bank is 

divided in 

two and 

one part is 

acquired 

 ”As such it has nothing to do with the individual employee, but the job function…. You [the 

acquiring bank] had a complete administrative system… We [the bankrupted bank] had that as 

well... and there was no need for that – so that was the typical form of job function that you [the 

acquiring bank] did not wish to take over… When you received an explanation of the meaning... 

I could see the logic as such from [the perspective of] the acquiring bank. Everybody that had 

very customer related job functions, had customer portfolios: of course you don’t get rid of 

them – because those are the ones you need to build upon.” 

receiving sense from top 

making sense 

giving sense down 

we averted the cruel act 

but  

we understood the reason 
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Focusing on members’ ‘immediate experience’, we found that not only did the bankruptcy story imply 

a transformation (Weick 1995, Bridges 1986, Czarniawska 1999) each of the bankruptcy events 

implied a transformation. Moreover, we found that not only did the bankruptcy represent a loss (Hazen 

2009, Walsh, Bartunek 2012) each of the bankruptcy events represented a loss. Taken together, each 

event composed some sort of challenge. In order to move on, members needed to go through the 

transformations and accept the losses. In table 2A, these findings are labeled ‘transformation’ and 

‘loss’ and categorized as ‘challenges’.  

Focusing on members’ ‘subsequent responses’, we found that the unfolding events demanded some 

kind of solution and to solve the inherent challenge members tried to comprehend the situation and 

justify their way of handling it (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 1997, Weick 2009). In table 2C these 

findings are labeled ‘comprehension’ and ‘justification’ and categorized as ‘solutions’.  

When coding members’ narratives of the bankruptcy events we also found a set of tensions and 

conflicts (Lüscher, Lewis 2008) making the transitions from ‘immediate experience’ to ‘subsequent 

response’ ambiguous and difficult. We labeled these findings ‘conflict’ and categorized them as 

‘tensions’. Conceptually we placed them in between the ‘immediate experience’ and the ‘subsequent 

response’ in table 2B. 

In the following sections, we elaborate on each of the events. 

First event  

(bank exposed in the media) 

As Table 2A shows, the addressing of the bank’s exposure in the media implied an identity 

transformation (Christianson et al. 2009) as members’ perception of the bank went from ‘popular’ to 

‘unpopular’. The bank was a mainstay of the town and its surrounding area and members of the bank 

were favored inhabitants of the local community. The first event puts an end to the positive image of 

the bank and its members. The event and the implied transformation meant that members lost the 

credibility associated with the bank. In one way, the event represents a loss of worth, status and 

‘legitimacy’ – perceived desirability, properness, or appropriateness (Suchman 1995) including the 

associated pride: 

"Suddenly, it was not as interesting to tell the surroundings that you were an employee in the bank: 

‘Oh – it is you with the press coverage in the newspaper.’ The [previous pride] disappeared a little 

bit."  

Members’ narratives were full of tensions regarding the publication of the new work world picture and 

the question mark it put to the old work world. As table 2B illustrates members narrated tensions 

between their response possibilities: should they ‘believe’ in spite of their ‘doubts’: 

“I couldn’t understand how, I SIMPLY couldn’t understand how… It puzzled me…. We [colleagues] 

shared this feeling: such a weird stomach feeling – that something was not how it was supposed to be. 

But all the time, we were told that things were as they should be… all the time!” 

In order to solve this tension, members sought answers in the hierarchical layer above: as table 2C 

illustrates, managers turned to the director and employees turned to the managers. Likewise, the table 

shows how explanations, directions and sense were given (Smircich, Morgan 1982, Ravasi, Schultz 

2006, Maitlis, Lawrence 2007, Vaara, Monin 2010) ‘from’ the top of the organization and escalated 

down the hierarchy as it was passed ‘on’ from the director to managers, from managers to employees 

and eventually from employees to customers. Explanations and directions gave sense to the 
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organizational members and the comprehending process enabled them to resolve the tension. Table 2C 

illustrates how they justified (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 1997, Weick 2009) and explained how, ‘in 

spite of their doubt’, they needed to ‘believe in order to do their job’. 

“Quite slowly we [in management] began asking some questions to our chief officer and director and 

we received the same answers – such as: ‘They are damn good. It is completely secure. There is no 

risk, and we have a lot of value in the real estate…’ We [in management] simply passed that 

information on. When somebody asked, you must reply: ‘It is good enough. There is nothing to come 

for…‘ You worked to try to explain and handle... those [stakeholders] that were in doubt of 

something.” 

Second event  

(business client manager fired) 

As Table 2A shows, the dismissal of the business client manager implied a transformation of the 

members’ perception of the manager who went from a smart ‘company man’ generating significant 

amounts of money to a thick and ‘suspected criminal’ whose business was reported to the police. The 

event and the implied transformation meant that members lost a ‘role model’: 

”I was really surprised… Actually, I think most of us was surprised, or all of us. It was the man we 

thought was the company’s man – who had acted a little too smart… The man who always had 

everything under control, knew all the paragraphs and EVERYTHING. The one you somehow looked 

up to – professionally.” 

As table 2B illustrates members’ narrated tensions between their response possibilities: should they be 

optimistic and ‘confident’ or should they ‘worry’. These tensions are reflected in the questions inherent 

in members’ narrations: “Was something seriously wrong” or was the dismissal just a symbolic 

“scapegoating”. Table 2B illustrates how members worked to resolve the ambiguity and figure out 

what the event meant:   

”The business client manager, I simply don’t think he could figure it out… or else he had… We also 

speculate: is it for personal gain some of this? It is so weird and we don’t really know anything.” 

To comprehend the situation members received sense ‘from’ the director at the top of the organization. 

Table 2C shows how he constructed a narrative that accounted for the event (Plowman, Beck 2009) by 

explaining that a ‘mistake was found’ but action was taken to ‘remedy it’. As this narrative was passed 

‘on‘ down the hierarchy it served to justify the responsive action (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 1997, 

Weick 2009). 

“The [trust] was completely gone! But I could say: you cannot lend out money… It gave a peaceful 

mind… When I sent the business client manager packing, I called the employees together and said… I 

am sorry I have been absent for the past 14 days but I have actually had some things in my work 

program that I hadn’t dreamed of. So on and so forth… They had also missed me. They emphasized 

what I said and I thought when I said something it was obeyed.” 

Third event  

(director dismissed) 

The dismissal of the director implied a transformation of members’ perception of him which moved 

from ‘revered’ to ‘condemned’. As the director who used to be an admired leader was questioned, the 

future of the bank was in jeopardy. The event and its implied transformation meant that members lost 
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their powerful and influential leader: a leader who played a significant role in the organizational 

sensemaking and in directing the company and its members (Smircich, Morgan 1982, Weick, Sutcliffe 

& Obstfeld 2005, Maitlis, Lawrence 2007) especially during the recent period of increasing trouble. As 

table 2A shows, the event represents a loss of an important ‘leader’: 

”This great, nice and kind [man] he was a strong presence… He was king of the city… Almost from 

one day to the next… it happened fast: from being the defender and the one who always walked in front 

and all the time being the one who was loyal to the bank and the employees and all the time said: You 

just take it easy – it is under control - suddenly, he was just gone.” 

This event leaves members in an ambiguous situation: “Now what?” they ask. The previous source and 

supplier of sense is gone leaving members in an insecure situation. At the same time, they face an 

overwhelming demand for explanations resulting in an intensified work pressure. Members faced 

demands for answers – not only at work (from managers, employees, and customers) but also outside 

work (from friends, family, and community). Members do not have the answer and their prior source of 

answers; the director, is no longer a resource that they can turn to for sense. Members describe how 

their inability to comply with the demands for sense is unsatisfying and how they seek to circumvent 

the unpleasant situation by withdrawing (Sutton, Callahan 1987) and ‘escaping’ from local activity in 

the community. Yet, in spite of the negative and intensifying work pressure, members’ work 

‘commitment’ increase - reflecting the force of the close down effect pointing to performance increases 

before and after death announcements (Sutton 1987, Bergman, Wigblad 1999, Wigblad, Hanson 2006). 

Thus, as summarized in table 2B members narrated tensions between their willingness to come to 

work, to “stay after opening hours” and “sleep all night in the bank” and their unsatisfying 

performance and wish to escape from blaming accusers: 

”In this period, it was everything from customers who wanted to beat us, to customers who sat and 

cried at my desk… It was a terrible period… You felt best when you were at work. It was strange and 

we talked about it: … it was best to be at work… I received so much scolding that I have never received 

before.” 

This event destroys the established exchange of sense mechanisms – from the director at the top of the 

bank to managers and employees at the hierarchical bottom. When the primary source of sense; the 

director, is gone, the chain is broken and there is no longer a supply of meaning from the top. 

Therefore, members gather and try to ‘make’ sense of the situation by sharing information among them 

which facilitates a comprehension that they pass ‘on‘. Table 2C illustrates how members come to 

construct and pass on this comprehending narrative (Plowman, Beck 2009) admitting their 

‘professional failure’ but justifying themselves (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 1997, Weick 2009) and their 

worth by giving them credit for ‘succeeding humanly’: as the director was dismissed, members came to 

realize that their assumptions about the solidity and robustness of the bank were wrong but despite this 

professional failure, they succeed in finding meaning by staying in the bank and supporting customers 

and colleagues: 

”But as a human being you are prepared so you know you just need to continue… You need to because 

all the customers are coming. [You are responsible to the customers and you need to keep that – 

although everything else falls apart] and therefore I say: ‘Thank God we had each other down here [in 

the bank] because that [collegial support] was what you could lean against when we closed because 

during opening hours, you needed to pull yourself together and be there for the customers.” 

Fourth event  
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(bankruptcy declared) 

As table 2A illustrates, the bankruptcy declaration implied a challenging transformation of members’ 

perception of their employer: the bank was a ‘troubled’ but enduring organization but become a ‘dead’ 

and defunct organization. “Ultimately, the events provoke a reconsideration of organizational identity 

as the organization learns who it is [not] when it sees what it can [not] do” (Christianson et al. 2009). 

Compared to Christianson and colleagues’ case, this identity transformation is a negative one. The 

event manifests an extensive loss (Walsh, Glynn 2008, Shepherd 2009) as members narrate a fading of 

the pieces that were left of the ‘workplace’ they once had. They describe how they suffer an extreme 

loss (Walsh, Glynn 2008) of their known everyday life and entire work world: 

“To some, their worlds have crackled – in relation to what has happened here… It suddenly looks 

completely different – the work day and the safety net you believed you had. Suddenly, it is completely 

gone.” 

After the bankruptcy announcement, members narrate how they need to define themselves in the 

“collapse”. Accordingly, their narratives are rife with tensions associated with their own role in the 

bankruptcy: am I ‘guilty’ or am I ‘innocent’. Table 2B illustrates how members seek to identify victims 

and villains by distinguishing right from wrong, and allocating responsibility to be able to blame and 

credit (Gabriel 2000) self and others (Gerstrøm 2013b, Gerstrøm 2013c). Their narrative accounts 

reflecting their underlying identity constructions (Czarniawska 2012) show members’ contradicting 

identity struggles. On the one hand they feel guilty, but on the other hand they believe they are 

innocent: 

”You just followed the instructions you were given and the business conduct and so on. So you did not 

feel you had done something wrong and actually you had not. But as things unfolded you can say that 

things were wrong as they were.” 

In order to respond to the challenges posed by the bankruptcy declaration, members worked hard to 

comprehend and make sense of the situation (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, Weick 1988, Maitlis, 

Sonenshein 2010). The previous supply chain of sense coming from the director at the top of the 

organization was still absent and although a temporary board of managers was constituted and a 

transitory manager from the governmental liquidation company was inaugurated, the supply of 

believable sense from the top was limited and comprehension was primarily based on members’ own 

sense ‘making’ which they passed ‘on’ down the organizational hierarchy. Table 2C shows how they 

created a narrative that accounted for the origins (Plowman, Beck 2009) of the bankruptcy and 

justified their own role in it. Their narrative includes accounts that justify their actions (Weick 1995, 

Czarniawska 1997, Weick 2009) and resolve the tension between feeling guilty and not feeling guilty: 

they admit that they ‘did something wrong’ but add that ‘they didn’t do it on purpose’:  

What do I do? You probably have to say and decide for yourself: what have you been responsible for 

and what was actually thrust upon you from outside? And then say: but no matter if you lose 

customers, it’s not something you did on purpose. On the other hand, in the cases where you have done 

it consciously – then say: but... you haven’t done anything on purpose… and with the knowledge we 

had. All the time think back: have you done something despite knowledge to the contrary? And I cannot 

think of anything… So I actually feel that I have a clear conscience.” 

Fifth event  

(part of the bank acquired) 
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Finally, the division of the bank and the subsequent acquisition of the healthy part of it implied a 

transformation of members’ perception of their colleagues: they were ‘friends’ who were inside allies 

but became ‘strangers’ who “no longer belonged”. Table 2A illustrates how members narrate the 

event as a loss of their dear ‘colleagues’ who played a key role in supporting and comforting them – 

especially during a period of increasing trouble. In this way, the event represents the challenging loss of 

colleagues and friends: 

”Sorrow, horror,… shock.. It was a bomb – it REALLY was. We could just as well have been slapped in 

our faces. Yes – that was [the feeling]… You are simply cut off from others - and: 'What about their job 

now?' - and: 'What about their future?' Nice and kind colleagues. They had been a part of all this and 

then it was just out! … I felt sorrow that such lovely colleagues were just kicked out. That was how it 

felt. You cannot just throw people out… like that… It was bloody hard. They were (crying) a part of us. 

And suddenly they should not be anymore.” 

As this narrative implies, significant tension and conflict were associated with this event. Members had 

difficulties handling the division of the bankrupted bank and the fact that the new work world was 

offered only to one group and not to another: should members sympathize with old colleagues and 

‘resist’ adaption or appreciate the opportunity for re-constructing their work world and ‘adapt’ to the 

new organization. This conflict reflects a typical challenge of “letting go” of the relationships 

characterizing the past: “No one can begin a new role or have a new purpose if that person has not let 

go of the old role or purpose first. Whether people are moved or promoted, outplaced or reassigned, 

they have to let go of who they were and where they have been if they are to make a successful 

transition” (Bridges 1986: 25). By showing how members’ difficulties are most severe in the last event 

of the bankruptcy narrative, the study points to the significance of personal relationships and support 

critics of linear stage and phase models like Bridges’ transitional model in which these difficulties 

dominate in the first phase. Table 2B illustrates the severe tensions associated with the last event: 

”It was difficult… If there were things we were happy about or if we finally thought that now things 

began to move forward, then you were actually sorry to be happy about it – because they were still in a 

bad situation. So it was also a very ambivalent period... I actually think it was really nice when they 

moved… Finally, we could begin to look forward – without feeling guilty if you were happy about 

something that the acquiring bank did for us or if we had obtained something.” 

In order to respond to the challenging event, members sought to comprehend it: they searched for 

explanations at the new hierarchical top – among the acquirers who were responsible for the dividing, 

the liquidation chief officer who communicated the dividing, and the constituted managers who were 

involved in the dividing. Members received answers to their questions ‘from’ the top and based on 

these they ‘made’ sense which they passed ‘on’ down the organizational hierarchy. Table 2C shows 

how members relied on this sense to create a narrative (Plowman, Beck 2009) enabling them to justify 

and account for their response to the challenging transformation and loss (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 

1997, Weick 2009). Moreover, the justifying narrative enabled them to resolve the tension between 

adaptation and resistance as they described how they ‘disliked the cruel and inhuman act’ but added 

that cognitively ‘they understood’ the reason: 

“Of course, you thought: ‘why them?’ I think we all did. That was the first thing you began to analyze. 

Because it came to take up a lot of attention - those colleagues sitting in there and being strangers in 

the house: ‘why them?’  But quite fast we were able to say: it is the middle managers in general. Of 

course, we could understand that now we became part of a larger organization. Then, they [the 
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acquirers] do not need them… But brain and feelings do not always work together when things like this 

happen.” 

Summarizing: Step II 

Summarizing from above, we found that members narrated the bankruptcy as a set of unfolding events 

‘experienced’ as a ‘challenging’ ‘transformation’ and ‘loss’ that they needed to accept and go through 

in order to move on. They also narrated a ‘tension’ between the ‘conflicting’ response options to the 

challenge. In order to ‘respond’ to the challenge they tried to ‘comprehend’ the situation and restore the 

lost sense. They relied upon this comprehension to construct a narrative that legitimized and ‘justified’ 

their subsequent ‘solution’.  

Empirical evidence on how members of a bankrupted bank narrate bankruptcy as a set of challenges 

that members need to solve is novel and adds to our understanding of bankruptcy. In general, the 

second step of the analysis contributes by offering empirical knowledge that serves to propose a 

nuancing of theories that treat organizational death and bankruptcy as a linear transition (Sutton 1987, 

Bridges 1986). In this study, members narrate not just one but several transitions. Moreover, members’ 

difficulties in the last event of the bankruptcy narrative resemble difficulties in the first phase of a 

classical linear transition model (Bridges 1986). By providing empirical evidence of the concrete 

transformations, losses, conflicts, comprehensions and justifications that are inherent in members’ 

bankruptcy narrative, the study adds to a more nuanced understanding of organizational death. 

In the next section, the rich and thick descriptions analyzed above are conceptualized to build a more 

general theory of bankruptcy narration. 

FINDINGS 

In this section, we integrate the two analytical steps of the study into a model that summarizes all the 

labels and categories.  

This model is illustrated in figure 1. 
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FIGURE 1. WORK WORLD CHANGE  

BANKRUPTCY NARRATED AS A SERIES OF EVENTS CHANGING A WORK WORLD 
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As figure 1 illustrates, we learned that members construe bankruptcy as a series of events changing 

their work world. Each event is narrated in two ways: as an immediate experience and as a subsequent 

response. The immediate experience is of a work world de-construction and the subsequent response is 

a work world re-construction. The de-constructions are experienced as transformations and losses. The 

re-constructions are enabled by responses based on comprehensions and justifications. In between the 

challenging transformations and losses and the solutionary comprehensions and justifications, members 

face a set of tensions. These tensions possess a challenge and at the same time they contain the solution 

to their inherent conflict.  

Please note the n numbers of the labels and categories as well as the dotted circle form of the arrow 

pointing from the old reality to the new reality: symbols that point to the multiplicity of events and the 

iteration of the movements inherent in the process. 

This conceptualization of bankruptcy as a series of unfolding events does not stop after the initial 

transition from a permanent organization to a defunct organization (Sutton 1987). Rather it continues to 

incorporate the following transition from a defunct entity to a living organization (Walsh, Glynn 2008). 

Moreover, the study proposes a nuancing of traditional theories of bankruptcy as a linear 

transformation (Sutton 1987, Bridges 1986) by illustrating how members can struggle with challenges 

of first phases in the end of a bankruptcy. Rather than conceptualizing bankruptcy as a linear 

transformation from living to dead or from dead to living, this study proposes a conceptualization of 

bankruptcy as a series of events that each entail a transformation that the members who undergo the 

bankruptcy may circle back and forth between in their attempt to move on.  

This conceptualization of bankruptcy provides an empirical answer to contemporary calls for research 

that departs from traditional stage and phase models relying on assumptions of linearity: that you have 

to let go of the past in order to move forward (Bell, Scott, 2001).  

Moreover, the conceptualization corresponds to the interpretive view on organizational life (Burrell, 

Morgan 1979) and death. According to this view, whether organizations are living or dead, they simply 

do not exist. Instead, organizations and organizational reality is created by the organizational 

inhabitants (Berger, Luckman, 1968): the organizational world is constructed by the actors involved in 

it (Burrell, Morgan 1979: 263). The findings support such conceptualizations and add by showing how 

involved inhabitants construct and create not only organizational life but also organizational death. The 

findings support theorizations of how a dominant definition of reality can be invaded by counter-

realities - contradictory definitions of reality – that oppose the dominant definition (Emerson 1970 in 

Burrell, Morgan 1979: 271-272) and add by explicating how organizational members can make sense 

of consequential ‘reality-confusion’ trough narration. The study shows, how members work to resist 

the emergence and realization of the counter reality by neglecting the validity of its cues (Weick 1995 

2005, 2009) and defending prior definitions (Goffman 1959, 1974). Despite their great effort, the 

counter reality continues to emerge and dominate: eventually members ‘capitulate’ and engage in a 

new ‘struggle’ which is more adaptive in nature.  

In the next section, we elaborate on the contributions of the study as we implement its findings into 

extant literature.   

DISCUSSION  

In the following discussion we clarify the contributions and implications of the study, address its 

limitations and lay out avenues for further research.  
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CONTRIBUTIONS  

In the following, we relate and implement into extant literature the main findings of the study to 

embark on its contributions.  

Overall, this paper contributes by providing an understanding and conceptualization of how 

organizational members narrate bankruptcy as a collapse and rise of their work world.  

The paper adds to the extremely important but neglected area of organizational death (Wigblad, Lewer 

2007, Sutton 1987, Shepherd 2009, Hamilton 2006).  

First of all, by eliciting how members’ narrations of bankruptcy do not stop with organizational death 

(Sutton 1987) but continue to include organizational afterlife (Walsh, Bartunek 2009), the paper 

addresses the premise that members do not die with the organization but live on and make transitions 

into new work worlds. By including transitions to new life in the conceptualization of bankruptcy 

because it proves important to the members undergoing it, the study contributes with empirical 

knowledge that can serve as a grounding for bridging the separate literatures on first step theories to 

organizational death; from a permanent entity to a defunct entity (Sutton 1987), and second step 

theories to organizational life; from a defunct entity to a living organization (Walsh, Bartunek 2012, 

Walsh, Glynn 2008).  

Considering, in more detail, traditional theory on organizational death it is noteworthy that Sutton’s 

(1987) process model of organizational death is somehow resembled in table 1 in the first part of the 

analysis. In Sutton’s initial phase, members construe the organization as a permanent entity, in his 

second phase members construe the organization as a temporary entity and in the third and final phase, 

former members construe the organization as a defunct entity. The similarity is the transformation of 

the organizational work world from permanent and narrated as “it used to be” to defunct, falsified and 

abandoned. The main difference lies in the phases between the two poles: As opposed to Sutton’s 

model that has one intermediary phase that changes the picture, table 1 has two events supporting and 

assigning more credit to the new and emergent picture while fragmenting and breaking the old work 

world picture. These events are only two out of several events that members mention when they recall 

the bankruptcy. In between them are also events that assign renewed faith and proof in the old work 

world picture and doubt in the new. Among such cues are positive reports from the governmental 

supervisory authorities as well as financial statements from the bank’s accountants and board. The 

indefinite number of events in between the living and dead perceptions of the organization as well as 

the iterative movements towards dead and living perceptions are also illustrated in the n number and 

dotted circle arrow of figure 1. Moreover, because this case is not an unambiguous death announced in 

advance, a temporary phase is never reached: members construe (with varying degrees of faith) the 

organization as permanent until the “Statements That Organizational Death Has Occurred” (ibid: 550). 

Thus, whereas Sutton’s model only illustrates two interpretive shifts in “the socially defined reality 

shared by members about the organization’s viability” (from permanent to temporary and from 

temporary to defunct) this research shows two out of several alternative shifts. A final but important 

difference is the last event in table 1 which takes the members of the dead organization to a new 

organization where they come to form and perform. Thus, as opposed to Sutton’s model that ends with 

the termination of the organization, figure 1 elaborates on the premise that members of a bankrupted 

organization do not die with the organization but find it important to narrate how they make a transition 

into a new organization thereby completing the story with a different end (Weick 1995) and making it 

one of survival instead of death.  
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Also table 2 in the second part of the analysis relates to Sutton’s (1987) classical model of 

organizational death where members’ construction of their organization shifts from “permanent”, to 

“temporary” to “defunct”. In this study, members’ perceptions of their employer shift from ‘popular’ 

to ‘unpopular’ and from ‘troubled’ to ‘dead’. But whereas Sutton’s model is restricted to members’ 

perceptions of their organization, this study shows that associated with the bankruptcy are also 

important transformations of other subjects - in this case a manager transforming from ‘company man’ 

to ‘suspected criminal’, a director transforming from ‘revered director’ to ‘condemned director’, and a 

group of colleagues transforming from ‘inside friends’ to ‘outside strangers’ - the latter being of more 

importance to the members than the organization itself. The study illustrates how each of these 

transformations is associated with a loss. In this case, members lose legitimacy, they lose their role 

model, their leader, their workplace and their colleagues. In this way, the study adds to Sutton’s death 

theory by taking the perspective of the members of the organization rather than a view restricted to the 

organization itself. 

This narration of the bankruptcy as a set of losses supports theories associating organizational change 

and death with loss (Shepherd 2003, Bell, Scott 2011, Hazen 2009, Shepherd 2009). According to 

Hazen (2009: 294): "Everyone in an organization might feel a sense of loss and grieve when its leader 

dies or as it faces bankruptcy, merger, or acquisition. When there is a major organizational change, 

such as when plants close, firms dissolve, or downsizing occurs, organizational members – both those 

who leave and those who remain – often feel a sense of loss similar to that experienced with a serious 

illness or divorce”. In these situations, members go through Kubler-Ross’s (2000) stages of grief 

associated with death and loss of life: starting with chock and denial turning into anger and bargaining 

and ending with acceptance. In this case, members narrate the bankruptcy not as a loss but as a set of 

losses that they struggle to accept in order to move on. The final collapse marked by the bankruptcy 

announcement is associated with great chock (“I still had not thought we would go bankrupt.”), 

bargaining (“As long as we did not lose customers’ risk capital.”), denial (“It CANNOT be true!”) and 

anger (“I have anger towards the director.”). As the tables illustrate, the bankruptcy story ends with 

some kind of acceptance of the change – a shedding and abandonment of the old work world picture 

and a move into a new work world. Thus, in members’ bankruptcy narrations all of the reactions in 

Kubler-Ross’s model are evident. Their narrations do, however, depart from the idea of the linear phase 

model theory as they tell how members cycle back and forth between different reactions throughout the 

death process - expressing bargaining before denial and anger after bargaining. Moreover, instead of 

proposing that members need to go through a set of reactions in order to move on, this study shows that 

comprehension of seemingly incomprehensible events and justification of responses are key in 

solutions to the challenges that bankruptcy brings.  

Finally, the study contributes to the important but limited literature on death and sense: on collapses of 

work worlds and meaning. Despite of Weick’s (1995: 132) remark that “Sensemaking, after all, is 

about the world”, research on sensemaking of collapsed worlds is rare. In one of the few studied that 

exists on sensemaking and death, Weick (1993) found that workers died because they panicked as their 

organizational structure and role system collapsed together and they lost sense and faith in their 

leader-follower relationship. Contrary to this disaster, this case study shows how organizational death 

happens not despite, but partly because the organizational structure stays intact. The director maintains 

his sense giving role (Smircich, Morgan 1982) and ensures that some confidence is installed in people, 

getting them to move in some general direction (Weick 1995: 55). In a situation where leaders do not 

know where to go and followers are lost (ibid), the director continues to pass on (wrong) sense down 
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the organizational hierarchy, until - as members narrate - “it all collapses”. In this way, the study 

contributes by providing an understanding of death not as an unfortunate consequence of dramatic 

failure of leadership (Weick 1993) but as an unfortunate consequence of ‘dramatic success of 

leadership’. In this case, part of the reason for the director’s successful leadership relies in the well-

functioning sense mechanism: ‘a chain of sense giving and sense receiving’ coming from the 

organizational top and flowing down the organizational hierarchy. This suggestion of ‘sense receiving’ 

as an integral part of a ‘chain of sense’, that direct focus to the flows of sense, complements extant 

theory claiming that “sensemaking is incomplete unless there is sensegiving” (Weick, Sutcliffe & 

Obstfeld 2005: 416) by showing that a form of sense taking or acceptance also needs to be included. 

This finding provides empirical evidence to theorizations claiming that sensemaking both “affect the 

sensemaker as well as the target” (ibid). In this case, the success of the chain of sense partly relies in 

the organization’s successful past. In crisis, “people search for meaning, settle for plausibility, and 

move on" (ibid: 419). Members remember a successful past, and therefore an unsuccessful present is 

implausible. Following these lines, the explanation to the failure to survive was not that the 

organization forgot something: “More likely is the possibility that organizations fail because they 

remember too much too long… Organizations seldom fail because their memories fail them" (Weick 

1979: 224) which is also the case in this analysis where the bankruptcy can be seen as a result of a 

successful memory of a successful past. Taken together, the paper contributes to extant knowledge on 

organizational death and sense by providing a case in which organizational death can be seen as a result 

of successful leadership of a successful chain of sense relying on a successful memory of a successful 

past -  in short: ‘a failure of success’. 

IMPLICATIONS 

The study opens the door to a deeper understanding of the large and increasing number of people 

undergoing bankruptcy. Despite the ‘normality’ of organizational death, practitioners often maneuver 

through such events with a lack of relevant knowledge to draw from (Sutton 1987, Wigblad, Hanson 

2006). This study can provide such practitioners with knowledge on how other people have handled 

bankruptcy and ‘survived’ organizational death. Knowledge on the possible solutions to the challenges 

that bankruptcy brings is a prerequisite for supporting members of dead organizations to come to form 

and perform satisfyingly in new organizational contexts. Knowledge on possible organizational 

transitions from life to death and back to life is beneficial to practitioners who wish to move through 

death or help other people do so. In this way, the study is relevant to two groups: the people undergoing 

bankruptcy and the people aiming to support people undergoing bankruptcy. Concerning the latter 

group, the study emphasizes the critical task of communicating, in a positive and motivating way, the 

offering of an alternative work world that members can transit to. On the other hand, the study also 

warns that regardless of the efforts put into such motivational work, practitioners should acknowledge 

that the road to the new work world can be rife with obstacles - most likely there are barriers 

preventing organizational members from leaving behind their old work world and committing to a new. 

On the one hand, it is important that an acquiring organization identifies and recognizes the power of 

these barriers and support members in overcoming them. On the other hand, the acquiring organization 

needs to recognize that the old work world can never be totally abandoned. Elements of the old world 

will remain in the new and reminders of the past will keep coming up. The task is not to neglect or 

abandon reminders or pertaining elements of the old world – but to recognize their existence as legacies 

of the past (Ravasi, Schultz 2006, Walsh, Glynn 2008) as well as the beneficial advantages that they 

may hold in the future (Gerstrøm 2013a). 
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FURTHER RESEARCH 

Like all other research, this paper has limitations (Glaser, Strauss 2008). In this section, we reflect and 

discuss the incompleteness of the generated theory (Van de Ven 2007: 21) as we attempt to leverage 

opportunities for developing and advancing (Glaser 1978) it even further.  

This study suffers from the usual limitations of single case study research where generality is traded for 

richness (Ravasi, Schultz 2006). Bankruptcies are different (Sutton, Callahan 1987) and what 

organizational members of this bank narrated may not be equivalent to what members of another bank 

narrate. To address this issue, we included a number of external stakeholders and considered their 

views on this case compared to other cases. The inclusion facilitated an evaluation of the specificities 

of this study. The confirming similarities between the stories the stakeholders told and the stories the 

members told increase confidence in the ability of the findings to inform other cases of bankruptcy. 

Concretely, however, the study’s ability to inform other cases should be decided based on an evaluation 

of the concrete case: an evaluation conducted – not by us as researchers – but by the stakeholders of the 

concrete case. Nevertheless, we are convinced that we can learn from future research exploring the 

relevance of this study in other organizational contexts and we wish to call for such work.  

As the aim of the study was to understand how organizational members narrated bankruptcy in 

hindsight, the study was based on retrospective interviews. We also consider a real time investigation 

of bankruptcy in process to yield interesting and relevant insight. Such data, however, may be difficult 

to obtain partly because the significance of an important event like a bankruptcy is only understood in 

retrospect; “…nothing ever happens right when and where the researcher is observing” (Czarniawska 

2004: 776), and partly because threatened organizations are expected to be reluctant to give access to 

researchers wanting to investigate real time bankruptcy. Nevertheless, we are convinced that we can 

learn from real time investigations of bankruptcy and we wish to call for such work. 

The study’s conceptualization of bankruptcy as a disruptive event naturally sheds light on some issues 

of a bankruptcy while leaving other areas shielded (Morgan 1997). It would be interesting to further 

explore some of the shielded areas. One such avenue for further research could be to focus on identity 

issues related to bankruptcy. As Goffman’s (1974, 1959) reference to disruptive events entails, such 

events have implications for the way self is viewed. Also in traditional theories on sense and meaning 

(Weick 1979, 1993, 1995, 2005, 2009) and interpretation and narration (Czarniawska 1997, 1998, 

2012) identity issues are central. Indeed, issues of (re)identification are salient in members’ narration 

and sensemaking of the bankruptcy. Such issues, however, were outside the scope of this study and not 

given substantial attention. Therefore, further research that considers in more detail issues of 

organizational death and identification is warranted.  

This study explored the narration of bankruptcy and focused on the cognitive aspects of the 

phenomenon. It could be interesting to explore members’ narratives with a focus on more affective 

aspects. A wide range of feelings and emotions are associated with organizational death (Bell, Scott 

2011, Marks, Vansteenkiste 2008). Indeed, members’ narratives are emotional and include a variety of 

feelings. Nevertheless, the bankruptcy’s affective aspects were outside the scope of this study and not 

given substantial attention. Therefore, further research that considers in more detail members’ 

emotional narrations of bankruptcy is warranted.  

CONCLUSION 

“We can if we are lucky construct a world that we can inhabit with some confidence and comfort, upon 

which we can build much of our lives” Weick (1995: 107) argues. “Yet” he continues “It can always 
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collapse”. In this case, it did. On the one hand, such world collapses are rare. On the other hand, they 

are becoming more and more normal. Some even argue, failure and bankruptcy are a natural and 

inescapable part of business (Cunningham 1997, Shepherd 2003, Wigblad, Lewer 2007, Bell, Scott 

2011). Nonetheless, research on how bankruptcy is understood by the living humans who inhabit and 

construct the organizational reality, is limited (Wigblad, Lewer 2007, Sutton 1987, Shepherd 2009, 

Hamilton 2006).  

The research presented in this paper was initiated to explore how members of a bankrupted bank 

construed bankruptcy.  

We found that organizational death was narrated as a series of events that members passed through as 

the bankruptcy unfolded.  

In the first part of the analysis we found these events to be disruptive as they meant that the taken for 

granted assumptions members had about their organization were ‘questioned’, ‘fragmented’, ‘broken’, 

‘proven fallacious’ and consequently ‘abandoned’. Taken together the events contributed to a ‘work 

world de-construction’. At the same time, however, the events also allowed for the emergence of a new 

world and a subsequent ‘work world re-construction’: their occurrence meant that new assumptions 

were ‘published’, ‘supported’, ‘accredited’, ‘confirmed’ and eventually ‘executed’. The analysis also 

showed how members narrated their responses to these events: for a long time they ‘neglected’ the new 

and emerging work world and ‘defended’ the old, but after an inevitable death, they began to ‘realize’ 

the validity of the new work world and ‘illusionize’ the old. Their story ends with a ‘shedding’ of the 

old work world and an ‘adaptation’ of the new.  

In the second part of the analysis, we showed how the events represented a ‘loss’ and implied a 

‘transformation’ that members needed to accept and go through in order to move on. Between the 

‘challenges’ and ‘solutions’, members faced a set of ‘conflicting’ ‘tensions’ that possessed a challenge 

and at the same time contained the solution to the problem. Members solved the challenges by 

‘comprehending’ the situation through sense work and ‘justifying’ their responses through accounting 

work.  

In short, members of the dead organization constructed a story of an ‘immediate work world de-

construction experience’ and a ‘subsequent work world re-construction response’. 

In this way, the study constitutes a timely and relevant contribution to the important but limited 

knowledge of bankruptcy interpretations.  
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ABSTRACT 

Organizations start, develop, and mature. Much research is done to learn about organizations’ identities 

during such developments. But organizations also decline and die and less research is conducted to 

understand these phases and especially how an organization’s identity form and is formed during such 

phases. The aim of this paper is to explore how legacy organizational identity and death relate to each 

other. Based on narrative interviews with members of a bankrupted bank, the paper explores how 

legacy organizational identity and death are re-constructed. The analysis illustrates how members draw 

on their legacy organizational identity to justify their past interpretations and responses to intensifying 

bankruptcy threats and how their interpretations and responses mobilize different identity claims with 

consequences for their perceptions of the organization’s legacy identity. In this way, the study finds 

that legacy organizational identity and death form and is formed by each other. The paper matters for 

the few theorists researching the understudied but relevant issues of legacy organizational identity and 

for the many practitioners struggling with the increasing but troubling problems of corporate 

bankruptcy.  

                                                           
1
Previous versions of the paper was accepted at the Latin American and European Meeting on Organization Studies 

(LAEMOS) in Axixic 2012 and presented at the European Academy of Management (EURAM) Conference in Rotterdam, 

2012 where it was selected as Winner in a Competitive Paper Session and at the Academy of Management (AoM) 

Conference in Orlando, 2013 where it was selected as Best Doctoral Student Paper on behalf of the ODC division. A 

previous version of the paper is in review in Management Research Review. I am thankful to participants at all occasions 

for helpful feedback. I am especially grateful to Roger Dunbar for providing valuable comments and suggestions on several 

versions of the paper. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The global financial crisis has changed the world society. It has impacted, especially, the financial 

industry and how actors in that industry are perceived. Changes in organizational image and identity 

that might take decades to develop have happened within months. The crisis has changed not only the 

rules of the game but also the players in the game. This paper focuses on the organizational identity of 

a bank that went bankrupt and disappeared from the game board. 

Identity and identification in organizational settings have been studied extensively within recent years 

(Alvesson, Empson 2008, Coupland, Brown 2012)  Nevertheless, there is a dearth of research on what 

happens to organizational identity in times of death (Walsh, Glynn 2008). This is inappropriate for a 

number of reasons.  

From evolutionary theory on business life cycles it is known that organizations start, grow, mature and 

decline. Drawing on analogies from evolutionary biology, the early period can be described as 

organizational birth and the end can be described as organizational death. The term organizational 

death is included in literature on organizational ecology proposed by Hannan and Freeman (1977, 

1993) who contend that all organizations even the largest and most powerful organizations fail to 

survive over long periods (1997: 960). Failure and death are part of the organizational life cycle 

(Cunningham 1997, Shepherd 2003, Wigblad, Lewer 2007, Walsh, Bartunek 2009, Ginter et al. 1992). 

Death is a fact of life (Bell, Scott 2011). Nearly half of all American corporations die within five years 

of birth, and 90% die within 20 years (Marks, Vansteenkiste 2008). Around the world, recent 

bankruptcy statistics illustrate the large number and the increasing trend. In the US, for instance, 

bankruptcy statistics reported total bankruptcy filings near 1,500,000 for 2011 (American Bankruptcy 

Institute 2012). In Europe, most countries have experienced an increase in corporate insolvencies and a 

growing number of business collapses: in Western Europe alone, the total registered in 2009 was more 

than 185,100 (European Commission 2011). Also in Scandinavia, bankruptcy statistics include 

concerning numbers: in Denmark there has almost been a 150% increase in the number of bankruptcy 

filings from 2008 to 2012 and since the new millennium the number has more than tripled (Danmarks 

Statistik 2013). “Organizational death happens frequently and affects millions of employees annually 

(Marks, Vansteenkiste 2008). Especially in contemporary society characterized by the global financial 

crisis bringing failure to the front and center of daily life (Walsh, Bartunek 2009, Hazen 2009), 

bankruptcy has become an organizational phenomenon impacting the lives of many – not least the 

people constructing and inhabiting (Berger, Luckmann 1968) the dying organization.  

Traditionally, organizational research has stopped when the organization was terminated (Walsh, 

Bartunek 2012). Fortunately, however, when organizations die, people do not die with them. 

Organizational members ‘survive’ organizational death. They live on: they find new organizational life 

where they come to form and perform. But they bring with them into the living organizations an 

organizational legacy or heritage that has implications for their current and future behavior (Walsh, 

Glynn 2008, Walsh, Bartunek 2012, Lawrence, Raiborn & Locander 2011, Wood, Caldas 2009, 

Ravasi, Schultz 2006). Inherent in this legacy is what Walsh and Glynn (2008) term legacy 

organizational identity describing who we were as an organization. In general, identities are vital to 

our experience of life [and death] at work (Whittle, Kenny & Willmot 2011) and important for how we 

come to form and perform in current and future organizational contexts (Garud, Dunbar & Bartel 2011, 

Plowman, Beck 2009, Christianson et al. 2009). The legacy organizational identity term is important 

because it holds insight that can help scholars and practitioners better understand organizational 
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members who are also members of a defunct organization (Walsh, Glynn 2008, Walsh, Bartunek 2012, 

Lawrence, Raiborn & Locander 2011, Wood, Caldas 2009, Ravasi, Schultz 2006). Such an 

understanding is a prerequisite for supporting these people in adapting to and performing satisfyingly in 

a new organizational context (Walsh, Glynn 2008).  

Following these lines, the deficiency of research on organizations’ legacy identities (Walsh, Glynn 

2008) and death (Wigblad, Lewer 2007, Walsh, Bartunek 2009, Walsh, Bartunek 2012, Shepherd 2009, 

Sutton 1987, Hamilton 2006) is inappropriate. The aim of this paper is to address this gap of 

knowledge. Therefore, the research question set out to be explored is how the phenomena of legacy 

organizational identity and death relate to each other. 

In the next section, I present the literature capable of informing the research question. In the third 

section, I explicate the methodological considerations of the inductive study. In the explorative analysis 

of the fourth section, I illustrate how organizational legacy identity and death form each other. Finally, 

in the sixth section, I outline the theoretical contributions and practical implications of the study and 

discuss its limitations and potential avenues for further research. 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

Throughout the years, the term organizational death has been used to describe a variety of instances 

including bankruptcy (Sutton 1987), exit, mortality (Hamilton 2006), downsizing, derailment 

(Cunningham 1997), mergers and acquisitions (Bell, Scott 2011), failure (Crutzen, Van Caillie 2008), 

decline (Bozeman 2010, Weitzel, Jonsson 1989), loss (Shepherd 2009), and closure (Wigblad, Lewer 

2007). In this case, the term refers to bankruptcy. Although organizational death is inevitable and 

increasing (American Bankruptcy Institute 2012, European Commission 2011, Danmarks Statistik 

2013), and organizational studies are witnessing a turn to identity; a rising number of researchers 

acknowledging and investigating the importance of the identity construct (Coupland, Brown 2012, 

Siebers 2009, Ashforth, Rogers & Corley 2011), literature that explores identity after death is scant 

(Walsh, Glynn 2008). In this section, I outline how extant literature on related areas can provide 

insights into the under-researched issue of legacy organizational identity and death. 

The paper is based on the assumption that organizational members enact the organization’s dominant 

reality (Berger, Luckmann 1968, Weick 1995) including its death and its identity (Walsh, Glynn 2008, 

Ainsworth, Grant 2012, Søderberg, Vaara 2003). Such assumptions do not mean that organizational 

members cannot possess diverse views. On the contrary, this is often the case (Weick 1995, Meyerson, 

Martin 1987, Martin 2002, Brown 2006, Barley 1983, Beech et al. 2012, Schneider 1997). It does 

mean, however, that shared organizational perceptions and common realities do exist and can be 

studied (Martin 2002, Isabella 1990, Smircich, Morgan 1982, Schein 2004).    

According to extant theory, organizational reality and identity shape each other (Plowman, Beck 2009, 

Christianson et al. 2009, Weick 1995, Søderberg, Vaara 2003, Glynn 2008, Dutton, Dukerich 1991, 

Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, He, Baruch 2010). One the one hand, an organization’s identity 

provides a shared, interpretive filter through which organizational members view and evaluate reality 

including events (Glynn 2008) like bankruptcy. “Who we think we are as organizational actors, shapes 

what we enact and how we interpret” (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005: 416). On the other hand, 

interpretations of endogenous as well as exogenous events influence constructions of organizational 

identities (Schneider 1997, Glynn 2008, Creed, Dejordy & Lok 2010, Gioia et al. 2010, Lok 2010, 

Pedersen, Dobbin 2006). Following these lines, it can be anticipated that organizational identity and 
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organizational death are parts of an interdependent relationship in which they form and is formed by 

each other. Little, however, is known about how these concepts relate to each other. 

To understand such issues, the following analysis draws on Whetten’s (2006: 219-220) definition of 

organizational identity as “the central and enduring attributes of an organization that distinguish it 

from other organizations… and answers the question who are we as an organization” to conceptualize 

legacy organizational identity as “what is central, distinctive, and enduring about… who we were as 

an organization” (Walsh, Glynn 2008: 262-266).   

Moreover, organizational image is considered relevant for understanding identity in times of death 

because “Who we are lies importantly in the hands of others” (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005: 416). 

If others’ perception of the organization changes, the organizational image and identity may be de-

stabilized (ibid). External stakeholders play a vital role in the continuous negotiation of the 

organization’s identity and in “holding the organization accountable for its identity claims” (Ashforth, 

Rogers & Corley 2011). Therefore, organizational image also influences how an organization interprets 

and responds to events: “…an organization's image guides and activates individuals' interpretations of 

an issue and motivations for action on it” (Dutton, Dukerich 1991: 520). Hence, organizational image 

serves as an important “mirror” when members decide how to interpret and respond to threatening 

issues (ibid) like organizational death. Following these lines, organizational image forms organizational 

interpretations of identity and identity threatening events (Ravasi, Schultz 2006, Dutton, Dukerich 

1991, Anderson et al. 2006, Hatch, Schultz 2002, Hatch, Schultz 1997) like death. Therefore, it can be 

anticipated that organizational image also plays a role in the interdependent relationship between 

organizational identity and organizational death. Little, however, is known about how these constructs 

relate to each other. 

To understand such issues, the following analysis draws on Dutton and Dukerich’s (1991: 520) 

definition of organizational image as “the way members believe others see the organization” to 

conceptualize ‘legacy organizational image as the way members believe others saw the organization’. 

It is important that in this study the organization -including its death, identity and image– lie in the eyes 

of its members (Schneider 1997). It is the inhabitants of the organization that construct and define the 

organization - its death as well as its legacy identity and legacy image. To access and understand these 

constructions, the paper draws on a narrative approach (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 2012, 2009, 1999, 

1998, 1997). Following this approach, images and identities are constituted in the personal and shared 

narratives that people author in their efforts to make sense of their organizational world (Humphreys, 

Brown 2002: 421). In accordance, an organization’s identity narrative varies and evolves over time 

because it is constantly in the process of being reconstructed (Beech et al. 2012: 41). The narrative 

approach allows a focus on processes of identity work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996) which 

compels us to consider not only the “what” of identity, but also the “how” (Ainsworth, Grant 2012: 

60). Such focus is important for enriching our understanding of identities, organizations and the 

relationship between them (ibid). In short, the narrative approach is beneficial because it allows for a 

consideration of organizational constructs as temporary results of processes of continuous construction 

and re-construction and because it provides a way to access members’ organizational perceptions 

including the organization’s legacy identity and death. Such access may enable an elicitation of the way 

these phenomena relate.  
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Thus, despite the lack of knowledge on how legacy organizational identity and death relate to each 

other, insight exists which can inform a study of this issue. In the next section, I present the 

methodological design and contextual setting of the study. 

METHODOLOGAL DESIGN 

In this section, I outline the methodological considerations and choices behind the study.  

In order to explore empirically legacy organizational identity and death, I conduct an in-depth analysis 

of a bankrupted bank. The next section contains a case presentation providing the contextual 

background information necessary for understanding the study. The case presentation is based on the 

primary and secondary data outlined in the following section.  

CASE STUDY
2
 

The case organization is a bank founded in the late 1800. The foundation built on a commitment to a 

local community in a remote part of Denmark. The bank was located in an isolated and small town with 

approximately 1.500 inhabitants (2011 number). All the organizational members as well as most of the 

bank’s customers lived in the town or its close surroundings. The bank and its’ members were deeply 

committed to and intertwined with the local community. The bank initiated and sponsored a broad 

range of businesses and private activities in the local community. The bank was perceived a solid and 

robust bank and existed for almost 150 years before it went bankrupt. Throughout the years, there were 

no severe problems or failures. The year before the bank went bankrupt, it had an annual turnover of 

more than 100.000.000 DKK: approximately 25.000.000 USD (2012 currency). At the time it went 

bankrupt, it employed around 50 organizational members. Thus, up until the bankruptcy, the bank had 

a long and successful history. 

However, at the end of the first decade of the twenty first century, a national newspaper addressed the 

bank’s exposure in the real estate market which was negatively affected by the globalization of the 

financial crisis. Half a year later, the manager responsible for private business customers was dismissed 

and a few months later, the director of the bank was dismissed. A couple of weeks followed before the 

bank was declared bankrupt and taken over by the governmental liquidation company.  

Approximately one month after the bankruptcy, the bank as well as its members were divided into two 

groups: a healthy part and an unhealthy part. The members belonging to the unhealthy part were 

offered a temporary position in the governmental liquidation company proceeding with the liquidation 

of the unhealthy part of the bank. The healthy part of the bank was acquired by a regional and slightly 

larger bank which took over the building of the bankrupted bank as well as one third of its members 

and their customers.  

When data collection was conducted two years after the bankruptcy, none of the members belonging to 

the unhealthy group worked for the governmental liquidation company. Half of the members belonging 

to the healthy group worked for the acquiring bank with the same customers within the same building 

in the same community. 

In the next section, I lay out the methods used to generate the data of this case. 

SOURCES 

“The analyst needs to come to learn as much as possible about the specific organization from the 

people who are actually involved in defining it as an entity of their own existence and work” 

                                                           
2
Due to sensitivity issues, the bank is anonymous and specific details are confidential.  
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(Humphreys, Berkeley & Jovchelovitch 1996). Therefore, the primary data sources are interviews with 

members of the organization. It also follows from the analytical framework presented above that 

because legacy organizational identity, image and death lie in the eyes of the organizational members 

these are, of necessity, the primary data source.  

To guide the number of member interviews, I draw on Kvale’s (2008) reference to the law of 

diminishing returns from additional interviews. I approached saturation (Glaser, Strauss 1965, Suddaby 

2006) after interviews with 10 members and was confident that saturation was reached after interviews 

with 20 members. The members worked within different functional areas and represented all 

hierarchical levels within the company. Their tenure ranged from less than one year to more than 40 

years. When the interviews were conducted, half of them worked in the acquiring bank, few worked in 

other banks, one worked in another industry and some did not work at all. Moreover, informants varied 

in age and sex. An overview of the interviewed members is provided in table 1. 

TABLE 1. INFORMANTS 

Hierarchical  

level 
# 

Start of 

membership 
# 

End of 

membership 
# Age # Sex # 

Board of directors 5 After 2000 8 Members 10 Above 40 17 Male 12 

Directors 1 Before 2000 12 Non-members 10 Below 40 3 Female 8 

Managers 4 
        

Front line employees 10 
        

  

 

Besides interviews with members of the single case, the study also draws on a set of secondary sources.  

I interviewed members of stakeholder organizations such as the governmental supervisory authorities 

playing a key role in the evaluation of the bank’s assets and liabilities, the governmental liquidation 

company taking over the bank when it went bankrupt, and the labor union of finance supporting the 

bank employees. These stakeholder organizations were included in order to construct a general picture 

of how a bankruptcy typically unfolds, against which I could map the specific case and evaluate its 

generalizability. 

Moreover, I collected secondary data from sources like websites, newspapers, and reports. These 

secondary sources provided factual information like dates, financial numbers, positions, allegations, 

lawsuits and so on which served to nuance my understanding of the contextual setting.  

Despite the availability of this data, the explorative analysis is mainly based on the primary data. In the 

following section, I elaborate upon the generation of this data. 

INTERVIEWS 

To access and explore members’ constructions of organizational life and arrive at an in depth 

understanding of legacy identity and death, the data generation method (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009) was 

qualitative interviews (Kvale 2008).  

In accordance with the narrative approach presented in the theoretical section, the interviews were 

based on members’ narrative accounts of the bankruptcy. As legacy identities can be expected to be 

constituted in the narratives that members author in their efforts to make sense of their organizational 

world (Humphreys, Brown 2002: 421), members were encouraged to recall and tell their short stories 

of the bankruptcy in their own ways (Barley 1983, Kvale 2008).  
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The typical interview started with a presentation of the researcher and the research project, which 

evolved into a description of the purpose of the interview being to obtain an understanding of the 

bankruptcy from the point of view of the informant. Following a presentation of the premises of the 

interview and a clarification of potential questions from the informant, the interview began. The 

opening line was: “I would like to understand the world from your point of view: Please, tell me about 

yourself – what is your story and how did you end up here?”. In this way, this initial question spurred 

informants to recall the time when they started in the banking industry, to tell how they came to be a 

member of the specific bank, and to describe the bank and how it was to work in the bank at that point 

in time. Following these scene setting questions, the informants were asked to think back at the time 

when it first occurred to them that something was wrong or that something was not as it was expected 

to be. Sometimes this question spurred a chronological story of the entire bankruptcy from very early 

signals to the current situation with only little need for probing questions like “what did that mean?”, 

“what happened next?”, “what did you think about that?”, “what did you do then?”. Other times, 

more questions were needed to encourage the informants to keep on telling their stories. In these 

situations, further questions were asked – such as “Do you remember any (other) specific incidents or 

events?”, “Do you remember any episodes or tasks that seemed difficult or challenging?”, “Did 

anything worry you?” and “Do you recall anything puzzling?”. The typical interview ended with 

current thoughts and reflections on the issue and what it meant. Before the interviewing was closed, 

informants were asked if there were any final themes that they would like to bring up.  

In accordance with the aim of the study and in order to elicit information on members’ constructions of 

their organization’s legacy identity, the narrative interviews were retrospective in nature and conducted 

2 years after the bankruptcy. Most were face to face interviews conducted at the informant’s work or 

home. Some were conducted via electronic equipment like telephones, mobile phones or computers. 

The typical interview lasted between 1 and 2 hours. 

When informants allowed, the interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded using NVivo – a 

software program designed for the purpose of handling qualitative data.  

The coding process had an inductive design: no predefined themes guided the coding process. During 

transcription every sentence or paragraph that seemed to present a theme was highlighted and assigned 

to that theme. Thereby themes and codes emerged out of the data as interviews were conducted and 

transcribed. Sentences and paragraphs were assigned to all the themes they represented and thereby 

sentences and paragraphs could have one or multiple codings. In accordance with the aim and 

theoretical foundation of the paper, the coding focused on similarities rather than differences among the 

members. 

This preliminary coding process was the starting point of the explorative analysis that I elaborate upon 

in the next section.
3
 

EXPLORATIVE ANALYSIS 

The analysis requires an understanding of the situation that the study takes point of departure in. 

Therefore, the analytical section begins with a clarification of the bank’s organizational identity prior to 

the crisis: the organization’s early legacy identity. Following this section is an exploration of members’ 

narrations of the death process. In the last part of the analysis, I explore how the legacy identity forms 

the death narrative and how the death narrative forms the legacy identity.  

                                                           
3
For further details on the interviews including issues of sensitivity please contact the author. 
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IDENTITY 

As I wanted to understand the world from the point of view of the members experiencing the 

bankruptcy, I started the interviewing by asking them: ‘who you are and how you ended up here’. 

Initial answers to this question included cues about the organizational identity when the member first 

entered the bank – some long before the outburst of the crisis. To get a picture of the baseline situation, 

I explored these cues to an early legacy organizational identity. I found that members’ descriptions of 

the bank in these early times diverged little: whether the bank was described a hundred years before the 

bankruptcy or a couple of years before the bankruptcy the bank’s identity varied little. I coded these 

early legacy descriptions according to the elements they emphasized and found that they all evolved 

around three legacy identity claims. These can be seen in table 2. 
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TABLE 2. EARLY LEGACY ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY 

Claim Characteristic Quote 

local 

 

The local identity claim means that the bank is considered instrumental to the 

local community. Members describe how they care for the local people. They 

know the customers personally – they know their life stories: their past history, 

their current situation, and their future plans. To the employees, hearing customers 

tell their personal stories is a manifestation of their trustful and intimate 

relationship. In essence, the identity claim means that the bank cares about the 

local people and that the members put a pride in their local care. 

 

 

“It was SO local…. It was something that you could really put your faith in… 

It was the foundation of the entire community – something everybody 

admired... You were proud of working in the bank which was so good and so 

solid and good at… talking to people... We knew EVERYBODY! … When it is 

such a small community, you get a very special relationship with your 

customers… They tell us so many things – it’s INCREDIBLE... They tell us 

everything... It was a nice, good, and solid bank… It was nice and it was good 

and it was safe!” 

solid 

The solid identity claim means that the bank is considered robust. The safe 

attributes are grounded in an assumption about a solid foundation and 

management of the bank. The solid identity claim refers to the long history of the 

bank. Members tell how the bank has always been perceived a safe place to invest 

money and how it was inconceivable and unimaginable to them as well as the 

customers that the bank would ever go bankrupt. Members refer to the bank’s 

former directors and how they have all contributed to ensuring the sustainability 

of the bank. In essence the solid identity claim means that the bank is 

characterized by a robust foundation and a risk adverse operationalization. 

”It was a good little bank and a solid financial institution. Everybody thought 

so. I do not think you can find ONE person down here who did not think so... It 

was so reliable… At that time, there was never ONE person who could even 

dream that it could go wrong – no matter what!” 

competitive 

 

The competitive identity claim means that the bank is considered one of the best 

banks in the country. Members describe how the bank attracted new customers 

almost every day. New colleagues followed, and the bank grew on several 

parameters. The competitive claim rests on high interest rates on saving deposits 

and low prices on bank services. In essence, the competitive claim means that the 

bank is characterized by its superior position in terms of attractiveness relative to 

other banks. 

 

”It was a financial institution in progress… meaning that we were probably 

one of the financial institutions in the country attracting most new customers… 

new customers came every day.. We were completely unique and our price list 

could not be found anywhere else… We were always the cheapest and if we 

were not, then we wanted to be, and we could be... We were REALLY 

competitive. That was why it was such a success.” 
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As table 2 illustrates, ‘locality’, ‘solidity’, and ‘competitiveness’ were considered central, 

distinctive, and enduring characters of the organization (Walsh, Glynn 2008: 262-266) prior to the 

outburst of the crisis. 

Taken together, these identity claims constitute the logic behind a common interpretation of the 

organization as “a story of success”: 

”We had great success... We owned lots of money and customers were happy and we had lots of 

people who wanted to be customers in our bank… It was a story of success.” 

Members narrate how the bank is perceived a success -by employees, customers, and the local 

community in general- indicating an organizational identity and image in positive alignment 

(Dutton, Dukerich 1991): a positive alignment with beneficial implications for members’ image and 

identity (Alvesson, Empson 2008): 

“In a long period, you were part of a success. Being part of a success and [having customers] being 

proud of being customers… meant that you could allow yourself, when visiting people, to say: ‘I am 

employed by this bank.’ ’God – you are the ones with the high interest rates and you are the ones 

who get so many new customers and...’ We were in the media all the time... That was a really good 

period... You were proud.” 

In short, members narrate how the early legacy organizational identity is “a bed of roses”: 

“Everybody admired us: it was so good… it was so fine. It was a bed of roses.”  

DEATH 

In the second phase of the analysis, I focused on members’ narratives of the death process. 

Exploring the death narratives, I found that they were structured around a set of events which 

proved significant to all or almost all of the members. In table 3 these events are illustrated as 

ordered by members according to their chronology (Czarniawska 2012, 1999, 1998, 2004) and 

relation to the bankruptcy. Two events characterize the period before the bankruptcy, two events 

characterize the period during the bankruptcy, and two events characterize the period after the 

bankruptcy.  
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TABLE 3. ORGANIZATIONAL DEATH: PHASES & EVENTS 

Phase Event Description 

Before 

Organizational 

Death 

 

Media addresses 

banks’ exposure to 

declining real estate 

market 

 

The period before the bankruptcy is characterized by the emergence 

of a financial crisis that develops into a global economic crisis that 

spreads to most parts of the world and becomes relevant to the local 

bank. The first identity threat appears as media begins to report 

about the potential consequences of the crisis for the banking 

industry in general. These reports become more specific as media 

starts addressing the particular bank in question and its exposure to 

the declining real estate market. 

 

Media addresses the 

bank’s exposure to 

declining real estate 

market 

 

During 

Organizational 

Death 

 

The director is 

dismissed 

 The period during the bankruptcy is characterized by identity threats 

that persist and intensify until the director of the bank is dismissed 

and the organization is declared bankrupt.  

The bank is declared 

bankrupt 

 

After 

Organizational 

Death 

 

Media addresses the 

acquiring bank’s 

exposure to 

agricultural problems 

 

The period after the bankruptcy is characterized by the acquisition 

of a part of the bankrupted bank by another bank that offers some 

members a new organizational identity that they are expected to 

adopt. In this last period, two events are significant. First, media 

addresses the acquiring bank’s exposure to financial problems in the 

agricultural sector, and second, the acquiring bank’s budget for 

local funding is reduced. 

 

The acquiring bank’s 

budget for local 

funding is reduced 

 

 

 

As I looked closer at each event, I found that in members’ narrations of them, they drew on the 

organization’s legacy identity: both interpretations of and responses to these events were related to 

the legacy organizational identity.  

Looking closer at the organization’s legacy identity during these phases, I also found that members’ 

constructions and definitions of the identity varied between the events.  

In the next sections, I elaborate on these findings as I analyze in detail each of the three phases and 

six events. 

Before Death 

The two events that characterize the period before the bankruptcy are analyzed in the sections 

below. 

First Event 
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Members narrate how a global financial crisis emerges and the media addresses how banks in the 

financial industry in general are threatened.  

Table 4 illustrates the identity-image alignment and members’ interpretations of and responses to 

the first event. 
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TABLE 4. FIRST PHASE - FIRST EVENT 

Image Identity Interpretation & Response Résumé 

Based on the alarming press coverage 

members draw a new legacy image causing a 

splitting of the positive identity and image 

alignment: 

“It became more difficult to lend money… 

because the financial crisis put pressure on 

banks in general.” 

Although the image changed, the past 

success and solid identity claim of the 

bank made it seem implausible that the 

global crisis could in any way affect the 

bank. Consequently the legacy identity 

was maintained: 

“We had so much coverage… The crisis 

was not something that could hurt us.” 

Members do not consider the general coverage of particular 

relevance to the bank: Interpretation 

is irrelevant 

threat 

 

Response 

is threat 

neglecting 

 

Resource 

is solid 

identity claim 

“I had not considered that was something that could influence 

us at all... We were above and beyond something like that.” 

Members consider the event irrelevant and they downplay and 

neglect the threat. 

This response  demands little effort and is done easily through 

informal communication like small talking, laughing and 

joking: 

“Our friends said ‘They don’t talk about anything else but 

America that is about to go bankrupt - and now they believe it’ll 

spread to Denmark.’ ‘Argh!’ we [members] said and... 

laughed.” 
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Members’ inabilities to imagine that the crisis can have severe consequences for the bank can be 

explained by general theories proposing that humans tend to disregard the thought that bad things 

can happen to them due to a mindset of invulnerability (Elliott, Smith 2006) or simply because the 

worst is difficult to envision (Cerulo 2006). Individual attributes that correlate with threat 

recognition have been identified in an attempt to make organizations more alert to threats (Kaplan 

et al. 2010). In this case, however, it is a collective organizational identity claim that enables 

members to uphold their belief in a solid organization and that prevents them from considering the 

threat serious. Members use the robustness of the bank and its risk adverse management to infer that 

a general threat caused by a declining real estate market will not have any effects on the bank. As 

table 4 shows, members refer to their solid legacy identity claim when they narrate the bankruptcy 

and justify their (lack of) actions (Weick 1995). In this way, the legacy claim of solidity is a 

resource that members draw upon when they account for how they evaluated and dealt with the 

identity threat – found it irrelevant and neglected it. 

Summarizing from table 4, members draw on the bank’s ‘solid’ legacy identity claim that becomes 

a resource when they narrate how they perceived the event ‘irrelevant’ and acted to ‘neglect’ its 

potential threat.  

Second Event 

Members narrate how the negative press coverage intensifies in frequency, amount, and detail. As 

the coverage becomes more directed towards the bank in specific, customers and suppliers also 

begin to address the issue. 

Table 5 illustrates the identity-image alignment and members’ interpretations of and responses to 

the second event. 
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TABLE 5. FIRST PHASE - SECOND EVENT 

Image Identity Interpretation & Response Résumé 

The split between the bank’s 

identity and image increases: 

”More and more were written in 

the newspapers… We actually 

felt like it wasn’t us they were 

writing about. But customers 

read it and asked about it… And 

we began to discuss more and 

more among ourselves…: ‘Are 

we stupid or are they stupid?’ 

The negative turn in image 

changed members’ workday: 

“I experienced the move from 

being in a successful company to 

suddenly being in a company 

fighting against negative press... 

It was like leaving a ’sleeping 

beauty’ dream … and arriving at 

a bicycle path with the wind in 

one’s face and the rain beating 

against your face. We still 

moved forward – but it was 

suddenly a totally different 

workday than you were used to. 

Suddenly, it was not as 

interesting to tell the 

surroundings that you were 

employed in the bank: ‘Oh! It’s 

you with the press coverage in 

the newspaper.’ The [pride] 

disappeared a little bit.” 

The imperative 

challenge became 

defensive “battles” 

fought at work inside 

the bank and off work 

outside the bank. In 

these battles members 

relied upon the 

director’s presentation 

of the organization as a 

solid bank: 

“The art became to 

convince the customers 

that it was just a media 

hedge against the 

bank.” 

The early legacy 

organizational identity 

played a key role in 

enabling the 

interpretive and 

responsive efforts. 

Statements like “There 

is SO much coverage” 

and ”There are NO 

problems” were 

aligned with the solid 

identity claim and 

history of the 

organization and 

therefore plausible. 

As members put a pride in local care reflected in good customer service, stakeholders’ demands for answers 

to questions triggered by the direct turn of the press coverage means that members come in need of 

satisfying explanations. Top management joins to reach agreement on a situational interpretation and 

response: 

“We talked a lot about how to handle this…  Do you go out and say the opposite, do you say nothing until it 

stops, or what do you do?… We can have lots of press coverage… about positive things. But the moment 

you… get negative press coverage, you have no experience in how to handle the negative press.” 

Consequently, managers draw on the cues available to reach agreement on a situational definition: 

“We didn’t believe it and our director explained that everything was okay and under control… In principle, 

it’s only a financial crisis on the paper – or in the press. Actually, it’s a press hedge. Because nothing has 

happened: no customers who haven’t paid. Nobody has done anything: we haven’t had any losses.” 

In contrast to earlier neglects of the coverage, it is now perceived relevant and there is a serious need for 

action beyond previous informal small talk and joking. The response is defensive “fighting”. In these fights, 

members rely on the sense they were given: 

“It’s mentioned at the morning meeting and you get an answer and think: ‘Okay - fine. There’s nothing in it. 

That’s not something that can hurt us...We were told: ‘There are NO problems…’ We defended ourselves 

tooth and nail from what we were told.” 

The sensegiving is accomplished by passing on the information downwards in the hierarchy - from director 

to managers to employees and to customers: 

“We [in management] began asking some questions to our chief officer and director and we received the 

same answers: ‘They’re fucking good. It’s completely secure. There’s no risk…’ We simply passed on that 

information. When somebody asked, you must reply: ‘It’s good enough. There’s nothing to worry about.‘” 

At the bottom of the organization, this “simple” exchange of sense was experienced as a cognitive task with 

inherent conflict. In the last quote an employee describes the various pressures and problematic tensions 

between the changing image and the sense received from the top enabled by the solid identity claim: 

”Constantly, you have … the newspaper articles [on one side] and everything coming from management on 

the other side. And then you have the customers at the end of the circle. And at the same time there’re 

rumors… People constantly ask. At football, for instance, I was asked innumerable times. Right from the 

beginning, I was constantly asked: ‘Is there some truth in it?’” 

Interpretation 

is relevant 

threat 

 

Response 

is identity 

defense 

 

Resource 

is solid 

identity 

claim 
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In the mirroring image, members see stakeholders’ increasing concern and demand for answers. 

Consequently, the threat becomes relevant. Members need to take the press coverage serious in 

order to respond to stakeholders and live up to their identity claim (Ashforth, Rogers & Corley 

2011) of local care. Thus, when faced with the contrasting image of the organization mirrored in the 

external stakeholders, members turn to their superiors to get a meaningful definition of the situation 

and a sense of direction on how to respond (Weick 1995, Isabella 1990, Peterson et al. 1996, 

Peterson, Smith 2000). Top managers join in order to reach an understanding of the unusual event 

(Talhouk 1997, Deschamps 1997) and a common definition of the situation. To solve the task they 

search for past experiences (Cerulo 2006, Watzlawick, Bavelas & Jackson 1967). But as they have 

always been portrayed positively in the press, they have no experience to draw from and they find 

themselves experiencing a kind of opposite déjà vu: “I’ve never been here before, I have no idea 

where I am, and I have no idea who can help me” (Weick 1993: 633-634). As table 5 illustrates, 

members solve the situation by drawing on scattered pieces of information (Isabella 1990). Based 

on selected cues they define a situation in which the negative press coverage is construed as a media 

hedge against the robust bank – a common interpretation found among CEOs who deny crisis 

(Sutton, Callahan 1987) and construct a positive picture of the firm while claiming that "the whole 

thing was a media game" (Granlund 2002: 382). Thereby an ingroup (the organization) and an 

outgroup (the media) distinction is created (Tajfel 1974) and the responsibility of the negative event 

is attributed to the outgroup. Part of the explanation to the director’s success in gaining support for 

his interpretation lay in the alignment with the legacy identity claim of solidity. Statements like 

“There is SO much coverage” and ”There are NO problems” are well aligned with the history and 

identity of the bank. Therefore these claims are plausible (Weick 1995, Weick 2010) and capable of 

enabling the straight forward sensemaking processes described in table 5 - from the director to top 

management, from top management to employees and from employees to customers. In this way, 

the successful past enables beliefs in a successful present and future - beliefs that mobilize power to 

engage in the defensive struggles described in table 5. Thus, in addition to extant literature on 

organizational identity emphasizing the construct’s vitality for understanding organizational life 

events (Whittle, Kenny & Willmot 2011), this analysis shows how legacy organizational identity 

also plays a role for members’ understanding of organizational death events: how identity 

constitutes a resource that members draw upon when they account (Weick, 1995) for their 

(mis)interpretations and (in)actions.  

Summarizing from table 5, members draw on the bank’s ‘solid’ legacy identity claim that becomes 

a resource when they narrate how they acted to ‘defend’ the organization’s identity from the event 

that they perceived a ‘relevant’ threat. 

Before Death 

Summarizing from the two sections above, members narrate the period before the bankruptcy as a 

phase characterized by identity threat interpretations that evolve from ‘irrelevant’ to ‘relevant’ as 

organizational members look into the mirror provided by external stakeholders to see their image. 

Members see a legacy image - a picture of an exposed bank - which is in sharp contrast to the 

organization’s early legacy identity and aligned image characterized by solidity and robustness. 

They narrate how they ‘neglect’ the threat and engage in increasingly demanding struggles to 

‘defend’ the organization’s identity. They draw on the ‘solid’ identity claim to justify their 

interpretations and responses.  

During Death 

The two events that characterize the period during the bankruptcy are analyzed in the sections 

below. 
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Third Event 

Members narrate that after several months of negative press coverage, the director of the bank is 

dismissed.  

Table 6 illustrates the identity-image alignment and members’ interpretations of and responses to 

the third event. 
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TABLE 6. SECOND PHASE - THIRD EVENT 

Image Identity Interpretation & Response Résumé 

Members 

experience 

significant 

changes in the 

bank’s image 

and difficulties 

responding to 

them: 

”We spend 

some of the 

information 

meetings on 

[questions 

like] what do 

you do when 

customers call 

and what can 

we tell... 

(heavy exhale) 

We couldn’t 

say much more 

than we knew. 

We didn’t 

know where it 

would end.” 

Insecurity 

about the 

identity and 

future of the 

bank was 

salient. 

The event spurs doubts in the bank’s identity and 

future: “Then what?”, members asked. As they wait to 

find out, one thing seems certain: the proud days when 

the bank was one of the nation’s champions are over: 

”We just looked at each other and thought: ‘Okay: 

what’s going on? What have we gotten ourselves into?’ 

But I also think everybody thought: ‘Okay, it can’t be 

worse than some other bank wants us.... We’ll merge.’” 

Despite the distress, a hope about a future in which the 

bank would merge with another bank emerged. These 

new mental drawings of a future where parts of the old 

bank could somehow persist was based on the 

remainders of the positive identity and image: 

“We had a lot of hope – because we thought: 

‘[Acquirers] they would QUEUE to buy this bank.’… 

‘They must be QUEUEING to have us.’ We were sure 

about that! We were sure that it would be a FIGHT to 

get the bank.” 

Acquisition was especially important due to customers’ 

savings: 

”We hoped we would be sold – that somebody wanted 

to acquire us… so the [customers’] risk capital wasn’t 

lost… We were VERY very very very occupied by that: 

that the [customers’] risk capital wouldn’t be lost.” 

Thus, despite the interpretation that it was too late to 

prevent a negative turn in the bank’s legacy identity, 

faith remained - there was still hope. Members believed 

that somehow the bank would continue to be able to 

enact its care for the local community. 

The dismissal of the director is instantly perceived a critical threat that is substantial because 

it has a capacity to significantly influence the organization and its identity in a negative way. 

In fact the interpretation is that a tragedy has now begun and that it is already too late to do 

anything to prevent it from evolving: 

”I meet at work a Monday morning. I remember it very clearly: the director’s car is not there 

– and the board of director’s car is. ‘Shit!’ I thought to myself. I came in and everybody was 

gathered upstairs. I was informed that the director was dismissed. And I thought: ‘’Then it’s 

over.’ Because then the existence, I knew that then we wouldn’t survive as an independent 

financial institution.” 

To the members, the dismissal means that the survival of the bank is implausible: 

”I cry, I fall; I break down and cry for the first time. It means that the drive that I’ve relied 

upon all the time falls apart… It’s really tough. At this point, my great illusion about the bank 

and my illusion about what my director represented, and our entire story of success fall 

apart… Everything that I’ve believed in and had faith in and the future… My job… will 

vanish into the thin air.” 

Members experience a “breakdown”. As the words of the director that have facilitated a vital 

drive enabling members to move forward in a time of severe doubts and skeptics fade away, 

members’ foundation begins to crackle. The event triggers a culmination of their beliefs in the 

director and the truth of his words. This culmination stimulates an emergence of doubt in the 

validity of the solid identity claim: the claim that was a fundamental force in the struggle to 

preserve the remains of the bank - its identity and image. The situation is unreal:  

“This great, nice and kind [man]… He had a strong presence, the director. He was a king of 

the city… He was the defender and the one who always stood and led the way and all the time 

was loyal to the bank and the employees and continually said: ‘You just take it easy – 

everything is under control.’ Suddenly, he was just gone… From one day to the next… It’s a 

weird period… It’s everyday this huge insecurity: ‘What is going to happen?’ … We are like 

in a sleeping dream – just waiting for what’s going to happen.” 

To comfort selves and others, in the shattering waiting situation, members rely on their faith 

in the solid identity claim: on a belief that the solidity of the bank is strong enough to limit the 

changes in organizational perceptions to minor alterations. 

Interpretation 

is substantial 

threat 

 

Response 

is identity 

belief 

 

Resource 

is solid 

identity 

claim 
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Members narrate how the dismissal of the director puts an ending question mark to the validity of 

their early legacy identity in general and how it challenges the truth of the solid identity claim in 

specific. Members describe how prior “beliefs” about the organization turn into shattering 

“illusions”. As table 6 shows, they find themselves in an “uncertain waiting position” which is 

similar to Bridges’ (1986) neutral zone of wilderness. Their prior beliefs about their organization 

are illusionized (Gerstrøm 2013) and they describe how the dismissal of the director creates an 

“unreal” and “surrealistic” situation -”a bad movie” and “a weird dream”. Considering these 

consequences of the dismissal, it is like the director constitutes the multiplicity of hopes and 

aspirations held in the oneness of his being (Hopfl 1992). The loss of the director is painful because 

it increases the risk of being unable to reproduce and maintain the organizational identity that 

members are emotionally attached to (Hongwei, Yehuda 2009). Members narrate how the dismissal 

“pulls the rug out” from under them. The dramatic responses to the identity threat described in table 

6 are natural, following the idea that people in hierarchical top positions - like directors - play a 

significant role in defining what the organizations is about (Walsh, Glynn 2008, Ashforth, Rogers & 

Corley 2011, Smircich, Morgan 1982, Kreiner 2011) especially when organizational identities are 

questioned or surrounded by ambiguity (Ravasi, Schultz 2006). The loss of the director who played 

a central role in the construction of the organizational reality and made members dependent on 

these constructions can leave the organization paralyzed (Smircich, Morgan 1982). The change in 

organizational image and identity can leave members uncertain and insecure (He, Baruch 2010) and 

generate stress and distress among them (Ravasi, Schultz 2006). In turn, the event can result in 

lower job satisfaction, organizational wellbeing, and work effectiveness as well as break downs in 

productivity (Bridges 1986) and higher intentions to leave the organization (Bordia et al. 2004). 

Contrary to such theories, and to members own surprise, they increase their efforts and come to 

work every day despite vacation and illness and despite the negative turns in their work day as well 

as their organizational image and identity. Members acknowledge that the dismissal of the director 

implies an identity alteration. The event means that the proud days of working in one of the nation’s 

best banks are over. It does not mean, however, that the days of the bank are over. As table 6 

illustrates, new hope develops and beliefs in the organization’s solid foundation and business 

remain. Thus, in a situation where the legacy identity in general is questioned, members draw on the 

solid legacy identity claim in specific to justify (Weick 1995) their interpretations and responses to a 

threatening death event. 

Summarizing from table 6, members draw on the bank’s ‘solid’ identity claim that becomes a 

resource when they narrate how they ‘believed’ in the identity when they faced the ‘substantial’ 

threat of the event. 

Fourth Event 

Members narrate how the bank is officially declared bankrupt a few weeks after the director is 

dismissed.  

Table 7 illustrates the identity-image alignment and members’ interpretations of and responses to 

the fourth event.  
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TABLE 7. SECOND PHASE - FOURTH EVENT 

Image Identity Interpretation & Response Résumé 

The bankruptcy meant that 

customers lost their risk 

capital. Based on 

consequential negative 

confrontations and 

complaints, the 

problematic turn in the 

bank’s image is reinforced: 

“You were completely 

bombed… ALL the time: 

customers, customers, 

customers – all the time 

[asking] ‘What’s 

happening?… I even had a 

customer calling me at 

home: ‘What about – what 

do we do?’ It was crazy… 

It was like that every day. 

Yes, it was all the time, all 

the time, all the time, 

always.” 

The huge pressure on 

members from external 

stakeholders affects the 

image and identity of the 

organization. 

Not only did the event disconfirm members’ 

solid identity claim, the consequential loss of 

customers’ risk capital also challenged their 

identity claim of local care. 

The disruption of members’ legacy identity is 

associated with negative and strong emotions: 

”You felt tricked and fooled and sad –very 

sad on behalf of the customers– and angry.” 

Nonetheless, members narrate how they 

continue to come to work: 

”There was no pride. But I was not sad about 

coming to work. But that’s also because you 

feel that you need to get up and do what you 

have to do – for the sake of the customers… 

Because if we were not there for them, who 

should they [turn to]. We are the ones they 

know.” 

Members explain that they come to work - not 

just because they need to “be there for the 

customers” who confront them with all kinds 

of reactions including tears, anger, violence 

and frustration - but also because they need to 

be there for their colleagues. In this way, the 

try to live up to their identity claim of local 

care. 

The bankruptcy announcement is perceived a terminal and fatal threat.  

Coming to work reminds members of the untruth of the solid identity claim 

they all believed in and put their faith in during their struggles to preserve the 

bank’s positive identity and image. They are left with the impression that 

their hard work was based on a lie: 

”You … felt that you were taken in for a ride by your management, and that 

what you had told customers, friends, and family was a lie… (crying) We 

were - yes: brainwashed!” 

In spite of the intensified and negative work pressure, members wanted to 

come to work: 

”It was… tough. It was VERRY tough. We were worn out. But in spite of 

everything, none of us were sick... We WANTED to be here.... We came in 

early in the morning… Nobody had holyday and vacation.” 

Members explains how they felt “a responsibility to the customers of the 

bankrupted bank – a responsibility that you cannot let down” despite the fact 

that the organization is bankrupt and “everything else has fallen apart”: 

”Everything that you were proud of fell apart. But as a human being you 

know that you just have to go on. You have to because of all the customers.” 

As the solid identity claim that previously guided and motivated the members 

was disconfirmed and became invalid, members searched for motivation to 

respond to the event in other identity claims and found support in the identity 

claim of local care. In this way, they responded by adjusting the identity. The 

above quote illustrates how members found their raison d'etre in their care for 

the local customers. But also care for their colleagues was important. Such 

collegial care provided members with a safe and supportive environment 

where they could share their experiences and become capable of handling 

customer confrontations.  

Interpretation 

is fatal threat 

 

Response 

is identity 

adjustment 

 

Resource 

is local identity 

claim 
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Members face a need to answer organizational questions like ‘Who are we now?’ and ‘Who will we 

be in the future?’ but also individual questions like “Who am I?” (Alvesson, Empson 2008) and, 

consequently, ‘Who will I be in the future?’. They are forced to re-form, not only their 

organizational and personal identity, but also parts of their entire meaning system (Walsh, Glynn 

2008). According to extant theory, one can expect to find members in a cosmology episode as their 

everyday cosmologies are severely disrupted (Weick 1993). Bankers incapable of preventing 

customers from losing money may feel like a fire crew unable to extinguish a fire. As they retreat, 

they may come to find their identity and morale strained. Weick (1993) describes how such a 

moment quickly turns existential: “If I am no longer a firefighter, then who am I? Until they 

develop some sense of this, there is nothing to decide” (ibid: 637). Following these lines, one can 

expect members to be paralyzed and incapable when confronted with an official termination of their 

organizational identity providing them with meaning about who we are and guidance on what we 

are doing (Alvesson, Empson 2008, Walsh, Glynn 2008, Ravasi, Schultz 2006, Glynn 2008, 

Dutton, Dukerich 1991). They are not. Despite the strong feelings and negative emotions associated 

with the bankruptcy, members came to work every morning. As table 7 illustrates, members found 

new meaning: the sense that colleagues and customers needed them provided them with guidance 

and enabled them to solve the challenge of “being there for the customers” and adhere to the 

enduring legacy identity claim of local support. In this way, they account (Weick 1995) for their 

increasing efforts by referring to their legacy organizational identity claim of local care. As 

members adjust the organization’s identity, professional business aspects become more peripheral 

and human care for the local people take center stage. 

Summarizing from table 7, members draw on the bank’s identity claim of ‘local’ care that becomes 

a resource when they narrate how they ‘adjusted’ their legacy identity as they acknowledged the 

‘fatal’ threat of the event and accepted the disproval of the solid identity claim. 

During Death 

Summarizing from the two sections above, the analysis shows how members perceive the third 

event as a threat that may be ‘substantial’ and the fourth event as a threat that was ‘fatal’. 

Consequently, they lose their ‘beliefs’ in the legacy identity and realize they need to ‘adjust’. In this 

process, when the ‘solid’ identity claim is disproven members draw on the ‘local’ identity claim. In 

this way, the analysis shows how one of the early legacy identity claims endures while another ends 

with the termination of the organization. Initially one legacy identity claim was feasible for 

sustaining beliefs in the identity. When the bank went bankrupt, the legacy identity claim was 

invalidated and it became useless. Members narrate how another identity claim persisted and 

provided them with meaning and guidance: a prerequisite for their sustained motivation and 

increased effort.  

After Death 

Before I turn to the analysis of the two events that characterize the period after the bankruptcy I 

elaborate on a few aspects that are common to the events of the post death period. 

As a part of the bankrupted bank is acquired by a larger bank, the majority of the members are 

offered a new work world to which they are expected to adapt (Gerstrøm 2013). Adhering to a new 

organization requires adhering to a new organizational identity (van Dick, Wagner & Lemmer 

2004) as well as its associated values and goals. Such expectations are problematic because 

experiences of collective loss like bankruptcy trigger a concern for re-constituting the shared past 

and re-establishing the status quo which enables members to continue working in ways that mirror 

their lives before the disruption caused by organizational demise (Walsh, Bartunek 2012: 91). Such 

death (and re-birth) dilemmas (Sutton 1987) can provoke a problematic meaning struggle in which 
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members compete over definitions of organizational reality (Søderberg, Vaara 2003). The last part 

of the analysis illustrates how legacy organizational identity plays a role in the post death adaptation 

process. In this phase, two identity related issues occur: one issue related to the disconfirmed and 

ending legacy identity claim of solidity and another issue related to the preserved and enduring 

legacy identity claim of local care.  

Fifth Event 

Members narrate how the global financial crisis continues to characterize the situation and recall 

when media starts addressing the acquiring bank and its exposure to regional agriculture suffering 

from decreasing evaluations triggered by the financial crisis. 

Table 8 illustrates the identity-image alignment and members’ interpretations of and responses to 

the fifth event. 
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TABLE 8. THIRD PHASE - FIFTH EVENT 

Image Identity Interpretation & Response Résumé 

Members 

experience the event 

as a threat that, once 

again, causes 

external 

stakeholders to 

question their 

perceptions of the 

bank and stimulates 

a negative turn in 

image: 

”[The death 

experience] re-

appears… because 

customers… say: 

‘So – are you about 

to go bankrupt 

again?’ It does not 

take much [for them 

to react]… We can 

say: ’No – that’s not 

the way it is. If all 

agriculture should 

go bankrupt, the 

acquiring bank still 

does not… They’ve 

enough money and 

we’re secure.’ But 

we’ve said that once 

before and it’s 

difficult.” 

Members have 

realized the invalidity 

of the solid identity 

claim in the old bank 

and face difficulties 

when confronted with 

an identity threat of 

the same claim in the 

new bank: 

”Deep down, I know 

that we work in one of 

the most solid 

financial institutions 

that exists. But a 

small [voice] 

continues saying: ‘Yes 

yes.’ But I know that’s 

not the way it is - 

because it’s such a 

sound company... and 

it always has been. 

But … I think it’s 

because I’ve been so 

badly disappointed.” 

Thus, the legacy 

identity or, in fact, 

‘who they were not as 

an organization’, 

plays a role in the 

interpretation of a 

similar identity threat. 

This time, the specific media coverage is considered a serious and important threat from the beginning. Members are alert 

and express discomfort when they face an issue that questions the solidity of the new bank because it reminds them of the 

identity threats they previously confronted, subsequently fought to prove wrong, and, in the end, witnessed to cause death. 

Members express an internal split as parts of them want to adhere to the new bank and defend its identity while other parts 

are hindered because of past experiences telling them that death will follow. Members not only have to convince 

themselves of the solidity of the acquiring bank, they also have to convince customers. They handle the challenge by 

highlighting identified differences in the ways the two banks approach the threat. These differences enable them to handle 

their internal split, to comfort themselves and their customers and support the solidity claim in the new bank: 

”The [acquiring] bank has been really good at orienting internally about the agriculture [issues]… As an employee, it’s 

nice to know that it’s taken serious: that they actually consider it serious and do some stress tests in order to be able to 

say: ‘What happens if…?’ That, I think they have been really good at. I haven’t had any [experiences] where the media 

says something and the bank actually just rejects it and says..: ’Forget it’ [like the bankrupted bank did].” 

While most aspects of the bankruptcy are narrated as negative experiences that members wished they were without, there 

were also positive and valuable aspects: 

“The financial crisis has left so many scars; the success stories do not exist and the bad stories do exists… It makes it 

harder [to do business]. But you can say, what I’ve been through in this bank… means that…  my current approach to the 

customers match their own needs. So I’ve become an old-fashioned investment adviser… with things down on earth…. 

and not the … big and advanced things… It is a reasonable match and therefore I am also relatively well-liked when I 

come around – because they can use me to [match] the current needs.” 

As the quote exemplifies the negative death experience becomes a positive resource when it enables members to approach 

their customers in a way that fit their needs - to practice good customer service: 

“The acquisition is… no [dividing line that marks the end] because it blurs. I have talked it over with the acquirers who 

say that now we need to forget and only look ahead. You cannot - because the customers are still occupied by something 

that has to do with the financial crisis. For instance, they have an ongoing trial and although it is no longer against us, 

we need to deal with it. We need to embrace the whole customer - with all the customer’s products. It signals respect for 

the customer. And it means that sometimes, things from the bankrupted bank still come up.” 

In this way, the negative bankruptcy experience becomes a valuable asset as it grants members a unique access to an 

understanding of their customers: to approach and embrace their customers in a way that matches their needs. This access 

distinguishes members from other bankers who are without this experience and will never achieve it. Thereby, the 

negative death experience becomes a positive asset that members can draw upon in the new organization. 

Interpretation 

is important 

threat 

 

Response 

is identity 

support 

 

Resource 

is solid 

identity 

claim 
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As table 8 illustrates, the legacy organizational identity or, in fact, the prior dis-confirmation of the 

legacy organizational identity plays a key role in members’ interpretation of and response to the 

threatening event. Also the pressure from the mirroring legacy image plays an important role. As 

the table illustrates, members consider the negative press an important threat because of the past 

experience of a dis-confirmation of their early legacy organizational identity claim and a subsequent 

death of their organization. To solve the difficult and “irritating” task of defending, once again, a 

solid identity claim, members search for, identify and highlight differences between the ways the 

bankrupted bank and the acquiring bank approach the event. Members construe these differences as 

positive and comforting. In this way, they become capable of solving the task of supporting the new 

organization’s version of the solid identity claim. In addition to these challenges that the prior 

experience brings to the present, it also brings an asset. Members narrate how the bankruptcy 

experience is a kind of resource that grants them a unique access to understanding their customers 

and provides them with a respectful basis for serving them. In this way, the experience becomes a 

unique and valuable asset that distinguishes members of the bankrupted bank from members of 

other banks who are without the experience and can never achieve the insights it holds. To exploit 

this asset, members have to contrast expectations from the acquirers who want them to “forget the 

past and move on”. Members justify (Weick 1995) their contrasting behavior by explaining that the 

demands of the acquiring bank conflict with “respectful customer service” and that they prioritize 

their loyalty to the customers higher than their loyalty to the employer. This analysis contrasts 

theories that model how workers need to let go of the past in order to move on (Bridges 1986). To 

the contrary, this case shows how members need to hold on to the past in order to serve customers 

in the present and how the past constitutes an important resource that enables them to deliver 

respectful customer service based on the “wholeness” of the customers in the future. Respectful 

customer service is important to bankers because much of their worth resides in their relationships 

with satisfied customers. By showing how the negative death experience becomes a positive asset 

that members can draw upon to understand and serve old customers in a new organization, the study 

provides empirical support for the continuing bonds perspective (Bell, Scott 2011). 

Summarizing from table 8, members narrate how they instantly perceive a threat ‘important’ when 

it reminds them of a threat that they have previously witnessed to cause death. They handle the 

challenging task of ‘supporting’ the ‘solid’ identity claim that was disproven in the dead 

organization by eliciting and highlighting positive differences in the ways the two banks approach 

the threat. In this way, the fifth event illustrates that even after organizational death and in a new 

organizational context members continue to draw on the ending identity claim of a dead 

organization. The ending identity claim might be dis-confirmed but it is not forgotten: it remains in 

members’ memories as a legacy identity claim that continues to play a role in subsequent 

interpretations and responses to post death events. While the death experience is mainly 

remembered as a negative event that members wished they were without, it also holds a valuable 

aspect as it becomes a positive asset that members can draw upon to satisfy old customers of the 

new organization and secure their own worth. 

Sixth Event 

Members narrate how they try to adapt to the acquiring bank’s increase in centralized structure and 

reduction in local funding.  

Table 9 illustrates the identity-image alignment and members’ interpretations of and responses to 

the sixth event.  
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TABLE 9. THIRD PHASE - SIXTH EVENT 

Image Identity Interpretation & Response Résumé 

As members find themselves in a regional 

bank with a reduced budget for local 

funding, they experience a loss of a 

positive image: 

”The [acquiring] bank does not have the 

prestige like the [bankrupted] bank had – 

NOT AT ALL… They don’t just TAKE 

OVER the [bankrupted] bank’s position 

here in the local community – they don’t.” 

The sadness expressed in relation to this 

recognition points to the specific legacy 

identity claim of local care: 

”For a long period, you were also sad – on 

behalf of the city. Because the [bankrupted] 

bank meant a lot down here: [the bank 

was] involved in a lot of things [and] put a 

lot of money in everything down here… I 

knew down here [in the bankrupted bank] 

they were pretty generous… You could 

always get a contribution and that wouldn’t 

be the small contributions… It’ll mean a lot 

[for the local community].” 

Members also experience of los 

of a positive identity: 

”I was, of course, happy – like 

everyone else – that somebody 

came [and acquired us]. But… 

It’ll never be the same… We’re 

no longer head office – we’re 

only a small branch in something 

bigger... For many, it’s a radical 

change… that not everything is 

decided here but at a completely 

different location… It’ll never 

ever be the same. It’s two 

different worlds.” 

Especially the decision making 

processes are very different, and 

the members experience a shift 

from being in a bank where all 

decisions were locally grounded 

to being in a bank where many 

decisions are centralized and they 

express sadness when they are 

unable to outlive the valued 

identity claim of local care. 

The reduction of the budget for local funding is considered an 

important threat to members’ legacy identity claim of local care. 

Members experience discomfort when interpreting a misalignment 

between the identity of the acquiring organization and the positive 

legacy identity claim of the dead organization. On the other hand, 

organizational members express positive emotions of joy and 

appreciation when members in the new bank act or enable action that 

is in accordance with the enduring identity claim of local care. This 

manifests, for instance, in the emotional satisfaction members 

experience when representing the bank at a local exhibition: members 

find pleasure in experiencing customers’ interest in and concern for 

them: 

“There is this [local] exhibition... the first year after we were 

acquired. We decided to do the stand that the [bankrupted] bank had 

booked. That was one of the best things I did for myself – to stand out 

there for the most of a day: to be confronted by the customers and 

talk to them – at another place than right here [in the bank].  That 

meant SO much… I actually felt I didn’t need to hide when I left 

[work]. I can stand out and [the customers] they also want to talk to 

me. Because out there [at the exhibition]..., it could be just small talk. 

It didn’t have to be bank talk... That meant a lot to me… Others have 

also said that they were glad they participated… It was much better 

than I expected… It was so good because the stand was visited a lot 

and [the customers] they really wanted to come to us and talk to us 

and give us a hug. Yes – it was a VERY positive [experience].” 

In response to the legacy identity threat, members try to find 

alternative ways to support and live up to the local identity claim. 

Interpretation 

is important 

threat 

 

Response 

is identity 

support 

 

Resource 

is local 

identity claim 
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As table 9 illustrates, members face demands for adaptation to a new and more centralized structure 

and way of doing things (Schein 2004) while they simultaneously try to recreate their lost systems 

of meaning (Walsh, Glynn 2008). Members become distressed when they experience the difficulties 

and inherent contradictions of their situation: of adapting to the new organization while preserving 

the positive identification with the old organization. Members perceive the lower budget for local 

funding in the new organization a serious threat to the enduring legacy identity claim of local care 

in the old organization. They express emotional sadness when they experience a restriction of their 

ability to enact (Weick 1995) this identity claim: a claim that members identified with and drew 

meaning from in the most difficult transition in organizational life – during death. Members handle 

the challenging task of supporting the acquiring organization’s identity by searching for, identifying 

and highlighting similarities between the ways the new bank and the old bank approach the local 

community. They express emotional satisfaction and joy when they narrate situations in which they 

have an opportunity to adhere to the legacy identity claim of local care. In these narrations, the 

continuing mirroring of the local legacy identity claim in the legacy image and the positive 

confirmations members see, enhance members’ satisfaction and play an important role in the 

adaptation process. By showing how acknowledgement and practice of a valued legacy 

organizational identity claim of an old organization can yield positive emotional experiences in a 

new organization, the study adds empirical evidence to the continuing bonds perspective (Bell, 

Scott 2011). 

Summarizing from table 9, members narrate how they perceive an event an ‘important’ threat when 

it compromises enactment of their positive and enduring legacy identity claim. They handle the 

threat of ‘supporting’ and enacting an adapted version of the ‘local’ claim by eliciting and 

highlighting similarities in the ways the two banks approach the local community. In this way, the 

sixth event shows how members continue to draw on their enduring identity claim of local care long 

after their organization has died. Even in new organizational contexts, the enduring identity claim 

remains in members’ memories as a legacy that continues to play a role in subsequent 

interpretations and responses to post death events. 

After Death 

In summary, the last part of the analysis shows how members perceive an event that threatens an 

ending identity claim and reminds them of a termination of their organization an ‘important’ threat 

and how they struggle with ‘supporting’ an adapted version of an ending identity claim of ‘solidity’ 

in the new organization. In this case, organizational members search for differences between the 

ways the solidity threat is approached in the dead organization and in the living organization. 

Members rely on these differences when they try to convince selves and others that prior 

experiences of death will not be repeated. In this way, an ending and dis-confirmed legacy identity 

claim can continue to re-appear and complicate organizational adaptation. The last event shows how 

members also perceive an event that threatens an enduring identity claim an ‘important’ threat and 

how they struggle with ‘supporting’ an adapted version of an enduring identity claim of ‘locality’ in 

the new organization. In this case, members search for similarities between the ways the local 

community claim is approached in the dead organization and in the living organization. Members 

rely on these similarities when they try to convince selves and others that prior experiences of local 

care will be repeated. In this way, an enduring legacy identity claim can continue to re-appear and 

play a role in organizational adaptation: it can complicate adaption when enactment of it is 

restricted and enhance adaption when enactment of it is enabled. In short, the last two events show 

how members refer to legacy identity claims when they narrate how they interpret and respond to 

post death events – that legacy organizational identity continues to play a role in interpreting and 

responding to potential identity threats long after organizational death. 
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LEGACY ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY AND DEATH 

Having found how members’ constructions of organizational death are formed by the organization’s 

legacy identity, the last section of the analysis focuses on the way legacy organizational identity is 

formed in members’ constructions of the organization’s death. 

To elicit how members construct a legacy organizational identity after experiences of disruptive 

death, I identified for each phase and event, the consequences of members’ interpretations and 

responses for their legacy identity constructions. The result of this analysis is shown in table 10. 
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TABLE 10A. ORGANIZATIONAL DEATH & LEGACY IDENTITY: BEFORE DEATH 

Phase Event 
Interpretation & Response  Identity 

Consequence 
 

Quotes Summaries Keywords Resource 

Before 

Organizational 

Death 

Media addresses 

banks’ exposure to 

declining real 

estate market 

In
te

rp
re

ta
ti

o
n

 

It was nothing… After all, it wasn’t taken serious. 

 

 

The general crisis does not 

affect us 

 

 

 

Threat 

is 

irrelevant 

 
Solid 

identity 

claim 

Identity 

Maintenance 

R
es

p
o

n
se

 

We talked a little about it and laughed… We really 

laughed when we said: ‘Yes yes – then the bank would 

be totally broke!’ 

We small talk, laugh and 

joke about the possibility 

that we would be affected 

by the general crisis 

Neglect 

threat 

Media addresses 

the bank’s 

exposure to 

declining real 

estate market 

In
te

rp
re

ta
ti

o
n

 

I read the newspapers every morning. Normally I don’t. 

But it was important to be oriented when the customers 

approached you because they had read something. It 

was important to signalize that we took it serious and 

that we took the customers’ requests serious. 

 

We need to take the media 

serious – as external 

stakeholders act negatively 

upon the coverage 

 

Threat 

is 

relevant 
Solid 

identity 

claim 

Identity 

Preservation 

R
es

p
o

n
se

 We begin asking some questions … and we reviewed the 

same answers – like: ‘They are fucking good. It is 

completely secured. There is no risk, and we have a lot 

of value in the real estate…’ When customers asked, you 

could defend it. 

We are explained and 

explain to external 

stakeholders that the bank 

is very robust 

Defend 

identity 
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TABLE 10B. ORGANIZATIONAL DEATH & LEGACY IDENTITY: DURING DEATH 

Phase Event 
Interpretation & Response  Identity 

Consequence 
 

Quotes Summaries Keywords Resource 

During 

Organizational 

Death 

The director 

is dismissed 
In

te
rp

re
ta

ti
o

n
 

Then things really start to tighten up. Then it really begins to become 

clear… that now, something is entirely wrong… At that point in time, I 

was completely aware that it was very serious… It was totally 

surrealistic because... you don’t know where you end up and what 

happens. 

When the director is 

discredited his robust 

statements about us 

may be discredited 

(are we not who we 

think we are?) 

Threat 

is 

substantial 
Solid 

identity 

claim 

Identity 

Alteration 
R

es
p

o
n

se
 We have always said… when people bought risk capital: You lose your 

money if [the bank] goes  broke – but THAT was of course the last 

thing that would happen in this world… One hoped… We couldn’t 

imagine anything else than the [other banks] queuing to be allowed to 

buy us – so people would get their money. 

We are such a robust 

bank – so the 

discredit is limited to 

the director 

Believe 

Identity 

The bank is 

declared 

bankrupt 

In
te

rp
re

ta
ti

o
n

 You just thought: WHAT?! (crying) I think that was terrible! … We did 

not know AT ALL what was really happening – and one just 

thought…: It cannot be true! … For a long time, I chose not to listen to 

the radio or watch television… It was just agony. It was that un-

reality: when it appeared right into your face in the evening – it just 

became so real. 

 

When we go bankrupt 

we are not robust 

(if we are not who we 

think we are – who 

are we?) 

 

Threat 

is 

fatal 

Local 

identity 

claim 

Identity 

Revolution 

R
es

p
o

n
se

 

I wasn’t proud. But I wasn’t sad to come to work. But that is also 

because you know that you need to get up and do whatever you need to 

do – for the sake of the customers. Because if we were not there, but 

who should they [turn to?] We are the ones they know... We were there 

for the customers… And therefore I say: ‘Thank God we had each 

other down here [in the bank] because that [collegial support] was 

what you could lean against when we closed because during opening 

hours, you needed to pull yourself together and be there for the 

customers. 

We work to care for 

local colleagues and 

customers 

Adjust 

Identity 
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TABLE 10C. ORGANIZATIONAL DEATH & LEGACY IDENTITY: AFTER DEATH 

Phase Event 
Interpretation & Response  Identity 

Consequence 
 

Quotes Summaries Keywords Resource 

After 

Organizational 

Death 

Media addresses the 

acquiring bank’s 

exposure to 

agricultural 

problems 
in

te
rp

re
ta

ti
o

n
 

We are turned on as soon as something happens. 

 

Last time, a similar event 

terminated us: the event 

threatens the identity 

claim that caused our 

death 

 

 

Threat 

is 

important 

 Solid 

identity 

claim 

Identity 

Dis-confirmation 

re
sp

o
n

se
 

We can see the numbers – that they are how they 

should be. Back then, we don’t know if we were 

always told the right things. 

We were not a robust bank 

– now we are 

Support 

(adapted 

version of 

ending) 

identity 

(claim) 

The acquiring 

bank’s budget for 

local funding is 

reduced 

in
te

rp
re

ta
ti

o
n

 I hoped that they would do what they could in order 

to quickly get a good reputation down here. But you 

also knew that banks are different – different from 

what the [bankrupted] bank was. And it would never 

be the same, and it will never be the same, and it is 

not the same. 

We were a locally caring 

bank – now we are not: 

the event threatens the 

identity claim that ensured 

our survival 

 

Threat 

is 

important 

 Local 

identity 

claim 

Identity 

Re-confirmation 

re
sp

o
n

se
 

We are allowed to expedite our customers exactly 

like we used to. Customer service is also important 

here [in the acquiring bank]. 

We were a very local bank 

– we still are 

Support 

(adapted 

version of 

enduring) 

identity 

(claim) 
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The left columns of table 10 correspond to table 3 and illustrate the three periods and the six events of 

the death narrative. The right columns condense the findings of table 4 to 9 and provide exemplifying 

quotes, conceptual summaries and theoretical keywords of members’ interpretations and responses as 

well as the identity resources that they draw upon to justify them. The last column captures the 

consequences for the legacy organizational identity.  

As the table shows, the early legacy identity is ‘maintained’ and ‘preserved’ before death, ‘altered’ and 

‘revolutionized’ during death and ‘dis-confirmed’ and ‘re-confirmed’ after death.  

The identity consequence of the first event is maintenance of the identity. Members perceive the event 

an irrelevant threat and handle it by neglecting it as they draw on the identity claim of solidity (we were 

a very solid bank because our whole identity was maintained as the irrelevant threat was neglected). 

The identity consequence of the second event is preservation of the identity. Members perceive the 

event a relevant threat and handle it by defending the identity as they draw on the identity claim of 

solidity (we were quite a solid bank because part of our identity was preserved as it was defended from 

a relevant threat). 

The identity consequence of the third event is alteration of the identity. Members perceive the event a 

substantial threat and handle it by believing in the identity as they draw on the identity claim of solidity 

(we believed we were a solid bank - although we faced a substantial threat). 

The identity consequence of the fourth event is revolution of the identity. Members perceive the event a 

vital threat and handle it by adjusting the identity as they draw on the identity claim of local care (we 

were not a solid bank because we went bankrupt - but we were a local bank). 

The identity consequence of the fifth event is a dis-confirmation of the identity claim of the old 

organization. Members perceive the event an important threat against the claim and handle the event by 

supporting the adapted version of the claim in the new organization: as members work to comfort self 

and others that the new organization will not die as it is solid, they highlight how the old organization 

was bad and died because of its lack of solidity – thereby dis-confirming, once again, the truth of the 

identity claim in the old organization (we were a bad bank because of our lack of solidity).  

The identity consequence of the final and sixth event is a re-confirmation of the identity claim of the 

old organization. Members perceive the event an important threat against the claim and handle the 

event by supporting the adapted version of the claim in the new organization: as members work to 

overcome the restricted enactment of their local care, they highlight how the old organization was good 

despite its death because of its care for the local community – thereby re-confirming, once again, the 

truth of the identity claim in the old organization (we were a good bank because of our local care). 

Taken together, the final phase of the analysis shows how the organization’s legacy identity is formed 

by its death. As members of a dead organization narrate the ‘organizational death process’, they also 

narrate a ‘legacy organizational identity process’: the ‘death narrative’ is also a ‘legacy organizational 

identity narrative’ including different legacy identities. As members tell who we were (Walsh, Glynn 

2008) at different times during different events and phases of the bankruptcy, they narrate a story of a 

‘legacy organizational identity transformation’. The legacy organizational identity is ‘maintained’, 

‘preserved’, ‘altered’, ‘revolutionized’, ‘dis-confirmed’ and ‘re-confirmed’ throughout the death 

process as members narrate the transformation from the beginning to the end (Weick 1995): from a 

“bed of roses” to “a nightmare”. In the beginning of the story, the organization is a locally caring, 

solid and competitive bank. In the end, it is a locally caring bank. Thus, following a problematic death 
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that disrupts an organization’s central, distinct and enduring claims (Whetten 2006) to who we were 

(Walsh, Glynn 2008), members work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996) to construct not one legacy 

organizational identity (Walsh, Glynn 2008) but ‘several legacy organizational identities’. These are 

conflicting but integrated into a coherent legacy organizational identity narrative that can embrace all 

of them without compromising any of them.  

In sum, the last part of the analysis shows how members construct a legacy organizational identity 

narrative when they narrate how their organization died. In this way, the study shows how legacy 

organizational identity and death form and is formed by each other.  

Based on these findings, a theoretical model is derived and presented in the next section. 

FINDINGS 

In the above analysis I found that members drew on their legacy organizational identity when they 

narrated how they interpreted and responded to different bankruptcy events and that these 

interpretations and responses had consequences for the ways members constructed their organization’s 

legacy identity. In this way, the analysis illustrated how legacy organizational identity and death 

formed each other. These findings were conditioned by the specifics of the case: by the unfolding of a 

set of different events and phases. In figure 1 the descriptive understanding of the familiar case is 

transformed into more generalized knowledge (Golden-Biddle, Locke 1993: 605) that may be capable 

of informing other cases of legacy organizational identity and death. 
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FIGURE 1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
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Figure 1 illustrates how focus on different identity aspects shift as members narrate how a bankruptcy 

unfolds. Initially, organizational members derive meaning from a ‘primary identity claim’ that is 

primary because it justifies members’ neglecting of the event and maintenance of their positive 

organizational identity or to use Tajfel’s (1974) language: it is primary because it fulfills its primary 

function of contributing to a socially positively valued social identity. A ‘secondary identity claim’ is 

mobilized when the primary identity claim becomes incapable of supporting members in their work to 

sustain the organization’s positive legacy identity. Thus, the secondary identity claim is secondary 

because it subsidies the primary identity claim when it fails to fulfill its function. Hence, as members 

narrate their interpretations of and responses to organizational identity threats, legacy identity claims 

are mobilized to center or peripheral positions and granted primary or secondary status. In this way, 

when members retrospectively account for their (mis)comprehensions and (in)actions to the bankruptcy 

events, they mobilize and draw upon different aspects of their legacy organizational identity: ‘we were 

this – so we thought this and we did this’. Thus, members use their legacy organizational identity as a 

resource that they can draw upon when they need to account for their (lack of) interpretations of or 

responses to intensifying threats. In this way, members’ organizational death narrative is also a legacy 

organizational identity narrative. This narrative consisting of different death events and phases has 

consequences for the organization’s legacy identity: ‘this happened - so we were this’. In this way, the 

death narrative is also an identity narrative that composes a transformation (Weick 1995, Czarniawska 

1999) of the organization’s legacy identity. In short, the figure illustrates how identity is used as a 

resource in the construction of a death story and how this death story has consequences for the 

organization’s identity: how legacy organizational identity and death form each other. 

DISCUSSION 

In many ways, the narrative authored by the members of the bankrupted bank is a sad story. Hopefully, 

the story can be of value to theorists and practitioners interested in and wrestling with the final and 

most demanding aspect of organizational life – namely death. This section outlines the ways that the 

study matters for theory and practice by providing a discussion of the analysis in terms of its theoretical 

contributions and practical implications. In the end, the section discusses the paper’s limitations and 

outline potential avenues for further research. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

The paper contributes to theory on legacy organizational identity and death in a number of ways. In the 

following, some of the most important contributions are discussed.  

The study contributes to the sparse but important literature on legacy organizational identity (Walsh, 

Glynn 2008). According to Walsh and Gynn’s definition of the term, legacy organizational identity is a 

shared claim as to who we were as an organization: a construction that draws upon and integrates 

valued organizational identity elements from the past to perpetuate the best of the organization’s 

identity. The authors consider negative and disruptive organizational endings -like the one explored in 

this case study- in specific and suggest that managers act in order to re-focus employees’ attention to 

the central and distinctive character of the organization to avoid that the legacy construct becomes 

highly negative and less representative because it is centered on more recent and painful experiences of 

organizational death. This case study contrast these initial theorizations as it finds that aspects of the 

central and distinctive character of the organization –its early legacy identity– turn out to be less 

representative and that one early legacy claim in specific is perceived highly negative as its invalidity is 

considered to cause the organization’s demise. Contrary to the legacy identity theory, this study shows 
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how the early and positive organizational legacy identity as a whole does not endure and persist and 

survive death but evolve into different identities as primary and secondary identity claims that are 

positive and negative are mobilized. Members narrate how the organization was “good and positive” at 

one point in time because it was local, competitive and solid. At other points in time, it was less solid 

and more local. In the end of the organization’s death story, the organization was perceived a good 

bank because of its local care but it was also perceived a bad bank because of its lack of solidity. In this 

way, members not only draw on valued organizational identity elements from the past to perpetuate the 

best of the organization - they also draw on unvalued elements (the disconfirmed identity claim of 

solidity) to perpetuate the worst of the organization. They do so as they distinguish their new 

organization from the old. This differentiation of the old organization enables members to perform as 

expected in the new organization (to support an adapted version of the old identity claim in the new 

organization). In this way, the negative perception of the old organization’s legacy identity becomes a 

needed solution in the new organization. The positive and negative versions of the organization’s 

legacy identity are elicited from members’ narratives of the organizational death: a narrative that is also 

a legacy identity narrative. Based on this finding, the study proposes the term ‘legacy organizational 

identity narrative’ as a supplement to Walsh and Gynn’s conceptualization of “legacy organizational 

identity”. The narrative is an important supplement as it “embraces the multiplicity, complexity and 

potential contradictions” (Mallett, Wapshott 2012) that organizational members of dead organizations 

experience and because it allows for a fuller and more comprehensive understanding of the different 

perceptions members have about who we were (Walsh, Glynn 2008). Showing how different legacy 

identity claims are mobilized at different times, the study brings to the legacy organizational identity 

theory a narrative approach that enables different aspects of identity to be highlighted at different 

moments (Hatch, Schultz 2002): an approach that acknowledges process and variance. In short, the 

proposal of a narrative approach to the conceptualization of legacy organizational identity enables 

scholars to arrive at a more nuanced understanding of the legacy that members of dead organizations 

bring with them into new organizational contexts. Following these lines, the study also contributes to 

the organizational debate on the enduring character of identity (Walsh, Glynn 2008, Mallett, Wapshott 

2012, Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft & Thomas 2008). Illustrating how parts of an organization’s legacy 

identity end while other parts endure, the paper nuances Walsh and Glynn’s (2008: 267) proposition 

that legacy identities are enduring and robust, persisting beyond the death of an organization. On the 

one hand, the study confirms their proposition by illustrating how one (local) identity claim endures 

even after organizational death. On the other hand, the study disconfirms their proposition by 

illustrating how another (solid) identity claim ends with the death of the organization. In this way, the 

findings show that even after death organizational identity is not a stable entity but a process 

(Alvesson, Empson 2008, Ainsworth, Grant 2012, Beech et al. 2012) that results from members’ 

ongoing identity work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996): work that continues even years after the 

organization has passed away. Thereby the study answers recent calls for focusing on identity 

processes and considering not only the “what” of identity, but also the “how” (Ainsworth, Grant 

2012). In relation to the enduring debate, it is important to note that the ending of a (solid) identity 

claim does not mean that the claim no longer exists. Although the belief in the organizations’ (solid) 

claim may fade with the demise of the organization itself, the legacy claim or, in fact, the 

disconfirmation of the legacy claim is not forgotten. To the contrary, it is stored –just like the enduring 

identity claim- in members’ memory as a legacy that continues to play a role in future organizational 

contexts. A final contribution resides in the importance of these identity claims to members’ survival of 

the organizational death. Surprisingly –according to theory and according to the members themselves- 
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they do not panic and stop thinking or acting when their organization goes bankrupt and their 

assumptions about the organizational universe are disrupted (Weick 1993). Despite the closedown, 

members come to work every day: normal absence due to illness and vacation fell to zero. In this 

period, the enduring identity claim of local care plays a significant role. In one way, it works as a 

‘parachute’ that members catch and hang on to as they move through and survive organizational death: 

as a ‘safety net’ that catches and saves member and carries them through organizational death. The 

secondary identity claim serves as a motivator and a guide to conduct. In this way, the study also holds 

an answer to calls for further research on the inexplicable close down effect (Bergman, Wigblad 1999, 

Wigblad, Hanson 2006) first identified by Sutton (1987) who observed stabilizing or increasing 

employee efforts after closing announcements and later extended by Wigblad and colleagues  (1999, 

2006) who observed the same before closing announcements. In this case, part of the explanation to the 

close down effect resides in members’ commitment to the organization based on their (re)constructed 

sense: members lost meaning when their organization went bankrupt but found it again in other (less 

business and more humane) tasks. As they experienced that customers and colleagues needed them and 

expected their care, they were motivated to comply and they increased their efforts. In this way, the 

study contributes to traditional explanations to the close down effect that include members’ individual 

job opportunities and career advancement by adding a fundamental search for meaning and adherence 

to identity and image. The study also illustrates how these motivators are related as it shows how 

valuable external relationships to the local community compose the main ingredient in employees’ 

perception of their worth. Their current and future employment in the acquiring organization depends 

to a significant degree on the customer relationships established and maintained in the bankrupted 

organization. Accordingly, members work hard to maintain and improve these relationships. In this 

work they draw upon their experience of the bankruptcy which provides them with a unique ability to 

understand their customers and approach and embrace them in a way that fits their needs. This practice 

conflicts with the demands of the acquiring bank and the recommendations of traditional theorists 

researching transitions from death to life (see Bell, Scott 2011) as both suggest members forget the past 

and move on. It sheds a different light on theories proposing that in cases of organizational death, the 

organization must disband and disentangle itself from its network of external relationships (Walsh, 

Glynn 2008, Sutton 1987) and its members must leave behind their old reality as well as the associated 

identity in order to move on (Bridges 1986). To the contrary, this study shows how a negative 

experience of organizational death can be a positive asset in a living organization. In this way, it 

contributes with empirical evidence to literature that calls for research that applies a continuing bond 

perspective in studies of organizational death (Bell, Scott 2011).  

In short, the study contributes in a number of ways to the sparse but important literature on legacy 

organizational identity and death.  

In the next section, I discuss the practical implications of the study. 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The paper has a number of implications for practice. In the following, some of the most important 

implications are discussed. 

The study shows that although legacy organizational identity is a term that describes a dead 

organization, it is a construct that has real time implications in living organizations. Fortunately, when 

organizations die, people live on and come to find new organizational life. The study underlines the 

importance of practitioners’ understanding of historical legacies and the way past experiences continue 



 

146 

to play a role in defining and acting the present (Weick 1995). The study shows that members’ 

constructions of their dead organization’s legacy identity have implications for how they form and 

perform in a new organizational context. Following these lines, practitioners should acknowledge how 

an old identity of a dead organization can play a role in a new and living organization. If practitioners 

want to influence the performance of organizational members they need to understand their work 

legacies – including their legacy organizational identities. This study offers practitioners a way to 

access these legacies. By conceptualizing legacy organizational identity as a ‘legacy organizational 

identity narrative’ and asking members to narrate who they were as an organization (Walsh, Glynn 

2008), practitioners can gain insight and knowledge on members’ background and elicit explanations to 

their current behavior and cues to their future. Such understandings of organizational legacies are 

critical to practitioners who wish to support members of dead organizations in coming to form and 

perform satisfyingly in new organizations. Especially an understanding of the ways members face and 

handle the obstacles and challenges of the past in the present is a prerequisite for supporting them. This 

study suggest that practitioners can ease adaptation processes by acknowledging that obstacles and 

challenges can come from legacy identity claims that are ending and enduring as well as positive and 

negative. Such legacies can be barriers on a road to a new work world: barriers that hinder 

organizational members from leaving behind the old work world and committing to the new. On the 

one hand, it is important that the acquiring organization identifies and recognizes the power of these 

barriers and supports members in overcoming them. Instead of trying to overwrite old claims with a 

new identity (Humphreys, Brown 2002), one way of helping members adapt to a new work world and 

organizational identity is to create a space that allows for identity integration. On the other hand, the 

acquirers need to recognize that the old world will never be totally abandoned. According to the 

members of this study, it can not and it should not. Elements of the old world will remain in the new 

and reminders of the past will keep coming up. The task is not to neglect or abandon reminders or 

pertaining elements of the old world – but to acknowledge their existence and appreciate their 

advantage. 

In sum, the implications presented above are relevant for two groups: members of dead organizations 

who maneuver through death transitions often with a lack of relevant death experience and members of 

living organizations who work to support integration of members from the dead.  

FURTHER RESEARCH 

The above discussed contributions and implications of the study are timely and relevant in 

contemporary society characterized by significant increases in bankruptcy rates: increases that are 

brought by one of the most severe crises in world history – a crisis that brings challenges to millions of 

people who wrestle with organizational death and the identity issues that it brings. In this section, I call 

for further research that addresses the unfortunate lack of knowledge on these issues. 

Like all other research, this paper has limitations (Glaser, Strauss 2008). In the sections below, I reflect 

and discuss the incompleteness of the study (Van de Ven 2007: 21) as I attempt to leverage 

opportunities for further developing the generated theory (Glaser 1978) and advancing research on the 

issue.  

As the study considers legacy organizational identity and death it is -of necessity- based on 

retrospective narratives. It would be interesting also to explore real time constructions of organizational 

identity and death. Such research, however, may be difficult to conduct because in general an important 

event like death is seldom identified and understood before or even when it happens (Czarniawska 
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2004) and because threatened organizations are expected to be reluctant to give access to researchers 

wanting to investigate a real time bankruptcy. Nevertheless, I am convinced that much can be learned 

from real time investigations of organizational identity and death and I wish to call for such work.  

Another opportunity for further research regards the usual limitations of single case study research 

where generality is traded for richness (Ravasi, Schultz 2006). Bankruptcies are different (Sutton, 

Callahan 1987) and, therefore, the death story generated in this case is different from the death stories 

generated in other cases. To shed light on this issue, data from secondary sources was collected and 

other death stories was generated and compared to the death story of this case. The comparisons 

facilitated an evaluation of the specificities of this case. The confirming similarities between the stories 

increased confidence in the ability of the findings to inform other cases of bankruptcy. Concretely, 

however, this study’s ability to inform other cases should be evaluated by the stakeholders 

knowledgeable of the concrete cases. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to consider work related 

identity issues and death in other contexts or to initiate broader field level studies of identity issues in 

times of death. 

A final opportunity for further research resides in the study’s internal perspective. Although the 

inclusion of the image construct constituted a link to external perspectives, internal aspects were the 

primary focus of this study. When conducting organizational research, however, scholars should take 

into consideration several aspects and levels of analysis (Scott 2008). Although broader industrial and 

societal level identity aspects were present in members’ narratives, such macro level issues were not 

taken into consideration. Individual level identity issues were touched upon, but as the shared and 

collective construct of organizational legacy identity was the primary focus of the paper such micro 

level issues were not elaborated upon. Exploration of how the death phenomenon relates to different 

levels of identity constructions would be a relevant and interesting avenue for further research and 

therefore I wish to call for such work. 

CONCLUSION 

The global financial crisis that marked the beginning of the 21
st
 century has shaken the game board of 

banking and changed not only the game but also the players of the game. This study explores the death 

of a player: how a local champion develops into a national tragedy. It explores how the members 

experiencing such a disruptive transformation construct the organization’s legacy identity. The paper 

asks and answers the question of how legacy organizational identity and death relate and find that the 

constructs form and is formed by each other: that an organization’s death forms its legacy identity and 

that an organization’s legacy identity forms its death. The paper shows that inherent in members’ 

organizational death narrative is a legacy organizational identity narrative including a legacy 

organizational identity transformation that encompasses different legacy organizational identities. The 

paper matters for the few theorists researching the understudied but relevant issues of legacy 

organizational identity and for the many practitioners struggling with the increasing but troubling 

problems of corporate bankruptcy. 
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ABSTRACT 

The economic crisis has brought bankruptcy to the center of organizational life. Especially in the 

financial sector, bankruptcies are rife. Bank bankruptcies have disastrous consequences for millions of 

stakeholders – not least the people who spend most of their wakening hours at work within these 

organizations. Yet, little is known about how bankers handle experiences of bank bankruptcy. The 

purpose of this paper is to address this gap of knowledge. To analyze the issue, the paper reflects upon 

the empirical phenomenon in theoretical terms and finds that when a bank goes bankrupt it generates a 

contradiction between the goal of the banking institution (economic growth) and the outcome of the 

bank organizing (economic decline) leading to a loss of legitimacy. Following these reflections, bank 

bankruptcy is conceptualized as a case of il-legitimacy and theory on stigma is drawn upon to inform 

the analysis. The paper has an iterative approach and travels back and forth between extant literature 

and theory emerging from the data based on qualitative interviews with members of a bankrupted bank 

who narrate the bank bankruptcy. The explorative analysis shows that in bankers’ narrations, 

(il)legitimacy is central - as a problem but also as a solution. The paper contributes to extant knowledge 

by showing how il-legitimacy is experienced and handled by the people inside an il-legitimated 

organization. More precisely, it suggests a nuancing of the concept by dividing it into internal and 

external (il)legitimacy and considering the ways it is internalized and externalized. In short, the paper 

contributes to the traditional way of conceptualizing (il)legitimacy by challenging assumptions of an 

integrated organizational response to a macro level objective evaluation by offering a back stage micro 

level glimpse of the multiple and conflicting ways individuals handle experiences of organizational il-

legitimacy.   

                                                           
1
The earliest version of the paper was presented at Scandinavian Consortium of Organizational Research (SCANCOR), 

Stanford University, 2012. A previous version of the paper was presented in a track at the European Group of Organization 
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Studies (EGOS) Conference in Montreal, 2013. A previous version of the paper is in review in Journal of Organizational 

Change Management. I am thankful to participants at all occasions for helpful feedback. I am especially grateful to Charles 

Perrow, John Meyer, Jim March and Jaco Lok for providing valuable comments and suggestions on different versions of the 

paper. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The global financial crisis that came to mark the beginning of the 21
st
 century has sent waves of 

devastating consequences around the world (Stein 2011). It has been described as the most devastating 

institutional crisis (Gerstrøm 2013) since the great depression or World War II (Ferguson 2009). 

Contemporary society is in a post crisis situation characterized by output losses of up to $200 trillion 

(Haldane 2010), unemployment rates above 48 million (OECD 2012) and increasing bankruptcy 

numbers. In the US, for instance, bankruptcy statistics reported total bankruptcy filings near 1,500,000 

for 2011 (American Bankruptcy Institute 2012). In Europe, most countries have experienced an 

increase in corporate insolvencies and a growing number of business collapses: in Western Europe 

alone, the total registered in 2009 was more than 185,100 (European Commission 2011). Also in 

Northern Europe, bankruptcy statistics include concerning numbers: in the small country of Denmark 

there has been an increase close to 150% in the number of bankruptcy filings from 2008 to 2012 and 

since the new millennium the number has more than tripled (Danmarks Statistik 2013). The rise in 

failures have disastrous consequences for millions of stakeholders (Marks, Vansteenkiste 2008) – not 

least the people who work in the organizations undergoing these catastrophes. In the wake of the 

financial crisis, one industry in specific has suffered from massive losses; the banking industry. In this 

sector, most organizations have received substantial governmental support in order to survive – 

nonetheless, many have collapsed. In Denmark, the total number of independent financial institutions 

has almost halved since the crisis.  

The empirical aim of this paper is to explore what happens inside a bank that goes bankrupt: to 

understand how the people who spend most of their waking hours at work in a bank that goes bankrupt 

handle their experiences of bank bankruptcy. Therefore, the research question set out to be explored in 

this paper is how bankers handle their experiences of bankruptcy. 

Research on such issues is rare and, therefore, to gain insight on how to analyze the issues it is helpful 

to reflect upon the phenomenon of bank bankruptcy: what the empirical event is a theoretical case of.  

When a bank goes bankrupt, assets are lost and economic decline is spurred. One of the primary goals 

of a bank is economic growth. Therefore, when a bank goes bankrupt, it contradicts its primary goal 

and role. It is noteworthy that the overall role of banking is generalizable across time and space and 

shared by insiders and outsiders. In other words, a bank is part of the “objective reality”: part of an 

“institutional world” (Berger, Luckmann 1968: 507) where shared expectations about what it means to 

be a bank prevail. Following these lines, banking can be viewed as an institution surrounded by a set of 

institutional expectations that inform its definition (Meyer 2009): a definition that describes and 

prescribes what a bank does and what a bank is. As this definition is shared among insiders and 

outsiders it guides the bank’s identity (what the bank is in the eyes of its internal members) and the 

bank’s reputation (what the bank is in the eyes of its external non-members) (Dutton, Dukerich 1991). 

As long as the bank conforms to the banking institution, it is considered legitimate meaning that its 

actions are perceived or assumed “desirable, proper, or appropriate” (Suchman 1995: 574). When the 

bank goes bankrupt, not only does it deviate from the institutional expectations, it contradicts them. 

Consequently, it loses legitimacy: it is perceived or assumed un-desirable, im-proper, or in-appropriate. 

Following these lines, bank bankruptcy can be considered a case of extreme deviance or contradiction 

between the goal of the banking institution (economic growth) and the outcome of the bank organizing 

(economic decline) leading to a loss of legitimacy. In other words, bank bankruptcy can be considered 

an organizational case of institutional il-legitimacy. 
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Following the shared nature of the institution - its capacity to reach inside and outside the organization 

- the institution guides external perceptions of the bank as well as internal perceptions of the bank and, 

therefore, both identity and image can be expected to be threatened in a case of legitimacy loss. These 

dual inferences depart from the dominant approach in extant literature on institutional theory, where 

legitimacy is mainly considered an external oriented construct: a construct that is created subjectively 

but possessed objectively (Suchman 1995) by broader and larger audiences (Elsbach, Bechky 2009, 

Hudson, Okhuysen 2009, Hudson 2008, Elsbach 1994). Following these lines, loss of legitimacy 

mainly impacts the organization’s reputation. This study departs from this one-sided focus and follows 

recent research in institutional theory beginning to emphasize how internal constructs such as identity 

are also institutionally guided (Glynn 2008, Thorton, Ocasio 2008). Therefore, in cases of institutional 

deviance and il-legitimacy internal perceptions are also affected. A useful construct that relates to the 

dichotomy between internal and external perceptions and has a capacity to connect identity and 

reputation is organizational image (what insiders think outsiders think the organization is) (Dutton, 

Dukerich 1991). Following Dutton and Dukerich’s (1991) famous study, the bank’s image constitutes a 

mirror that connects insiders’ view of the bank (identity) with outsiders’ view of the bank (reputation). 

Following these lines, image can serve as a bridging construct that connects internal (micro) 

perceptions and external (macro) perceptions (Elsbach 2003) and allow for a consideration of the 

bank’s embeddedness in the institutional world. As the inclusion of such internal perceptions in 

institutional theory is relatively new, little research exists which can inform a study of how insiders 

handle experiences of organizational loss of institutional legitimacy. Therefore, alternative streams of 

research need to be considered.  

Reflecting on the close link between il-legitimacy and stigma theory as well as stigma research’s 

emphasis on internal perceptions, this concept is relevant. Since Goffman’s (1963) preliminary work on 

stigma in which he stated that actors who decline their basic institutions can be considered stigmatized 

social deviants who are judged as il-legitimate (Elliott et al. 1982), there has been a close connection 

between il-legitimacy and stigma (Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 2008). In recent literature, stigma is 

considered the opposite of legitimacy: to denote the negative end of legitimacy’s continuum (Hudson, 

Okhuysen 2009, Hudson 2008). Following these lines, members of a bankrupted bank can be expected 

to handle experiences of il-legitimacy as a kind of stigma (Neu, Wright 1992). To inform the empirical 

study of bank bankruptcy, I therefore draw on the stigma literature presented and discussed in the next 

section. 

In the third section, I explain how I conducted an inductive case study based on qualitative interviews 

with 20 organizational members of a bankrupted bank narrating how their bank went bankrupt. 

In the explorative analysis I show how organizational il-legitimacy is not restricted to the 

organizational level but deeply felt by the individuals inside the organization. The analysis illustrates 

how individual bankers handle their negative experiences of il-legitimacy by il-legitimating self and 

others and legitimating self.  

The paper contributes to extant literature on (il)legitimacy in a number of ways. First, the paper 

proposes an extension of traditional (il)legitimacy studies that often stop when the organization dies as 

it shows how (il)legitimacy is a central issue even after organizational death. Second, the study 

addresses the gap of knowledge on emotional aspects of institutions by illustrating how (il)legitimacy is 

deeply felt by the humans working inside an il-legitimated organization. Third, the study proposes 

nuancing the traditional (objective) approach to (il)legitimacy as findings show that bankers both 
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experience ‘internal (il)legitimacy’ (being il-legitimate in own eyes) and ‘external (il)legitimacy’ 

(being il-legitimate in others’ eyes). Such a distinction is beneficial in cases like this, where members 

are both considered sources who (il)legitimize and entities who are il-legitimized. Following this 

distinction, the study addresses the shortage of knowledge on sources by showing how members 

themselves are ‘sources of internal (il)legitimacy’ and how they face and become il-legitimated from 

four categories and eight sub categories of ‘sources of external il-legitimacy’. Relatedly, the study 

proposes nuancing the traditional way of conceptualizing entities by identifying categories and sub 

categories of (il)legitimacy and showing how (il)legitimacy can also be attributed to (groups of) 

individuals and grounded in in-action as well as comprehension and in-comprehension. Finally, the 

study breaks with the traditional tendency to treat (il)legitimacy as an objective evaluation of an 

integrated organization that respond in a coherent way by providing a back stage glimpse that shows 

how il-legitimacy splits up inside an organization when members distinguish themselves from each 

other, engage in processes of ‘victimizing’ and ‘villianizing’ of self and others, and create multiple and 

conflicting accounts that ‘channel’ the il-legitimacy further on.  

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

In this section I review and discuss the theory on stigma that is considered relevant for and capable of 

informing the question regarding how bankers handle their experiences of bankruptcy. 

INTRODUCING STIGMA 

Originally, the term “stigma” is derived from the Greek word for “tattoo-mark” (Cusack, Jack & 

Kavanagh 2003) referring to a mark cut or burned on a criminal in ancient Greece (Vergne 2012) to 

advertise that this person was “bad” (Hebl, Dovidio 2005) and should be avoided. According to 

Goffman (1963), who researchers of stigma often refer to, “stigmatization” is a process in which the 

stigmatized is reduced to a tainted and discounted subject. Following Goffman’s early theory, stigma 

serves as a societal control function. Stigma connects the broader societal norms and values describing 

what is considered ‘good’ and ‘right’ within a social setting with the individuals embedded in this 

society by picking and marking the subjects that deviate from such norms and values. In this way, the 

concept offers a lens that bridges the macro level norms and values of broader society with the micro 

level interpretations of embedded individuals. Moreover, as all stigma dimensions must be viewed 

from two perspectives: the stigma bearers and the normal (Elliott et al. 1982: 287) almost by 

definition, the distinction between internal and external perceptions is central. In contemporary 

literature, stigma is often conceptualized as a social construction that results from an interaction 

between the target of stigmatization and the producers of stigmatization (Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 

2008). According to this conceptualization, stigma can be considered a mediating concept that operates 

at the intersection between the internal view of the entity (identity) and the external view of the entity 

(reputation). The construct that links organizational identity (what the organization is in the eyes of its 

internal members) with organizational reputation (what the organization is in the eyes of its external 

non-members) is organizational image (what the internal members think that the external-non-members 

think that the organization is). Therefore like legitimacy is considered a concept that describes an 

organization’s image (Elsbach 2003), stigma can be considered a concept that describes an 

organization’s il-legitimate image. In other words, if image is conceptualized on a scale ranging from 

‘good’ to ‘bad’, a legitimated image would be the good image and a stigmatized image would be the 

bad image. Such a synthesis is partly supported by Elsbach (1994) who argues that a specific 

organizational image is organizational legitimacy which is “conferred when stakeholders— that is, 
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internal and external audiences affected by organizational outcomes— endorse and support an 

organization's goals and activities” (Elsbach, Sutton 1992). Adding to her theory, stigma can be 

viewed as a kind of image which is conferred when stakeholders— that is, internal and external 

audiences affected by organizational outcomes— does not endorse and support an organization's goals 

and activities. In this way, stigma can be viewed as a negative image which links the views of the 

internal members to the broader external environment. Because image as a construct links the internal 

identity construct and the external reputation construct (Dutton, Dukerich 1991, Elsbach 2003), stigma 

can also describe an organization’s identity; a stigmatized identity (internal members’ perception of a 

bad organization compared to a set of institutional expectations), and an organization’s reputation; a 

stigmatized reputation (external non-members’ perception of a bad organization compared to a set of 

institutional expectations). As the aim of this paper is to understand how members inside a bankrupted 

bank handle their experiences of bankruptcy, the constructs of identity and image are of primary 

relevance in the following discussion of stigma. 

EXPERIENCING STIGMA 

In cases of bank bankruptcy where the deviance and consequential loss of legitimacy is extreme, stigma 

is also expected to be extreme. This notion of extreme stigma produces an anti-thesis in Hudson and 

Okhuysen’s (2009, 2008) framework where an extreme form of il-legitimacy is core stigma attributed 

to an actor’s identity but bankruptcy stigma is event stigma attributed to a negative and discrediting 

event (Neu, Wright 1992). An anti-thesis can also be found when comparing the case of bank 

bankruptcy to Goffman’s (1963) preliminary taxonomy of stigma divided into physical stigma focusing 

on bodily abnormalities, character stigma focusing on flaws in individual character, and demographic 

stigma focusing on social issues such as group memberships. Categorizing bank bankruptcy according 

to this taxonomy, bankers can be expected to both experience demographic stigma related to their 

organizational membership and character stigma related to their flawed identity. A third anti-thesis can 

be found when comparing the case of bank bankruptcy to classifications of stigma into visible stigma 

including sex, race, age, ethnicity, physical appearance, language, speech patterns, and dialect and non-

visible stigma including illness, religion, sexual orientation, national origin, club or social group 

memberships and occupation (Clair, Beatty & Maclean 2005). Categorizing bank bankruptcy according 

to this classification, bankers can be expected to experience invisible stigma by occupational 

membership that is visible in most of their wakening hours at work in the bankrupted bank. A final 

anti-thesis is found when comparing bank bankruptcy to distinctions between uncontrollable stigma 

which is attributed if the circumstances that lead an actor to fall into a particular social categorization 

are beyond the control of the actor and controllable stigma which is attributed if the social 

categorization is the result of a choice (Warren 2007: 479). Categorizing bank bankruptcy according to 

this distinction, bankers can be expected to experience controllable stigma when bankers’ membership 

of the bank is considered a deliberate choice but uncontrollable stigma when the bank bankruptcy is 

considered beyond the control of the bankers. Following these lines, a classification of bank bankruptcy 

stigma according to extant literature is problematic. It is problematic to presume bankers’ experiences 

of bank bankruptcy stigma also because the construct is a social construction resulting from the 

interaction of the stigma bearers and the normal (Elliott et al. 1982: 287, Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 

2008) not the researcher. Despite widespread agreement on this assumption, it is often assumed that 

there is a causal relationship between producers’ stigmatization and targets’ stigmatization: that targets 

are stigmatized if producers stigmatize them. Moreover, it is often assumed that (external) non-

members’ stigmatization internalizes into (internal) members’ world: an internalization that manifests 
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in an identity threat (Elliott et al. 1982, Petriglieri 2011, Major, O'Brien 2005) or identity crisis 

(Czarniawska 1997) that - by definition - is internal. Following these lines, bank bankruptcy can be 

expected to pose an extreme threat to bankers’ identity and image and bankers can be expected to 

experience the bankruptcy as a perceptual identity and image crisis. Although such inferences might be 

theoretically valid, they are just inferences - and research exists that would question them. Major and 

O’Brien (2005), for instance, address the internalization assumption as they report how many classic 

perspectives on the effects of stigmatization assume that the stigmatized internalize the negative view of 

them held by society: “According to this view, levels of self-esteem in stigmatized groups should 

parallel the degree to which they are devalued by the culturally dominant group (ibid: 407). They 

conclude, however, that results are inconsistent: some research supports an internalization perspective, 

but most does not. Although one can find support for claims that different producers stigmatize 

members of a bankrupted bank, this study aims - not to assume bankers’ stigmatization - but to explore 

and understand their potential experiences of stigma and il-legitimacy - in their own eyes. Therefore, in 

this study, stigma and il-legitimacy lies in the eyes of the targets and is to be found in the stories they 

author. 

HANDELING STIGMA 

According to Dutton and colleagues’ (Dutton, Dukerich & Harquail 1994) theory on organizational 

impression management, outside stakeholders' impressions of an organization's (il)legitimacy can be 

handled by applying a set of organizational image management tactics like accounts of failure and 

constructions of events that (re)creates a positive picture of the organization in stakeholders' minds. 

According to Elsbach’s (1994) impression management theory, spokespersons can manage legitimacy 

issues in response to controversial events by using a set of verbal accounts or explanations to defend, 

excuse, justify, or enhance organizational behaviors to avoid blame or gain credit for controversial 

events and (re)gain legitimacy. Following this theory, bankers experiencing bankruptcy stigma can be 

expected to respond by referring to institutional or technological characteristics when they 

acknowledge or deny the bankruptcy. According to Elsbach’s later work on organizational perception 

management in general including organizational image and identity management in specific, loss of 

legitimacy can be managed and regained by combining (externally directed) organizational impression 

management tactics and (internally directed) organizational identity management tactics such as verbal 

accounts including justifications that reduce the negativity of the event and explanatory excuses and 

denials that reduce the responsibility of the event but also categorization and labeling, symbolic 

behavior and physical markers (Elsbach 2003). According to the work Elsbach has done with Sutton 

(1992), il-legitimate events and actions can be legitimated through impression management tactics such 

as justification including accounting and explaining as well as tactics like defense of innocence that 

reduce or eliminate responsibility and (re)acquire organizational legitimacy. According Elsbach and her 

colleagues (Elsbach, Sutton 1992, Elsbach, Kramer 1996), members can handle bankruptcy stigma by 

categorizing themselves according to alternative identity dimensions and adhering to alternative 

institutional norms “in order to [re]legitimate their roles… and facilitate the future use of justifications 

and defenses of innocence that may legitimize their organizations and themselves” (1992: 732). 

According to the work Sutton has done with Callahan (1987) on stigma of bankruptcy in specific, 

leaders respond to stigma by using a set of stigma management strategies. Following this theory, 

bankers experiencing bankruptcy stigma can respond by concealing; actively and passively, defining; 

explaining the label and invoking uniqueness, denying responsibility; blaming the environment and 

blaming organizational members who are no longer employed, accepting responsibility and 
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withdrawing. While many of these theories are rife with suggestions on how to respond to los of 

legitimacy and sigma, most of them are limited to a restricted set of actors who act on behalf of a 

stigmatized or il-legitimated organization – such as spokespersons and leaders. For a more inclusive 

theory on how a variety of individuals within a stigmatized organization or industry respond, Ashforth 

and colleagues’ research on dirty work (Ashforth et al. 2007, Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, 

Ashforth, Kreiner 1999) and corruption (Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004) can be 

considered. According to Ashforth and Kreiner’s (1999) initial conceptualization of dirty work and the 

challenges of constructing a positive occupational identity, taint management can be divided into two 

collective defense mechanisms. The first response is ideological techniques where members transform 

the meaning of the stigmatized work by referring to occupational ideologies that help them justify their 

occupation. These techniques are used to convince outsiders but mainly insiders and therefore, they 

have their greatest impact on internal legitimacy rather than external legitimacy. The authors suggest 

three ideological techniques. The first technique is reframing where the meaning attached to a 

stigmatized occupation is transformed by infusing (imbuing positive value) or neutralizing (neglecting 

negative value) by denial of responsibility, denial of injury or denial of victims. The second technique 

is recalibrating where members adjust the implicit standards that are invoked to assess the magnitude 

(how much) and/or valence (how good) of a given dirty work attribute and make an undesired and 

ostensibly large aspect seem smaller and less significant and a desired but small aspect seem larger 

and more significant. The third technique is refocusing where members shift the center of attention 

from stigmatized features of their work to non-stigmatized features of their work. The second response 

is social weighting. The authors suggest three social weighting practices. The first practice is 

differentiation of outsiders (condemning the condemners). The second practice is differentiation of 

outsiders (supporting the supporters). The third and final practice is selective social comparisons – 

within and between groups. In 2003, Ashforth and Anand extend the framework by proposing eight 

rationalization strategies that social deviants can use to normalize their dirty work. Rationalization 

strategies can be prospective or defensive and retrospective in nature. The first strategy is legality 

where actors excuse practices on the grounds that they are not actually illegal. The second strategy is 

denial of responsibility where actors construe that they have no choice due to circumstances beyond 

their control such as management orders, peer pressure, being deceived and existing precedent. The 

third strategy is denial of injury where actors construe that no one was really harmed or render a given 

act less offensive by comparing it to more extreme forms. The fourth strategy is denial of victim where 

the status of the victim is refuted either because the target deserved their fate, because the “victim” 

volunteered to participate in the act and so is not a victim at all, or because the victim’s individuality or 

humanity is denied through depersonalization or dehumanization. The fifth strategy is social weighting 

including condemning condemners and selective social comparisons. The sixth strategy is appeal to 

higher loyalties where the actor construes that universalistic norms have to be sacrificed for more 

important causes. The seventh strategy is metaphor of the ledger where good works earn a credit that 

can be used to offset corrupt acts. Finally, the eighth strategy is refocusing attention where actors shift 

attention away from stigmatized features to non-stigmatized features. These rationalization strategies is 

reduced to six in 2003 when Ashforth and Anand propose that strategies actors can use to normalize 

departure from social norms are denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of victim, social 

weighting, appeal to higher loyalties, and metaphor of the ledger. In 2007 Ashforth and colleagues 

develop prior conceptualizations of responses to social deviance by contributing with empirical 

research that nuances extant theory. They compare empirical findings to their early (1999) work and 

extend social weighting with social buffering protecting dirty workers from the problematic perceptions 
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of outsiders and reclassify social comparison and condemning condemners as defensive tactics. They 

add several proactive tactics such as confronting non-members’ perceptions of taint either by using 

humor to soften taint or by acting contrary to the occupational stereotype. Finally, they divide the more 

reactive defensive tactics that aim for status quo such as social comparison and condemning 

condemners into behavioral tactics and cognitive tactics. Behavioral tactics include avoiding (evading 

attributions of dirt) and gallows humor (acknowledging taint and relieving tension through dark 

humor). Cognitive tactics include accepting (one’s limits), blaming and/or distancing (non-members), 

and distancing (from role). While many of these theories are rife with suggestions on how to respond to 

los of legitimacy and sigma, none of them consider extreme cases such as bank bankruptcy. Following 

these lines, it is problematic to presume bankers’ responses to bankruptcy stigma. Reflecting on the 

treatment of stigma as a social construction (Elliott et al. 1982: 287, Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 

2008), it is problematic also because the answer to how bankers’ may handle experiences of bankruptcy 

stigma lie in the eyes of the bankers – not the researcher. As the aim of this study is to explore and 

understand how bankers may handle experiences of bankruptcy stigma, potential responses are to be 

found – not in extant theory – but in the stories the bankers author. 

SYNTHESIZING STIGMA 

Although theory on bank bankruptcy stigma is limited, the concept of stigma is considered beneficial in 

the analysis because it can serve as a lens through which different constructs related to individual micro 

perspectives and institutional macro issues can be linked. 

In specific, an inclusion of stigma into the analysis of bank bankruptcy adds an internal perspective to 

research on (il)legitimacy which has been mostly concerned with the views of broad external audiences 

(Suchman 1995) that construe the organization’s reputation (Elsbach 2003) and influence its image 

(Dutton, Dukerich 1991). The inclusion of stigma which is often referred to as a social control function 

that spurs an identity threat (Elliott et al. 1982, Cusack, Jack & Kavanagh 2003, Petriglieri 2011, 

Major, O'Brien 2005, Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006) brings to the understanding of bank bankruptcy 

a concept that integrates external institutional (reputation) issues and internal organizational (identity) 

issues. This bridge relates well to the construct of image linking external perceptions of reputation and 

internal perceptions of identity (Dutton, Dukerich 1991, Elsbach 2003). Moreover, the bridge is in line 

with the recent tendency in institutional theory to link institutions and identities (Suddaby et al. 2010) 

and recognize the role that broad institutional logics play on organizational members’ perceptions of 

the organization (Glynn 2008, Thorton, Ocasio 2008). In this way, stigma can serve as a concept that 

acknowledge how organizations are defined not only in the eyes of external non-members or in the 

eyes of internal members but in the eyes of both and according to broad institutional expectations about 

the primary goal and role of a bank: according to the prevailing understanding of what it means to be a 

bank (Suddaby et al. 2010). In other words, perceptions of the banking organization which comprise its 

reputation (what the bank is to external non-members), its identity (what the bank is to internal 

members) and its image (what the bank is to external non-members in the eyes of internal members) 

(Elsbach 2003) are linked to the banking institution. Organizational deviance from the institution and 

subsequent attributions of il-legitimacy threatens organizational perceptions including the 

organization’s reputation, image and identity. Following these lines, banks undergoing bankruptcy are 

hit both on their (internal) identity and their (external) reputation as well as their (internal and external) 

image. The concept of stigma can serve as a beneficial lens in the analysis of how such hits are 

experienced and handled by bankers in a bankrupted bank. 
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Thus, in the following analysis I draw on a stigma framework that synthesizes the macro level concepts 

of institutional deviance and legitimacy as well as the micro level constructs of identity and image by 

depicting how contradictions between an organizational outcome (economic decline) and an 

institutional goal (economic growth) can be seen as a case of extreme deviance resulting in loss of 

legitimacy which is experienced and handled as a kind of stigma that threatens the identity and image 

of the organization. 

Before I turn to this analysis, I lay out the methodological design of the study in the next section.  

METHODOLOGAL DESIGN 

The study has an iterative approach and encompasses recursive loops back and forth between the 

generated data, emergent theory and extant literature. It has an inductive point of departure as it aims to 

develop an in depth understanding of the ways in which bankers handle their experiences of 

bankruptcy. Following these lines, I conducted a single case study of a bankrupted bank. The next 

section provides the contextual background information necessary for understanding the case. The case 

presentation is based on the primary and secondary data outlined in the following section.  

CASE
2
 

The case organization is a bank founded in the late 1800. The foundation built on a commitment to a 

local community in a remote part of Denmark. The bank was located in an isolated and small town with 

approximately 1.500 inhabitants (2011 number). All the organizational members as well as most of the 

bank’s customers lived in the town or its close surroundings. The bank and its’ members were deeply 

committed to and intertwined with the local community. The bank initiated and sponsored a broad 

range of businesses and private activities in the local community. The bank was perceived a solid and 

robust bank and existed for almost 150 years before it went bankrupt. Throughout the years, there were 

no severe problems or failures. The year before the bank went bankrupt, it had an annual turnover of 

more than 100.000.000 DKK: approximately 25.000.000 USD (2012 currency). At the time it went 

bankrupt, it employed around 50 organizational members. Thus, up until the bankruptcy, the bank had 

a long and successful history. 

However, at the end of the first decade of the twenty first century, a national newspaper addressed the 

bank’s exposure in the real estate market which was negatively affected by the globalization of the 

financial crisis. Half a year later, the manager responsible for private business customers was dismissed 

and a few months later, the director of the bank was dismissed. A couple of weeks followed before the 

bank was declared bankrupt and taken over by the governmental liquidation company.  

Approximately one month after the bankruptcy, the bank as well as its members were divided into two 

groups: a healthy part and an unhealthy part. The members belonging to the unhealthy part were 

offered a temporary position in the governmental liquidation company proceeding with the liquidation 

of the unhealthy part of the bank. The healthy part of the bank was acquired by a regional and slightly 

larger bank which took over the building of the bankrupted bank as well as one third of its members 

and their customers.  

When data collection was conducted two years after the bankruptcy, none of the members belonging to 

the unhealthy group worked for the governmental liquidation company. Half of the members belonging 
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to the healthy group worked for the acquiring bank with the same customers within the same building 

in the same community. 

In the next section, I lay out the methods used to generate the data of this case. 

INDUCTION 

The study has a phenomenological nature as it aims to understand the phenomenon of bank bankruptcy 

in the eyes of the people who undergo it. It has an inductive point of departure as it starts out by 

exploring the problem in its empirical context. Subsequently, the analysis becomes more abductive as it 

is spurred by recursive loops between the data and the emergent theory as well as the above presented 

literature (Van de Ven 2007, Bansal, Corley 2012). 

INTERVIEWS 

In order to explore bankers’ experiences of bankruptcy, the primary data generating method is 

qualitative interviews (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009). This method allows me to access bankers’ lived world as 

well as specific situations and themes in that world (Kvale 2008). In line with the explorative approach 

of the study, the interviews have a narrative nature. In general, narrative interviews can generate in 

depth information on ways of experiencing (Sandelands, Boudens 2000, Waldron 2000) and handling 

certain issues (Rouleau 2010, Rouleau, Balogun 2011) and events (Czarniawska 2004). In specific, 

such methods are a beneficial way of accessing and exploring bankers’ life at work. Therefore, bankers 

are encouraged to recall and express their experiences of the bankruptcy in their own ways (Kvale 

2008): to talk freely and without too much direction and structure (Barley 1983). These interviews 

yielded rich accounts and thick descriptions (Kvale 2008, Zilber 2008) on the bank bankruptcy and the 

ways the bankers handled their experiences. 

PROCESS 

In this section I outline the process of the interviewing.  

The first interview was with a manager and former member of the constituted board of directors of the 

bank. Following the principle of snowballing (Bryman 2004) I asked the manager to refer me to a 

couple of other informants and he did: the next interviews were with a manager and a front line 

employee. What quickly became evident was that across bankers’ different stories was a common main 

story: ‘a story of blame’. In bankers’ narrative accounts of the bankruptcy, ‘blame’ was a profound and 

recurring theme. This need to place responsibility for the bankruptcy or parts of it was salient among all 

bankers. In the beginning I tried to carefully lead bankers away from the question of ‘whom’ to blame 

for ‘what’ had happened as I considered such questions of little relevance and wanted to hear more 

about ‘how’ bankers experienced the bankruptcy. In spite of my aims and efforts, blame continued to 

recur as one of the main themes of the stories. Consequently, I came to acknowledge this theme as 

important simply because it proved important to bankers. Consulting the literature,  I came to 

understand that every (re)presentation of the crisis is also a diagnostic pointing to its causes and 

sources (De Cock, Baker & Volkmann 2011) and I recognized that scapegoating is a common 

phenomenon (Voronov, Vince 2012) in the wake of a crisis (Hood 2002, 2010) where stories determine 

right from wrong in order to place responsibility and identify villains (Gabriel 2000). As I 

acknowledged the importance of the blame theme to the informants, I decided to ‘follow the blame’: to 

use the emergent theme to guide further data collection. This blame theme directed the data collection 

in an upward direction in the organizational hierarchy - from employees and managers to the director 

and the board. This inductively driven data collection meant that I came to listen to a multitude of 
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voices presenting a variety of understandings and interpretations of the complex organizational world 

(termination) and I experienced that it was not possible to find “one truth out there” (Søderberg, Vaara 

2003: 33) that all bankers would agree upon. As my interviews ‘traveled’ with the blame towards the 

top of the organizational hierarchy, bankers began to point downwards in the hierarchy and I 

experienced, not an end of the blame, but a never ending circle of blame or a ‘dissipation of blame’ 

(Perrow, 2012).  

To end the data collection process, I draw on Kvale’s (2008) reference to the law of diminishing returns 

from additional interviews. I was confident that saturation (Glaser, Strauss 1965, Suddaby 2006) was 

reached after interviews with 10 employees, 4 managers, 1 director, and 5 board members. The 

complete sample represented all hierarchical levels within the bank, included both men and women, 

and covered a tenure range from less than one year to more than 40 years. At the time, the interviews 

were conducted, 10 of the interviewees worked in the acquiring bank, 3 of the interviewees worked in 

another bank, 1 of the interviewees worked in another industry, and 6 of the interviewees did not work. 

In the next section, I analyze how the bankers handled their experiences of the bankruptcy.
3
 

ANALYSIS 

In alignment with the theoretical framework that depict organizational identity and image to play a role 

in the way bankers experience and handle bank bankruptcy, these constructs are explored in the first 

two sections of the analysis. Following these section, the last two sections explore how bankers 

experience and handle the bankruptcy. Therefore, in the following, the several phases of the analysis 

are divided into four steps: I) internal il-legitimacy perceptions, II) external il-legitimacy perceptions, 

III) how il-legitimacy is experienced and IIII) how il-legitimacy is handled. 

STEP I 

Before I can answer the question regarding how bankers experience and handle bankruptcy, I need to 

understand the contextual circumstances in which the study takes its point of departure. Therefore, in 

the first section of the analysis I explored members’ narration of the bankruptcy and found that most 

narratives included a story of a transformation that described a situation evolving from normal to 

deviant and to a new state of affairs (Czarniawska 1999: 66). In specific, members’ narratives included 

a story of a transformation that described two situational experiences: a positive organizational 

experience prior to the crisis and a negative organizational experience after the crisis. As I tried to 

understand the inherent meaning of this transformation I learned that meaning is dependent of 

reflexivity which is dependent upon the actor’s identifying the goal which is supposedly sought 

(Burrell, Morgan 1979) and I understood that members’ experiences were linked to a (mis)alignment 

between what they wanted to do (goal) and what they saw they did (outcome).  

I found that the primary goal of members’ organizing, centering on asset security and monetary growth, 

was not only bound to the specific bank but that it was also reflected in the broader institution of 

banking building on the logic of capitalism (Friedland, Alford 1991). Understanding how institutional 

logics guide organizational identities (Glynn 2008) which guide individual identities (Whittle, Kenny 

& Willmot 2011, Elsbach 1999, Ashforth, Mael 1989), I coded bankers’ narratives according to their 

perception of alignment and mis-alignment between the outcome of their organization and the 

institutionally derived goal of it. I found that when bankers perceived their outcome and goal to be in 
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alignment, they narrated a positive work experience and when they perceived them to be mis-aligned, 

they narrated a negative work experience.  

Table 1 shows the two instances of alignment and mis-alignment.  
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TABLE 1. EXPERIENCES OF INSTITUTIONAL (MIS)ALIGNMENT AND (IL)LEGITIMACY 

institutional 

logic 

organizational 

goal 

organizational 

outcome 
(mis)alignment (il)legitimacy 

emotional 

experience 
quotes  

capitalism 
monetary 

growth 

monetary 

growth 
confirmation legitimate positive 

 

”Sometimes I am contacted outside working hours. For 

instance, a car purchase on a Sunday… People call me up. 

Sometimes I say: ‘Yes – you just go ahead. We’ll figure it 

out.’ Other times I say: ‘Come on in and we will have a look 

at it.’ … Sometimes it can take a while to get a bottle of milk 

because you meet customers who want to talk... If you meet a 

customer at the grocery who you know has got a new car, of 

course you got to go out and see it (smiling).” 

* 

“In a long period, you were part of a success. Being part of a 

success and [having customers] being proud of being 

customers… meant that you could allow yourself, when 

visiting people, to say: ‘I am employed by [this bank].’ ’God 

– you are the ones with the high interest rates and you are the 

ones who get so many new customers and...’ We were in the 

media all the time... That was a really good period... You 

were proud.” 

 

capitalism 
monetary 

growth 

monetary  

loss 
deviance il-legitimate negative  

 

“An elderly couple, they lost their pension… They had to sell 

their car. They only had one car and they had to sell it... I feel 

bad when I see them. I become sad.”  

* 

“Suddenly, it was not as interesting to tell the surroundings 

that you were an employee in [the bank]: ‘Oh – it is you with 

the press coverage in the newspaper.’ The [previous pride] 

disappeared."  
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Table 1 illustrates how bankers’ perception of alignment between the capitalist institution they 

inhabit and the outcome of their organizational actions is associated with a positive emotional 

experience of being legitimate and how their perception of mis-alignment is associated with a 

negative emotional experience of being il-legitimate.  

The following analogy told by a manager in the bank illustrates the relation between the mis-

alignment and the il-legitimacy: 

“I felt like a doctor who had given some customers some medication for a couple of years. And then 

it turns out that this medication has some side effects… You have done this to the best of your belief 

right. And the customers have been happy and have had great trust in you and suddenly they go 

around and half of them are sick and maybe one of them is dead… How do you move forward? You 

have done something completely wrong, but of course it is not your fault and you have acted to the 

best of your abilities or. But still it is you who they accuse. It is you who have administered this: it 

is you who have prescribed this medicine... It is you who are the professional and the customers: 

the worst fates were of course the elderly who had maybe saved up to 500.000 DKK… that they 

were to live on. It is terrible.” 

Like the doctor - whose primary role and goal is to safe life - acts to maintain and increase humans’ 

wellbeing, the banker acts to secure and create monetary growth. When he sees the opposite; that 

the outcome of his banking is economic loss, he feels like a doctor seeing that the outcome of his 

medication is death. The problem resides in the banker’s experience of a contradiction between the 

outcome of his work and his taken for granted goal and role as a banker: a role that explains who he 

is in his work (Carroll, Simpson 2008). When he experiences that the outcome of his work 

contradicts his role, he also experiences that he contradicts his social identity - his organizational 

(bank) identity and his institutional (capitalist) identity – which provides a grounding anchor for his 

identity at work (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 2008). The contradiction means that his social identity is 

de-stabilized. This doctor analogy is a subject of analysis in Hudson, Goodrick and Jarvis’ 

(forthcoming) study where it serves as an explanation to the problematic tendency of healthcare 

workers to deal with mistakes that cause instances that contradict their professional goal by hiding 

or shielding them. Although the hiding and shielding solution is not an option in this case, the 

doctor analogy serves to point to the centrality in bankers’ experiences of il-legitimacy: to the 

extreme form of il-legitimacy and mis-alignment based on contradictions between goal and 

outcome (the banker worked to do the ‘right’ thing but experienced the opposite - that he had done 

the ‘wrong’ thing). In this way, the analogy points to a kind of professional (role) il-legitimacy that 

is normative and cognitive (Deephouse, Suchman 2008). Moreover, it points to the different kinds 

of stigma associated with the bankruptcy. Contrary to extant theory in which bankruptcy stigma is 

classified as event stigma, the analogy points to stigma that is also core as it is linked to the actor’s 

role identity (It is you who are the professional). The analogy also points to character stigma that is 

associated with the actor’s flawed identity (You have done something completely wrong) although 

extant theory depicts stigma from group membership to be demographic. The analogy also points to 

stigma that is visible (it is you who they accuse) although stigma from occupational membership is 

described in extant literature to be invisible. Finally, the analogy also points to stigma that is 

controllable (It is you who have administered this) although extant literature depicts categorizing 

circumstances that are beyond the control of an actor to cause incontrollable stigma. In total, the 

analogy points to the variety of stigma experiences inherent in a banker’s bankruptcy experience 

and underlines the problem of categorizing the ways bankers experience bankruptcy according to 

extant literature. 

In summary, the first analysis shows how members of the bankrupted bank narrated the bankruptcy 

as a transformation: from being in alignment with their work goal as they contributed to economic 
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security and growth (a goal in accordance with the logic of capitalism) to being in extreme mis-

alignment with their work goal as they contributed to economic decline and loss (a goal in conflict 

with the logic of capitalism). Consequently, as they experienced an extreme deviation from their 

work goal and (role) identity embedded in the bank and the capitalist institution, they felt “wrong” 

and il-legitimate: they perceived their organizing (in)actions un-desirable, im-proper, and  in-

appropriate (Suchman 1995: 574) according to the institutional logical of capitalism. In other 

words, they experience an extreme kind of ‘professional role identity il-legitimacy’.  

This finding of a stigmatized identity extends the original view on (il)legitimacy in an important 

way. Traditionally, attributors of (il)legitimacy - or what Scott (2008b: 60) refers to as the 

“authorities” or “significant others” empowered to confer [il]legitimacy - are restricted to non-

members of the organization or to external audiences outside the organizational boundaries 

(Deephouse, Suchman 2008). The first step of the analysis shows how internal members il-

legitimate their own (in)actions: how they experience ‘internal il-legitimacy’.  

In the next section, I explore bankers’ perceptions of more traditional (external) non-members’ il-

legitimacy. 

STEP II 

In the second step of the analysis, I searched for passages in which bankers articulated being il-

legitimated by “external others” (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Scott 2008b, Kraatz, 

Block 2008, Krücken, Drori 2009).  

Based on this search, I found that all passages in which members indicated experiences of non-

members’ il-legitimation were related to some source (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008) 

in which members mirrored themselves (Dutton, Dukerich 1991). I categorized these sources 

according to their relation to the bankers and I found four categories. I coded these categories 

‘personal relations’, ‘professional stakeholders’, ‘society’ and ‘media’. Exploring each of these 

categories further, I found that they all varied between two poles that nuanced the source’s 

relationship to the banker. The sources, including their categories and sub-categories, are shown in 

table 2. 
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TABLE 2. IL-LEGITIMATORS 

Il-legitimator 
Quotes 

Category Sub category 

Personal 

relationships 

friends 

family 

 

"I’ve also lost a couple who were customers here [in the bank] but also private and good friends of 

ours. But they lost money… and left the area and don’t want to have anything to do with us. That is 

sad. You can say that is the human price… Had the bank been a success and did we earn good money 

on those investments, then I believe we would still be friends today.” 

 

Professional 

stakeholders 

customers 

”In this period, it was everything from customers who wanted to beat us, to customers who sat and 

cried at our desks… it was a terrible period… I received so much scolding that I have never received 

before.” 

lawyers 

competitors 

suppliers 

governmental 

supervisory 

authorities 

Society 

lodges 

“I used to play tennis… but one day they tell me that they do not want to play anymore… Then there is 

this international lodge that I recovered a medal of honor from and became prominent member of - 

elected by the community… Then I am told that I have to withdraw from my prominent position... Also 

at the golf club where I enjoy coming, some people begin talking about my rights to come and play.” 

sport partners 

pedestrians 

citizens 

social 

gatherings 

relatives 

neighbors 

children’s 

schoolmates 

Media 

news papers 
“It was weird seeing customers in the television… Some were of course completely ramped up… For a 

long time, I chose not to listen to the radio or watch television… It was just agony. It was that un-

reality: when it appeared right into your head in the evening – it just became so real... It was very 

different seeing it on television.” 

radio 

television 

blogs 

online forums 
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It was in the confrontation by the sources shown in table 2 that members experienced that external 

non-members found the (in)actions of their organizing il-legitimate:  un-desirable, im-proper, and 

in-appropriate (Suchman 1995: 574).  

According to the quotes in table 2, bankers’ mirroring in the sources induces a variety of stigma 

experiences. Contrary to extant theory in which bankruptcy stigma is classified as event stigma, the 

quotes point to stigma that also is core as it is linked to the actor’s image (It was weird seeing… 

ramped up…  customers in the television). The quotes also point to character stigma that is 

associated with the actor’s flawed identity (I’ve also lost… good friends of ours [who]… don’t want 

to have anything to do with us) although extant theory depict stigma from group membership to be 

demographic. The quotes also point to stigma that is visible (some people begin talking about my 

rights to come and play [golf]) although stigma from occupational membership is described in 

extant literature to be invisible. Finally, the quotes also point to stigma that is controllable (I 

received so much scolding) although extant literature depicts categorizing circumstances that are 

beyond the control of an actor to cause incontrollable stigma. In total, the quotes point to the variety 

of stigma experiences inherent in bankers’ bankruptcy experiences and underline the problem of 

categorizing the ways bankers experience bankruptcy according to extant literature. 

In short the main finding of the second step of the analysis was how members experienced ‘external 

il-legitimacy’ when they looked in the organizational mirror and saw their image in sources like 

personal relationships, professional stakeholders, society and media. 

This finding of a stigmatized image extends the traditional view on (il)legitimacy in which the 

sources of legitimacy are limited to those that have collective authority, standing and license over 

what is acceptable - like the state (Greenwood et al. 2011: 54). This analysis shows that members of 

the il-legitimated organization feel il-legitimated by various kinds of sources - not restricted to 

authorities with standing, silence - but including ‘personal relationships’ like ‘friends’ and ‘family’. 

These findings answer the important but rarely asked question; “[il]legitimate to whom?”, and 

contribute with inside knowledge on who these “social audiences” are in the eyes of the offended 

(Hudson 2008: 262).  

In the next section, I explore how bankers experience this il-legitimation. 

STEP III 

Following the preliminary sections’ findings of a stigmatized identity and image constructed by 

internal and external il-legitimators, the next step of the analysis focuses on the ways the bankers’ 

experience these il-legitimations.  

In the analysis of bankers’ experiences of bankruptcy, I identified and coded all affective passages. 

After various codings and re-codings I elicited 12 emotions that all or almost all of the members 

related to the bankruptcy experience. The result of this process is an emotional bankruptcy narrative 

shown in table 3.  
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TABLE 3. EMOTIONAL BANKRUPTCY NARRATIVE 

Emotion Description Quote Il-legitimation 

Shocked 

& 

Surprised 

First, members tell how they are shocked with 

the coming of the bankruptcy and surprised to 

find themselves in a bankrupted bank that aimed 

for monetary growth but created monetary loss 

”I still had not thought that we would go bankrupt. I had not. So the day we were told, it came 

as a very big shock to me… And when they began to talk about that it was so bad that also the 

guaranteed capital and everything else were lost – it was a big BIG chock.” 
 

Disbelief 

& 

Surreal 

They all tell how they have trouble 

understanding the picture they face - that the 

result of their organizing is exactly the opposite 

of what they worked for 

“We were deeply shocked – all of us. It was like a distant movie when they [the governmental 

liquidation company] told us about it: that now they would take over and there was no 

guarantee… It was that [feeling of] being in a bubble (crying). As if you were walking in a 

huge soap bubble. As if you were in the wrong movie. You just thought: ’This is weird. Can’t 

somebody come and perforate [this bubble] so we can get out in the REAL life again… I just 

thought: ‘It cannot be true!’” 

 

Fear 

& 

Anxiousness 

The feeling of not being able to “recognize” or 

“comprehend” the situation, perceiving it as 

“surrealistic”, a “nightmare” or a “wrong 

movie” evokes emotions of fear, anxiousness, 

insecurity, uncertainty, doubt and concern 

”It was very surrealistic – because all the time, you kept thinking: ‘It cannot be true. It is just 

a dream.’ But it WASN’T a dream. And then all that [concern] began – like: ’Then, who wants 

us? Is there anybody at ALL who wants us?’ Yes [insecurity about what was going to 

happen]. The uncertainty was: ’Who will it be [taking over the bank]? … As time went by, we 

talked about: ‘Not everybody will come along [in the new organization].’ Of course, there 

was the insecurity about if I would come along.” 

 

Accused 

& 

Incriminated 

The anxious emotions are also related to 

feelings of being accused, incriminated, 

charged, reproached, imputed, and thrown 

suspicion on 

”I could feel it sometimes when customers came into the bank – I felt a jump in me if suddenly 

there was a customer… Suddenly, customer meetings were a discomfort… Now, you can 

suddenly meet some customers out on the street or at the desk who say: ‘I… am very sorry 

that you have closed for the withdrawal of the risk capital… That money we needed for our 

silver wedding anniversary...’ It was incredible uncomfortable… It was really unpleasant – 

and there were many negative reactions… The most severe reactions come when they find out 

that their money is lost… There was a huge pressure to get the money out... Some [customers] 

almost called every day to hear… when we did something. It was quite a massive pressure… 

Our counseling was put to the test… A union for the guaranteed capital was founded and we 

were filed suit against. And the press [published] all the bad things… There was a lot [of 

negative pressure] and it culminated in public letters published in the newspapers. There was 

a customer who wrote that I had advised him to lose money and placed those money without 

approval from him.” 

By Other 

Of Self 
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Guilty 

& 

Bad 

conscience 

Members’ questioning of the job they have done 

turn the il-legitimacy inwards – pointing to an 

internalization of the il-legitimacy. Their doubt 

is related to negative self-degrading emotions 

like guilt and self-recrimination as they feel they 

have somehow contributed to failure 

”Why couldn’t you see through it in due time? … Then the uncertainty arises and the 

questions: ‘How could it happen without us knowing about it’ … This self-recrimination... I 

think – no, I know – everybody had this feeling: ‘Couldn’t you have done something’ or 

‘Couldn’t I have’, ‘Couldn’t I have affected something?’ … Yes – there are some self-

recriminations. I’m sure about that. You had that from all [hierarchical] levels – no matter if 

you were leader, or if you were, whatever you were, if you were apprentice. I am certain 

about that. You had some, I won’t say guilt, but yes - you can say a little, some form of guilty 

feeling. I am sure about that.” 

By Self 

Of Self 

Stupid 

& 

Naive 

The sense of guilt is associated with self-

degrading feelings of being “stupid”, “naïve” 

and “blue eyed” 

“You come to feel guilty. You feel STUPID. That was the feelings you had – and I just 

thought: why couldn’t you see through it? … We believed in it so much… Why couldn’t we see 

the signals that we see today? But, we didn’t get it.” 

By Self 

Of Self 

Regret 

& 

Remorse 

These self-defeating emotions evoke a sense of 

regret and remorse 

”There is one thing we [on the board] should have done… We were too soft… And THAT I do 

regret bitterly... We should have... but none of us did anything about it and that annoys me 

subsequently – because that would have been the right thing to do. I think we would have 

caught really much of these unpleasant issues – these disagreeable loans that we have lost 

money on… I really feel that the responsibility we have accepted we haven’t been able to 

fulfill 100%. We haven’t – because we don’t get it before it is too late… I feel there is 

something we have missed. And it is not just me – it is all of us in the board… There is 

something we have missed. I am incredible sorry… that we haven’t interfered… As a 

responsible board, we should have. This is where I feel we fail a little… I really regret this… 

Everything looks different in retrospect. I can see there are things we should have done 

differently. With hindsight, we acted a little wrong… We should have done that and then taken 

the consequences. I would have done that today… I also regret that. If I could do it over, then 

I wouldn’t have done that.” 

By Self 

Of Self 

Embarrassed 

& 

Ashamed 

These self-depreciating emotions also evoke a 

sense of shame or embarrassment 

”But at the end, I was actually ashamed of working here. It was this powerlessness of not 

being able to do something… So the pride disappeared.. I’ll tell you that – I was actually 

ashamed of working here… [The embarrassment] was that this could happen to this bank – 

because really it was a, we had such a good reputation! But it was crazy! Of course, we were 

proud when the [bank’s name] was written [in public] … And that was totally cut off – in one 

weekend.” 

By Self 

Of Self 

Sorrow 

& 

Grief 

The pride linked to their relationship with a 

successful bank was lost and embarrassment 

was evoked. Associated with this loss were also 

feelings of sorrow, grief and sadness 

“I’ve also left - with my money… I am not there anymore… I can’t, I can’t – inside myself – 

stand to be there [in the bank]. Every time I need to talk with my bank… I can’t bear to call 

down there [in the bank]… I was afraid to call them… and I haven’t walked by the bank more 

than twice since [the failure]. No – I don’t go there… I don’t walk by and especially I don’t go 

in there. I have never been in there [since the failure]. I become sad – that I am not there 

anymore.” 
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Empathy 

& 

Compassion 

The sadness is associated with a loss. Often 

feelings of empathy and pity with the loss of 

others were articulated 

“What makes the deepest impression is the people who I’ve talked to who have called me and 

been deeply deeply miserable... that they fell into the trap – I did it myself as well – we all did 

– we all believed that in the bank you could place your money in risk capital and get a high 

interest rate… and we were ALL confident – not just believed – but we were CONFIDENT 

that the bank was one of the most solid banks in the nation – so the money was secure. And it 

went to show that it wasn’t. That hurts. Especially the man who came crying and said: ‘But 

I’ve placed 250.000 DKK – I should have used this money to help my sister get a treatment.’ 

Hell, it hurts. It’s a feeling of powerlessness and pity.” 

 

Deceived 

& 

Betrayed 

Besides feeling sorry on other’s behalf, all 

members also felt sorry on their own behalf – a 

sorrow that was associated with feelings of 

being deceived, abused, betrayed, disappointed, 

manipulated, misinformed, wound and hurt - of 

being “let down”, “taken for a ride” and 

“brainwashed” 

“I just thought: ’It is a lie’ when I heard it on television. [I] jumped up! I just didn’t believe it! 

... But it was right…. (crying) Of course, everybody believes that we know everything. But we 

didn’t. That was tough. I feel I was deprived of information… The [information] we had was 

wrong. [Yes – I feel deceived] and somehow we pass on this feeling to the customers… It is 

this betrayal of trust [that hurts so much]… When I think back on this period, I just remember 

how we fought tooth and nail - according to what we heard… We were – yes: brainwashed!” 

By Self 

Of Other 

Anger 

& 

Rage 

Finally, the victimizing feelings of being 

deceived and abused evoked emotions of anger, 

rage and bitterness 

”Why the hell has he [a subordinate] done this to me, that stupid shit? … One of the 

employees also told me one day: ‘If he [dares to] show up here [in the bank] hell he’ll get 

lynched.’ I’ll tell you that… I am very angry with HIM. But, indeed, I am also very angry with 

the governmental financial supervisory authorities. I think it is COMPLETELY inconceivable 

that they are allowed to do something like that.” 

By Self 

Of Other 
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Summarizing from table 3, bankers undergoing bankruptcy experience disbelief and anxiousness, feel 

accused, guilty, stupid and embarrassed, they regret and they feel sorry - for others in their experience 

of compassion and for themself in their experience of being deceived – and they feel anger. In short, 

bankers author a very negative emotional experience of the bankruptcy including a wide range of 

significant feelings. 

It is interesting how bankers’ narratives both include processes of ‘victimization’ and ‘villianization’ of 

self and others. Inherent in the emotional narrative is a victimizing transformation in which all bankers 

are transformed from feeling like guilty villains to feeling like deceived and betrayed victims. 

Moreover, there are victimizing transformation of others and villianizing transformations of others as 

well as the bankers themselves. This categorization of self and others into victims and villains can be 

considered a kind of social identity work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996) in which bankers author 

their own stories (Beech 2008) as well as the stories of others. In a way, bankers’ identity work 

contradicts traditional theory focusing on workers’ search for coherence and stability (Pamela Lutgen-

Sandvik 2008, Watson 2008). Contrary to such theories, bankers’ narratives are rife with ambiguity 

coming from shifting and opposing notions of self - and others.  

Inherent in the villianizations are allocations of responsibility (Gabriel 2000) and attributions of il-

legitimacy to self and others as well as attributions of il-legitimacy by others to self. As can be seen in 

the right column of table 3, among the seven emotions that are associated with il-legitimacy, the most 

are associated with il-legitimation by self of self (1. Guilty & Bad conscience, 2. Stupid & Naïve, 3. 

Regret & Remorse and 4. Embarrassed & Ashamed) and the least are associated with il-legitimation by 

self of others (1. Deceived & Betrayed and 2. Anger & Rage) or by others of self (1. Accused & 

Incriminated). These attributions point to the salient processes of ‘internalization’ and ‘externalization’ 

described in the table.  

The findings of the third step of the analysis add to extant literature on institutional (il)legitimacy and 

address the gap of knowledge on inside members’ experiences of institutional pressures (Suddaby et al. 

2010, Zilber 2008, Greenwood et al. 2010, Suddaby 2010, Suddaby et al. 2008, Binder 2007) by 

showing how processes of il-legitimacy ‘internalization’ and ‘externalization’ are salient in members’ 

negative emotional experiences of a bank bankruptcy. In this way, the study also extends the traditional 

view on (il)legitimacy which is often restricted to the organization as a whole (Hudson, Okhuysen 

2009, Hudson 2008) without considering the members inside: by showing how the living individuals 

working within a bankrupted bank experience attributions of il-legitimacy, the study contributes to a 

blurring of the traditional distinction between the organization and its members and adds to the limited 

but important consideration of emotions in institutional issues (Voronov, Vince 2012, Suddaby, 

Lawrence 2006). 

In the next and final section, I explore the ways bankers handle their experiences of bankruptcy. 

STEP IIII 

In the final phase of the analysis I focus on how bankers handle the il-legitimacy experiences identified 

in the above sections.  

As noted in the methodological section, one of the core themes in bankers’ narratives was their attempt 

to identify the ‘true’ sources to the crisis: they continuously tried to answer questions regarding ‘why’ it 

happened and ‘who’ were to blame for it. Acknowledging the importance of their search for reasons I 

began to identify quotes related to this search and I coded these reasons.  
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Related to members’ search for reasons were two arguments that differed in the way they described the 

reasons: either they described the reasons in a negative way (the argument had an inherent negative 

nature) or they described the reasons in a neutral or positive way (the argument had an inherent positive 

or neutral nature). I labeled the negative description of reasons, which tended to include responsibility 

allocations, ‘blaming’. The positive description of reasons, which tended to include justifying accounts, 

I labeled ‘defending’. In other words, I found that members’ stories could be divided in two: ‘blaming 

stories’ and ‘defending stories’. 

After acknowledging the importance of members’ reasoning, I explored the literature to find guidance 

on how to analyze it. I understood that individuals use verbal accounts or explanations to defend, 

excuse, justify, or enhance controversial events to avoid blame and protect legitimacy (Elsbach 1994) – 

that stigmatized professionals must establish and justify their claim to legitimate status (Elliott et al. 

1982) to defend their profession’s jurisdiction and re-establish legitimacy (Neu, Wright 1992) - and I 

became aware of the ways in which rhetorical and justificatory narratives can legitimize (Suddaby, 

Greenwood 2005, Erkama, Vaara 2010, Vaara, Tienari 2011, Greenwood, Suddaby 2006).  

Subsequently, I understood that members’ blaming (responsibility allocations) were attributions of il-

legitimacy and that their defending (justifying accounts) were attributions of legitimacy. Thus, the 

result of this abductive process was an emergence of two core categories: 'legitimation’ and ‘il-

legitimation’. 

As previously stated in the methodological section, the il-legitimating blame never ended but flowed in 

all directions inside and outside the organization. I coded these streams of il-legitimacy according to 

their addressing and found inherent differences and communalities: I found that the direction of 

members’ attributions differed across hierarchical level, but common across all levels were members’ 

attribution of il-legitimacy to others as well as to themselves. The outcome of the coding is shown in 

table 4. 
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TABLE 4. ATTRIBUTIONS OF IL-LEGITIMACY 

Attributions of Il-legitimacy 

by 

hierarchical 

level 

to actors 

Quotes Internal External 

below Self Above 
  

board of 

directors 
ss ss 

  
ss 

"[The director] he just thought: 'the board, they will agree 

anyway' and then he took the liberty to do things he wasn’t 

granted the liberty to do. For that reason, I am very angry 

with him… Indeed, he BETRAYED us." 

director ss ss 
  

ss 

”Why the hell has he [a subordinated] done this to me, that 

stupid shit? … One of the employees also told me one day: 

‘If he [dares to] show up here [in the bank] hell he’ll get 

lynched.’ I’ll tell you that… I am very angry with HIM. But, 

indeed, I am also very angry with the governmental financial 

supervisory authorities. I think it is COMPLETELY 

inconceivable that they are allowed to do something like 

that.” 

managers 
 

ss ss 
 

ss 

”One has tried to point the guns at those [the director and 

the board] who have the formal responsibility – and I think 

that is fair enough.... As things turned out, you can say, for 

sure, that they [the director and the board] have made some 

wrong decisions." 

front line 

employees  
ss ss 

 
s 

“Afterwards, I think it is weird that it can end up so bad – 

based on what 2 people, more or less, have done: that 

nobody else has seen anything – the bookkeeper, the 

accountants… that the financial sector doesn’t catch things 

like this.” 

 
ss = strong support >½ members 

s = support <½ members 

 

Table 4 summarizes how groups at different hierarchical levels attributed il-legitimacy to self and 

others inside and outside the organization. By comparing the directions in which different groups at 

different hierarchical levels within the organization attributed this il-legitimacy, I found that the top of 

the organization (board and director) had a common pattern of il-legitimation that differed from the 

shared pattern at the bottom of the organization (managers and employees). In short, at the lower levels 

of the organization, employees and managers attributed il-legitimacy to those above them, and at the 

higher levels of the organization, the director and the board members attributed il-legitimacy to those 

below them. Constant across all levels, were il-legitimacy attributions to others outside the organization 

and to self.  

As I analyzed the attributions of il-legitimacy in more detail I found that they all diverged on a 

parameter related to their substance. This substance reflected the sub-entity that bankers grounded their 

attributions in. I labeled these substance attributions ‘grounding’. I explored the way members’ 

narratives diverged in terms of their grounding and found that they centered around two substances: 

members either il-legitimated for comprehending or acting in a way that they retrospectively 

interpreted as ‘wrong’ or for not comprehending or acting in a way that they retrospectively conceived 

as ‘right’ or they il-legitimated based on a combination of those. I coded these substances ‘(in)action’ 
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and ‘(in)comprehension’. The result of this process is shown in table 5 where of il-legitimate 

substances of self are exemplified.  

TABLE 5. SUBSTANCES OF SELF IL-LEGITIMACY 

Substance of il-legitimacy Examples 

(in)comprehension 

comprehension 
why did I believe in it 

why did I think it was true 

in-comprehension 
why could I not see through it 

why could I not understand it 

(in)action 

action 
why did I do these things 

why did I perform these tasks 

in-action 
why could I not behave differently 

why could I not stop it 

 
 

In the statement below, a front line employee il-legitimates self as she narrates how her combined in-

comprehension and action in hindsight is conceived as wrong: 

“Why couldn’t I see it? … Lots of customers argued validly that they should have their money 

[withdrawn] and we should come up with even better arguments for them not to… Those things I 

totally regret today…  I just thought: Why did I say what I heard?… At that moment you begin getting 

those thoughts about yourself: Why did you believe in it? It is [an unpleasant experience]. The fact that 

you believed so much and got the customers to believe so much – it just made the whole thing worse.”  

The quote indicates how the member acknowledges the event (Elsbach 1994) and accepts her 

responsibility in it (Sutton, Callahan 1987) but it also points to a confession of sins and regrets that are 

beyond acknowledgement and accept. Although such self-blame is not considered an option in the 

reviewed literature on responses to stigma, it is mentioned in rent research on stigma of bullying at 

work (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 2008) where the authors note that while targets fight the stigmatizing 

actions of others they “secretly participate in self-blame”.  

In the following statement, a board member il-legitimates downwards by explaining how the director 

did not act to comply with his obligations:  

”It was the director’s responsibility to check up on this guy - and he didn’t.” 

Following this quote, members not only work to write their own story (Beech 2008) but also to write 

the story of others.  

Considering the identified (external) sources of il-legitimacy portrayed in table 2, noteworthy that 

members il-legitimate the external sources il-legitimating members – what Ashforth and colleagues 

refer to as management of deviance by condemning condemners (Ashforth et al. 2007, Ashforth, 

Kreiner 1999). Considering table 2 it is even more noteworthy that all members il-legitimate other 

members but no members feel il-legitimated by other members: a finding that contradicts the common 

internalization assumption in stigma theory. Bankers’ inward il-legitimation illustrates how they split 

up the organization from the inside and divide their organizational in-group into ‘sub in-groups’ and 

‘sub out-groups’. Bankers’ il-legitimation of these sub out-groups extends Sutton and Callahan’s 

(1987) initial response strategy in which blaming is restricted to members who are no longer employed. 

In this case, bankers’ il-legitimation also encompasses employed members. The case also differs from 
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Sutton and Callahan’s theory as it illustrates how blaming of others is not necessarily a way of denying 

responsibility, but rather it seems to be a way of ‘dividing responsibility’.  

The emergent picture is one in which members inside the organization feel il-legitimated by non-

members outside the organization (personal relationships, professional stakeholders, society and media) 

and work to ‘internalize’ the il-legitimacy by il-legitimating self and to ‘externalize’ the il-legitimacy 

by il-legitimating others.  

In general bankers’ cognitive categorization of different members into different groups is a natural 

human process that people undertake to reduce the uncertainty inherent in social relations (Kreiner, 

Ashforth & Sluss 2006). As the bankers relate themselves to these groups of self and others, they create 

an “us” versus “them” distinction (Tajfel 1974) and construct “in-groups” and “out-groups” 

(Petriglieri 2011) that they can identify and dis-identify with (Carroll, Levy 2008). Their il-legitimation 

of out-groups indicates application of the social weighting strategy of selective social comparisons 

(Ashforth et al. 2007, Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004) whereas 

their il-legitimation of in-groups indicates a response that is not considered an option in extant theory. 

In the final part of the analysis I focus on the other core theme in the data: attributions of legitimacy. 

I identified attributions of legitimacy and coded them according to their direction and address. The 

result of this process is shown in table 6. 
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TABLE 6. ATTRIBUTIONS OF LEGITIMACY 

Attributions of Legitimacy 

by 

hierarchical 

level 

to actors 

Quotes Internal External 

below self above 
 

board of 

directors 
ss ss 

   

”When those people who are experts on these parts, the have 

the right papers and we only have a summary of a loan issue 

from a board meeting: how should we on this basis with our 

background evaluate the right size of the devaluations? Of 

course, we cannot decide on this – we don’t have a chance on 

earth to do so.” 

director 
 

ss 
   

"I've always been in control of things… I have never hidden 

anything from the board. If there was something, I always told 

them - right away." 

managers 
 

ss s 
  

"You probably have to say and decide with yourself: ‘what 

have you been responsible for and what is actually thrust upon 

you from outside?’ And then say: but no matter if you lose 

customers, it’s not something you did consciously. On the other 

hand, in the cases where you have done it consciously – then 

say: ‘But... you haven’t done anything on purpose’…. All the 

time think back: ‘Have you done something despite knowledge 

to the contrary?’ And I cannot think of anything… So I actually 

feel that you have a clear conscience.” 

front line 

employees  
ss s 

  

“Somehow it was nice to be able to say: But, our children and 

our family and I, we have also lost money. They reply: But 

didn’t you know? You could reply: But you know what, if we 

knew we would have withdrawn our own money… That was not 

a lie or anything. That was how it was. I have used that [tactic] 

if I feel that people are like: But you must have known.” 

 
ss = strong support >½ members 

s = support <½ members 

 

Comparing attributions of legitimacy across levels, it became evident that only a few members 

attributed legitimacy to others inside the organization and no members attributed legitimacy to others 

outside the organization. Constant across all levels was a primary attribution of legitimacy to self. 

Thus, in bankers’ narrative accounts of the bankruptcy they draw a picture in which they portrayed 

themselves as legitimate. 

I analyzed the attributions of legitimacy in more detail and categorized them according to the specific 

substance that the legitimacy was grounded in. As I explored the ways in which members’ narratives 

diverged in terms of their grounding I found that they also centered on two substances: members either 

legitimated self for comprehending or acting in a way that they conceived as ‘right’, for not 

comprehending or acting in a way that they conceived as ‘wrong’ or, finally, they legitimated based on 

a combination of those. I coded these substances ‘(in)action’ and ‘(in)comprehension’. The result of 

this process is shown in table 7. 
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TABLE 7. SUBSTANCES OF LEGITIMACY 

Substance of legitimacy Examples 

(in)comprehension 

comprehension 
But I really believed in it 

But I thought it was the truth 

in-comprehension 
But I could not know what was going on 

But I could not understand it 

(in)action 

action 
But I did try to hinder it 

But I did what I could 

in-action 
But I could not do more 

But I could not stop it 

 
 

The board member quote below is an example of legitimacy based on a specific comprehension of the 

situation: 

"We all believed that in the bank you could place your money in risk capital and get a high interest 

rate… and we were ALL confident – not just believed – but we were CONFIDENT that the bank was 

one of the most solid banks in the nation – so the money is secured." 

The legitimation of self based on own belief and confidence (comprehension) adds to the response 

literature that does not consider this form of ‘excusing by refereeing to cognition’.  

The quote below is a statement illustrating how a manager perceived his own conduct not as ‘wrong’ 

but as legitimate action: 

”You just followed the instructions you had and the business conduct and so on. So you did not feel you 

had done something wrong and actually you had not.” 

The quote illustrates how the banker worked to rationalize and excuse practices and deny responsibility 

on the grounds that actions were aligned with business conducts and management orders and not 

actually illegal (Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004). This quote is an example of members’ 

reference to rules and laws in general: referring to their obedience to these, members claimed that their 

actions were not illegal and, therefore, they were legitimate. Such legitimations relying on justifications 

that were based on alignment with regulations, commandments, procedures, rules and laws drew on 

norms and values reflected in the alternative logic of the state (Friedland, Alford 1991).  

In general, members often linked their legitimating excuses to higher loyalties (Ashforth, Anand 2003, 

Anand, Ashforth 2004) or institutional characteristics (Elsbach 1994) that worked as legitimating 

resources (Ashforth, Rogers & Corley 2011: 9) and made explanations of the bankruptcy event more 

logical (Elsbach 1994). In other words, members legitimized selves by drawing on general ideologies, 

abstract guidelines, macro discourses, and taken for granted cosmic master principles which have an 

amazing social force because they are embedded in society and rooted in universally accepted "good 

things" (Thorton, Ocasio 2008, Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004, 

Suddaby et al. 2010, Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Greenwood et al. 2010, Drori, Krücken 2009, Lok 

2010, Coupland, Brown 2012, Ainsworth, Grant 2012, Vaara, Monin 2010, Vaara, Tienari & Laurila 

2006). In the following, these discourses are referred to as institutional logics (Friedland, Alford 1991). 

While a primary excuse in Ashforth and Anand’s (2003, 2004) framework is group loyalty, this case 

shows that the main discourse members draw upon to legitimate themselves was humanity. The next 
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quote illustrates a manager attributing legitimacy to self as a human being by referring to universal 

beliefs about the human nature: 

”Despite everything, we are good humans that [customers] they have faith in and we are humans who 

they have been used to work with for many years and who have treated them loyally… And they can see 

- no matter how awful their loss of money is - we couldn’t help it.” 

The quote illustrates how the ideological techniques of reframing and refocusing are applied to alter the 

meaning of the banker (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth, Anand 2003) towards more humane aspects. 

To support these meaning alterations, members mention their “close” and “dear” relationships with 

customers: aspects that are reflected in the alternative logic of the family (Friedland, Alford 1991). In 

some cases, members materialized this meaning alteration and adherence to an alternative logic to such 

an extent that they jumped ship (Semadeni et al. 2008) and got employment in another bank where they 

could better outlive the institutional logics they referred to. Some members considered not just 

‘jumping bank’ but ‘jumping ocean’ to completely different occupations - and a few did. One manager, 

for instance, who explicitly proclaimed her wish to leave the bank now works as a career counselor: 

“I would rather work with people than with money… I couldn’t see myself in it. I didn’t feel like it... I 

had had enough. I needed to get away… Over and done!” 

The quote indicates how she works to dis-identify (Carroll, Levy 2008, Elsbach, Bhattacharya 2001) 

and distance (Ashforth et al. 2007) herself from her prior goal and role embedded in the bank and 

capitalist institution. In an extreme case, a member handled the bankruptcy experiences by comforted 

himself with the words of his daughter: “At least you are my farther – and you always will be” 

indicating re-identification work in a time where the positive identity element residing in the banking 

institution is lost.  

Members’ ship and ocean jumping can be seen as ways to avoid (Ashforth et al. 2007) and disengage 

(Hebl, Dovidio 2005) from the feedback bankers receive in some domains indicating a kind of flight 

response (Semadeni et al. 2008, Stokes 1994). In general, flight responses like isolation, sheltering and 

withdrawing (Sutton, Callahan 1987) were widespread. The director, for instance, narrates how “we 

don’t want to be home” and have the failure ”up front every day”. Rather he wishes to “hide in bed” or 

travel “away” to destinations where he would be unknown and could conceal his stigma (Sutton, 

Callahan 1987). In other instances, bankers also indicate freeze and fight responses (Semadeni et al. 

2008, Stokes 1994) but in this case, the response options are neither mutually exclusive nor dependent 

on a shared enemy to fight or flight from (Stokes 1994, Moxnes 1998). Rather, all responses are used 

across all levels and are directed towards an enemy construction in constant flux and with changing 

faces. The customer, for instance, is both the attacking and threatening enemy and bankers’ raison 

d’etre. 

Thus, the fourth step of the analysis shows how bankers handle their bankruptcy experiences by 

applying a set of responses to stigma to regain their lost legitimacy. These findings point to the variety 

of stigma responses inherent in bankers’ bankruptcy narratives and underline the problem of 

categorizing the ways bankers handle their experiences of bankruptcy according to extant literature. 

Moreover, the study shows how bankers’ legitimizing work is often facilitated by references to their 

alignment with alternative discourses and institutional logics – like the law reflected in the logic of the 

state or human care and loyalty reflected in the logic of family (Friedland, Alford 1991). Thereby 

members move from a situation characterized by mis-alignment with the dominant logic of capitalism 

to a state where alignment with alternative logics is emphasized. The employee quote below, illustrates 
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the positive emotional experience associated with (re)alignment and the feeling of being 

(re)legitimated: 

“There is this [local] exhibition... the first year after we were acquired. We decided to keep the stand 

that the [bankrupted] bank had booked. That was one of the best things I did for myself – to stand out 

there for most of a day: to be confronted by customers and talk to them – at another place than right 

here [in the bank].  That meant SO much that we actually didn’t feel, I felt I didn’t need to hide when I 

left.[work] I can stand out there and [the customers] they  want to talk to me. Because out there [at the 

exhibition]..., it could be just small talk. It didn’t have to be bank talk... That meant a lot to me… 

Others have also said that they were glad they participated… It was much better than I expected… It 

was so good because the stand was visited a lot and [the customers] they really wanted to come to us 

and talk to us and give us a hug. Yes – it was a VERY positive [experience].” 

The last quote illustrates how the employee experiences an emotional satisfaction from feeling 

legitimated as a human being by the previously identified il-legitimators. In this way, this last example 

underscores the emotional significance associated with institutional (mis)alignment. It also explains the 

interesting shift in bankers’ narratives from initial talk in a capitalistic language focusing on “monetary 

growth” and “value security” and emphasizing terms like “turnover”, “profits”, “capital”, “assets”, 

“investments”, “competitiveness” and “interest rates” to subsequent talk focusing on “human beings” 

and emphasizing terms like  “care”, “compassion”, “loyalty” and “trust” as well as “intimate and 

personal relationships”. This rhetorical shift signalizes a shift in being accepted and feeling legitimated 

based on one’s alignment with a capitalistic logic to - when this alignment turns into a mis-alignment 

spurring negative feelings of being il-legitimated and ‘wrong’ – being accepted and feeling legitimated 

as a human being conforming to human principles like care, compassion, loyalty and trust. A simplistic 

model of this process is illustrated in figure 1.  

 

FIGURE 1. PHASES OF (MIS)ALIGNMENT AND (IL)LEGITIMACY 

 

 

 

 

aligning with dominating logic  aligning with dominated logic 

feeling legitimated  feeling legitimated 

experiencing positive emotions  experiencing positive emotions 

   

   

   
 mis-aligning with dominating logic  

 feeling il-legitimated  

 experiencing negative emotions  

 

Note that this model does not account for the inherent ambiguities and recursive loops that are a vital 

and important part of the process. Also, as many of the bankers continue to work within the bankrupted 
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but acquired bank or at least within the banking industry where the capitalistic logic (presumably) will 

continue to dominate, they are expected to (re)align with this logic again (the dotted line). 

In short, in the last step of the analysis I found that members handle organizational stigma by 

attributing il-legitimacy to self and others and legitimacy to self by referring to alignment with 

alternative institutional logics. 

In this way the final step of the analysis adds to extant literature on institutional (il)legitimacy: one of 

the most central and important concepts within institutional theory (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, 

Suchman 2008, Devers et al. 2009). The findings of the analysis’s final step illustrate how bankers 

handle their experiences of il-legitimacy from bankruptcy by engaging in identity work (Schwalbe, 

Mason-Schrock 1996) to re-story own as well as others’ identity narratives (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 

2008) - not by striving for stability (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 2008) and coherence (Watson 2008: 129) 

as extant theory prescribe - but by il-legitimating self and others and legitimating self.   

DISCUSSION 

Summarizing from the analysis above, the study found that bankers experienced and handled 

bankruptcy in a number of ways. First, the analysis showed how bankers narrated a negative experience 

of extreme mis-alignment with their professional (role) identity embedded in the bank and capitalist 

institution. They referred to this mis-alignment when they narrated a stigmatized identity and explained 

how they were ‘wrong’ and experienced ‘internal il-legitimacy’ (il-legitimacy in own eyes). Moreover, 

bankers narrated a stigmatized image and explained how they experienced ‘external il-legitimacy’ (il-

legitimacy in others’ eyes) when they faced and mirrored themselves in a set of external il-legitimators 

including ‘personal relationships’, ‘professional stakeholders’, ‘society’, and ‘media’. Moreover, the 

analysis showed how bankers narrated a negative emotional experience of the bankruptcy that indicated 

processes of ‘victimization’ and ‘villainization’ of self and others as well as ‘il-legitimacy 

internalization’ (taking others’ il-legitimacy in) and ‘il-legitimacy externalization’ (taking own il-

legitimacy out). Along these lines, the analysis showed how bankers handled experiences of 

bankruptcy by attributing il-legitimacy to self and others and legitimacy to self. Bankers legitimated 

themselves by referring to their alignment with alternative institutional logics. In this way, they 

facilitated a move away from the negative emotional experience of mis-alignment and il-legitimacy 

towards a more positive emotional experience of alignment and legitimacy. In short, the study showed 

how streams of (il)legitimacy flowed in and out of the organization and up and down inside it. The 

short answer to the research question is, thus, that bankers handle their negative bankruptcy 

experiences of extreme mis-alignment with their professional (role) identity and consequential 

stigmatization from ‘internal il-legitimacy’ and ‘external il-legitimacy’ by attributing il-legitimacy to 

self and others and legitimacy to self based on references to alternative institutional logics. 

In the following sections, I discuss the theoretical contributions and empirical implications of the study 

and in the end, I discuss the study’s inherent limitations and lay out avenues for further research. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

The main theoretical contribution of this study resides in the generated understanding of how individual 

members of an il-legitimated organization handle experiences of il-legitimacy.  

Legitimacy is a well-developed and central concept within institutional theory (Suchman 1995, 

Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Devers et al. 2009), but research seems to be limited to studies at the 

organizational level and at the neutral to positive end of its continua (Devers et al. 2009). This study 



 

186 

complements such traditions by offering a rich account of an understudied area - namely how members 

at the individual level experience and handle the negative end of legitimacy’s continua (Hudson, 

Okhuysen 2009, Hudson 2008). 

Il-legitimacy after death  

It is a withstanding notion within institutional theory that organizations need legitimacy to survive 

(Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Greenwood et al. 2011, Desai 2011, Greenwood et al. 2008). It is an 

empirically tested proposition that loss of legitimacy is antecedent to organizational death (Hamilton 

2006). Nonetheless, research on legitimacy issues after organizational death is scare. Most research and 

especially research within institutional theory stop considering organizational life after death. When 

organizations die, people don’t die with them. Fortunately, organizational members survive and often 

they come to live and perform in other organizational contexts. It is unfortunate, however, that we 

know little about how these people experience and handle (il)legitimacy issues from death in 

organizational afterlife (Walsh, Bartunek 2009). This study shows that the il-legitimacy attributed to 

the bankrupted bank was a central theme in organizational members’ narratives years after their 

organization has died. In this way, the study extends contemporary understandings of the significance 

of (il)legitimacy by showing that even after death, issues of (il)legitimacy are central. In fact, the study 

shows how a source of motivation in problematic situations can be legitimacy derived from 

institutional (re)alignment. Following these lines, the paper offers new insight into the inexplicable 

close down effect (Sutton 1987) describing stabilizing or increasing performance surrounding closing 

announcement (Bergman, Wigblad 1999, Wigblad, Hanson 2006). In this case, bankers’ motivation to 

work and perform resides in experiences of positive alignment with alternative institutional logics: as 

the bank went bankrupt, bankers experienced a negative institutional mis-alignment and consequently, 

they worked to establish alignment with other (less business and more humane) goals. In this way, the 

analysis contributes to traditional explanations to the close down effect emphasizing job opportunities 

and career advancement by adding a fundamental search for ‘institutional alignment’ and the 

associated ‘positive experiences of legitimacy’. 

Il-legitimating sources 

The study adds to the (il)legitimacy literature by identifying four distinct sources of il-legitimacy. 

Although scholars argue that we as researchers must ask, “Legitimate to whom?” (Hudson, Okhuysen 

2009, Hudson 2008) it seems we seldom do: extant literature is surprisingly unclear on who the 

(il)legitimators are. Throughout the years, several scholars have contributed with their perceptions of 

who the (il)legitimators are and ascribed the authority to attribute (il)legitimacy to distant social 

audiences (Elsbach, Bechky 2009, Hudson 2008), to external or environmental constituencies 

(Suchman 1995, Scott 2008b, Kraatz, Block 2008), to public opinion, higher status others (Krücken, 

Drori 2009), or to other powerful authorities like society at large (Deephouse, Suchman 2008). No one, 

it seems, has asked the people who actually experience being (il)legitimated who the (il)legitimators 

are. This paper contributes by addressing this gap of research with knowledge on who the il-

legitimators are in the eyes of the il-legitimated. In concrete, the paper contributes by identifying four 

sources of il-legitimacy: ‘personal relationships’, ‘professional stakeholders’, ‘media’ and ‘society’. 

The last three sources are present in extant theory on (il)legitimating sources (Deephouse, Suchman 

2008) and thereby the study contributes with an empirical confirmation of these. The first source; 

‘personal relationships’, is not among the previously identified sources and thereby the study adds a 

new source. This source provides empirical evidence to theories adhering to Berger and Luckman’s 
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(1968) original conceptualization of legitimacy as a human construction which treats “legitimators, the 

officially accredited definers of reality” as “living individuals” (ibid: 128). In this case, such 

individuals include ‘friends’ and ‘family’. This contribution underscores the importance of the sphere 

of personal life in influencing experiences and perceptions of self in and outside work: it blurs the 

traditional boundaries around the organization and the division of public from private, home from 

office and personal from professional (Waldron 2000). In this way, the study invites institutional 

researchers to loosen the tight distinctions between organizations and individuals and work and non-

work and to start considering how institutional phenomena play out at organizational and individual 

levels in work and non-work domains.  

At the individual work domain, in this study, it is interesting that none of the bankers identified il-

legitimators inside the organization - even though all bankers il-legitimated others inside the 

organization. This finding points to the potential inconsistency in attributed (il)legitimacy and 

experienced (il)legitimacy and underscores the problem of assuming that those who are (il)legitimated 

by others also experience being (il)legitimated by these others. It also point to the importance of 

distinguishing between ‘internal (il)legitimacy’ (in own eyes) and ‘external (il)legitimacy’ (in others’ 

eyes). Whereas the later (external) has been the default and main focus in traditional research on 

(il)legitimacy, this study contributes with empirical knowledge that underscores the importance of the 

former (internal). The study contributes by identifying the above ‘sources of external il-legitimacy’ but 

it also finds that members inside the organization acted as ‘sources of internal (il)legitimacy’. In short, 

the study illustrates how members inside an il-legitimated organization are il-legitimated both by 

(internal) self and by (external) others.  

Experiencing il-legitimacy 

Members’ experiences of being il-legitimate in the eyes of self and others reside in their perceptions of 

their il-legitimated identity and their il-legitimated image both relating to all four types of stigma 

including core stigma, character stigma, controllable stigma, and visible stigma. Finding these four 

types of stigma in members’ narratives, the study adds to extant literature on stigma according to which 

bank bankruptcy stigma can be considered demographic, uncontrollable, invisible event stigma. These 

findings point to the variety of stigma experiences inherent in bankers’ bankruptcy narratives and 

underline the problem of categorizing the ways bankers experience bankruptcy according to extant 

literature.  

Finding how deeply these stigma experiences is felt by the humans living inside the il-legitimated 

organization, the study also adds to extant literature on (il)legitimacy. By showing how different 

emotions are associated with the ways in which bankers handle their bankruptcy experiences, the study 

addresses the gap of knowledge on emotions in organizations (Rhodes, Pullen 2009) facing problematic 

issues, concerns, change or crisis (Dutton, Dukerich 1991, Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010). In general, the 

study of emotions at work in organizations is a vibrant area of research in progress (Waldron 2000, 

Ashkanasy, Humphrey 2011, Meanwell, Wolfe & Hallett 2008, Fineman 2000) and within institutional 

theory, in specific, emotions are increasingly considered an aspect worth of scholarly attention 

(Voronov, Vince 2012, Suddaby, Lawrence 2006). Nonetheless, prominent scholars within the 

institutional domain still warn colleagues of analysis of institutional events where emotions play out: 

"...one should be careful with relatively recent events where interview subjects and data may still be 

constrained by emotions and interests” (Suddaby, Greenwood 2009: 186). Such a prevalent view on 

emotions as a source of bias that should be averted might be part of the reason for the current lack of 
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emotions in institutional theory. Moreover, this view discourages future work that can enlighten our 

insufficient understanding of the emotional experience of institutional phenomena (Creed, Dejordy & 

Lok 2010). Thus, current institutional literature not only lacks an understanding of emotions and 

institutions, prominent views also seem to discourage a development of such an understanding. This 

paper is one of the few empirical works that takes a first step towards such an understanding. The 

findings underscore the emotional importance of institutional alignment and legitimacy by illustrating 

how alignment is associated with positive emotional experiences of being legitimate and mis-alignment 

is associated with negative emotional experiences of being il-legitimate. In this way, the study provides 

empirical grounding for claiming that: “Conformity induces pride whereas deviance induces shame” 

(Hudson, Goodrick & Jarvis forthcoming: 3) and for adding emotions as yet another pillar besides 

regulations, norms and cognition (Scott 2008b) that ensures institutional confirmation (Hudson, 

Goodrick & Jarvis forthcoming, Creed, Dejordy & Lok 2010). In particular, the study provides 

empirical conformation to theories claiming that negative emotions associated with deviation from 

institutional norms “provide powerful inducements to compliance with prevailing norms” (Scott 

2008b:56) because “individuals are perpetually in process of evaluating themselves, either deriving 

pride from compliance with social norms set by dominant institutions or experiencing shame for 

departure from norms” (Scheff cited in Hudson, Goodrick & Jarvis forthcoming). In this case, bankers 

narrated how they were motivated to conform to alternative institutional logics not so much because it 

would increase their access to resources (as traditional institutional theory prescribes) but more because 

alignment was a positive emotional experience. In this way, the study adds positive emotions to theory 

on rewards for institutional conformity (Rao, Monin & Durand 2003). 

Handling il-legitimacy 

The study contributes to the literature on (il)legitimacy by illustrating how it is handled by members 

inside a bankrupted bank. The study shows how members handle experiences of il-legitimacy by 

applying a variety of stigma responses and underlines the problem of categorizing the ways bankers 

handle bankruptcy experiences according to extant literature.  

The study shows how the il-legitimacy attributed to the organization as an entity splits up inside it as 

members distinguish themselves from each other and ‘channel’ the il-legitimacy further on. It adds to 

the institutional literature dominated by a macro focus on organizations as integrated and coherent 

actors (Binder 2007) by illustrating how there can be multiple and conflicting accounts and attributions 

of (il)legitimacy inside an organization. As members ‘victimize’ and ‘villianize’ self and others they 

legitimize and il-legitimize self and others. Based on members’ (il)legitimation of these groups of 

people, the study suggests extending the traditional conceptualization of the entity from focusing on the 

organization as a whole (Hudson, Okhuysen 2009, Hudson 2008) to encompassing (groups of) persons 

(Suchman 1995) such as “management”, “the director”, “the accountants”, and “people in general” 

(bankers). Moreover, by showing how members ground their (il)legitimation in peoples’ ‘(in)actions’ 

or ‘(in)comprehensions’ the study proposes an extension of the prevailing definition of legitimacy as 

the desirability, properness, or appropriateness of an entity’s actions (Suchman 1995) to also 

encompass comprehension and in-comprehension as well as action and in-action. Taken together, the 

study shows how the attributed il-legitimacy ‘travels’ from the organization as a whole to the different 

(groups of) people inside it and ‘settles’ in their ‘wrong’ ways of comprehending or acting in the 

situation. In this way the study contributes to the traditional conceptualization of entities mainly 

encompassing non-humans such as organizations or organizational practices (Deephouse, Suchman 
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2008) by showing that entities can also be (groups of) people as well as their in-action and 

(in)comprehension.  

By showing how bankers constructed streams of (il)legitimacy that flowed inside and out of the 

organization, the study illustrates that organizational members are living constructors and definers of 

their own internal (il)legitimacy. Although Suchman (1995) himself states that “the possible sources of 

legitimating accounts are not inherently restricted to any fixed set of gatekeepers” (Deephouse, 

Suchman 2008: 55) and argues that subjects of legitimacy - like groups or teams – may be active 

creators of legitimacy themselves (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008), empirical illustrations 

of these notions are scare. This study addresses this gap by illustrating how internal legitimacy is a 

social phenomenon that is strived for and constructed by actors across the organizational hierarchy. In 

this way, the study contributes to a break with the prevailing understanding of actors as relatively 

passive recipients of external stakeholders’ ‘grace’ of legitimacy and support ideas that living humans 

(Berger, Luckmann 1968) outside as well as inside organizations are active constructors of legitimacy 

(Rocha, Granerud 2011: 262). 

By exploring the preliminary notion of hierarchical differences and focusing on all hierarchical levels 

across the organization, the analysis showed how different hierarchical groups differed in the ways they 

handled their experiences of il-legitimacy. Consequently, the study proposes a nuancing of theories 

emphasizing the importance of the hierarchical top for interpretations of organizational issues like il-

legitimacy and death (Cunningham 1997, Walsh, Glynn 2008). By showing how members at the lower 

level of the organization handle their experiences of bankruptcy in a way that contradicts the upper 

levels, the study addresses recent calls for research that departs from the dominating but limited focus 

on actors in powerful positions and takes into consideration the neglected majority of less powerful 

members at the lower levels of the organization (Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010, Rocha, Granerud 2011, 

Powell, Colyvas 2008).  

In general, by considering how the il-legitimacy is experienced and handled by internal members, the 

study holds an answer to contemporary calls for more micro level research on institutional processes 

inside organizations (Suddaby et al. 2010, Zilber 2008, Suddaby 2010, Greenwood et al. 2008, Powell, 

Colyvas 2008, Scott 2008a).  

(Il)legitimate institutional logics 

By showing how members draw on alternative institutional logics – like human care reflected in Alford 

and Friedland’s (1991) family logic - to legitimate self, the study illustrates how alternative 

institutional logics can work as ‘parachutes’ that ‘save’ institutional members ‘falling of’ a dominating 

and leading institutional logic. In this way, the constant plurality and multiplicity of institutional logics 

in every field (Friedland, Alford 1991, Scott 2008b, Kraatz, Block 2008, Greenwood et al. 2011, 

Greenwood et al. 2010, Hoffman 1999) can work as a ‘safety-net catching those who fall of a leading 

institutional sky rocket’. This suggestion of a metaphor of a ‘parachute’ or ‘safety net’ emphasizes the 

appreciative aspects of the multiplicity of institutional logics (Greenwood et al. 2011) and adds to the 

contemporary understanding of actors as “carriers” of institutional logics (Greenwood et al. 2011, 

Binder 2007, Zilber 2002) by illustrating how logics can also ‘carry’ actors. Thus, understanding 

institutional logics as ‘savors’ in times of (il-legitimacy) crisis adds insight - not only on the nature and 

workings of logics - but also on the relationship between logics and (dis)adhering actors. The study 

shows how bankers - who are organizational members socialized and trained (Pache, Santos 2010) into 

the specific traditional (Thorton, Ocasio 2008) institutional logic of capitalism which dominates (Reay, 
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Hinings 2009) the banking business and financial industry as an institutional field – handle a situation 

where they come to feel and see themselves as opposing the winning logic (Greenwood et al. 2011, 

Reay, Hinings 2009). In fact, the findings illustrate how the winning institutional logic can become the 

‘losing institutional logic’ in an organization where members de-emphasize the dominating logic - 

because they experience extreme mis-alignment and il-legitimacy - and emphasize alternative logics to 

experience alignment and legitimacy.  

(Il)legitimacy as identity work 

A final contribution regards the identity work members perform when they il-legitimate self and others 

and legitimate self. Members’ conflicting conceptions of self – their dual identity – contradicts 

traditional theory on identity work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996) that treats such conceptions as 

ambivalent schizo-identification (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006: 622-623) and focuses on workers’ 

search for stability (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 2008) and coherence (Watson 2008: 129). Contrary to 

these theories, bankers’ narratives are rife with in-stability and in-coherence coming from shifting and 

opposing notions of self - and others. These variances in identity are important because they point to 

the work members engage in when they struggle to re-story their shattered identities (Pamela Lutgen-

Sandvik 2008) and images. In specific, the il-legitimation of self ensures a kind of alignment between 

these two constructs. In this way, the analysis illustrates how - not only legitimation – but also il-

legitimation are central processes in narrative identity construction and oppositional identity work 

(Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996). The study shows how individuals write a story (Beech 2008) as they 

work to transform their il-legitimated and discredited identities into credited identities (Schwalbe, 

Mason-Schrock 1996): a story that is based on rhetorical narratives and responsive accounts including 

excuses and justifications that assert, protect and repair their damaged identities. In this way, the study 

contributes to research showing how rhetoric, discourse and institutional vocabularies can be used not 

only to legitimate profound institutional or organizational changes (Suddaby, Greenwood 2005, 

Erkama, Vaara 2010, Vaara, Monin 2010, Vaara, Tienari & Laurila 2006, Vaara 2002) but also to 

legitimate selves – at least in own eyes. Although the analyzed narratives mainly included responses for 

internal use with internal legitimacy implications (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth, Anand 2003) and 

although institutional members cannot control the perceptions of authoritative legitimators like society 

and media this study shows how members worked to determine their own as well as others’ 

(il)legitimacy: determinations on which their presentation of the crisis as well as their role in it to the 

reality defining legitimators will (at least partly) rely. The outcome of their work – how successful they 

are at regaining their lost legitimacy – is yet another matter; an interesting issue for further research. 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 1234 

The practical implications of the study depend on the empirical objective. Throughout the study, focus 

has been on the individuals inside the organization: this focus is maintained in the following section – 

although it needs to be mentioned that alternative objectives would yield alternative implications.
5
  

As the analysis stated, a substantial and significant set of negative emotions were related to individuals’ 

experiences of institutional mis-alignment and il-legitimacy. Taking point of departure in these, the 

practical implications of this study, is reduction of il-legitimacy. The study lay out a number of 

different ways in which individuals can deal with their experiences of il-legitimacy – among which the 

most prominent were to il-legitimate self and others and legitimate self. The study suggests that 

                                                           
5
For further details on practical implications of the study, please contact the author. 
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members who experience being il-legitimated can draw on their alignment with alternative institutional 

logics to derive a positive emotional experience of institutional alignment and legitimacy. 

The success of these suggestions; their ability to mediate the negative consequences of (external) il-

legitimacy in a positive way, is not considered in this study - but constitutes an interesting avenue for 

further research.  

FURTER RESEARCH 

There will always be gaps and limitations constituting opportunities for more coverage (Glaser 1978). 

Nevertheless, the theory presented in this paper is now considered sufficiently formulated to be closed 

(Glaser, Strauss 2008: 225). Nonetheless, further research is warranted: in the following sections, I 

discuss how three limitations of the study constitute ways in which the theory can be developed. Based 

on these, I lay out avenues for further research.  

Induction 

The inductive coding let to findings that differed in structure from extant theory on il-legitimacy and 

stigma. Although most traditional response mechanisms were found in the analysis, the explorative 

method and inductive coding risk neglecting some responses that would have had a more central 

position if the study’s method had been deductive and its aim had been to confirm existing theory. For 

instance, such an analysis could have confirmed fight or flight theories and accept or deny theories. 

Had the study followed a classical hypothesis testing method based on the traditional literature, the 

analysis probably would have confirmed extant knowledge, and (il)legitimacy issues which proved 

important to informants would not have emerged as a key theme. To the contrary, it took its point of 

departure in the individual bankers experiencing the bankruptcy and in their narrative accounts of it, 

and it yielded results that placed issues of (il)legitimacy center stage. In this way, the study found what 

was important and central in the il-legitimateds’ world. Although the findings of il-legitimating self and 

others and legitimating self in some ways resemble traditional responses in accept or deny theories, 

they differ in significant ways. Theories that distinguish acceptance and acknowledgement strategies 

from denial and defense strategies tend to treat them as mutually exclusive options: either your accept 

or you deny (Warren 2007). The inductive coding, however, showed how members both legitimated 

and il-legitimated self and others. In this way, the induction yielded findings that extend extant theories 

by showing how evaluations of self are not always positive, how evaluations of others are also 

important and how individuals’ responses are not always consistent and aligned but often ambiguous 

and contradictory. Individuals’ internal ambivalence indicates their struggles for determining their own 

role and responsibility in the bankruptcy. Theories distinguishing acceptance and acknowledgement 

from denial and defense tend all to relate to the actor’s responsibility for the controversial event, 

scandal or failure associated with the stigma (Elsbach 1994, Hebl, Dovidio 2005, Warren 2007, 

Semadeni et al. 2008). According to these theories, members can either deny their responsibility or 

accept their responsibility. Nonetheless, it seems, they are responsible. A deductive study based on 

such theories would imply that when bankers legitimate self they deny their responsibility and when 

bankers il-legitimate self they accept their responsibility. Such an alignment is problematic because it 

assumes that all the bankers are responsible. This paper does not include such claims, nor does it wish 

to. The existence of such claims necessitates existence of an objective truth according to which the 

individual can be judged. Writing in social science and drawing on social constructivism this condition 

cannot be met. Conceptualizing members’ responses as legitimation and il-legitimation constitutes a 

solution to this problem as it makes the question of whether they are guilty or innocent irrelevant. 
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According to members themselves, they are both. The sharedness of their inconsistent perceptions of 

self points to the collective nature of their response pattern which may develop into a set of normative 

defenses that can serve as institutionalized resources on which members can draw to re-define their 

threatened identities (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006) and images. Such collective defenses are 

particularly potent because as individuals socially construct defenses, “the mutual echo transforms 

them from self-serving fictions into social facts” (Ashforth, Anand 2003  24). Following these lines, it 

is possible that the observed patterns are not restricted to the bank in specific but that they can be found 

within the financial industry in general and in less extreme contexts. These are, however, only 

theoretical suppositions and it should be noted that this study relies on a single case study of a specific 

bank and that the findings portrayed in this study rely on the specifics of this bank. Following these 

lines, a limitation of the study is its inability to generalize its findings across all cases of bank 

bankruptcy. An empirical extension of the study into other empirical contexts constitutes an interesting 

avenue for further research.  

Place 

The generality of the study in terms of place seems to be of concern especially in the USA, where some 

researchers express skepticism and doubt of the sincerity of members’ il-legitimation of self. It is 

possible that the findings are based on insincere narrations and accounts. Yet, I find it unlikely that 

informants would engage in hourly long constructions of narratives that are not sincere. More 

importantly, I have no reason for not believing the credibility of their stories. What is more likely, is 

that the skepticism is a reflection of cross cultural differences in interpretation. Research finds that 

interpretations of failure and willingness to justify ethically suspect behavior vary across nations and 

regions (Cullen, Parboteeah & Hoegl 2004, Cardon, Stevens & Potter 2011). From these studies it can 

be inferred that there are cross-cultural differences in bankers’ interpretation of bankruptcy, in their 

propensity to justify their role in it, and in their il-legitimation of self – and in researchers’ theorization 

of these issues. Following these lines, this study would yield different results if conducted elsewhere – 

as for instance in the USA. A cultural extension of the study that includes more variety in national 

embeddedness constitutes an interesting avenue for further research.  

Time 

The generality of the study in terms of time is also an issue. This study offers mostly a kodak picture of 

how bankers narrated a bankruptcy at one point in time. The picture cannot be generalized across time 

as people never make finite sense of a situation because things are always changing (Maitlis, 

Sonenshein 2010: 565) Only parts of the past are remembered and: “For some parts of the past, a 

dominant storyline emerges and evolves over time. Others remain unsettled, continuously subject to 

historical revisions and controversies” (Brandstrom, Hart & Bynander 2004: 2). Sensemaking is a 

continuous process that never stops (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, Weick 1995) and therefore, 

there is no finite “the answer” (Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010: 566). The findings of this paper are 

contingent upon the narratives that I was told at a specific point in time. As bankers continue to make 

sense in and of the crisis (Christianson et al. 2009), these narratives change and so does the findings 

that can be derived from them. A longitudinal extension of the study that includes narratives 

constructed in different periods constitutes an interesting avenue for further research.  

CONCLUSION 

Vaughan (1997) argues that it is common to search for an explanation for a crisis and to blame in order 

to restore legitimacy: “But the answer is seldom people” (393). In this study, il-legitimacy was 
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attributed to actors or groups of actors. Il-legitimation of the constructing and enabling institution of 

capitalism itself was scant. The advantage of such personification of il-legitimacy following crisis is 

that blaming individuals enables a quick fix and an opportunity to quickly move forward. In this study, 

the il-legitimation of individual actors across the organizational hierarchy directs focus away from the 

enabling institution in itself (Voronov, Vince 2012). In this case, the result of the blame game (Hood 

2002, 2010) is a dissipation of blame (Perrow 2012). 
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ABSTRACT 

The global financial crisis that came to mark the beginning of the 21
st
 century has shocked the world 

and left contemporary society in a post crisis situation characterized by an immeasurable number of 

challenges. At once, the crisis even put the fundamental institution of capitalism at risk. In this paper 

the financial crisis is conceptualized as an institutional crisis and its implications for the institutional 

members are explored. The question of how individuals handle experiences of institutional stigma is 

posed and answered trough an iterative study based on an explorative analysis of qualitative data from 

narrative interviews with members of the financial industry. Findings reveal that bankers experience 

being stigmatized and that they handle their experiences by il-legitimating self and others and 

legitimating self. The paper contributes to extant knowledge on (il)legitimacy and stigma by illustrating 

how individual and institutional levels connect, how (il)legitimacy holds a solution to problems of 

stigma and how individuals act as sources as well as entities as they construct multiple and conflicting 

versions of self. 
                                                           
1
The earliest version of the paper was presented at Scandinavian Consortium of Organizational Research (SCANCOR), 

Stanford University, 2012. A previous version of the paper was presented at the European Group of Organization Studies 

(EGOS) Conference in Helsinki, 2012. A previous version of the paper was accepted at New Institutionalism Workshop in 

Warsaw, 2013. A previous version of the paper is in review in Business Ethics Quarterly. I am thankful to participants at all 

occasions for helpful feedback. I am especially grateful to Charles Perrow, John Meyer, Jim March and Roy Suddaby for 

providing valuable comments and suggestions on different versions of the paper. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The global financial crisis that came to mark the beginning of the 21st century is a crisis with disastrous 

consequences for societies, organizations and people all over the world.  

The aim of this paper is to understand how this crisis is experienced and handled by the people who 

spend most of their waking hours at work within the industry affected the most by the crisis: the 

financial sector. The empirical question of the paper is how members of the financial industry handle 

their experiences of the financial crisis. 

Research on this issue is rare and, therefore, to gain insight on how to analyze the issue it is necessary 

to reflect upon the phenomenon: what the empirical crisis is a theoretical case of.  

The global financial crisis is considered the most conspicuous of social phenomena (Kallifatides 2011: 

141),  a crisis of significant proposition (Stein 2011), a crisis that has put at risk even one of the most 

fundamental institutions of contemporary society (Nee, Swedberg 2005, Davis, Marquis 2005, Sewell 

1992, Friedland, Alford 1991): capitalism itself (Davis 2009). More precisely, the financial crisis has 

disrupted several aspects of the fundamental pillars (Scott 2008) of the capitalist institution and 

questioned the sustainability and persistence of the institution. Taking point of departure in the central 

notion of institutional theory (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Devers et al. 2009), doubt 

about several aspects of the capitalist institution has emerged and the institution has lost its cognitive 

legitimacy: the desirability, properness, or appropriateness of the institution is no longer taken for 

granted (Suchman 1995). Capitalism has become a problematic and il-legitimized institution (Berger, 

Luckmann 1968). Following these lines, the financial crisis can be considered a legitimacy crisis 

(Habermas 1975 cited in Pearson, Clair 1998) or even an ‘institutional crisis’. Most likely, a crisis of 

such character has implications for the adhering members of the institution; for the living humans who 

are controlled (Berger, Luckmann 1968) and constructed (Suddaby et al. 2010, Drori, Meyer & Hwang 

2009, Meyer 2009a, 2009b, 2009c) according to this institution. In spite of the importance and 

centrality of the construct of legitimacy in institutional theory (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 

2008, Devers et al. 2009), research on loss of legitimacy is limited (Devers et al. 2009, Hudson 2008, 

Hudson, Okhuysen 2009, Colyvas, Powell 2006) and studies of individual members’ interpretations of 

institutional pressures are few (Suddaby et al. 2010, Binder 2007, Greenwood et al. 2008, Powell, 

Colyvas 2008). Little, for instance, is known about how an institutional crisis of il-legitimacy is 

experienced and handled by the members who undergo it. Considering the importance of legitimacy 

and the negative consequences of losses of legitimacy (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008), 

this gap of knowledge is unfortunate.  

To address the issue, other theories need to be taken into consideration. Taking point of departure in the 

association of (il)legitimacy with social deviance (Berger, Luckmann 1968, Elliott et al. 1982) and 

stigma (Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 2009), institutional il-legitimacy can be considered a kind of 

institutional stigma. Following these lines, members of an il-legitimated institution in crisis may 

become stigmatized (Goffman 1963): categorized and negatively labeled as a group of tainted, 

discounted, or deviant outsiders (Goffman 1963, Becker 1973). As actors identify through their 

membership with different social groups (Tajfel 1974), a sense of self can be derived from institutions, 

industries, professions, and organizations (Ainsworth, Grant 2012, Whittle, Kenny & Willmot 2011, 

Ashforth, Rogers & Corley 2011, Creed, Dejordy & Lok 2010, Lok 2010, Glynn 2008, Elsbach 1999, 

Ashforth, Mael 1989) such as capitalism, finance and banking. Following these lines, an institutional 

crisis might turn existential (Weick 2009, Weick 1993, Weick 1993): threaten member identities 
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(Petriglieri 2011, Major, O'Brien 2005, Cusack, Jack & Kavanagh 2003, Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010) and 

evolve into an identity crisis (Czarniawska 1997).  

Identity crisis stimulated by stigmatization may have devastating consequences as stigma is a powerful 

phenomenon with far-ranging effects on its targets (Major, O'Brien 2005: 394). It is vital how deviants 

handle their stigmatization because responses mediate effects that can have implications on and far 

beyond the direct targets. Problematic effects of stigma range from individual level issues challenging, 

threatening and harming personal identity such as discrimination including harassment, bullying, 

blaming, refusal, rejection, and isolation, and physical, psychical and emotional pains including illness 

and mental health problems as well as performance problems, decreasing career opportunities, poverty 

and diminishing life satisfaction (Latrofa et al. 2009)(Latrofa et al. 2009)(Latrofa et al. 2009)(Latrofa et 

al. 2009)(Major, O'Brien 2005, Latrofa et al. 2009, Roca 2010, Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 2008, 

Pozner 2008, Semadeni et al. 2008, Wiesenfeld, Wurthmann & Hambrick 2008, Clair, Beatty & 

Maclean 2005, Pinel, Paulin 2005, Link, Phelan 2001) to organizational level issues threatening to spoil 

the organization’s identity such as loss of investors, drop in stock prices, increases in employee 

turnover, difficulties in attracting customers, reduction in sales, poorer performance, disproval, blaming 

and decreased chances of survival followed by increased probabilities for bankruptcy and 

organizational death (Hudson 2008, Roca 2010, Vergne 2012, Warren 2007) which all affect the 

general social welfare (Roca 2010). In this case, where one of the most fundamental institutions of 

contemporary society has lost legitimacy and its members may be stigmatized, the negative 

implications can spread to a large group of actors: a group that has a central position in the emerging 

post crisis situation and play a significant role in the functioning of society in general. How these actors 

handle their experiences of stigma and the identity challenges, threats and harms that are brought is 

critical. Identities provide guidance on how to perceive, define, deal and feel about an issue or a given 

situation (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, Albert, Ashforth & Dutton 2000, Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, 

Weick 1995, Dutton, Dukerich 1991, Goffman 1959). Therefore, actors’ (re)identification in the wake 

of the financial crisis informs how they define, perceive, deal and feel about the crisis. In turn, these 

aspects will inform how they respond to the crisis which is important because their responsive behavior 

has implications for the recovery process and the post crisis agenda that will emerge. For these reasons, 

the lack of knowledge on how bankers handle experiences of capitalist stigma in the wake of the 

financial crisis is unfortunate.  

The aim of this study is to address this gap of knowledge and create an understanding of how 

institutional members perceive self when the institution they inhabit is in crisis by exploring if and how 

bankers handle experiences of stigma in the wake of the financial crisis. Following these lines, the 

research question set out to be explored in this paper is how members of the banking industry may 

handle experiences of stigma in the wake of the financial crisis. 

To address this question, the study draws on the stigma literature presented in the next section. 

In the third section, the explorative design and iterative approach of the study is outlined. The study is 

based on qualitative analysis of in depth interviews with 35 bankers generating narrative accounts of 

the financial crisis.  

The study finds that in the wake of the financial crisis, bankers handle their broad experiences of 

stigma in a way that combines attributions of legitimacy and il-legitimacy directed towards self and 

others.  
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The study contributes to extant theory in a number of ways. It adds to an understanding of how stigma 

play out at different levels as it shows how individual level members handle experiences of institutional 

level stigma. It brings empirical evidence to the social construction assumption of stigma and illustrates 

how the construct of (il)legitimacy can be a solution to a problematic distinction between accept and 

denial responses based on assumptions about an objective truth. Moreover, it nuances extant literature 

on (il)legitimacy as it connects the construct to the individual by showing how (il)legitimacy play a 

central role in individual members’ narration of an institutional crisis and how these members acts as 

entities who are (il)legitimized as well as sources who (il)legitimize. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

In the next sections, I review and consider extant literature with potential to inform questions regarding 

how bankers may experience and deal with stigma in the wake of the financial crisis. 

EXPERIENCE 

Originally, the term “stigma” is derived from the Greek word for “tattoo-mark” (Cusack, Jack & 

Kavanagh 2003) referring to a mark cut or burned on a criminal in ancient Greece (Vergne 2012). The 

mark advertised that the person was bad and should be avoided (Hebl, Dovidio 2005) and thereby the 

stigma served as a societal control function (Goffman 1963). According to Goffman’s preliminary 

work, who researchers of stigma often refer to, “stigmatization” is a process in which the stigmatized is 

reduced to a tainted and discounted person (ibid: 3). In the next sections, I consider literature on 

stigma capable of informing questions regarding how such stigmatization may be experienced. 

Stigma Experience 

According to contemporary literature on stigma, members of the financial industry can be expected to 

experience different degrees of stigma (Hudson 2008, Vergne 2012). Stigma implications may vary 

(Hudson 2008) according to bankers’ association with different sub categories (Vergne 2012) of the 

financial industry category – like the American or Scandinavian market, global or local operations, 

succeeding or failing banks and management or front line staff. The kind of stigma that members are 

expected to experience can be described in a number of ways. In the following, I present four common 

divisions of stigma. 

Demographic Stigma 

First, Goffman (1963) identified three forms of stigma: physical stigma focusing on bodily 

abnormalities, demographic stigma focusing on social issues such as tribal memberships including 

nation, race, and religion, and character stigma focusing on flaws in individual character such as 

treacherous and rigid beliefs, domineering passions and dishonesty. Whereas physical stigma has little 

relevance for the stigma stimulated by the financial crisis, character stigma is referred to when bankers 

are described as “wrong”, “dishonest” and “greedy” actors obsessed with “money” and “power” 

(bankers). But as these characteristics are not so much attributed to individuals in specific as to 

fictional members of the capitalist institutions, they mainly refer to the demographic type of stigma that 

captures the stigma of belonging to a discredited social category like the sin industry (Hudson 2008) of 

finance bringing failures and scandals (Warren 2007).  

Controllable Stigma 

Second, stigma can be uncontrollable if the circumstances that lead an actor to fall into a particular 

social categorization are beyond the control of the actor or controllable if the social categorization is 

the result of a choice (Warren 2007: 479). Considering membership of the capitalist institution and 
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financial industry a deliberate choice that bankers can decide to reconsider and undo, stigma is mainly 

controllable.  

Invisible Stigma 

Third, stigma can be visible including sex, race, age, ethnicity, physical appearance, language, speech 

patterns, and dialect or nonvisible including illness, religion, sexual orientation, national origin, club or 

social group memberships and occupation (Clair, Beatty & Maclean 2005). This study concerns stigma 

that is invisible in character because it resides in occupation by and membership of the capitalist 

institution but becomes visible in most of the members’ wakening hours at work in the financial 

industry.  

Event Stigma 

Finally stigma can be core if it is due to the nature of an actor’s core attributes like who the actor is and 

what the actor does or it can be event stigma if it is a result of discrete, anomalous, and episodic events 

(Hudson 2008). As this study considers stigma stimulated by the financial crisis described as one of the 

most disastrous events in history it is primarily about event stigma that does translate into core stigma 

when sources and explanations of the event are attributed to the actors’ identity and behavior – in 

stories explaining how the financial crisis happened because bankers were “greedy” and “cheated” 

(bankers).  

Summarizing: Experience 

Although there is a lack of knowledge on individual level experiences of institutional level stigma. 

literature on individual, organizational and industry level stigma exists and provides hints to how 

individuals may experience institutional stigma. According to this literature, members are expected to 

experience stigma that is linked to character but mainly demography, stigma that is uncontrollable but 

mainly controllable, stigma that is invisible but mainly visible, and stigma that is core but mainly 

linked to an event. These inferences clearly illustrate the difficulties of pinpointing one coherent and 

consistent kind of stigma. The difficulties are, however, not considered a problem. According to the 

social constructivist assumption of stigma, they are, in fact, irrelevant. According to most 

contemporary literature, stigma is a social construction that results from an interaction between the 

target of stigmatization and the producers of stigmatization (Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 2008) – not 

the researcher. Despite widespread agreement on this assumption, researchers often infer a causal 

relationship between producers’ stigmatization and targets’ stigmatization: that targets are stigmatized 

if producers stigmatize them. In other words, it is assumed that (external) non-members’ stigmatization 

internalizes into (internal) members’ world: an internalization that manifests in an identity crisis that - 

by definition - is internal. Following these lines, an institutional crisis can evolve into an identity crisis: 

as the institution in crisis loses legitimacy, the collectives informed by that institution lose legitimacy 

and the members of these collectives may come to see their occupation as tainted, their work as dirty, 

their elite as threatened, and their professional identities as stigmatized (Petriglieri 2011, Pozner 2008, 

Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Sutton, Callahan 1987, Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, Ashforth et al. 2007, 

Vaast, Levina forthcoming). According to this literature, it can be expected that in the wake of the 

financial crisis bankers undergo an identity crisis. Although such inferences might be theoretically 

valid, they are, however, just assumptions - and research exists that would question them. Major and 

O’Brien (2005), for instance, address the internalization assumption as they report how many classic 

perspectives on the effects of stigmatization assume that the stigmatized internalize the negative view of 

them held by society: “According to this view, levels of self-esteem in stigmatized groups should 
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parallel the degree to which they are devalued by the culturally dominant group (ibid: 407). They 

conclude, however, that results are inconsistent: some research supports an internalization perspective, 

but most do not. Although one can find support for claims that different producers stigmatize members 

of the financial industry, this study aims - not to assume bankers’ stigmatization - but to explore and 

understand their potential stigmatization - in their own eyes. Thus, in this study, stigma lies in the eyes 

of the targets: in the eyes of the living humans who inhabit the institution (Berger, Luckmann 1968) - 

the individual bankers who work in the financial industry and adhere to the capitalist institution. 

Accordingly, stigma is to be found in the stories they author. Nonetheless, the expected stigma 

experiences inferred from the above review can serve to guide the next presentation of literature 

informative of responses to stigma.  

RESPONSE 

According to Goffman’s (1963) early theory, stigmatized individuals can manage stigma in a number 

of ways. For instance, they can normificate (present themselves as ordinary) by passing (un-disclosing 

discrediting information) and reverse passing (concealing discrediting information), they can support 

representatives, and they can alienate themselves from the society that holds the norm they cannot 

fulfill. Half a century has passed since Goffman’s preliminary work and today, much research exists on 

responsive theory in general and on responses to stigma in specific (Elliott et al. 1982). In the next 

sections, I briefly review the literature capable of informing this study. 

Within the psychological literature, two dominant kinds of responsive processes are coping and defense 

(Cramer 1998a). Due to overlaps and similarities between the two constructs, large confusion about 

their distinctiveness exists and complicates their separation (Cramer 1998a, Vaillant 1998, 1998b, 

2000). Cramer (1998a, 1998b, 2000) is one of the key proponents of the need for clarification of the 

distinction between the two defense constructs: “Although there are similarities between coping and 

defense, it is important to recognize that they are two different types of adaptation mechanisms. Coping 

and defense mechanisms may be clearly differentiated not on the basis of outcome, but rather on the 

basis of the psychological processes involved” (Cramer 1998a: 940). Cramer identifies and examines 

five distinctive dimensions – of which the two most significant ones are the constructs’ 

conscious/unconscious and intentional/nonintentional nature: “Coping mechanisms involve a 

conscious, purposeful effort, while defense mechanisms are processes that occur without conscious 

effort and without conscious awareness (i.e., they are unconscious). Also, coping strategies are carried 

out with the intent of managing or solving a problem situation, while defense mechanisms occur 

without conscious intentionality” (Cramer 1998a: 921). Scholars agree that defense processes are 

important for understanding how people deal with adversity (Cramer 1998a, Vaillant 1998, Cramer 

1998b) but while Cramer attempts to distinguish them, Vaillant (1998: 1156) calls such distinctions a 

false dichotomy: efforts to distinguish defenses from reflexive coping mechanisms fail because the same 

mental mechanism can be coping or defensive or both. The distinction is further complicated by the 

fact that the responsive process rests in the eyes of the beholder and therefore their identification (and 

distinction) is subject to countertransference (ibid: 1148). Instead, Vaillant proposes a hierarchy which 

can be viewed as a spectrum going either from immature to mature or from “defensive” to “coping.” In 

this hierarchy, Vaillant identifies five styles of defense: childhood/psychotic (delusional projection, 

denial, distortion), immature (projection, fantasy, hypochondriasis), passive aggression (acting out, 

dissociation), neurotic (displacement, isolation/Intell, repression, reaction formation), and mature 

(altruism, sublimation, suppression, anticipation, humor). While the debate on the relationship between 
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coping and defense continues, I present in the two sections below the two constructs based on their 

respective literature. 

Coping Response 

“People respond to perceptions of threat, harm, and loss in diverse ways, many of which receive the 

label ‘coping’” (Carver 2010: 684-685). Although the concept of coping is broad and the construct has 

been defined in a variety of ways (Carver 2010, Feldner, Zvolensky & Leen-Feldner 2004), the vast 

majority of research relies on Folkman and Lazarus’ (1990: 315) definition of the construct: “Coping 

consists of cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that 

are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person”. Often, the words “strategies”, 

“tactics” or “skills” are added after the word “coping”. The literature is rife with attempts to group or 

classify coping (Carver 2010). A profound classification is Folkman and Lazarus’ (1990: 316) division 

of the construct into problem focused coping where the individual focuses on the (external) source of 

the problem and emotion focused coping where the individual focuses on the (internal) emotion 

stimulated by the problem. In a large study, these authors identified two problem focused coping 

strategies where one of them was to make an action plan and the other one was to act. In the same 

study, the authors classified six emotion focused coping strategies: distancing, escape-avoidance, 

accepting responsibility or blame, exercising self-control over the expression of feelings, seeking social 

support, and positive reappraisal (ibid: 317). Other significant classifications of the construct are 

engagement or approach coping, which aims at dealing with the source of the problem or the related 

emotions, and disengagement or avoidance coping, which aims at escaping the threat or the related 

emotions (Carver 2010). Engagement coping has itself been divided into primary control coping; 

attempts to control the stressor itself and accommodative or secondary-control coping; attempts to 

adapt or adjust to the stressor. Furthermore, coping categories also include proactive coping which 

occurs before the occurrence of a problem. Some categories are based on the function of the given type 

of coping (which can only be determined in the context in which it is used) (Cramer 1998b) whereas 

other categories are based on the goal of the coping (which can only be determined in relation to the 

initiator and beholder of the coping) (Carver 2010). According to Carver and Connor-Smith’s recent 

review, a given response typically fits several places and no neat matrix of all coping strategies and 

classifications exist.
 
 

Defense Response 

It is more than 100 years since Freud introduced the idea of defense mechanism (Vaillant 1998, Cramer 

1998b, 2000, Baumeister, Dale & Sommer 1998, Perry, Ianni 1998, 2008). Today, the literature on 

defense is vast and scattered: theoretical definitions are vague and ambiguous, and empirical bases of 

the topics vary dramatically (Vaillant 1998, Paulhus, Fridhandler & Hayes 1997). At the same time, 

new ideas continue to develop (Cramer 2000). Despite a vast literature on defenses in psychology in 

general, within personal psychology - in which self-representation is central – the concept has, in large, 

been neglected (Vaillant 1998, Cramer 1998b). Cramer urges scholars within this tradition to let go of 

the general (but miss-grounded) skepticism, distrust and dissatisfaction with psychoanalytic notions 

(Vaillant 1998, Baumeister, Dale & Sommer 1998, Paulhus, Fridhandler & Hayes 1997) and to 

reconsider the capabilities of the defense construct to enlighten research – especially on personal 

identity. According to Cramer (1998b: 886), “Defense mechanism refers to a mental operation that 

occurs outside of awareness”. The function of the mechanism is to protect the individual from 

experiencing excessive anxiety “whether the source of that anxiety be the perception of a disturbing 
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external event or the presence of a disruptive internal psychological state“ (1998a: 920). In this way, 

defense can be seen as “means for adaptation to conflict loss and trauma” and as a way to protect 

integrity and maintain self-esteem, self-coherence and wellbeing (1998b: 887). There are several 

classifications of different defenses – but none of them have reached common agreement (Perry, Ianni 

1998). In a comprehensive study of the defense literature, Perry and Ianni (1998), for instance, review 

11 defense methods and identify between 3 and 27 defenses. Such findings are underlined in recent 

research where Cramer (2008) refers to some 44 different defenses being identified.  

Stigma Response 

Reviewing contemporary literature on responses to stigma in specific and identifying and classifying 

theories on responses to the four types of stigma of primary relevance for this study (presented above) 

according to the coping and defense distinction, results in no defense theories and an overweight of 

coping theories suggesting that individual responses to institutional stigma are conscious and 

intentional. The responses to the four stigma types are presented below. 

Demographic Stigma Response  

(coping) 

According to Hebl and Dovidio’s (2005) theory on social stigma, members can respond to 

demographic membership stigma by applying three coping strategies. They can acknowledge the 

stigma openly, they can compensate for the prejudice and discrimination to which they are subjected 

(using humor, being overly friendly, individuating themselves, and educating others) and they can 

disengage from the feedback they receive about themselves in stigma related domains reducing others’ 

negative influence on them.  

Controllable Stigma Response  

(coping) 

According to Warren’s (2007) theory on corporate scandals and spoiled identities, actors suffering from 

stigma based on a scandal that the actor is perceived to be in control of are often advised to 

acknowledge responsibility and accommodate for the actions related to the scandal instead of denying 

responsibility and defending the actions. Instead the author claims that the actor can respond to 

controllable stigma by strategically accepting and denying responsibility for the scandal: “admit that 

wrongdoing occurred, but claim that the wrongdoing was isolated to … a subset of the organization or 

… one or two individuals, and that the organization [or institution] as a whole was not an accomplice 

in the wrongdoing” but in fact “a victim of the wrongdoing” (ibid: 842.843). 

Invisible Stigma Response  

(coping) 

According to Ragin’s (2008) theory on disclosing invisible stigma across life domains, individuals can 

respond to invisible stigma in ways that leave them in three identity states. One state is identity denial 

in which the individual conceals the stigma across life domains. Another state is identity integration in 

which the individual discloses the stigma across all life domains. A third and final state is identity 

disconnects in which the individual discloses the stigma to varying degrees across life domains: a state 

in between the two former in which the individual reflects psychological incongruence.  

Event Stigma Response  

(coping) 
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According to Semadeni and colleagues’ (2008) theory on stigma management following stigmatizing 

events, actors who are blamed for such events can choose to fight or flight. In general, the authors 

propose that “stigma management involves manipulation of the link between the individual and the 

stigmatizing event” (ibid: 565) and they suggest a strategy to event stigma that distances the actor from 

the failing firm: to “jump ship” meaning to shift organization or in this study, to shift institution – to 

‘jump ocean’. 

Dirty Work Response  

(coping and defense) 

Based on the above sections, it can be expected that bankers’ responses are characterized by conscious 

and intentional coping rather than un-conscious and non-intentional defending. 

Yet, in recent theories on dirty work – stigma by occupational identity - Ashforth and Kreiner suggest a 

number of responses that seem to include defensive elements. According to Ashforth and Kreiner’s 

(1999) initial conceptualization of dirty work and the challenges of constructing a positive occupational 

identity, taint management can be divided into two collective defense mechanisms. These terms suggest 

a combination of conscious and intentional management tactics and un-conscious and non-intentional 

defensive mechanisms. The first response is ideological techniques where members transform the 

meaning of the stigmatized work by referring to occupational ideologies that help them justify their 

occupation. These techniques are used to convince outsiders but mainly insiders and therefore, they 

have their greatest impact on internal rather than external legitimacy. The authors suggest three 

ideological techniques. The first technique is reframing where the meaning attached to a stigmatized 

occupation is transformed by infusing (imbuing positive value) or neutralizing (neglecting negative 

value) by denial of responsibility, denial of injury or denial of victims. The second technique is 

recalibrating where members adjust the implicit standards that are invoked to assess the magnitude 

(how much) and/or valence (how good) of a given dirty work attribute and make an undesired and 

ostensibly large aspect seem smaller and less significant and a desired but small aspect seem larger 

and more significant. The third technique is refocusing where members shift the center of attention 

from stigmatized features of their work to non-stigmatized features of their work. The second response 

is social weighting. They suggest three social weighting practices. The first practice is differentiation of 

outsiders (condemning the condemners). The second practice is differentiation of outsiders (supporting 

the supporters). The third and final practice is selective social comparisons – within and between 

groups. 

In later works, Ashforth and colleagues (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, Ashforth et al. 2007, 

Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004) extend this framework. 

In 2003, for instance, Ashforth and Anand suggest eight rationalization strategies that social deviants 

can use to normalize their dirty work. Rationalization strategies can be prospective or defensive and 

retrospective in nature. The first strategy is legality where actors excuse practices on the grounds that 

they are not actually illegal. The second strategy is denial of responsibility where actors construe that 

they have no choice due to circumstances beyond their control such as management orders, peer 

pressure, being deceived and existing precedent. The third strategy is denial of injury where actors 

construe that no one was really harmed or render a given act less offensive by comparing it to more 

extreme forms. The fourth strategy is denial of victim where the status of the victim is refuted either 

because the target deserved their fate, because the “victim” volunteered to participate in the act and so 

is not a victim at all, or because the victim’s individuality or humanity is denied through 
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depersonalization or dehumanization. The fifth strategy is social weighting including condemning 

condemners and selective social comparisons. The sixth strategy is appeal to higher loyalties where the 

actor construes that universalistic norms have to be sacrificed for more important causes where the 

most common higher cause appears to be group loyalty and a less commonly invoked higher cause is 

moral principles. The seventh strategy is metaphor of the ledger where good works earn a credit that 

can be used to offset corrupt acts. Finally, the eighth strategy is refocusing attention where actors shift 

attention away from the stigmatized features to the non-stigmatized features.  

These rationalization strategies were reduced to six in 2004 when Anand and Ashforth proposed that 

strategies actors can use to normalize departure from social norms are denial of responsibility, denial 

of injury, denial of victim, social weighting, appeal to higher loyalties, and metaphor of the ledger. 

Finally, in 2007 Ashforth and colleagues elaborates on the response theory by adding empirical 

knowledge that nuances the responses to social deviance. They compare empirical findings to their 

early (1999) work and extend social weighting with social buffering protecting dirty workers from the 

problematic perceptions of outsiders and reclassify social comparison and condemning condemners as 

defensive tactics. They add several proactive tactics such as confronting non-members’ perceptions of 

taint either by using humor to soften taint or by acting contrary to the occupational stereotype. Finally, 

they divide the more reactive defensive tactics that aim for status quo such as social comparison and 

condemning condemners into behavioral tactics and cognitive tactics. Behavioral tactics include 

avoiding (evading attributions of dirt) and gallows humor (acknowledging taint and relieving tension 

through dark humor). Cognitive tactics include accepting (one’s limits), blaming and/or distancing 

(non-members), and distancing (from role). 

Based on these theories, bankers can be expected to respond to stigma in a variety of ways. Central to 

the theories is their conceptualization of stigma as a threat to social identity. Following these lines, 

when members respond to stigma, they perform a certain type of identity work referred to as 

oppositional identity work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996, Sturdy et al. 2006). In contemporary 

research, identity work involves “the mutually constitutive processes whereby people strive to shape a 

relatively coherent and distinctive notion of personal self-identity and struggle to come to terms with 

and, within limits, to influence the various social-identities which pertain to them in the various milieux 

in which they live their lives” (Watson 2008: 129). Besides this striving for a coherent and distinct 

notion of self, due to the psychic pain of fragmentation, disconnection, and insecurity, workers 

typically strive for stability (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 2008). According to these theories, bankers’ 

response to stigma can be seen as a response to experiences of de-stabilizing threats to their social 

identity as a member of the capitalist institution. When bankers experience institutional stigma and 

their collective identity narrative is disrupted, they can be expected to engage in identity work to re-

story their identity narrative (Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik 2008). In these responsive processes of identity 

work, members are expected to write their own story (Beech 2008) by identifying (being) as well as dis 

or anti identifying (not-being) (Carroll, Levy 2008). This narrative focus on story-telling performances 

(Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft & Thomas 2008)  is in line with emergent perspectives in recent psychological 

response literature where narrative approaches to self-representation and defense mechanisms are given 

more voice. In this literature, the narrative argument holds that defense mechanisms - defined as “a 

mental operation that keeps unacceptable thoughts, impulses, and wishes out of awareness … to 

safeguard the individual” – work as narrative strategies that form how a life story is told and thereby 

how a personal identity is constructed (McAdams 1998). Thereby, defense mechanisms can be seen as 

“guardians of an individuals’ identity” because they “color or alter the stories people create when they 
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construct their personal identity” (Cramer 1998b: 891). According to this literature, defense 

mechanisms are part of a normal personality functioning (McAdams 1998) and bankers experiencing 

stigma can be expected to respond by defending and protecting their preferred views and images of self 

against the threatening [financial crisis] event (Baumeister, Dale & Sommer 1998: 1116) by narrating 

a [work] life story that [re]construct their [spoiled] identity (McAdams 1998). According to McAdams 

(1998), the answer to the crucial question: “To whom is the life story told?” is both to self and to 

others. 

Summarizing: Response 

Summarizing on the above review, it can be concluded that although there is no knowledge on 

individual level responses to institutional level stigma, literature on individual, organizational and 

industry level stigma exists and provides hints to how individuals may handle experiences of 

institutional stigma. According to this literature, members are expected to handle demographic, 

controllable, invisible, event stigma by coping and to handle experiences of stigma by occupational 

identity (dirty work) by applying a mixture of coping strategies and defense mechanisms including 

narrative identity work. Despite the informative capabilities of these theories, the way bankers may 

handle experiences of stigma in the wake of the financial crisis needs to be understood in accordance 

with the conception of stigma as a social construction that resides in the eyes of the stigmatized (Elliott 

et al. 1982: 287) - not the researcher. In accordance, the ways bankers may handle their experiences of 

stigma is to be found in the stories they author. 

This explorative approach sets the scene for the next section, in which I lay out the methodological 

design of the study.   

METHODOLOGICAL DESIGN 

This study has a phenomenological nature as it aims to understand the phenomenon of stigmatization in 

the eyes of the people who undergo it. It has an inductive point of departure as it starts out by exploring 

the problem in its empirical context. Subsequently, the analysis becomes more abductive as it is 

spurred by recursive loops between the data and the emergent theory as well as the above presented 

literature capable of informing the analysis (Van de Ven 2007, Bansal, Corley 2012). 

INTERVIEWS 

To get an in-depth understanding of how bankers might handle experiences of stigma in the wake of 

the financial crisis, I did a field study based on qualitative in-depth interviews with members of the 

financial industry. Qualitative research interviews have a unique potential for accessing informant’s 

lived world as well as specific situations and themes in that world (Kvale 2008) and for obtaining an in-

depth understanding of peoples’ interpretations (Weick 1995) in and of that world.  

In line with the study’s explorative approach and the contemporary theories on identity construction 

and defense, the interviews have a narrative nature. Narratives are well suited for exploring life at work 

and yield rich information on ways of experiencing (Sandelands, Boudens 2000, Waldron 2000) and 

handling (Rouleau 2010, Rouleau, Balogun 2011) certain issues. Therefore, bankers are encouraged to 

recall and express their experiences of the crisis in their own way (Kvale 2008): to talk freely without 

too much direction and structure (Barley 1983). These interviews generated rich accounts and thick 

descriptions (Kvale 2008, Zilber 2008) of the ways bankers experienced and handled the crisis. 

INTERVIEWEES 



 

217 

I interviewed 35 members of the banking industry. Many of the bankers shifted bank before, during and 

after the financial crisis. Therefore, views were based on embeddedness in a mixture of banks. In the 

narratives of the financial crisis, the 35 bankers were members of 6 banks. As illustrated in table 1, 

these banks varied in financial performance and operational scope. Furthermore, informants were 

situated in different national contexts and varied according to their nationality, hierarchical level, 

tenure, age and sex.  

TABLE 1. INTERVIEWEES 

Dimension Distribution Bankers Banks 

Financial performance of organization 

Failure 23 3 

Success 11 2 

Unclassified 1 1 

Operational scope of organization 

Regional 21 2 

National 3 2 

International 11 2 

National context of informant 

Denmark 30  

Sweden 2  

Luxembourg 2  

Great Britain 1  

Nationality of informant 

Danish 31  

Swedish 3  

German 1  

Hierarchical level of informant 

Employee 17  

Manager 10  

Director 2  

Board member 6  

Start of informant employment 
Before year 2000 20  

After year 2000 15  

End of informant employment 
Employed 26  

Unemployed 9  

Age of informant 
Above 40 years 26  

Below 40 years 9  

Sex of informant 
Male 23  

Female 12  

 
 

The performance dimension in the first column shows the distribution of banks and bankers with 

regards to performance implications of the crisis. Failure refers to banks in which the crisis had 

relatively devastating implications – like law suit and bankruptcy. Success refers to banks in which the 

crisis had relatively favorable implications – like increase in turn over or market share. The second 

column shows the distribution of banks and bankers with regards to operational scope. Regional refers 

to banks where most operations are regional, national refers to banks where most operations are 

national and international refers to banks were most operations are international. The next three 

columns show the distribution of bankers based on the national context of their workday, their original 

nationality, and their hierarchical level. The next two columns show their start of employment in the 

sector and their end of employment in the sector indicating if they became employed in the sector 
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before or after year 2000 and if they were employed in the sector at the time they were interviewed. 

Finally, the last two columns of table 1 show bankers’ age and sex. 

To guide the number of interviews, Kvale’s (2008) reference to the law of diminishing returns from 

additional interviews was applied. Saturation (Glaser, Strauss 1965, Suddaby 2006) was neared when 

new interviews started to repeat old interviews and when additional insight from additional interviews 

began to diminish. Saturation was reached with confidence after interviews with 35 interviewees. 

INTERVIEWING 

The interviewing was not unproblematic. Accessibility, for instance, was a major issue. Several 

attempts at gaining access were declined. In the end, the accessibility problem was solved by 

identifying and contacting potential informants through professional and personal networks. After each 

interview, I asked the informant to refer me to one or several other people who had a similar or 

different view on the situation. Subsequently, these people were contacted and interviewed if they 

agreed to participate. In this way, data was collected according to the principle of snowballing 

(Bryman, 2004). Establishing a feeling of trust was essential to arrange and conduct the interviews. In 

order to develop and maintain such trust, the informants were told that the intention was not to find a 

specific truth from which wrong and right as well as offenders and offended could be derived. Rather, 

it was to explore the informants’ subjective worlds by listening to their stories. Following these lines, I 

aimed at constructing a situated identity of a trusted neutral (Barley 1990): an uninformed but well-

meaning visitor (Czarniawska 1997, 1998, 2012). Moreover, I assured complete confidentiality: 

guaranteeing no publication of names – of persons or organizations. In addition, interviewees were told 

that the interview was voluntary and that they were allowed to stop a questioning or the entire 

interview at any moment in time. Although none of the informants used this option, the opportunity 

added to the establishment of trust.  

When the informants permitted, the interviews were recorded and transcribed. In the few cases where 

they did not permit this, notes were taken. Notes and transcriptions were coded and re-coded using 

NVivo – a software program designed for the purpose of handling qualitative data. The data was coded 

inductively: instead of using predefined concepts, relevant codes emerged out of the data. The initial 

coding was done with the objective of eliciting collective patterns across the complex and diversified 

data. As I wanted to understand if and how members of an institution in crisis experienced and 

responded to stigmatization, I looked for similarities across the data – not differences. Nonetheless, 

collective variances across informants considered significant and emerging as a result of the analysis of 

similarities are mentioned when they nuance the findings in the analysis below.
2
 

EXPLORATIVE ANALYSIS 

As an empirical researcher, the theoretical assumption that institutional members are stigmatized when 

the institution they inhabit is in crisis is unfavorable compared to bankers’ own experiences of the 

financial crisis. Therefore, in the first part of the analysis, I seek to determine whether bankers actually 

experience being stigmatized.  

EXPERIENCING STIGMA  

In the preliminary part of the analysis, I searched for passages in which informants indicated being 

stigmatized and found that all the passages that included stigma indications were related to some kind 

                                                           
2
Please contact the author for further details on the methodology including interview questions, time and space, ethics and 

language.  
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of source (Sutton, 1995) in which members mirrored themselves (Dutton, Dukerich 1991). In the next 

section, I explore these sources further and elicit a range of different stigmatizers (Goffman 1963) or 

what has recently been referred to as stigma producers (Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 2008), arbiters 

(Wiesenfeld, Wurthmann & Hambrick 2008), and social-control agents (Greve, Palmer & Pozner 

2010). 

Stigmatizers 

As I explored bankers’ narrations of the stigmatizing sources, I found that they diverged in their 

relation to the stigmatized. I analyzed the sources according to their relationship with the banker and 

found four categories. I coded these ‘personal relations’, ‘professional stakeholders’, ‘society’ and 

‘media’. Exploring each of these categories further, I found that they all varied between two poles 

nuancing the stigmatizers’ relation to the stigmatized. The result of this process is summarized in table 

2. 

TABLE 2. STIGMATIZERS 

Category Sub-category 

Personal  

relationships  

Close 

Peripheral 

Professional 

stakeholders 

Direct 

Distant 

Society 
Community 

World 

Media 
Local 

Global 

 
 

In the following sections, each of the stigmatizers is described in more detail. 

Stigma from personal relationships 

All informants described how they felt stigmatized by their personal relationships. Experiences of 

stigmatization in confrontations with these relationships varied from close relations such as family 

members and close friends to more peripheral relations such as acquaintances and neighbors.  

A manager in a small and bankrupted bank, for instance, describes how he experiences close relations 

associating him with negative press coverage when he reveals his affiliation with his employer – 

indicating a kind of demographic (organizational) membership stigma that is invisible.  

In general, stigmatizing experiences in confrontations with close relations were mentioned most by 

members of regional and unsuccessful banks. 

Regarding stigma from more peripheral relationships, a manger in an international and successful bank 

explains how she feels stigmatized in social gatherings. When she is asked what she does for a living 

and reveals that she works in a bank, she experiences people being negative towards banks in general 

due to their “wrong” identity and behavior - indicating a more general kind of demographic (industry) 

membership stigma and a kind of core stigma that is controllable and invisible: 
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”Sometimes you meet people that you don’t know – at a friend’s house or if you go out - and if they ask 

where you work and you say that you work in a bank, you can get some negative reactions.. I know that 

people are very negative towards the banks so it is not super funny to say that you work in a bank 

because sometimes you need to respond to a lot of issues where people believe that banks act wrong – 

like taking a lot of money from customers and so on. Some people think that banks are just big bastards 

that do whatever they want and destroy everything.” 

The same source of stigma is identified by a board member in a small and unsuccessful bank as he 

recalls how his neighbor tells people in the local community that he is “creeping around” as if he has 

something to hide - indicating a visible and more character based stigma. 

Thus, whereas the perceived stigmatizing from very personal relations was most evident in regional 

and unsuccessful banks, the peripheral but personal source of stigma was evident across successful and 

unsuccessful banks as well as regional and international banks. 

Stigma from professional stakeholders 

All informants describe how they feel stigmatized by professional stakeholders. These stakeholders 

diverge from very direct stakeholders such as suppliers and customers that informants have multiple, 

frequent and direct interaction with to more distant stakeholders like politicians or regulatory 

supervisor authorities that members never or seldom have direct interaction with.  

A front line employee in a small and bankrupted bank, for instance, indicates how he is stigmatized by 

customers who severely “scolded” him – indicating a kind of controllable and visible (bankruptcy) 

event stigma: 

”In this period, it was everything from customers who wanted to beat us, to customers who sat and 

cried at your desk… it was a terrible period… I received so much scolding, which I have never 

received before.” 

Regarding stigma from more distant stakeholders, a banker in an international and successful bank 

explains how politicians at a national and international level argue that banks and bankers are to blame 

for the financial crisis – indicating a more general type of (crisis) event stigma. 

Thus, whereas members of regional and failed banks mainly experience stigma from direct 

stakeholders, members of international and successful banks mainly experience stigma from distant 

stakeholders. 

Stigma from society 

All informants describe how they feel stigmatized by society at large. The stigmatization varies from 

international bankers talking about global world level social movements like Occupy Wall Street to 

regional bankers telling how they are “labeled” by their local community. 

A director of a small and bankrupted bank narrates how he is stigmatized and excluded by the local 

community where people begin to doubt his rights and demand his withdrawal – a narration that 

indicates a visible stigma linked to character: 

“I used to play tennis… but one day they tell me that they do not want to play anymore… Then there is 

this international lodge that I received a medal of honor from and became prominent member of - 

elected by the community… Then I am told that I have to withdraw from my prominent position... Also 

at the golf club where I enjoy coming, some people begin talking about my rights to come and play.” 
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Regarding stigma from the global world, an employee at a successful and international bank explains 

how Wall Street demonstrators condemn all banks and bankers because of the crisis and indicates an 

experience of demographic (industry) membership stigma that is linked to a specific (crisis) event.  

Thus, whereas experiences of stigma from society by the local community were prominent among 

regional bankers, experiences of stigma from society by the global world were prominent among 

international bankers. 

Stigma from media 

All informants describe how they feel stigmatized by media sources such as the web, radio, television, 

newspapers and magazines.  

A front line employee in a small and bankrupted bank recalls the unpleasant feeling of being 

confronted by media sources such as the local radio or television constructing a negative portrait of the 

bank she is employed in and identifies with – an experience that indicates a kind of demographic 

(organizational) membership stigma: 

“It was weird seeing customers in the television… Some were of course completely ramped up… For a 

long time, I chose not to listen to the radio or watch television… It was just agony. It was that un-

reality: when it appeared right into your head in the evening – it just became so real... It was very 

different seeing it on television.” 

Though this illustration of stigma from media is an extreme example, it is representative in the sense 

that the media source of stigma was mentioned by all informants.  

With regards to stigma from global media sources, an employee recalls how he saw the entire industry 

“crack” on global news and how national newspapers and television tended to portrait banks in an 

unfavorable way – experiences indicating character stigma related to demographic (industry) 

membership stigma linked to a (crisis) event.   

In sum, all bankers narrated experiences of being stigmatized by media sources. The only variance was 

that regional bankers paid more attention to local media sources and international bankers paid more 

attention to national and international media sources. 

Summarizing: Experiencing Stigma  

Based on the above analysis, I found that in the wake of the financial crisis bankers experience being 

stigmatized. Their stigma experience is embedded in their interaction with a set of external sources that 

include personal relations, professional stakeholders, society and media and range from close to 

peripheral, direct to distant, community to world, and local to global. In the analysis, I found that 

members of regional and failing banks emphasized stigma from close and peripheral relationships, 

direct stakeholders, community society and local media sources, whereas members of international and 

succeeding banks to a higher degree emphasized stigma from peripheral relationships, distant 

stakeholders, world society and global media sources. These stigma experiences indicated a variety of 

stigma types including character and demographic (organizational and industry) membership stigma 

that was visible and invisible, controllable, and core and related to (bankruptcy and crisis) events. Thus, 

members’ narratives indicated experiences of all reviewed kinds of stigma except from uncontrollable 

and physical stigma.  

How the identified experience pattern relates to extant literature on stigma experiences is illustrated in 

figure 1.  
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FIGURE 1. EXPERIENCING STIGMA  
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The findings of the first part of the analysis add empirical substance to claims about bankers’ 

experiences of stigma in the wake of the financial crisis. The analysis suggests that institutional 

members experience stigma from institutional crisis in a broad sense and it underscores the problem of 

empirically distinguishing between different kinds of theoretical stigma as it shows how, in reality, 

individuals’ experiences of stigma can include multiple conceptions of stigma. These findings point to 

the interrelatedness of stigma – a result of the interrelatedness of the constructs that stigma is associated 

with. Individual members, for instance, identify through their memberships with different organizations 

and industries that are associated with different events and, therefore, core character stigma relates to 

demographic membership and event stigma. Another explanation points to the subjectivity of stigma – 

that it is a social construction that differs according to the situational embeddedness of the eyes that 

behold it. Stigma can be visible to some in some situations, for instance, and invisible to others in other 

situations. Therefore, one kind of stigma may be a different kind of stigma in the eyes of another 

beholder in another situation. The nuances in members’ stigma experiences by source dimension point 

to the variance in stigma according to the bankers’ association with different sub categories of the 

financial industry category: whether the operational scope of the banker’s bank is international or 

regional, and whether the performance outcome of the banker’s bank is failure or success. 
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In sum, the above analysis adds to extant literature on stigma by allowing the researcher to see how 

stigma is experienced in the stories that the stigmatized author.   

HANDELING STIGMA  

Having found that bankers experience stigma in the wake of the financial crisis, the aim of the second 

step of the analysis is to explore how bankers handle these experiences of stigma. 

Stigmatized 

During data collection, I became aware that in all the diversity and complexity of the data there was a 

collective and reoccurring pattern. A consistent and core theme was interviewees' tendency to explain 

the crisis: attempts to identify the ‘true’ causes of the crisis. I labeled their tendency to search for 

causes reasoning. Related to this search were two arguments that differed in the way they described the 

reasons: either they described the reason in a negative way or they described the reason in a neutral or 

positive way. The negative description of reasons which tended to include responsibility allocations, I 

labeled blaming. The positive description of reasons which tended to include justifying accounts, I 

labeled defending. In other words, I found that members’ stories could be divided into two: ‘blaming 

stories’ and ‘defending stories’. 

After acknowledging the importance of members’ reasoning, I explored the literature to find guidance 

on how to analyze it. I came to understand that every (re)presentation of the crisis was also a 

diagnostic (De Cock, Baker & Volkmann 2011) including an identification of the causes to the 

problem: that narration is a way of explaining and finding causes. I understood that individuals use 

verbal accounts or explanations to defend, excuse, justify, or enhance controversial events to avoid 

blame and protect legitimacy (Elsbach 1994) - that stigmatized professionals must establish and justify 

their claim to legitimate status (Elliott et al. 1982) to defend their profession’s jurisdiction and re-

establish legitimacy (Neu, Wright 1992) - and I became aware of ways in which rhetorical and 

justificatory narratives can legitimize (Suddaby, Greenwood 2005, Erkama, Vaara 2010, Vaara, 

Tienari 2011, Greenwood, Suddaby 2006). Subsequently, I understood that members’ blaming 

(responsibility allocation) could be conceptualized as attributions of il-legitimacy and that their 

defending (justifying accounts) could be conceptualized as attributions of legitimacy. The result of this 

abductive process was an emergence of two core categories: 'legitimation’ and ‘il-legitimation’. 

Applying the notion of (il)legitimacy means that I engage in a large but diverse stream of research 

dealing with one of the most central and important concepts within institutional theory (Suchman 1995, 

Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Greenwood et al. 2008, Drori, Krücken 2009, Deephouse 1996). The term 

is heavily used but rarely defined causing debate and disagreement about the meaning of the construct 

and its related concepts (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 

2009, Greenwood et al. 2008, Galvin, Ventresca & Hudson 2004). To avoid confusion and ensure 

construct clarity (Suddaby 2010) I explain, in the next section, how the construct of (il)legitimacy is 

used in this study.  

Legitimacy & Il-legitimacy  

In this study, I draw on Suchman’s (1995: 574) extensive definition of the legitimacy term centering on 

desirability, properness, and appropriateness: “Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption 

that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 

system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”. In accordance, il-legitimacy is a generalized 
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perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are un-desirable, im-proper, or in-appropriate 

within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions.  

By conceptualizing members’ blaming and defending as il-legitimizing and legitimizing I depart from 

traditional applications of the term where “(il)legitimators” - what Deephouse and Suchman (2011: 54) 

refer to as primary “sources of legitimacy” or what Scott (2008: 60) refers to as the “authorities” or 

“significant others” empowered to confer legitimacy - are limited to powerful constituencies with 

standing license or collective authority over what is acceptable (Greenwood et al. 2011). To the 

contrary, this analysis embarks on Berger and Luckman’s (1968) early conceptualization of 

“legitimators” as “living individuals” (ibid: 128) and “definers of reality” (ibid: 117). Re-coding 

blaming and defending into il-legitimizing and legitimizing, the analysis threats bankers as these living 

individuals who are relevant definers of reality in their lived world - including the (il)legitimacy in this 

world. The license to deviate from dominating approaches to (il)legitimacy resides in Suchman’s 

(1995) theorization of legitimacy itself as he argues how “the possible sources of legitimating accounts 

are not inherently restricted to any fixed set of gatekeepers” (Deephouse, Suchman 2008: 55). In fact, 

he argues how subjects of legitimacy - like groups or teams – may themselves be active creators of 

legitimacy. The following analysis illustrates how this might happen.  

Exploring bankers’ attributions of legitimacy and il-legitimacy further, I found that they differed on a 

parameter related to their direction. I found that their direction was a reflection of the addressed entity 

and I labeled this parameter addressing.  

I coded each il-legitimacy stream according to its address and found that while il-legitimacy 

attributions were mainly directed towards others, they were not restricted to others. Across almost all 

informants, I also found attributions of il-legitimacy to self. 

Likewise, I coded each legitimacy stream according to its address and found that while some 

informants attributed little legitimacy to a few others, attributions of legitimacy to self were constant 

and significant across all informants.  

In summary, I coded the streams of (il)legitimacy according to their addressing and found that two 

groups were recipient entities: an internal group and an external group. I labeled these ‘self’ and 

‘others’.  

Self & Others 

I consulted the literature on the division of actors into self and others, and I learned that categorization 

is a natural human process in which individuals cognitively sort themselves and others into groups to 

reduce the uncertainty inherent in social relations (Tajfel 1974, Ashforth, Mael 1989, Kreiner, Ashforth 

& Sluss 2006, Elsbach, Bhattacharya 2001, Elsbach, Kramer 1996). Individuals relate themselves to 

these groups of self and others and create what is called “in-groups” and “out-groups” (Petriglieri 

2011). They relate to these groups in three ways: “Identification refers to the definition of self vis-à-vis 

some group”, while “dis-identification involves defining one-self as being not the same as the group” 

and ambivalent identification or schizo-identification is said to occur when one simultaneously 

identifies and dis-identifies with the group or various facets of the group (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 

2006: 622-623). Looking closer at the entities, I found that members talked about the same entity – for 

instance “bank management”, “small banks”, or “national bankers” – in both (self and others) terms. 

According to this typology, bankers schizo-identify when they categorize the same bank management, 

small bank, and national banker in in-groups and out-groups. This inconsistency seemed not to cause 

ambivalence or to be a problem among the members. What was important to them was not the entity in 
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itself but the member’s relation to that entity: whether the entity was described in “us” terms or in 

“them” terms (Tajfel 1974). In fact, the inconsistency allowed room for ‘cognitive’ mobility (Kreiner, 

Ashforth & Sluss 2006). In this way, members ‘moved’ between groups according to the light they 

portrayed these groups in: from heavily stigmatized groups to un-stigmatized or lightly stigmatized 

groups. Members identified according to their relations with these groups and not according to their 

entities and, therefore, in the analysis some entities are classified both as self and as others. 

Exploring the two groups further, I found that they diverged on a parameter related to their level. The 

level reflected the character of the group in terms of its breadth. I labeled members’ breadth groupings 

leveling. I analyzed the way members’ groupings diverged in terms of their leveling and found three 

groups: this bank, the financial industry and society in general. Members either situated self or others in 

a specific bank, in the industry or in society. Therefore I labeled the three levels ‘organization’, 

‘industry’, and ‘society’.  

As I explored the three levels further I found that they diverged on a parameter related to their 

substance. This substance reflected the sub-entity that members grounded their attributions in. I labeled 

these substance attributions ‘grounding’. I analyzed the way members’ narratives diverged in terms of 

their grounding and found that they centered around two substances: (in)action and (in)comprehension. 

Members either il-legitimated for comprehending or acting in a way that they retrospectively 

interpreted as ‘wrong’ or for not comprehending or acting in a way that they retrospectively conceived 

as ‘right’ or, finally, they il-legitimated based on a combination of those. I coded these substances 

‘(in)action’, ‘(in)comprehension’ and ‘combined (in)comprehension and (in)action’.  

In summary, the result of the abductive process was an emergence of two forms of ‘reasoning’; 

‘legitimation’ and ‘il-legitimation’, two forms of ‘addressing’; ‘self’ and ‘others’, three forms of 

‘leveling’; ‘organization’, ‘industry’ and ‘society’, and three forms of ‘grounding’; 

‘(in)comprehension’, ‘(in)action’ and ‘combined (in)comprehension and (in)action’. These themes are 

further explored in the next section.  

Il-legitimating Self 

Table 3 illustrates how members il-legitimized self on three levels and three groundings. 
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TABLE 3. IL-LEGITIMATING SELF 

 Self 

in this organization 

self 

in the industry 

self 

in society 

(i
n

)c
o

m
p

re
h

en
si

o
n

 

“You come to feel quilt. You feel STUPID. That was the feelings 

you had – and I just thought: why couldn’t you see through it? … 

We believed it so much… Why couldn’t we see the signals that we 

see today? But, we didn’t get it.” 

* 

"Why did I believe it?" 

"The financial markets 

quickly forget… because 

greed comes back and... then 

we want to, now we are 

doing business with each 

other again.” 

“We all believed… the 

trees would grow into 

heaven and… that there 

were no limits to 

growth.” 

(i
n

)a
ct

io
n
 

”There is one thing we [in the board] should have done… We 

were too soft… And THAT I do regret bitterly... We should 

have... but none of us did anything about it and that annoy me 

subsequently – because that would have been the right thing to 

do. I think we would have caught really much of these unpleasant 

issues – these disagreeable loans that we have lost money on… It 

is not just me – it is all of us in the board… I am incredible 

sorry… that we haven’t interfered… As a responsible board, we 

should have. This is where I feel we fail a little… I really regret 

this… Everything looks different in retrospect. I can see, there 

are things we should have done differently. With hindsight, we 

act a little wrong… We should have done that and then taken the 

consequences. I would have done that today… I also regret that. 

If I could do it over, then I wouldn’t have done that.” 

* 

"It was quite a massive pressure… Suddenly, our counseling was 

put to the test: But have we been good enough at explaining this? 

Have we… sold a product that they don’t like?" 

* 

” I know everybody had this feeling: ‘Couldn’t you have done 

something’ or ‘Couldn’t I have’, ‘Couldn’t I have affected 

something?’ … Yes – there are some self-recriminations. I’m 

sure about that. You had that from all levels… I am certain about 

that. You had some, I won’t say quilt, but yes - you can say a 

little, some form of guilty feeling. I am sure about that.” 

"It has become clear, that 

sometimes the banks have 

almost done like they 

wanted." 

”Of course we are all 

part of this society. The 

banks are part of the 

society we are in. When 

society gets greedy; we 

all wanted bigger cars, 

we all wanted at least one 

more house and we all 

wanted three 

apartments… Greed is 

what created this [crisis] 

and greed is part of 

human’s… personality.” 

* 

“We humans are like that 

- we are greedy: when 

things rise - we want to 

come along.” 
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"Maybe I could have seen some things while time were and could 

have done – I do not know what you should have done but you 

can always think that you should have done something… why 

could you not see things while time were?” 

* 

”What has really surprised me is … this feeling of… being so 

stupid and having told, or made customers believe something… 

Seen in hindsight, one should have said instead: ‘Withdraw that 

[capital] God damn it! … Stupid – that I couldn’t see something 

was wrong. When the media began writing about the bank – yes  

[we wondered and asked questions] but at the end og the day we 

were satisfied [with the answers we were given] and perhaps we 

should have been… In some way, it is a feeling of having let 

down the customers – by believing in the management.” 

“The crisis typically arises 

because the global financial 

sector is influenced by a lot 

of smart people, clever 

people, some of the cleverest 

people – especially within 

investment banking – it is 

some of the smartest and 

trenchant brains, and all the 

time they come up with new 

products. That is also the 

reason why I say: This is not 

the last financial crisis. 

More will come – also in the 

future.” 

 

"There wasn’t sufficient 

[warning bells]. One 

didn’t listen to them and 

that was because the 

greediness took over… 

Some were out early 

saying: ‘Something is 

wrong here.’ But nobody 

listened.” 
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The following quote illustrates how a front line employee il-legitimizes herself based on her in-

comprehension and action: 

“Why couldn’t I see it? … Lots of customers argued validly that they should have their money 

[withdrawn] and we should come up with even better arguments for them not to… Those things I 

totally regret today.. I just thought: Why did I say what I heard?… At that moment you began getting 

those thoughts about yourself: Why did you believe in it? It is [an unpleasant experience]. The fact that 

you believed so much and got the customers to believe so much – it just made the whole thing worse.”  

Such self-blame is not considered a response option among the reviewed literature on responses to 

stigma but is mentioned in research on responses to stigma of bullying at work (Pamela Lutgen-

Sandvik 2008) where the authors note that while targets fight the stigmatizing actions of others they 

“secretly participate in self-blame”.  

The very direct form of self-blame in the above quote is reflected especially in narratives from 

members of failed banks who blamed themselves as members of the bank in specific. Such quotes also 

indicate signs of capitulation where the stigmatized give up and accept the stereotype thrust upon them 

and the concomitant il-legitimate status (Elliott et al. 1982): where they acknowledge their stigma 

(Hebl, Dovidio 2005, Ashforth et al. 2007).  

A second type of self-blame which was less direct and more prevalent among successful bankers was 

the attribution of il-legitimacy to self as a member of the financial industry. An example of the 

attribution of il-legitimacy to “wrong” action is provided below: 

”I didn’t like that one sold structured products which… basically was a lottery ticket that the 

customers didn’t know they had bought… It is no use that I steal 21.000 DKK from you without you 

knowing it. You wouldn’t be mad because you don’t know that I have stolen 21.000 DKK from you. 

That is not okay… It is not fair... It’s lottery…  It is catastrophic! … [Fraud] you cannot call it – but it 

is definitely not transparent… It was legal enough… But [ethical] it wasn’t.” 

Such statements not only indicate a kind of acknowledgement and acceptance of responsibility (Warren 

2007, Elsbach 1994) but also a confession of sinful actions. 

The third and most abstract type of self-blame was the attribution of il-legitimacy to self as a human 

being and part of society in general. The last example illustrates such il-legitimation grounded in a 

combination of comprehension and action: 

”We knew it – deep down inside – we knew that we couldn’t afford the houses that we bought, and all 

the same we continued buying those houses, we continued believing that we could sell to yet a bigger 

fool tomorrow. In fact, in the end it was almost like a pyramid game… It is a little weird and 

fascinatingly terrifying… that so many people can be caught in this game. It comes back to the greed… 

Greed is a human trait."  

The banker explains the crisis with reference to greed perceived as a human trait that everybody holds - 

including himself - and indicates a kind of acknowledgement and acceptance of his responsibility 

(Warren 2007, Elsbach 1994) in the crisis. 

Thus, while bankers’ narratives indicate acknowledgement and acceptance of the financial crisis, of 

their responsibility in it and of their subsequent stigmatization, they also indicate a kind of self-blame 

that relates to a confession of their sins: a confession that is beyond acknowledgement and acceptance 

described in extant literature. 
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Il-legitimating Others 

Table 4 illustrates how members il-legitimized others on three levels and three groundings.   
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TABLE 4. IL-LEGITIMATING OTHERS 

 Others 

in this organization 

others 

in the industry 

others 

in society 
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”In one way, one is angry at him 

[the director]… The man was too 

stupid… He wasn’t good enough at 

seeing through it.” 

"What made the biggest impression 

was that some - who were so 

competent and so educated – were so 

stupid! In general – in the whole 

sector: I had expected that they were 

much more competent. It cannot be 

true: ‘some who had been in university 

for a 100 years’… Indeed, I have lost 

trust in the educational system.” 

”I’ll tell you the true story - how people 

have reacted and what was the cause of it. 

It was a cheering tour: everybody believed 

anything – especially in the construction 

industry. [An investor] he thought the trees 

would grow into heaven… Those magnates 

were COMPLETELY insane - 

unscrupulous bandits – all of them!” 

* 

”It’s actually about society in general not 

thinking about the long run.” 

(i
n
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“Afterwards, I think it is weird that 

it can end up so bad – based on what 

two people, more or less, have done: 

that nobody else has seen anything – 

the bookkeeper, the accountants… 

that the financial sector doesn’t 

catch things like this.” 

* 

“In the beginning, I was really 

afraid I would attack him [the 

director] and tell him what a huge 

liar he was... He could’ve stopped 

this. Although it was his [partner]... 

he could’ve stopped him… He 

could’ve done something so it 

wouldn’t have turned out so bad.” 

* 

”One has tried to point the guns at 

those who have the formal 

responsibility – and I think that is 

fair enough… As things turned out, 

you can say, for sure, that they [the 

director and the board] have made 

some wrong decisions.” 

”The first financial crisis was driven 

by American sub-prime loans” 

* 

”Leman [Brothers] is visible [in 

memory] What I thought? On the one 

side, I thought: ‘you know what? It is 

fair enough they go bankrupt – 

because they have cheated and 

deceived and they haven’t been decent 

humans: it sounds so stupid – but 

they’ve cheated and deceived and 

they’ve made their bed and they have 

to lie in it… They got what they 

deserved… They have been too greedy 

– which means that they have violated 

some ethical and moral boundaries… 

They had taken on too much risk, 

hadn’t managed the company well 

enough – and they need to accept the 

consequences of that.” 

 

”Some of those from the financial 

regulative authorities and the 

governmental liquidation company… are a 

little rotten... The way the liquidated us, 

and the conditions we got... We were to be 

liquidated over a short period of time and 

then everything loses value… You fall like 

a house of cards: BOOM (clapping hands) 

it says. You are worth NORTHING!” 

* 

”The second [crisis] can be [perceived to 

be] driven by lacking political vigor.” 

* 

”Why haven’t they [the financial 

regulative authorities] done more? … In 

hindsight… it’s easy to put the blame on 

them… But somehow, they haven’t done 

their job well enough either. But it doesn’t 

really matter – it’s only to find the cause. 

And when things were good, the politicians 

cut the financial regulative authorities to 

the half – then is it the politicians’ fault?” 
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"[The director] he just thought: 'the 

board, they will agree anyway' and 

then he took the liberty to do things 

he wasn’t granted the liberty to do… 

He BETREYS us." 

* 

”It was an unpleasant experience to 

be betrayed… He was so fucking 

clever of everything. He ALWAYS 

tried to be clever.” 

“The intelligence of the people that 

had devised these programs and 

managed to get them on the [market]; 

actually package and sell them. I mean 

it is almost like fraud if you really 

analyze it... to me it’s almost a fraud.” 

“I start questioning intelligence, 

competence and what kind of education 

that should be approved now: do they 

[students of finance] learn ... the basics?” 

* 

”At one point in time, the financial 

regulative authorities … have known that 

some of our customers were critical… I 

cannot understand that [such] things don’t 

come out.” 
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The following quote illustrates how a director of a bankrupted bank il-legitimates a specific other in 

this bank (Warren 2007) by attributing wrongdoing to this individual: 

”Why the hell has he [a subordinate] done this to me, that stupid shit? … One of the employees also 

told me one day: ‘If he [dares to] show up here [in the bank] hell he’ll get lynched.’ I’ll tell you that… 

I am very angry with HIM.”  

The next quote illustrates attributions of il-legitimacy to others in this industry: 

“I think about those crooks in the USA… If you have a law, there are limits to how close you can go…  

It is called the spirit of law… It is totally different in the USA. It is like this: if it doesn’t say something 

is distinctively illegal, it is legal. And the same is true on the financial market… That is why many of 

these scandals happen... Because you have a different approach to things. You test EVERYTHING to 

the extreme.” 

Such quotes indicating compensation by educating (Hebl, Dovidio 2005) were a common response 

among members. In extreme cases, bankers explained the crisis by referring to technical terms (Elsbach 

1994) to such a degree that the education strategy increased the social-psychological distance between 

the listening normal and the narrating stigmatized (Elliott et al. 1982) who was portrayed in a more 

intellectual and intelligent position.  

Regarding attributions of il-legitimacy to others in society, table 4 portrays stakeholders also portrayed 

as stigmatizers in table 1 (governmental authorities and customers). Members’ il-legitimation of actors 

who they also perceive as attributors of stigma indicates social weighting by application of the reactive 

defense tactic of condemning condemners by impugning the legitimacy of the sources that cast the 

stigmatized as wrong (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth et al. 2007, Ashforth, Anand 2003). Such 

practices are equivalent to identity protection responses labeled derogation (Petriglieri 2011) or what 

Hood (2010: 7) refers to as “acting as blamers to avoid being blamed”. 

This tactic is also evident in the final quote from a banker in a successful international bank who il-

legitimates politicians in society: 

”Personally, I believe it is the responsibility of the politicians more than it is the responsibility of the 

banks - because if one considers the situation from a human perspective, it is obvious that all people 

want to make money.”  

In this way, the member also denies responsibility (Warren 2007) and compensates for the stigma by 

attempting to educate (Hebl, Dovidio 2005). 

In general, informants’ identification of three out-groups (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006), their 

definition of self in relation to [these three] others (Beech et al. 2012) and their subsequent 

differentiation and separation from them indicates application of selective social comparison weighting 

practices (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, 

Ashforth 2004). As members attribute il-legitimacy to these groups of others and compare themselves 

with these groups in a way that makes them stand out as favorable (McInnes, Corlett 2012, Ybema, 

Vroemisse & van Marrewijk 2012); as somehow “better” or “less bad”, they employ a downward 

comparison strategy (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999). This dis-identification (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006) 

with an il-legitimatized person or group of persons is evident across all informants, but while dis-

identification with very specific individuals like “the director” or “the manager” are typical to the 

local and bankrupted bankers, all informants dis-identify with general groups of actors like “US 

bankers” or “national banks”.  
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Legitimating Self 

Table 5 illustrates how members legitimized self on three levels and three groundings.   
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TABLE 5. LEGITIMATING SELF 

 Self 

in this organization 

self 

in the industry 

self 

in society 
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”When those people who are 

experts on these parts, have the 

right papers and we only have a 

summary… how should we on this 

basis with our background evaluate 

the right size of the devaluations? 

Of course, we cannot decide on this 

– we don’t have a chance on 

earth.” 

” Especially in this financial crisis, the guns have just 

been pointed a lot towards banks and… bankers… Of 

course, one can understand it when people come from 

outside. But when you sit inside, it’s just like: ‘what the 

fuck?’ They should try to understand the correlations a 

little more… Then they would probably think a little 

different.” 
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”You just followed the instructions 

you had and the business conduct 

and so on. So you did not feel you 

had done something wrong and 

actually you had not.” 

* 

"As board member it is 

IMPOSSIBLE to act in this 

situation." 

 

 

“There’ve been banks around that took too high risks 

and ended up not being able to handle it and had to be 

paid out by tax payers. There’s no way of denying that. 

But the thing is, it’s said as it’s a truth when it comes to 

ALL banks - which is not the case.” 

* 

”The politicians… all over the world, have proclaimed 

the banks to be the scoundrels – and thereby also those 

working in the banks - and I think that’s too simple. It’s 

obvious that SOME banks have a huge responsibility… 

But it’s just so infinitely more easy to blame the banks… 

They could say to their regulative authorities: ‘How the 

hell can you authorize the existence of these loans?’ Or 

they could have looked at their own administration and 

asked: ‘how can we allow that our financial regulative 

authorities get so few resources that they cannot follow 

what’s happening?’ They have the authorizing 

responsibility but we [as politicians] have the 

responsibility to ensure that they have the resources 

needed to live up to their authorizing responsibility. But 

that demands that you [as a politician] point the finger 

towards yourself… It’s much easier to blame the banks – 

which, actually, already doesn’t have so many friends.” 

* 

“We’re a mirror of society; the greed in the financial 

industry… is just another function of greedy people in 

general.” 
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 “The [threat] is mentioned at the 

morning meeting and you get an 

answer and think: ‘Okay - fine. 

There is nothing to come for. 

That’s not something that can hurt 

us...’ We simply believe that… We 

small talked a bit and then we 

received some more information 

and: ‘Oh yes!’ We’re back on 

track… We defended our self tooth 

and nail – from what we were 

told.” 

”You need to be able to understand the business to be 

able to know why people earn so much money.” 

 

 

"It’s not something you 

did consciously.. You 

haven’t done anything on 

purpose’…. All the time, 

think back: ‘Have you 

done something despite 

knowledge to the 

contrary?’ And I cannot 

think of anything… So I 

actually feel that you 

have a clear conscience.” 
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One example of legitimization of self embedded in the most specific context of this bank is provided 

below. The example illustrates how a front line employee in a bankrupted bank claims innocence by 

referring to her own losses as proofs of her in-comprehensibility: 

“Somehow it was nice to be able to say: But, our children and our family and I, we have also lost 

money. [Accusers] they reply: But didn’t you know? You could reply: But you know what, if we knew 

we would have withdrawn our own money… That was not a lie or anything. That was how it was. I 

have used that [reply] if I feel that people are like: But you must have known.” 

In this way the material loss becomes proof of innocence. Contrary to much research arguing that a 

widespread and common tactic is to blame the victims (Hood 2010, Perrow 1984), this study illustrates 

application of the reverse tactic: namely to ‘victimize the blamed’. This tactic of legitimizing self by 

identifying (Kreiner, Ashforth & Sluss 2006, Ashforth et al. 2007) with the group of victims - by 

arguing that one “is in the same boat as the customers” who lost money – reflects a simple division of 

humankind into two groups: victimizers and victims (Bauman 2000). All who are not victims are guilty 

and all who are victims are not guilty. Besides the construction and identification with a group of 

victims like the customers, members also victimized by constructing and dis-identifying with a 

common enemy or persecutor (Beech et al. 2012) such as “the governmental liquidation company”, 

“the director”, or “politicians” (bankers). In the above example where the customers are both the 

victims and the stigmatizers, members’ identification with this group indicates use of the response 

strategy of reducing the social-psychological distance between the stigmatized and the [stigmatizing] 

normals (Elliott et al. 1982). In this process, all four of Ybema et al’s (2012) strategies for de-

constructing differences were applied: members mention no differences between them and the 

customers, put themselves in the customers’ shoes and claim they act normal or, at least, 

understandable, leave out hierarchical disparity by claiming they have just as little information as 

customers, and construct a “we” that includes the customers. In this way, the last quote also indicates 

how the banker narrates good stories of her threatened self (Irvine 2000): stories in which she explains 

untoward acts and outcomes by rationalizing (Ashforth, Anand 2003: 17). She compensates by 

educating (Hebl, Dovidio 2005) the customers as she refers to the common in-group that she has 

created and that includes and unites the accusing customer and herself.  

Such kinds of direct interaction with customers are what Ashforth and colleagues (2007) refer to as one 

of two proactive tactics: namely confronting clients. The other tactic, confronting public, is evident in 

accounts of how informants addressed the public – like participating in radio broadcasts, giving 

interviews to newspapers, or writing and publishing a formal letter addressed to a neighbor telling il-

legitimating rumors that informants try to prove false with facts from initiated surveys. These fight 

responses (Semadeni et al. 2008) are referred to as proactive tactics of confronting clients and public 

(Ashforth et al. 2007). In this study, however, such efforts are reactive in character as bankers explain 

how they respond to clients and public after the crisis. Nonetheless, the tactics still differ from other 

tactics that mainly convince insiders of the stigmatized group. In this study several members narrate 

how they actively confront external stakeholders and make an effort to influence and change 

stakeholders’ negative perceptions. Therefore I refer to such responses as externally oriented practices 

as opposed to Ashforth and colleagues’ proactive practices.  

Besides attributions of legitimacy to self by referring to (in)comprehension and (in)action, members 

often used the rationalization strategy of appealing to higher loyalties such as common orders, causes, 
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goals, values, or principles (Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004). They used these accounts - 

referring to institutional characteristics (Elsbach 1994) - as legitimating resources (Ashforth, Rogers 

& Corley 2011: 9) in their constructions of logical explanations of the controversial event (Elsbach 

1994) and positive conceptions of self. In other words, members legitimized themselves by drawing on 

general ideologies, abstract guidelines, macro discourses, and taken for granted cosmic master 

principles which have an amazing social force because they are embedded in society and rooted in 

universally accepted "good things" (Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Suddaby et al. 2010, Ainsworth, Grant 

2012, Lok 2010, Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004, Drori, 

Krücken 2009, Greenwood et al. 2010, Thorton, Ocasio 2008, Coupland, Brown 2012, Vaara, Monin 

2010, Vaara, Tienari & Laurila 2006). In the following, these are referred to as institutional logics 

(Friedland, Alford 1991). 

One example of legitimation by reference to an institutional logic is the following quote in which a 

board member of a bankrupted bank legitimizes self in this bank by referring to his adherence to the 

law: 

“But, really, I haven’t done anything illegal… If anything, it is a criminal in-action… And that is 

manageable.” 

Law and (il)legality is represented in Scott’s (2008) regulative pillar and reflected in the logic of the 

state - the dominant authority in society concerned with solving basic needs of control and order 

maintenance by using legal hierarchies to regulate human activity (Friedland, Alford 1991). Such 

referring has its own label in contemporary literature on responses to deviance and is the first strategy 

out of Ashforth and Anand’s (2003) eight rationalization strategies - namely legality. The banker uses 

the reference to the law to excuse his deviant practices on the grounds that they are not illegal. 

Regarding attributions of legitimacy to self embedded in the industry, the next example is a quote from 

a manager in a successful international bank who explains why the banking sector should not be 

blamed for the crisis because the responsibility for banks’ actions is the politicians: 

“We just played on the ground sketched out for us and by the rules given to us. Those rules are, of 

course, not rules constituted by the banking sector itself. Those are rules that the politicians have given 

us. We follow the rules that exist, and then you cannot expect that we will take all the heat.” 

In this example, the member denies responsibility (Sutton, Callahan 1987) by refereeing to the logic of 

the state (Friedland, Alford 1991): he constructs a positive reference to members’ adherence to the 

rules and a negative reference to the other parties responsible for these rules - the politicians. In his 

narrative, the issue of the crisis is redefined (Sutton, Callahan 1987) from being a problem of wrong 

banking behavior to being a problem of wrong political regulation.  

The next and final quote is an example of how an employee in a bankrupted bank legitimates self as a 

human being embedded in the broadest context of society by referring to universal principles adhering 

to human nature: 

”Despite everything, we are good humans that [customers] they have faith in and we are humans who 

they have been used to working with for many years and who have treated them loyally… And they can 

see - no matter how awful their loss of money is - we couldn’t help it.” 

In the last quote where the banker apply the metaphor of the ledger to legitimate self based on prior 

good work (Ashforth, Anand 2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004), ideological techniques of reframing and 

refocusing are applied to alter the meaning of the bankers by accentuating or directing focus to other 
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and larger purposes (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Goffman 1959, Ashforth, Anand 2003) like intimate and 

faithful relationships as well as community and loyalty reflected in Friedland and Alford’s (1991) 

family logic.  

In order to outlive the alternative institutional logic members referred to, they sometimes jumped ship 

(Semadeni et al. 2008) and got employment in an organization where alignment was easier to obtain. 

Several members considered not just ‘jumping bank’ but ‘jumping ocean’ to completely different 

occupational areas like craftsmanship and career counseling. One banker clearly claimed that she “had 

had enough of money and wanted to work with people instead”. Her claim indicates a decrease in the 

strength of her institutional attachment and a de-prioritization of the capitalist logic compared to other 

more humane and family oriented logics. Such ship and ocean jumping can be seen as ways to 

disengage from the feedback these members receive in stigma related domains (Hebl, Dovidio 2005) 

indicating a kind of flight response (Stokes 1994). In general, different kinds of flight responses such as 

isolation, sheltering and withdrawing (Sutton, Callahan 1987) were widespread. A director, for 

instance, narrates how “we don’t want to be home” and have the failure ”up front every day”. Rather he 

wishes to “hide in bed” or travel “away” to destinations where he would be unknown and could 

conceal his invisible stigma and identity disconnect (Ragins 2008).  

In general, these quotes illustrate how members of an institution in crisis draw upon universal 

principles to tell potentially inconsistent and conflicting stories to make their (in)comprehension and 

(in)action understandable and acceptable and thereby regain their lost legitimacy (Ashforth, Anand 

2003, Anand, Ashforth 2004).  

Summarizing: Handling Stigma  

Based on the above analysis, I found that in the wake of the financial crisis bankers handle their 

experiences of being stigmatized by il-legitimating self and others and legitimating self. They 

(il)legitimated based on three levels; organization, industry and society, and three grounds; 

(in)comprehension, (in)action and combined (in)comprehension and (in)action. While (il)legitimation 

in this bank was most prominent among members of regional and failing banks, (il)legitimation in the 

industry was most prominent among members of international and succeeding banks. Across members, 

I found aspects of responses to all four stigma types as well as most of the combined defense and 

coping responses. The only responses not identified were denial of inquiry and denial of victim. 

How the identified response pattern relates to extant literature on stigma responses is illustrated in 

figure 2. 
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FIGURE 2. HANDELING STIGMA 
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The findings of the last part of the analysis, add empirical substance to claims about bankers’ responses 

to experiences of stigma in the wake of the financial crisis. The analysis suggests that institutional 

members handle experiences of stigma from institutional crisis in a variety of ways and it underscores 

the problem of empirically distinguishing between different kinds of theoretical stigma responses as it 

shows how, in reality, individuals handle experiences of stigma in many ways. These findings point to 

the subjectivity of stigma responses - that these are social constructions that cannot be objectively 

evaluated and determined. The response’s (un)consciousness and (non)intentionality, for instance, is 

impossible for the researcher to objectively determine and, therefore, one stigma response can be a 

coping strategy and a defense mechanism. A related explanation points to the narrative element of 

stigma responses: to the notion that such responses have a narrative nature when they reside in the 

identity (re)constructing stories that the stigmatized author. Members’ narrative categorizations of the 

same entities in us and they terms, for instance, show how members both identify and dis-identify with 

the entity. Instead of viewing this inconsistent schizo-identification as a problematic source of 

ambivalence, the analysis shows how the inconsistency has a solutionary element as it allows a flexible 

mobility that enables members to narrate different versions of selves. Relatedly, they both perceive 

themselves as legitimate and il-legitimate: they accept and acknowledge their responsibility but 

simultaneously they defend and deny it. These dual and conflicting narrations of self enable members 

to write a legitimate version of self that is credible because it connects to an il-legitimate version that is 

in alignment with the stigmatized view of the individual. In this way, the study shows how individuals 

both legitimize and il-legitimize themselves and author inconsistent stories of self as a way of handling 

their experiences of stigma. The nuances in members’ stigma responses by levels also point to the 

variance in stigma according to the bankers’ association with different sub categories of the financial 

industry category: whether the operational scope of the banker’s bank is international or regional, and 

whether the performance outcome of the banker’s bank is failure or success. 

In sum, the above analysis adds to extant literature on stigma by allowing the researcher to see how 

stigma is handled in the stories that the stigmatized author.  

DISCUSSION 

Summarizing from the analysis, I found that inherent in members’ narratives of an institutional crisis 

were a variety of stigma responses to a variety of stigma experiences. First, I found that bankers 

experienced stigma linked to character and demographic membership, stigma that was visible and 

invisible, stigma that was controllable, and stigma that was core and related to an event. Bankers 

experienced these attributions of stigma in interactions with a set of stigmatizing sources including 

personal relationships, professional stakeholders, society and media that range from close to 

peripheral, direct to distant, community to world, and local to global. Second, I found that bankers 

handled these stigma experiences by il-legitimating self and others and legitimating self. Bankers based 

their (il)legitimacy on three levels of self and others; in this organization, in the industry and in society, 

as well as three groundings; (in)comprehension, (in)action, and combined (in)comprehension and 

(in)action.  

In the following sections, I discuss the theoretical contributions and practical implications of the study. 

In the final section, I discuss the study’s inherent limitations and identify avenues for further research. 

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

The findings of this paper contribute to extant theory on stigma and (il)legitimacy in a number of ways.  
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By illustrating how members of an institution in crisis handle their stigma experiences by legitimizing 

and il-legitimizing self and others, the study brings together two theories that, despite their differences, 

are remarkably integrative. On the one hand, stigma theory originated as a psychological micro theory 

having a rather negative or problematic approach to stigma itself which is often described in 

undesirable terms referring to its harmful consequences such as decreases in self-esteem and wellbeing. 

On the other hand, institutional theory originated as a sociological macro theory having a more positive 

or solutionary approach to legitimacy which is often described in favorable terms referring to its 

beneficial implications such as increases in performance and chances of survival. By showing how 

individuals use institutional (il)legitimacy as a micro solution to their macro stimulated problem of 

stigma, the study contributes to both theories and to the sparse literature that considers them in 

combination (Gerstrøm 2013). In the next sections, a number of contributions are specified.  

Levels  

Literature on individual level stigma is extensive (Elliott et al. 1982, Major, O'Brien 2005, Link, Phelan 

2001), knowledge on organizational level stigma is increasing (Devers et al. 2009, Paetzold, Dipboye 

& Elsbach 2008) and research on industry level stigma is growing (Vergne 2012). Nonetheless, little is 

known about how individual members handle experiences of institutional stigma. This study 

contributes by showing that in the wake of the financial crisis, bankers handle experiences of being 

stigmatized by a set of sources (personal relationships, professional stakeholders, society and media) 

that varies on different dimensions (close to peripheral, direct to distant, community to world, and local 

to global) by attributing legitimacy and il-legitimacy to two groups (self and others) on three levels 

(this organization, the industry and society). The study links these levels by showing how the ways in 

which individual bankers experience and handle institutional stigma varies according to the 

organizational embeddedness: that members of banks with different scope (regional or international) 

and outcome (success or failure) experience and handle stigma in different ways. Members of regional 

and failing banks experience more stigma from close relationships, direct stakeholders, community 

society and local media and handle these experiences by (il)legitimating on the first level of this bank. 

Members of international and succeeding banks experience more stigma from peripheral relationships, 

distant stakeholders, world society and global media and handle these experiences by (il)legitimating 

on the second level of the industry. In this way, the paper contributes to stigma theory which mainly 

considers stigma experiences and responses on the same level (individual responses to individual 

stigma and organizational responses to organizational stigma) by showing how individuals experience 

and handle institutional stigma on multiple levels. 

Subjectivity  

Furthermore, the study contributes to extant literature on stigma by illustrating the subjectivity of the 

construct: although much research treats stigma as an objective concept, this study points to its social 

construction (Paetzold, Dipboye & Elsbach 2008). The first part of the analysis illustrates the social 

construction of stigma experiences as it shows how one kind of (institutional) stigma is experienced as 

different kinds of stigma and how different kinds of stigma interrelate because the constructs that 

stigma is associated with interrelate. The last part of the analysis illustrates the social construction of 

stigma responses as it shows how the collective response pattern - in which (il)legitimacy is a 

significant issue - differs in structure from traditional psychological coping and defense types and is 

difficult to classify according to these types: a finding that points to the problem of classifying 

responses into conscious and intentional coping or un-conscious and non-intentional defense as the 
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researcher cannot objectively determine individuals’ (un)consciousness and (non)intentionality. 

Moreover, by highlighting the central role of (il)legitimation in responses to stigma the last part of the 

analysis addresses a dominant but problematic distinction in extant response theory between acceptance 

and denial. Theories distinguishing acceptance and acknowledgement from denial and defense all tend 

to relate to the actor’s responsibility for the controversial event, scandal or failure associated with the 

stigma (Warren 2007, Hebl, Dovidio 2005, Elsbach 1994). According to these theories, members can 

either deny their responsibility or accept their responsibility. Nonetheless, it seems, they are 

responsible. A deductive study based on such theories would imply assuming that bankers are 

responsible for the crisis: when members legitimate self they deny their responsibility and when 

members il-legitimate self they accept their responsibility. Such an alignment is problematic because it 

assumes that all bankers are responsible. This study does not include such claims: it will not and it 

cannot. Existence of such claims necessitates existence of an objective truth according to which the 

stigmatized can be judged. Writing in social science and drawing on social constructivism, this 

condition cannot be met. Conceptualizing members’ responses as legitimation and il-legitimation 

constitutes a solution to this problem as it makes the question of whether the stigmatized is guilty or 

innocent irrelevant. In contrast to extant theory that treats this distinction as a relevant and mutually 

exclusive decision (Warren 2007), members themselves narrate they are both. Their il-legitimation and 

legitimation of self illustrates how responses are not always coherent and aligned but often ambiguous 

and contradictory. Members’ inconsistent perceptions of self are important because they indicate their 

unfinished struggles of determining their identity and role in the crisis. Such unsettled and dual self 

perception is a neglected opportunity in most response research and a problematic (schizophrenia) 

illness in most identity research. This study shows how members use these dual and inconsistent 

narrations of self when they write a legitimate version of self that is believable because it connects to 

an il-legitimate version that is in alignment with the stigmatized view of the member. Thus, by offering 

a set of responses that acknowledges the subjectivity of responsibility and center on responsibility 

neutral attributions of (il)legitimacy, the study adds a set of responses that support neglected but 

emergent constructivist approaches to defense and identity construction with a capacity to recognize 

different and conflicting constructions of self.   

Individuals  

Showing how il-legitimacy and legitimacy were main themes in members’ accounts of the financial 

crisis, the study applies a central and well-developed concept within institutional theory (Suchman 

1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008, Devers et al. 2009). The study contributes to research on this 

concept by proposing a nuance of the traditional conceptualization of the relationship between 

individual actors and the (il)legitimacy construct which has mainly been ascribed to non-human entities 

such as the organization by non-human sources such as the state (Deephouse, Suchman 2008). The 

study adds to this macro focus a micro perspective that shows how individual institutional members 

can be both entities who are (il)legitimized and sources who (il)legitimize.  

When bankers are entities who are (il)legitimized by others, they experience stigma in interaction with 

an external source. By pointing to four sets of external sources as well as the dimensions they diverge 

upon, members’ narrations offer inside knowledge on who the “social audiences” are in the eyes of the 

offended and in this way, the study contributes with an empirical answer to the important but rarely 

asked question: “Stigmatized by whom?” (Hudson 2008: 262). The additional finding of variance in the 

relationship between the stigmatizer and the stigmatized offer an answer that necessitates a nuancing of 

the question to ‘who stigmatizes who?’. The study’s answer to this question lies in its illustration of 
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how the stigmatizer dimensions vary with the organizational embeddedness of the individual members: 

whether they are related to an organization with international or regional scope and whether they are 

related to an organization with success or failure outcome. 

When bankers are sources who (il)legitimize, they target entities divided into selves and others. In both 

cases, these entities are further divided into sets of sub-entities. In this way, the study adds to the 

prevailing definition of legitimacy centering on the desirability, properness, or appropriateness of an 

entity’s actions (Suchman 1995) by showing how attributions of legitimacy and il-legitimacy are also 

grounded in ‘in-actions’ as well as ‘comprehensions’ and ‘in-comprehensions’ of selves and others. 

The (selves and others) entities range from specific individuals such as “the manager” to general 

groups of individuals such as “US bankers”. Entities as individual persons are comprised in Suchman’s 

(2008) theoretical conception of moral legitimacy but seldom researched. By illustrating that 

“management”, “the director”, “the accountants”, “small banks”, “national banks”, “US bankers” and 

“people in general” are entities who are (il)legitimized, the study adds empirical evidence to 

Suchman’s theory and broadens the traditional use of (il)legitimacy that tends to emphasize the 

organization as an entity (Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 2009).  

When bankers write a story (Beech 2008) of their (il)legitimate selves, they act as sources and entities. 

Their legitimating stories authored to transform their discredited identities into credited identities 

(Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996) include a variety of responses known in extant literature. Their il-

legitimating stories, on the other hand, are not a response option included in extant literature. The 

stories indicate acknowledgement and acceptance of the author’s responsibility and subsequent 

stigmatization but they also indicate a kind of self-blame that relates to a confession of the author’s 

sins: a confession that is beyond acknowledgement and acceptance described in extant literature. To 

counteract this negative self perception, members engage in extensive identity work in which they draw 

on their alignment with alternative institutional logics. In this way, they illustrate how rhetoric, 

discourse and institutional vocabularies can be used not only to legitimate profound institutional or 

organizational changes (Suddaby, Greenwood 2005, Erkama, Vaara 2010, Vaara, Monin 2010, Vaara, 

Tienari & Laurila 2006, Vaara 2002) but also to legitimate selves. Although institutional members 

cannot control the perceptions of authoritative legitimators - like society and media - this study shows 

how they work to determine their own as well as others’ (il)legitimacy – at least in their own eyes: 

work on which their presentation of self to the reality defining legitimators will (at least partly) rely. 

The outcome of their work – how successful they are at externalizing the legitimate version of their 

selves – is yet another matter; an interesting issue for further research. 

Before I go into further details on potential avenues for additional research, I discuss, in the next 

section, the practical implications of the study. 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

Practical implications of the study depend on the practical objective. In this section, I consider the 

study’s practical implications on three levels: the individual, the organizational and the societal.  

Individual  

As the introductory section states, stigma has a broad range of negative implications on the individual 

level. Taking point of departure in these and aligning with the predominant tendency to treat stigma as 

a problematic issue, a practical implication of this study on an individual level is reduction of stigma. 

The study lay out a number of different ways in which stigmatized individuals can respond to stigma. 

The success of these responses; their ability to mediate the negative consequences of individual stigma 
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in a positive way (relieve stress and increase wellbeing, for instance), is not considered in this study - 

but constitutes an avenue for further research.  

Organization 

The introduction also lays out the negative implications of stigma on the organizational level. Taking 

point of departure in these and aligning with the predominant tendency to treat stigma as a problematic 

issue, a practical implication of the study on an organizational level is reduction of stigma. The study 

lay out a number of ways in which organizational practitioners can work to facilitate responses to 

stigma of themselves and among their work peers. The success of these responses; their ability to 

mediate the negative consequences of organizational stigma in a positive way (increase performance 

and reduce bankruptcy, for instance), is not considered in this study - but constitutes an avenue for 

further research. 

Society 

Finally, the introduction points to the negative implications of stigma on the societal level. Taking 

point of departure in these and aligning with the predominant tendency to treat stigma as a problematic 

issue, a practical implication of the study on a societal level is reduction of stigma. The study lay out a 

number of ways in which societal professionals can work to support stigmatized citizens in dealing 

with stigma. The success of these responses; their ability to mediate the negative consequences of 

societal stigma in a positive way (increase growth, for instance), is not considered in this study - but 

constitutes an avenue for further research. 

On the other hand, if stigma is viewed as a societal control function that works to avoid deviance and 

ensure compliance to what is considered desirable, proper, and appropriate (Suchman 1995), 

implications differ. If the stigmatization of bankers is seen as a social control mechanism that works to 

ensure that crises with such disastrous consequences – for society, organizations and individuals - as 

the one we have previously witnessed are avoided in the future, the practical implications of the study 

are not reductions of stigma. Rather, they are avoidance of institutional crisis and to ensure this, stigma 

should work as societal control and not be reduced.  

Thus, implications depend on the perspective and level of focus: weather, for instance, the 

stigmatization is seen in a positive light (as an advantageous punishing of evil villains that hinders 

societal, organizational and individual crisis) or in a negative light (as a problematic tagging of 

innocent victims that spurs individual, organizational and societal crisis). Such issues are outside the 

scope of this study and up to the reader to decide.  

FURTER RESEARCH 

There will always be gaps and limitations constituting opportunities for more coverage (Glaser 1978). 

Nevertheless, the theory presented in this paper is now considered sufficiently formulated to be closed 

(Glaser, Strauss 2008: 225). Nonetheless, in the following sections, I discuss how three limitations of 

the study constitute interesting avenues for further research.  

Induction 

The inductive coding let to findings that differed in structure from traditional psychological coping and 

defense types. Although most traditional defense mechanisms were found in the analysis, the 

explorative method and inductive coding risk neglecting some responses that would have had a central 

position if the study’s method had been deductive and its aim had been to confirm existing response 

theories. For instance, such an analysis could have confirmed flight or flight theories and accept or 
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deny theories. Had the study followed a classical hypothesis testing method based on the traditional 

literature, the analysis probably would have confirmed extant knowledge, and (il)legitimacy issues 

which proved important to informants would not have emerged as a key theme. To the contrary, the 

study took its point of departure in the individuals experiencing the crisis and in their narrative 

accounts of it, and it yielded results that placed issues of (il)legitimacy center stage. In this way, the 

study found what was important and central in the stigmatized’s world and it captured a shared 

response pattern fluctuating among individual people embedded in a common institution. The study 

shows how these people respond collectively and develop a set of normative defenses that can serve as 

institutionalized resources on which they can draw to re-define their threatened identities (Kreiner, 

Ashforth & Sluss 2006). Such collective defenses are particularly potent because “the mutual echo 

transforms them from self-serving fictions into social facts” (Ashforth, Anand 2003  24). An extension 

of the study that considers the potent of these defenses constitutes an interesting avenue for further 

research.  

Place 

The generality of the study in terms of place seems to be of concern especially in the USA, where some 

researchers express skepticism and doubt of the sincerity of members’ il-legitimation of self. It is 

possible that the findings are based on insincere narrations and accounts. Yet, I find it unlikely that 

informants would engage in hourly long constructions of narratives that are not sincere. More 

importantly, I have no reason for not believing the credibility of their stories. What is more likely, is 

that the skepticism is a reflection of cross cultural differences in interpretation. Research finds that 

interpretations of failure and willingness to justify ethically suspect behavior vary across nations and 

regions (Cullen, Parboteeah & Hoegl 2004, Cardon, Stevens & Potter 2011). From these studies it can 

be inferred that there are cross-cultural differences in bankers’ interpretation of the financial crisis, in 

their propensity to justify their role in it, and in their il-legitimation of self – and in researchers’ 

theorization of these issues. Following these lines, this study would yield different results if conducted 

elsewhere – as for instance in the USA. A cultural extension of the study that includes more variety in 

national embeddedness constitutes an interesting avenue for further research.  

Time 

The generality of the study in terms of time is also an issue. This study offers mostly a kodak picture of 

how informants narrated the crisis at one point in time. The picture cannot be generalized across time 

as people never make finite sense of a situation because things are always changing (Maitlis, 

Sonenshein 2010: 565). Only parts of the past are remembered and “For some parts of the past, a 

dominant storyline emerges and evolves over time. Others remain unsettled, continuously subject to 

historical revisions and controversies…” (Brandstrom, Hart & Bynander 2004: 2). Sensemaking is a 

continuous process that never stops (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, Weick 1995) and therefore, 

there is no finite “the answer” (Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010: 566). The findings of this paper are 

contingent upon the narratives I was told at a specific point in time. As members of the institution in 

crisis continue making sense in and of the crisis (Christianson et al. 2009), these narratives change and 

so does the findings that can be derived from them. A longitudinal extension of the study that includes 

narratives of the crisis constructed in different periods constitutes an interesting avenue for further 

research.  

CONCLUSION 
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Vaughan (1997) argues that it is common to search for an explanation for a crisis and to blame in order 

to restore legitimacy: “But the answer is seldom people” (393). In this study, individual members were 

stigmatized and il-legitimacy was attributed to actors or groups of actors. Il-legitimation of the 

constructing and enabling institution of capitalism itself was scant. The advantage of such 

personification of il-legitimacy following crisis is that blaming individuals enables a quick fix and an 

opportunity to quickly move forward. In this study, the il-legitimation of individual actors directs focus 

away from the enabling institution. In this case, the result of the blame game (Hood 2010, Hood 2002) 

is a dissipation of blame (Perrow 2012).  
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PART III 

 

“A fire broke out backstage in a theatre. The clown came out to warn the public; they thought it was a 

joke and applauded. He repeated it; the acclaim was even greater. I think that's just how the world will 

come to an end: to general applause from wits who believe it's a joke.” 

(Søren Kierkegaard, Danish philosopher and author, 1813-1855)  
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CONCLUSION 

“…although our work cannot control the future, it can help us to think about the meaning of our past. 

That, in effect, changes the past and then, necessarily, the future too, though not in ways we can 

describe or predict.”  

(Greene 1990) 

In many ways, the overall story presented in this dissertation is a sad one: a sad story build on many 

sad stories. The financial crisis has had disastrous consequences for people, organizations, industries, 

and societies all over the world. The stories presented in this dissertation are only a short selection of 

the totality of sad stories. Hopefully we can learn something. Writing the conclusion of the dissertation, 

it seems an appropriate occasion to ask the question: Have we learned anything? 

There is a number of ways to answer this question. 

If one considers the discourses that characterize the recovery debate, the answer most likely will be no. 

Suggestions seem to center on issues of growth: how we can grow out of the crisis by investing, cutting 

taxes, following an expansionary fiscal policy, increasing demand, and having record low interest rates 

(Regeringen 2013, Regeringen 2010). I am confident that experts suggesting these solutions have 

excellent reasons to do so. Nonetheless, it is interesting that the solutionary discourse seems to overlap 

with the discourse characterizing discussions on the reasons for the crisis - namely growth: 

expansionary monetary policy, decreasing interest rates, increasing investments, extraordinary high 

sales, record low unemployment rates and new pay-for-performance bonuses and compensation 

systems (OECD 2008, Danmarks Nationalbank 2009). Solutions focusing on alternative discourses are 

almost non-existent. In short, the solutions to the crisis seem to come from the same sources that 

caused the crisis in the first place. Such a consideration point to minimal learning: learning that is at 

best, single looped (Argyris 1991).  

Such a conclusion seems discouraging and unsatisfying. Therefore, I will not end the dissertation on 

these reflections. Despite perspectives pointing to the contrary, I believe we have learned something. 

Exactly what we have learned is yet another question: a question that is much more difficult to answer. 

In the next section, however, I will try.  

Reflecting on the theoretical contributions and practical implications of the dissertation, the following 

sections serve to point to some of the essential learnings of the dissertation. After these reflections, the 

conclusion ends with an evaluation of the work including a discussion of its limitations and an outline 

of potential avenues for further research. 
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APPLICATION 

The aim of this chapter is to provide the reader with an overview of the applications of the dissertation.  

The overall learning of this research resides in its understanding of how bankers experience the 

financial crisis: what the global financial crisis means in local bankers’ worlds.  

This learning is discussed in the following sections as I reflect upon the theoretical contributions and 

practical implications of the dissertation.  

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

The aim of this section is to provide the reader with an overview of the main theoretical contributions 

of the dissertation.  

In the introduction’s table 1, the contributions of the four papers are summarized and cover areas 

related to death, legacy, institutionalism and identity. These contributions are unfolded in the following 

sections in which I try to write together the contributions of the different papers following a (rather) 

coherent logic.
1
 The result of my attempt is illustrated in table 1. 

TABLE 1. OUTLINE OF THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

THEME CONSTRUCT CONCEPTUALIZATION 

Death 

 

Organizational 

Death 

 

From life to death and back to life 

The multiple transformational losses of death 

Deathful failure from successful sense 

 

 

Legacy 

 

 

Legacy 

Organizational 

Identity 

 

 

Legacy organizational identity narrative 

Multiple legacy organizational identities 

Legacy organizational identity as liability and asset 

Legacy competitive advantage 

 

Institutionalism (Il)legitimacy 

 

Institutional logics as saviors and drivers 

An emotional account of institutional mis-alignment 

Sources of institutional (il)legitimacy 

Entities of institutional (il)legitimacy 

 

 

Identity 

 

 

Stigma 

 

 

Levels of identification 

The subjectivity of stigmatized identities 

Oppositional identity work 

 

 
 

                                                           
1
For further detail on the theoretical contributions of each paper, please see the contribution section in the respective paper. 
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Death  

The first part of the dissertation engages with the notion of death and contributes to the sparse but 

important literature on organizational death.  

Organizational Death 

By showing and conceptualizing how members of a local bank that went bankrupt as a consequence of 

the global financial crisis, construe bankruptcy, the first part of the dissertation adds to the neglected 

but relevant literature on organizational death (Sutton 1987).  

From life to death and back to life 

By eliciting how members’ narrations of bankruptcy do not stop with organizational termination but 

continue to include organizational afterlife (Walsh, Bartunek 2009), the dissertation addresses the 

premise that members do not die with the organization, but live on and come to form and perform in 

new organizational contexts. By including the transition to new life in the conceptualization of 

bankruptcy because it proves important to the members undergoing bankruptcy, the study contributes 

with empirical knowledge that can serve as a grounding for bridging the separate literatures on first 

step theories to organizational death; from a permanent entity to a defunct entity (Sutton 1987), and 

second step theories to organizational life; from a defunct entity to a living organization (Walsh, Glynn 

2008, Walsh, Bartunek 2012). The dissertation contributes by offering a model of how organizational 

members travel from organizational life to organizational death and back to organizational life. In this 

case, members narrate such a journey as a ‘work world de-construction’ and a ‘work world re-

construction’. In specific, they narrate bankruptcy as a series of unfolding events that change a work 

world: from ‘immediate work world de-construction experiences’ to ‘subsequent work world re-

construction responses’. Associated with every event is a ‘loss’ and ‘transformation’ that compose a 

‘challenge’ members ‘solve’ by ‘comprehending’ the situation and ‘justifying’ their response. In short, 

the first paper of the dissertation shows how bankruptcy can be understood as an organizational journey 

from life to death and back to life. 

The multiple transformational losses of death 

In addition to Sutton’s (1987) classical model of organizational death where members’ construction of 

their organization shifts from “permanent”, to “temporary” to “defunct” this study shows how 

members’ perceptions of their employer shift from ‘popular’ to ‘unpopular’ and from ‘troubled’ to 

‘dead’. But whereas Sutton’s model is restricted to members’ perceptions of their organization, this 

second paper shows that associated with the bankruptcy are also important transformations of other 

subjects - in this case a manager transforming from ‘company man’ to ‘suspected criminal’, a director 

transforming from ‘revered director’ to ‘condemned director’, and a group of colleagues transforming 

from ‘inside friends’ to ‘outside strangers’ - the latter being of more importance to the members than 

the organization itself. The study illustrates how each of these transformations is associated with a loss. 

In this case, members lose legitimacy, they lose their role model, their leader, their workplace and their 

colleagues. In this way, the study adds to Sutton’s death theory by taking the perspective of the 

members of the organization rather than a view restricted to the organization itself. 

Deathful failure from successful sense 

Moreover, the study contributes to the limited but relevant literature on sense and death. The studied 

case differs from earlier cases of death and sense where people died because their organizational 

structure and role system collapsed together and they lost sense (Weick 1993). To the contrary, this 
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case shows how organizational death happens not despite, but partly because the organizational 

structure and role system stays intact and sense remains until members narrate how “it all collapses”. 

In this way, the study contributes by providing an understanding of death not as an unfortunate 

consequence of dramatic failure of leadership (ibid) but as an unfortunate consequence of ‘dramatic 

success of leadership’. In this case, part of the reason for the director’s successful leadership relies in 

the well-functioning sense mechanism: ‘a chain of sense giving and sense receiving’ coming from the 

organizational top and flowing down the organizational hierarchy. This suggestion of ‘sense receiving’ 

as an integral part of a ‘chain of sense’, that directs focus to the flows of sense, complements extant 

theory claiming that “sensemaking is incomplete unless there is sensegiving” (Weick, Sutcliffe & 

Obstfeld 2005: 416) by showing that a form of sense taking or acceptance also needs to be included. In 

this case, the success of the chain of sense partly relies in the organization’s successful past. Members 

remember a successful past, and therefore an unsuccessful present is implausible. Following these 

lines, the explanation to the failure to survive was not that the organization forgot something: “More 

likely is the possibility that organizations fail because they remember too much too long… 

Organizations seldom fail because their memories fail them" (Weick 1979: 224) which is also the case 

in this analysis where the bankruptcy can be seen as a result of a successful memory of a successful 

past. Taken together, the dissertation contributes to extant knowledge on organizational death and sense 

by providing a case in which organizational death can be seen as a result of successful leadership of a 

successful chain of sense relying on a successful memory of a successful past -  in short: ‘a failure of 

success’. 

The identified justifications and comprehensions of the first paper are further explored in the second 

paper which shows how members draw on their legacy organizational identity when they justify and 

legitimize themselves. 

Legacy  

The second paper of the dissertation incorporates the notion of legacy and contributes to the sparse but 

important literature on legacy organizational identity.  

Legacy Organizational Identity 

The second paper of the dissertation focuses on a successful bank perceived as a national champion that 

transformed into a local tragedy as it failed and went bankrupt as a consequence of the global financial 

crisis. The paper contributes with empirical knowledge to the limited but important theory on legacy 

organizational identity (Walsh, Glynn 2008).  

Legacy organizational identity narrative 

The main contribution of the second paper is the proposal of the supplementary term; narrative, to 

Walsh and Glynn’s (2008) conceptualization of legacy organizational identity. The narrative is a 

beneficial supplement because it allows for a fuller and more comprehensive understanding of the 

different and potentially contrasting legacy identity perceptions that members of a dead organization 

can have and bring with them into new organizational contexts. Showing how different legacy identity 

claims are mobilized at different times, the study brings to the legacy organizational identity theory a 

narrative approach that enables different aspects of identity to be highlighted at different moments 

(Hatch, Schultz 2002): an approach that acknowledges process and variance.  

Multiple legacy organizational identities 
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Following these lines, the study also contributes by extending Walsh and Glynn’s (2008) original 

conceptualization focusing on a single cohesive and positive legacy organizational identity, by showing 

how an early and positive legacy identity is extended by an emergence of a multiplicity of identities 

that have positive and negative elements. In specific, the dissertation shows how members of a dead 

organization does not hold one coherent and consistent legacy identity but construct multiple identities 

that are inconsistent and contradictory but integrated into a legacy organizational identity narrative that 

includes a ‘legacy organizational identity transformation’. The paper shows how members draw on the 

different legacy organizational identities that they mobilize as primary and secondary claims according 

to their need to justify their (lack of) interpretation and response to the intensifying bankruptcy events. 

In this way, the legacy organizational identity forms the death story which also forms the identity story 

and how the legacy organizational identity is perceived. 

Legacy organizational identity as liability and asset 

Furthermore, the second paper contributes to Walsh and Glynn’s (2008) theory by showing how 

different legacy organizational identities can continue to play a role in new organizational context years 

after the old organization has died. On the one hand, such legacies can constitute a challenging barrier 

to members’ satisfaction and performance in a new organization. On the other hand, they can constitute 

an enforcing driver for members’ satisfaction and performance in a new organization. 

Legacy competitive advantage 

Moreover, the second paper contributes to theory by illustrating how such legacies can enhance 

members’ service performance and customers’ satisfaction. The second paper adds empirical 

knowledge to the emergent theorization of continuing bonds (Bell, Scott 2011) that breaks with 

traditional theories suggesting that individuals need to let go of the past in order to move on – such as 

Bridges’ (1986) model of organizational transitions. In this case, the devastating death and loss of a 

past organization is a valuable asset in a future organization. 

In continuation of the second paper’s illustration of how a legacy organizational identity can work as a 

savior explaining the close down effect and as a resource members can draw upon to justify their past 

interpretations and responses, the third paper shows how other more external sources of legitimacy can 

also work as a savior explaining the close down effect and as a mean to justify members’ past 

interpretations and responses. 

Institutionalism 

The third paper of the dissertation incorporates the notion of institutionalism and contributes to the 

broad and developed literature on institutional (il)legitimacy.  

 (Il)legitimacy 

By conveying an understanding of how experiences of il-legitimacy are handled by the individuals 

working inside an il-legitimated organization, the third paper of the dissertation adds an internal micro 

aspect to the external macro concept of (il)legitimacy (Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008). 

Institutional logics as saviors and drivers 

In continuation of the second study showing how legacy organizational identity can serve as a savior 

and a resource, the third study embarks on theories suggesting how organizations’ identities are based 

on broader societal discourses such as institutional logics: how internal constructs such as identity are 

externally guided (Glynn 2008, Thorton, Ocasio 2008).  
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In specific, the finding of identity informing logics as driving motivators in times of crisis contributes 

to theory on organizational performance during death by addressing calls for further research on the 

inexplicable close down effect (Bergman, Wigblad 1999, Wigblad, Hanson 2006) which was first 

identified by Sutton (1987), who observed stabilizing or increasing employee efforts after closing 

announcement, and later extended by Wigblad and colleagues who observed the same before closing 

announcement. In this case, members narrate not just stabilizing but increasing efforts before, during 

and after bankruptcy. Contrary to expectations, they do not panic and stop thinking or acting when their 

organization goes bankrupt and their assumptions about the organizational universe are disrupted 

(Weick 1993). Despite the closedown, members come to work every day: normal absence due to illness 

and vacation fell to zero – a mysterious surprise to the members themselves. In this case, part of the 

explanation to the close down effect resides in members’ commitment to the organization based on 

(re)constructed sense: members lost meaning when their organization went bankrupt and found it again 

in other (less business and more humane) tasks. As they experienced they were needed by customers 

and colleagues, they were motivated to increase their effort and commitment. In this case identity 

informing institutional logics work as meaning supplying motivators that not only stabilize but also 

increase organizational efforts in times of crisis and death. In this way, the dissertation contributes to 

traditional explanations to the close down effect that include members’ individual job opportunities and 

career advancement by adding a fundamental search for meaning. 

In addition to the motivating character, the identity informing logics also serves as saviors. By showing 

how members draw on alternative institutional logics to capitalism and growth discourses – like social 

care and humanity reflected in Alford and Friedland’s (1991) family logic - to legitimate self, the last 

part of the dissertation illustrates how alternative institutional logics can work as ‘parachutes that 

institutional members falling of a dominating and leading institutional logic can hold on to’. In this 

way, the constant plurality and multiplicity of institutional logics in every field (Kraatz, Block 2008, 

Scott 2008b, Friedland, Alford 1991, Greenwood et al. 2011, Greenwood et al. 2010, Hoffman 1999) 

can work as a ‘safety-net catching those who fall of a leading institutional sky rocket’. Following these 

lines, the study appreciates the multiplicity of institutional logics (Greenwood et al. 2011) and 

contributes to the current understanding of the nature and workings of logics. In specific, the suggested 

metaphor of a ‘parachute’ or ‘safety net’ adds to the contemporary understanding of actors as carriers 

of institutional logics (Binder 2007, Greenwood et al. 2011, Zilber 2002) by illustrating how logics can 

also ‘carry’ actors. Thus, the novel understanding institutional logics as ‘savors’ in times of (il-

legitimacy) crisis adds insight - not only on the nature and workings of logics - but also on the 

relationship between logics and (dis)adhering actors.  

An emotional account of institutional mis-alignment 

Concerning members feelings of being il-legitimate, the third paper contributes to extant (il)legitimacy 

literature by showing how il-legitimacy is deeply felt by the humans living inside an il-legitimated 

organization. Thereby, the dissertation addresses the gap of knowledge on emotions in organizations 

(Rhodes, Pullen 2009) facing problematic issues, concerns, change or crisis (Dutton, Dukerich 1991, 

Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010) and contributes to the vibrant area of research on emotions at work in 

organizations (Waldron 2000, Ashkanasy, Humphrey 2011, Meanwell, Wolfe & Hallett 2008, Fineman 

2000). Despite the increasing consideration of emotions as an aspect worth of scholarly attention there 

is still a lack of emotions in institutional theory (Suddaby, Lawrence 2006, Voronov, Vince 2012). The 

dissertation underscores the emotional importance of institutional alignment and legitimacy by 

illustrating how alignment with institutional logics is associated with positive emotional experiences of 
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being legitimate and mis-alignment with institutional logics is associated with negative emotional 

experiences of being il-legitimate. In this way, the study provides empirical grounding for research 

claiming that: “Conformity induces pride whereas deviance induces shame” (Hudson, Goodrick & 

Jarvis forthcoming: 3) and for researchers suggesting adding emotions as yet another pillar besides 

regulations, norms and cognition (Scott 2008b) ensuring institutional confirmation (Hudson, Goodrick 

& Jarvis forthcoming, Creed, Dejordy & Lok 2010). In specific, the study provides empirical support 

for theories claiming that negative emotions associated with deviation from institutional norms 

“provide powerful inducements to compliance with prevailing norms” (Scott 2008b:56) because 

“individuals are perpetually in process of evaluating themselves, either deriving pride from 

compliance with social norms set by dominant institutions or experiencing shame for departure from 

norms” (Scheff cited in Hudson, Goodrick & Jarvis forthcoming). In this study, bankers narrated how 

they were motivated to conform to alternative institutional logics not so much because it would 

increase their access to resources - as traditional institutional theory prescribes - but more because 

alignment was a positive emotional experience. In this way, the study adds ‘positive emotions’ as an 

incentive to theory on rewards for institutional conformity (Rao, Monin & Durand 2003). 

Sources of institutional (il)legitimacy 

The past part of the dissertation also contributes to the (il)legitimacy literature by identifying a set of il-

legitimating sources. Although scholars argue that we as researchers must ask, “Legitimate to whom?” 

(Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 2009) it seems we seldom do. Extant literature is surprisingly 

unclear on who the (il)legitimators are. Throughout the years, several scholars have contributed with 

their conceptualizations of who the (il)legitimators are and ascribed the authority to attribute 

(il)legitimacy to distant social audiences (Hudson 2008, Elsbach, Bechky 2009), external or 

environmental constituencies (Suchman 1995, Kraatz, Block 2008, Scott 2008b), to public opinion, 

higher status others (Krücken, Drori 2009) and other powerful authorities (Deephouse, Suchman 

2008). No one, it seems, has asked the people who actually experience being (il)legitimated who the 

(il)legitimators are. These papers contribute to this gap of research with knowledge on who the il-

legitimators are in the eyes of the il-legitimated. In specific, the papers contribute with four sources of 

il-legitimacy: ‘personal relationships’, ‘professional stakeholders’, ‘media’ and ‘society’, where the 

last three sources serve as empirical confirmation of extant theory (Deephouse, Suchman 2008) and the 

first source serves as a new source. This source includes friends and family: people who are living 

individuals working as legitimators and definers of reality (Berger, Luckmann 1968). In this way, the 

dissertation provides empirical evidence to theories adhering to the original conception of legitimacy as 

a human construction (Berger, Luckman 1968). Moreover, the personal contribution underscores the 

importance of the sphere of personal life in influencing experiences and perceptions of self in and 

outside work: it blurs the traditional boundaries around the organization and the division of public from 

private, home from office and personal from professional (Waldron 2000). Following these lines, the 

study invites institutional researchers to loosen the tight distinction between organizations and work 

and individuals and non-work and to start considering how institutional phenomena play out at 

organizational and individual levels and in work and non-work domains.  

Besides the four sources of il-legitimacy, the dissertation finds that members themselves are also 

sources of (il)legitimacy: members inside the organization both feel and see themselves as il-legitimate. 

Based on these findings, the dissertation suggests distinguishing between ‘sources of external 

(il)legitimacy’ - where ‘external (il)legitimacy’ refers to the (il)legitimacy that the (il)legitimated sees 

in others’ eyes (feeling (il)legitimated when confronting others) - and ‘sources of internal 
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(il)legitimacy’ - where ‘internal (il)legitimacy’ refers to the (il)legitimacy that the (il)legitimated sees 

in own eyes (feeling (il)legitimate). 

Following these lines, it is interesting that none of the bankers identified il-legitimators inside the 

organization - even though all bankers il-legitimated others inside the organization. This finding point 

to the inconsistency in attributed (il)legitimacy and experienced (il)legitimacy and underscores the 

problem of assuming that those who are (il)legitimated by others also experience being (il)legitimated 

by these others.  

Entities of institutional (il)legitimacy 

In continuation of this finding the last part of the dissertation also contributes to the notion of entities of 

(il)legitimacy. Traditionally, (il)legitimacy is conceptualized as a phenomenon attributed to the 

organization as a whole (Hudson 2008, Hudson, Okhuysen 2009): as an integrated and coherent actor 

(Binder 2007).  To the contrary this study shows how actors inside the organization work to 

(il)legitimize others: how there can be multiple and conflicting accounts and attributions of 

(il)legitimacy inside an organization as members ‘victimize’ and ‘villianize’ self and others. Based on 

members’ attributions of (il)legitimacy to these in-groups and out-groups (Tajfel 1974) of people, the 

study suggests an extension of the traditional conceptualization of the entity - focusing on the 

organization - to encompass (groups of) persons (Suchman 1995) such as “management”, “the 

director”, “the accountants”, and “people in general”. As these examples illustrate, the dividing of 

people into two groups focuses on two levels: inside or outside the organization and above or below the 

hierarchy. Exploring the hierarchical differences and focusing on all the hierarchical levels within the 

organization, the analysis shows how different hierarchical groups differ in the ways they handle their 

experiences of il-legitimacy. In this way, the study proposes a nuancing of theories emphasizing the 

importance of the hierarchical top for interpretations in general (Smircich, Morgan 1982, Schein 1983) 

and for interpretations of organizational issues (Isabella 1990, Barr 1998, Ravasi, Schultz 2006, 

Rouleau, Balogun 2011) like crisis and death in specific (Walsh, Glynn 2008, Cunningham 1997). In 

this case, members at the lower level of the organization authored a narrative that diverged from the 

narrative authored by the upper levels of the organization. Showing how lower level members also 

handled their experiences in a way that contradicted the ways the upper level members handled their 

experiences, the study addresses recent calls for research that departs from the dominating but 

restricting focus on actors in powerful positions and proposes a more inclusive focus including the 

neglected majority of less powerful members at the lower levels of the organization (Powell, Colyvas 

2008, Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010, Rocha, Granerud 2011).  

A communality across the hierarchical division -and a tendency that is also found outside the specific 

bank and in the industry in general-  is members’ grounding of their (il)legitimations in the (in)action 

and (in)comprehension of these groups of people. This finding further nuances the conceptualization of 

the entity by suggesting an adding of comprehension and in-comprehension as well as in-action to 

Suchman’s (1995) prevailing definition of legitimacy as the desirability, properness, or 

appropriateness of an entity’s actions.  

Taken together, the dissertation shows how the attributed il-legitimacy ‘travels’ from the industry or 

organization as a whole to the different (groups of) people inside it and ‘settles’ in their “wrong” ways 

of comprehending or acting the situation. In this way the dissertation contributes to the traditional 

conceptualization of entities mainly encompassing non-humans such as organizations and 
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organizational practices (Deephouse, Suchman 2008) by showing that entities can also be (groups of) 

humans as well as their in-action and (in)comprehension.  

By showing how members are both attributed (il)legitimacy and attributes (il)legitimacy the 

dissertation also contributes to the traditional way of distinguishing between sources and entities of 

(il)legitimacy (Deephouse, Suchman 2008) by showing how individuals can both be entities who are 

(il)legitimated and sources who (il)legitimate.  

By providing a back stage picture of how members inside a threatened organization or industry worked 

to construct legitimate and il-legitimate actors, the dissertation departs from traditional ways of treating 

(il)legitimacy as something actors have or do not have. The dissertation contributes with knowledge 

that supports claims that [il]legitimacy is less of an object to possess (Rocha, Granerud 2011: 262) and 

more of a social phenomenon constructed by different actors and groups of actors (Galvin, Ventresca & 

Hudson 2004) including those who are (il)legitimated.  

Although Suchman (1995) himself states that “the possible sources of legitimating accounts are not 

inherently restricted to any fixed set of gatekeepers” (Deephouse, Suchman 2008: 55) and argues that 

subjects of legitimacy - like groups or teams – may be active creators of legitimacy themselves 

(Suchman 1995, Deephouse, Suchman 2008), empirical illustrations of these propositions are scare. By 

treating internal legitimacy as a social phenomenon that is strived for and constructed by different 

actors across the organization and the industry, the dissertation returns to an understanding of actors as 

living definers (Berger, Luckman 1968) and constructors of their own internal (il)legitimacy. How 

successful their efforts are in constructing these legitimate actors is further touched upon in the final 

part of the dissertation where the identity work of the stigmatized bankers is explored in more detail. 

Identity 

The last part of the dissertation incorporates the notion of identity and contributes to the extensive and 

established literature on stigmatized identities.  

Stigma 

In general, the last part of the analysis contributes to extant knowledge on ways of handling 

experiences of existential deviance such as identities that are il-legitimated and stigmatized (Goffman 

1963). 

Levels of identification 

Literature on individual level stigma is extensive (Elliott et al. 1982, Major, O'Brien 2005, Link, Phelan 

2001), knowledge on organizational level stigma is increasing (Devers et al. 2009, Paetzold, Dipboye 

& Elsbach 2008) and research on industry level stigma is growing (Vergne 2012). Nonetheless, little is 

known about how individual members handle experiences of institutional stigma. The last paper of the 

dissertation contributes by showing that in the wake of the financial crisis, bankers handle experiences 

of being stigmatized by a set of sources (personal relationships, professional stakeholders, society and 

media) that varies on different dimensions (close to peripheral, direct to distant, community to world, 

and local to global) by attributing legitimacy and il-legitimacy to two groups (self and others) on three 

levels (this organization, the industry and society). The study links these levels by showing how the 

ways in which individual bankers experience and handle institutional stigma varies according to the 

organizational embeddedness: that members of banks with different scope (regional or international) 

and outcome (success or failure) experience and handle stigma in different ways. In this way, the 

dissertation contributes to stigma theory which mainly considers stigma experiences and responses on 
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the same level (individual responses to individual stigma and organizational responses to organizational 

stigma) by showing how individuals experience and handle institutional stigma on multiple levels. 

The subjectivity of stigmatized identities 

Within traditional response theory to stigma, a problematic distinction between acceptance and denial 

dominates. Theories distinguishing acceptance and acknowledgement from denial and defense 

(Semadeni et al. 2008, Warren 2007, Hebl, Dovidio 2005, Elsbach 1994) all tend to relate to the actor’s 

responsibility for the controversial event, scandal or failure associated with the stigma. According to 

these theories, members can either deny or accept their responsibility. Nonetheless, it seems, they are 

responsible. Applying such theories implies assuming that bankers are responsible for the crisis: when 

members legitimate self they deny their responsibility and when members il-legitimate self they accept 

their responsibility. Assuming that all bankers are responsible is problematic. The dissertation does not 

include such claims, nor does it intend to. In fact, according to its paradigmatic foundation, the 

dissertation cannot include such claims. The existence of such claims necessitates existence of an 

objective truth according to which the deviators can be judged and their responsibility can be 

determined. Writing in social science and drawing on social constructivism this condition cannot be 

met. Conceptualizing members’ responses as legitimation and il-legitimation constitutes a solution to 

this problem as it makes the question of whether the person is guilty or innocent irrelevant. Thus, by 

adding a set of responses that acknowledges the subjectivity of responsibility and center on 

responsibility neutral attributions of legitimacy and il-legitimacy, the dissertation adds a set of 

responses to theory on stigma and il-legitimacy that fits the emergence of a social constructivist 

approach to identity and identity (re)construction (Alvesson, Lee Ashcraft & Thomas 2008). 

Oppositional identity work  

By showing how members narrate responsive accounts including excuses and justifications that assert, 

protect and repair their damaged identities, the dissertation contributes to the literature on identity 

work (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996). More precisely, the dissertation illustrates how the narrative 

processes of social identity (re)construction is one way in which a stigmatized group of a problematic 

institution in crisis engage in oppositional identity work (ibid) to handle their stigma experiences. By 

theorizing how individuals write a story (Beech 2008) of legitimate selves, the studies show how 

bankers, through rhetorical narratives, work to transform their discredited identities into credited 

identities (Schwalbe, Mason-Schrock 1996). In this way, the dissertation contributes to research 

showing how rhetoric, discourse and institutional vocabularies can be used not only to legitimate 

profound institutional or organizational changes (Suddaby, Greenwood 2005, Erkama, Vaara 2010, 

Vaara, Monin 2010, Vaara, Tienari & Laurila 2006, Vaara 2002) but also to legitimate selves – at least 

in own eyes. Although the analyzed narratives mainly included responses for internal use with internal 

legitimacy implications (Ashforth, Kreiner 1999, Ashforth, Anand 2003) and although institutional 

members cannot control the perceptions of authoritative legitimators - like society and media - this 

study shows how members work to determine their own as well as others’ (il)legitimacy: work on 

which their presentation of self to the reality defining legitimators will (at least partly) rely. The 

outcome of their work – how successful they are at externalizing their internal senses of self – is yet 

another matter; an interesting issue for further research. 

Before I elaborate further upon the potential avenues for additional research, I discuss, in the next 

section, the practical implications of the dissertation. 
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PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The aim of this section is to provide the reader with an overview of the implication of the dissertation. 

The dissertation’s implications depend on the practical objective. Different audiences have different 

objectives and therefore the application and implication of the dissertation varies according to the 

reader. In this section I discuss the implications of the study based on three ‘levels’; individual, 

organizational, and societal, and two ‘perspectives’; adaptation and prevention.
2
  

The dissertation explores how a global crisis in world society is experienced in a local setting by 

individuals who are embedded in an organization or an industry and finds that stigmatized individuals 

refer to organizational, industrial and societal groups when they handle issues of il-legitimacy.  

In this way, the dissertation spans and connects several levels including the ‘individual’, the 

‘organizational’ and the ‘societal’. 

The dissertation provides insight into the issues that are important for individual members undergoing a 

work related crisis. To these people, identity issues proved central. As a crisis emerges in a collectivity 

from which individual members derive their social identity, these collectivities become less capable of 

providing members with a positive answer to existential identity questions. As answers to identity 

questions become negative instead of positive, members come to see themselves as il-legitimated and 

stigmatized. Although these two terms have much in common, they differ in a number of ways. 

Traditionally, stigma is considered a problematic phenomenon that works with a broad range of 

negative consequences to punish deviance and mark what is devalued and denigrated within a given 

collectivity: stigma is attributed to the wrong. Often focus is on ways to avoid stigma. Adaptation to 

stigma is the problem – avoidance is the solution. To the contrary, (il)legitimacy is often considered an 

advantageous phenomenon that works as a necessary control mechanism to award compliance and 

signal what is valued and appreciated within a given collectivity: legitimacy is attributed to the right. 

Traditionally, focus is on ways to ensure legitimacy. Prevention of deviance is the problem – 

legitimacy is the solution. 

In this way, the dissertation covers both a problematic stigma perspective on ‘adaptation’ and an 

advantageous il-legitimacy perspective on ‘prevention’.  

In this section, I discuss the implications of the dissertation based on two dimensions. The first 

dimension distinguishes perspectives of immediate and instant stigma problems focusing on ways to 

‘adapt’ to the current situation from perspectives of long-term il-legitimacy advantages focusing on 

ways to ‘prevent’ the current situation from repeating itself in the future. Thus, the first dimension 

answers the questions: should we ‘adapt’ to the present crisis and move on or should we ‘prevent’ a 

similar crisis from happening in the future. The second dimension distinguishes the ‘individual’ level 

from the ‘organizational’ level and the ‘societal’ level. The second dimension answers the questions: 

should we focus on ‘individuals’, should we focus on ‘organizations’ or should we focus on ‘society’.  

The two dimensions form a 2X3 matrix of implications which is illustrated in table 2. 

  

                                                           
2
The discussion of the dissertation’s practical implications draws primarily from the last two papers: for further details on 

the practical implications of the first two papers, please see the implication section in the respective papers. 
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TABLE 2. OUTLINE OF PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

  
PERSPECTIVE 

  
Adaptation Prevention 

LEVEL 

Individual 
Increasing individual 

wellbeing 

 

Decreasing risk of a similar 

individual wellbeing crisis 

 

Organizational 
Increasing organizational 

performance 

 

Decreasing risk of a similar 

organizational performance crisis 

 

Societal 
Increasing societal 

growth 

 

Decreasing risk of a similar 

societal growth crisis 

 

 

In the following sections, each of the matrix’s six implications are outlined and discussed.  

Individual Level Adaptation Perspective 

Taking point of departure in the bankers suffering from the financial crisis and employing an 

immediate adaptation focus, implications concern practitioners who aim to help people move through 

work related crisis. To avoid the negative consequences of individual level stigma like physical, 

psychical and emotional pains such as mental health problems, illness, poor performance, decreasing 

career opportunities, poverty, diminishing life satisfaction and discrimination such as harassment, 

bullying, refusal, rejection, and isolation, people should minimize their stigma. The study lays out ways 

that practitioners can help people deal with stigma. One way is to pass on the blame by il-legitimating 

others and (re)legitimating self. In this process workers draw on alternative institutional logics and their 

alignment with these – such as humanity and social care associated with the logic of family. In this 

way, a secondary and dominated logic might become the primary and dominating logic which provides 

meaning and facilitates comprehension, guides action and motivates actors, and enables them to 

experience alignment and feel legitimate. Following these lines, suggestions for professionals wanting 

to help people experiencing a work related crisis move on are to support their crisis narrations and their 

identification and appreciation of alignment with alternative institutions. In concrete, practitioners can 

use this study to communicate to people experiencing work related crisis how others have experienced 

a similar crisis and found ways to handle it illustrating that people experiencing work related crisis are 

not alone and that it is possible to get through such a crisis and increase individual wellbeing. 

Individual Level Prevention Perspective 

On the other hand, if one takes point of departure in the bankers suffering from the financial crisis but 

employs a long-term preventive focus, implications concern practitioners who aim to avoid that people 

undergo similar work related crises in the future. Considering the function of the il-legitimacy as a 

social control mechanism that punish individuals’ deviance from what is valued and considered right 

within some society in order to ensure compliance to such norms and avoid deviance from them, 

implications become concerned with learning. Suggestions for professionals wanting to prevent similar 

individual crises from unfolding in the future are to facilitate learning from the past to ensure that 
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previous mistakes are not repeated. To minimize the risk of experiencing a similar work related crisis 

again, workers should not forget the crisis and excuse what they did or did not do by justifying and 

legitimating own (in)actions; rather, they should store their experiences and learnings in memories and 

draw upon them in future situations that come to resemble the past. In this way, they might prevent a 

similar crisis in individual wellbeing from unfolding.  

Organizational Level Adaptation Perspective 

Taking point of departure in the banks suffering from the financial crisis and employing an immediate 

adaptation focus, implications concern practitioners who aim to increase organizational performance. If 

this is the primary objective, the suggestions presented in the second section should not be followed. If 

practitioners wish to facilitate organizational recovery from the broad range of negative consequences 

of organizational stigma like loss of investors, drop in stock prices, increases in employee turnover, 

difficulties attracting customers, reduction in sales and poorer performance, implications are different. 

Contrary to the above suggestions, members should un-learn a large part of what they have learned 

from the crisis. For instance, members learned that they should not trust their supervisors or their 

superiors or the financial numbers presented before them, that they should prioritize their customers 

before their employer, and that they should be reluctant to sell risky products with high profits. Such 

learnings make it difficult to function and perform satisfyingly if the objective is increased profits. In 

order to facilitate immediate increases in effectiveness and revenues, practitioners should help 

organizational members forget these learnings. Following these lines and referring to the first section, 

suggestions for professionals wanting to increase organizational profits are to support organizational 

crisis narrations and identification and appreciation of alignment with alternative institutions. In 

concrete, this study can be used in organizations to communicate to members how others have handled 

a work related crisis illustrating that it is possible to get through such a crisis and increase individuals’ 

wellbeing in order to increase organizational performance.  

Organizational Level Prevention Perspective 

On the other hand, if one takes point of departure in the banks suffering from the financial crisis but 

employs a long-term preventive focus, implications concern practitioners who aim to minimize the risk 

of future organizational losses from similar crises. Considering il-legitimacy as a mechanism that 

works to grant right organizations access to resources and increase their chances of survival and punish 

wrong organizations deviating from what is valued and considered normal within some society, 

implications become concerned with learning. Referring to the second section which also builds on a 

social control understanding of (il)legitimacy, suggestions to professionals wanting to prevent the 

unfolding of similar crises in the future are to ensure organizational learning from the past. To 

minimize risks of reoccurring crises bringing massive organizational losses, organizational members 

should not forget the crisis and excuse what they did or did not do by justifying and legitimating own 

(in)actions; rather they should store experiences and learnings in organizational memories that they can 

draw upon in future situations that come to resemble the past. In this way, they might prevent a similar 

crisis in organizational performance from unfolding.  

Societal Level Adaptation Perspective 

Taking point of departure in the societal sufferings from the financial crisis and employing an 

immediate adaptation focus, implications concern practitioners who aim to facilitate societal recovery 

through growth. Considering stigma as a problematic issue and following the view that the negative 

consequences of stigma on the individual and organizational level aggregate to the societal level, 
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implications concern avoidance of stigma. Following these lines, suggestions to professionals wanting 

to facilitate societal recovery through growth are to facilitate (re)legitimation of the stigmatized 

individuals and organizations and to support those who are stigmatized in recovering from the stigma. 

Referring to the first section, societal representatives should support the stigmatizeds’ crisis narrations 

and their identification and appreciation of alignment with alternative institutions. In concrete, 

professionals can use this study to communicate how others have handled a work related crisis 

illustrating that it is possible to get through such a crisis and increase individuals’ wellbeing and 

organizations’ performance in order to facilitate societal growth.   

Societal Level Prevention Perspective 

On the other hand, if one takes point of departure in the societal sufferings from the financial crisis but 

employs a long-term preventive focus, implications concern practitioners who aim to minimize the risk 

of future societal crises. Considering il-legitimacy attributions as social control mechanisms that work 

to hinder unwanted deviance from societal norms that generate disastrous crises, implications are 

concerned with learning – not avoidance of il-legitimacy. Following these lines, suggestions to 

professionals wanting to avoid a similar societal growth crisis from unfolding in the future are to learn 

from the past: to change or alter that which is considered responsible - institutions and actors. Laying 

out how individual actors work to reproduce the guiding institution, the study points to a number of 

ways in which such reproduction can be hindered. Referring to the second section, professionals should 

ensure that learning from the crisis is not forgotten but stored in societal memory from where it can be 

drawn upon in future situations that come to resemble the past. In this way, they might prevent a 

similar crisis in societal growth from unfolding.  

In short, the applicability of the dissertation depends on the perspective and level of focus: whether, for 

instance, the il-legitimation is seen in a positive light as an advantageous force hindering societal crisis 

by punishing villains who deserves it or in a negative light as a problematic tagging of victims who are 

innocent.  

Such issues are outside the scope of this study and up to the reader to decide.  

In the next and final sections, the dissertation is evaluated and avenues for further research are outlined. 
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EVALUATION 

“A research study is successful to the extent that it answers the question it was intended to address.”  

(Van de Ven 2007) 

The objective of this section is to contribute to the evaluation of the dissertation. To facilitate and assist 

readers in performing an informed evaluation of the dissertation, I present and discuss potential 

evaluation criteria, reflect on the nature of the evaluation process, and increase transparency on the 

values that drove the dissertation construction. 

The section is structured as follows. First, traditional and non-traditional evaluation criteria are 

presented and their ability to guide the evaluation of this dissertation is discussed. Thereafter, 

evaluation as a phenomenon in itself is scrutinized. The final section provides a critical reflection that 

yields information on the driving values of the dissertation including preferences for theory, context, 

paradigm and method.  

EVALUATION CRITERIA 

Traditionally, evaluation has been guided by classical evaluation criteria such as validity and reliability 

(Czarniawska 2012, 2009, 1998, 1999, Nowakowski 1990, McCutcheon 1990). Such criteria are 

saturated with ontological and epistemological assumptions (Bryman, Buchanan 2009) 715) and 

founded on a traditional positivistic understanding of the social world (Amis, Silk 2008). But research 

should be evaluated on terms that are in alignment with the philosophical paradigm that it is conducted 

within (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009). “Each paradigm has its own assumptions and goodness criteria” 

(Marshall 1990: 193). “Accessing the quality of research requires an understanding of the ontological 

and epistemological bases of the researcher and his or her research” (Amis, Silk 2008). Therefore, 

rather than relying on traditional and dominating evaluation criteria, the evaluation of this dissertation 

should be based on the research’ paradigm including its ontological and epistemological assumptions 

described in the introductory chapter’s philosophy section. This statement is underlined in the 

following section. 

Positivist Evaluation Criteria 

In this section, I underline the problem of classical positivist criteria guiding evaluation of anti-

positivist inquiries – such as this dissertation.  

Validity 

The traditional evaluation criteria of validity referring to the research’s “correspondence to the world” 

(Czarniawska 2012: 133) cannot guide evaluation of this dissertation because its anti-positivist 

paradigm rejects the assumption of one independent world existing out there. Following this rejection, 

the criterion is simply not possible to fulfill, neither does it make sense to try: “Words cannot be 

compared to worlds” (ibid). Attempts would only compare statements to other statements, utterances to 

other utterances, and words to other words (Czarniawska 2012, 2009, 1999). 

Reliability 

The traditional evaluation criteria of validity referring to the research’s ability to yield the same results 

if repeated in the same way (Czarniawska 2009) cannot guide evaluation of this dissertation because its 

anti-positivist paradigm rejects assumptions about objectivist and value free inquiry that can find the 

right answer. Following this rejection, the criterion is simply not possible to fulfill, neither does it make 

sense to try. At best “results are repeated not because the correct methods has repeatedly been applied 
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to the same object of study but because institutionalized research practices tend to produce similar 

results” (Czarniawska 2009: 133) illustrating conformity to dominant rules rather than consistent and 

reliable results (2009, Czarniawska 1998, 1999). 

Following these lines, alternative evaluation criteria are proposed. 

Social Constructivist Evaluation Criteria 

The emergence of alternative perspectives to the positivistic paradigm, the recognition that paradigm 

choices have evaluation implications, and the consequential rejection of classical evacuation criteria 

brought a range of different views and suggestions on how to evaluate research that is based on 

alternative paradigms (Guba 1990).  

One of the most pronounced criteria to evaluate constructivist research; credibility (reviewers), was 

proposed almost half a century ago by Glaser and Strauss (1965) who worked on research grounded in 

a substantive area and empirical situation - the primary point of departure of this dissertation. Although 

Glaser and Strauss recognize the diversity of problems, approaches and conclusion in social science, 

they suggest that criteria of judgment of such work “be based on generic elements of methods for 

collecting, analyzing and presenting data and for the way in which people read” such analyses. Among 

the pertinent matters taken up is maximization of substantive theory’s credibility by joint collection and 

analysis of data from comparative groups and the researcher’s trust in believing what he knows he 

knows as well as his ability to convey to others in publication what he knows so that others may judge 

his theory (ibid:5). In a later work, Glaser (1978) elaborates on the notion of credibility and suggest 

that it relates to the usefulness of the generated theory - a usefulness that resides in the theory’s fit, 

work, relevance and modifiable nature: a credible theory is “a theory that fits the real world, works in 

predictions and explanations, is relevant to the people concerned and is readily modifiable” (ibid: 

142).  

In addition to the constructivist criteria of credibility, researchers who work with the qualitative-

quantitative distinction also propose a variety of criteria beneficial for evaluating qualitative or 

quantitative research. Marshall (1990), for instance, proposes a list of practices guiding assessment of 

qualitative inquiry – the primary approach of this dissertation. Although she emphasizes the relativity 

of goodness criteria, she argues that good qualitative research should define the phenomenon under 

investigation, challenge standing knowledge, have clear research questions and answers in alignment, 

explicate methods, apply adequate and efficient data collection strategies, show ethic consideration for 

the inquired and ensure they benefit, document analysis, illustrate clear connections between data and 

findings, express assumptions and biases, show self-analysis, propose avenues for further research, 

and translate findings so they become usable. 

Also researchers who emphasize different kinds of qualitative methods give recommendations with 

regards to assessment of these. Kvale (2008), for instance, writes about evaluating qualitative 

interviewing – the primary method of this dissertation. Although he has hesitations about exact 

evaluation criteria he argues that “A good interview rests upon the craftsmanship of the researcher, 

which goes beyond a mastery of questioning techniques to encompass knowledge of the research topic, 

sensitivity to the social relation of interviewer and interviewee, and an awareness of epistemological 

and ethical aspects of research interviewing” (ibid: 174-175). Moreover, he advices researchers to 

explicate the steps, procedures and decisions of their interview study. Finally, he notes that “Good 

research is research that works” (ibid: 56).   
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Also researchers who focus on specific types of interviews provide suggestions on evaluation of such. 

Czarniawska (2009, 1998, 1999), for instance, addresses ways to assess narrative interviewing – the 

primary technique of this dissertation. Although she warns against a priory evaluation criteria, she 

argues that narrative research should have beauty and utility (Czarniawska 2009) where the utility or 

usefulness depends on the purpose at hand (Czarniawska 1998: 71): “best readings change purpose” 

(Czarniawska 1999: 28) she adds. 

More than 20 years ago, researchers agreed that there were already too many criteria (Heshusius 1990). 

Since then more have come and today, there seems to be a wide range of evaluation criteria suggestions 

and proposals that are far from fixed and stable (Amis, Silk 2008). Despite great development on this 

issue, no commonly agreed upon set of criteria exists (Bryman, Buchanan 2009, Guba 1990).  

Smith (1990) argues that such lack of definite criteria is not a problem. Under any circumstances 

people need to present the best case possible for their claims: “people are expected to be reasonable in 

their claims, responsive to challenges to these reasons, open with others, honest, and so on. But all of 

these things are quite loose and imprecise as far as criteria goes... They are themselves subjects to 

interpretation” (ibid: 185).  

Smith’s point takes me to the next section: a reflection upon the nature of evaluation as a phenomenon 

in itself. 

CONSTRUCTING EVALUATIONS & EVALUATING CONSTRUCTIONS 

According to the social constructivist paradigm of the dissertation, evaluation is in itself a social 

construction: evaluation is interpretation, evaluation is judgment and evaluation is construction 

(Marshall 1990). 

According to the paradigm, objective evaluation criteria that can guide an objective evaluation do not 

exist: “no criterion can ever be independent of our own construction of it” (Heshusius 1990). In fact, 

evaluation criteria do not exist. Like the evaluation process, such criteria are social constructions. For 

instance, we can have quite different interpretations of the term quality and how to evidence it (Amis, 

Silk 2008). Moreover, established correct and right are not terms of accurate depiction but expressions 

of agreement (Smith 1990). In accordance, there is no a priory or universal criteria: all there is, is a 

temporary and localized agreement about what is good (Czarniawska 1997). 

To complicate matters even more, this dissertation does not have a fixed meaning. Rather, like all other 

research, it is open to multiple and unlimited interpretations (Van de Ven 2007). The dissertation and 

the understanding it generates “is created by the combined efforts of the researcher, those being 

studied, and indeed the interpretations of the reader” (Amis, Silk 2008) 470). Research involves the 

interpretation of the interpretations people give to their own situations (Marshall 1990) as well as the 

research recipient’s interpretation of these interpretations.  

Evaluation can therefore be thought of as the evaluator’s interpretation of the researcher’s 

interpretation of the subjects’ interpretations of the world: interpretations of interpretations of 

interpretations. In other words, the evaluation of this dissertation is a social construction dependent on 

your interpretations as a reader of my interpretations as a writer of bankers’ interpretations of the 

financial crisis.  

As there is no “right” interpretation (Smith 1990), it follows that there is neither a ‘right’ evaluation 

nor a ‘right’ dissertation.  
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Nevertheless, I do believe it is possible to make an informed evaluation of this dissertation. To 

facilitate and support such an evaluation, I devote the last part of this section to a critical self-reflection 

upon myself and my preferences as well as their implications for the dissertation. I write the section in 

the hope that information on these issues can enable the reader to make a confident evaluation. 

REFLECTION 

Following the ontological and epistemological assumptions presented in the philosophical section of 

the introduction chapter, this dissertation is dependent upon and inseparable of the human beings that 

have contributed to its creation – not least me: the author. 

The following section is devoted to a critical reflection on my role as a researcher in the generation of 

this dissertation. 

Throughout the dissertation I have been open and honest with regard to my stands and positions. I am 

convinced that because I have taken into consideration such issues, the quality of the end result is 

higher, and I hope that because I address them explicitly, readers will get an impression of transparency 

that will support their ability to evaluate the study.  

At least this is the motivation for the following section in which I invite the reader into a final 

elaboration on these issues: a critical self-conscious appraisal and reflection (Amis, Silk 2008, 

Buchanan, Bryman 2009, Suddaby 2006).  

Following the social constructivist paradigm of the dissertation, “I” as the author is present in the text 

(March 2003) and not removed from the frame of the research as in traditional value neutral style 

(Amis, Silk 2008, Guba 1990, Hatch 1996, Burrell, Morgan 1979). 

Domains of Interest 

There is no value free inquiry (Lincoln 1990). “Interpretivist knowledge inevitably reflects the values 

of the inquirer” (Greene 1990: 238). In fact, the inquiry that claims to be value free is probably the 

most insidious (Lincoln 1990). 

This dissertation is the outcome of a personal process depending on a series of factors (Green, Chandler 

1990) including me and my values. 

In the next sections, I elaborate on my role in the construction of this research (Arbnor, Bjerke 2009) as 

I outline my preferred values and interests on a number of important issues.  

Theory 

The theoretical lenses that I am interested in are lenses that focus attention on the fundamental and 

taken for granted, less conscious but very important aspects of life. My interest has developed from 

early appreciation of culture including organizational culture and national culture to recognition of 

broad institutional forces influencing macro level phenomena to later appreciation of micro level 

approaches like individual and personal experiences relying on interpretations and perceptions – also of 

self in different versions such as organizational, professional and institutional identity. I value all of 

these theories for their ability to tune focus on taken for granted meaning and sense. 

Context 

The empirical phenomenon that I am interested in is the global financial crisis. Since the outburst of the 

crisis I have been interested in its meaning. My interest has developed from an initial fascination with 

the emergence of the crisis; how it could happen, to a captivation by its consequences; how it changed 

our common understanding of the world, and a curiosity for its alternative meanings; what it meant for 
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different people – especially some of those most affected by it. I value the financial crisis for one thing, 

and that is for constituting an exceptionally interesting context for exploring how such an extreme 

experience is handled by real people in real life. 

Paradigm 

I believe in the existence of a social world and I find it interesting to explore such a world. The 

ontology and epistemology of social constructivism makes sense to me. My appreciation of social 

constructivism embraces the paradigm’s ability to describe the social world and how it is constructed 

and to propose approaches for accessing, exploring and understanding this world and how it is 

constructed. I find social constructivist questions interesting and I value work that answers such 

questions. 

Method 

I find qualitative data and analysis interesting and I value qualitative methodologies for their proposals 

of how to generate qualitative research. Moreover, I appreciate the process of qualitative research 

conduction: to access, explore and try to understand in-depth other peoples’ view of the world. I find 

qualitative questions interesting and I value work that answers such questions. 

The dissertation is a result of my preferences and values in the above domains of interest as it is 

constructed in accordance with these. Consequentially, I have appreciated large parts of the dissertation 

generating process and believe the dissertation is a better product than it would have been, had I 

compromised these.  

Nonetheless, all research has limitations. In the next and final section of the conclusion, my reflections 

upon the limitations of this dissertation will serve to identify and propose avenues for further research.   
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FURTHER RESERACH 

Every study has limitation. In the following sections, I reflect and discuss some of the limitations of 

this dissertation. This reflection serves to identity and lay out potential avenues for further research.  

Thus, in this last section of the conclusion of the dissertation, I discuss how its limitations constitute 

ways in which future research can further develop the generated theory.  

LIMITATIONS 

In general, the dissertation suffers from the usual limitations of explorative, in depth research where 

confirmation and generality is exchanged for richness and thickness (Ravasi, Schultz 2006).  

In the following sections, I elaborate on specific areas of this limitation as I discuss in more detail three 

ways in which the study is restrained.
1
 

Induction 

The explorative approach of the dissertation let to findings that differed from extant theory. The 

disadvantage of the dissertation’s explorative method and inductive coding is its risk of neglecting 

aspects covered in extant theory: of being [un]loyal to theory (Orton 1997). There is a possibility that 

already known aspects would have had a central position if the method had been deductive and the aim 

had been to confirm existing theories. Had the dissertation followed a classical hypothesis testing 

method based on traditional literature, the analyses probably would have confirmed extant knowledge, 

and issues which proved important to informants would not have emerged as a key theme. To the 

contrary, the dissertation took its point of departure in the individuals experiencing the crisis and 

focused on their narrative accounts of it. The advantage of this inductive approach lies in its ability to 

capture what was important and central in the inquired’s world: of being loyal to the data (Orton 1997). 

In this case of a (work) world crisis, the inductive approach yielded results that placed issues of identity 

and (il)legitimacy center stage. Such findings revealing how (il)legitimacy was both a problem and a 

solution to different identity issues are important because they show how individual people who share 

embeddedness in an organization, an industry or an institution have a shared pattern of handling their 

experiences. Such collective response patterns are particularly potent as the mutual echo can transform 

responses from self-serving fictions into social facts (Ashforth, Anand 2003  24). An extension of the 

study that considers the potent of the findings on a broader level constitutes an interesting avenue for 

further research.  

Place 

The generality of the dissertation in terms of place seems to be of concern especially in the USA. Here 

some researchers express skepticism and doubt of the sincerity of bankers’ il-legitimation of self. It is 

possible that the findings are based on insincere narrations and accounts. Yet, I find it unlikely that 

informants would engage in hourly long constructions of narratives not reflecting their thoughts and 

feelings. Most importantly, however, I have no reason for not believing the validity of the stories I have 

been told. What is more likely, is that the skepticism is a reflection of cross cultural differences in 

interpretation. Research finds that interpretations of failure and willingness to justify ethically suspect 

behavior vary across nations and regions (Cullen, Parboteeah & Hoegl 2004, Cardon, Stevens & Potter 

2011). From these studies it can be inferred that there are cross-cultural differences between bankers’ 

                                                           
1
The discussion of the dissertation’s limitations draws primarily from the last two papers: for further details on the avenues 

for further research following the first two papers, please see the further research section in the respective papers. 
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interpretation of crisis, in their propensity to justify their role in it, and in their il-legitimation of self. 

Following these lines, the dissertation would yield different results if conducted elsewhere – as for 

instance in the USA. A cultural extension of the study that includes more variety in national 

embeddedness constitutes an interesting avenue for further research.  

Time 

The generality of the study in terms of time is also an issue. This study offers mostly a kodak picture of 

how bankers narrated the crisis at one point in time. The picture cannot be generalized across time as 

people never make finite sense of a situation because things are always changing (Maitlis, Sonenshein 

2010: 565) Only parts of the past are remembered and: “For some parts of the past, a dominant 

storyline emerges and evolves over time. Others remain unsettled, continuously subject to historical 

revisions and controversies…” (Brandstrom, Hart & Bynander 2004: 2). Sensemaking is a continuous 

process that never stops (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005, Weick 1995) and therefore, there is no 

finite “the answer” (Maitlis, Sonenshein 2010: 566). The findings presented in this dissertation are 

contingent upon the narratives I was told at a specific point in time. As bankers continue to make sense 

in and of the crisis (Christianson et al. 2009), their narratives change and so does the findings that can 

be derived from them. A longitudinal extension of the study that includes narratives of the crisis 

constructed in different periods constitutes an interesting avenue for further research.  

CLOSURE 

Summarizing from above, the dissertation has limitations. In short, it is limited to considering issues of 

importance to the bankers experiencing the financial crisis at one place and point in time. 

The theories presented in the dissertation are incomplete: “Any given theory is an incomplete 

abstraction that cannot describe all aspects of a phenomenon. Theories are fallible human 

constructions…” (Van de Ven 2007: 21). There will always be limitations constituting opportunities 

for more coverage (Glaser 1978). “How deep, how broad, and how long a problem should be studied 

are never ending questions of problems scope. Ultimately, the answer is that you study a problem until 

it satisfies the curiosity of those engaged in the study” (Van de Ven 2007: 77). The theories presented 

in this dissertation are now considered sufficiently formulated to be closed (Glaser, Strauss 2008): my 

curiosity is satisfied for now and I hope yours is as well.  
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AFTERWORD 

This dissertation is a result of a long, challenging and inspiring journey. Most of all, it has been an 

insightful experience through which I have learned a lot. I have come to learn how people experience 

crisis. I have come to learn how to get through something that seems impossible. I have come to learn 

how to do research. Last but not least, I have come to learn and understand much more about myself 

than I did when this journey began: who I am - what I believe, what I care for, and what I am 

passionate about. I am grateful for the opportunity to conduct this project – to follow and engage in 

some of my greatest interests. In this way, I have traveled my own land and found new places that I did 

not know existed and that I did not know I valued. In this light, the dissertation is an egoistic project. I 

appreciate the opportunity to conduct this project and I sincerely hope that my efforts will be of 

positive value to others - as that is what I wish the most: to make a valuable difference in other peoples’ 

life. 

 

 

Anna Gerstrøm, Aarhus, 20012 
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