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UNDERSTANDING CRISIS PERCEPTION: 
HOW TO ESTABLISH A RESEARCH DESIGN FOR THE STUDY OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL CRISIS PERCEPTIONS
Part of a collaborative research project in internal crisis management and crisis communication funded by the Danish Council for Independent Research in Social Sciences.

› The purpose of the overall research project is pri-
marily to create knowledge of how members of 
an organization perceive organizational crises, 
and how individual (subjective) and organiza-
tional (inter-subjective) factors can explain dif-
ferences in crisis perception. 

› The purpose is also to investigate how organi-
zational members’ crisis perception impacts 
on the structure, content, and activation of the  
organization’s crisis-preparedness.

› Furthermore, the purpose of the thesis is to con-
tribute to the theory of crisis perception and  
crisis-preparedness. 

PURPOSE

› RQ1: How do organizational members (who work 
at different hierarchical levels and in different 
departments and who have individual, profes-
sional experiences) perceive an organizational 
crisis, or cues of a crisis? 

› RQ2: How does the crisis perception of manag-
ers and employees impact on the structure, con-
tent and activation of the crisis-preparedness of 
an organization?

 
› RQ3: How, and to what extent, can a coordina-

tion of various crisis perceptions in an organiza-
tion increase the organizational members’ abil-
ity to construct a shared crisis culture?

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

“People see those events they feel they have 
the capacity to do something about“  

        (Weick, 1988: 311)

The 2011 ICMCC survey (Johansen, Aggerholm & 
Frandsen, 2011) provides a number of interesting 
reflections on how job function and hierarchical 
status may impact individual crisis perceptions:

› VOICE I: ”The higher you are placed in the hier-
archy the less you panic”

› VOICE II: ”Executive management reacts differ-
ently than front-line workers/managers”

› VOICE III: ”The more knowledge and informa-
tion, the better management of the crisis. Some 
people, due to their position or their department’s 
organizational position, have an easier time ”un-
derstanding the context” and thereby react with 
less panic”

        (Author’s own translation)

RESEARCH INTEREST
“A crisis is manifested when the individual 
based on its subjective intentionality ascribes 
it meaning and this meaning is acknowl-
edged inter-subjectively in the organization 
that in consequence, institutionalizes a cer-
tain behavior because of it” (Jacobsen & Si-
monsen 2011: 803) 

“A cosmology episode occurs when people 
suddenly and deeply feel that the universe 
is no longer a rational, orderly system. What 
makes such an episode so shattering is that 
both the sense of what is occurring and the 
means to rebuild that sense collapse togeth-
er” (Weick, 1993: 663) 

CRISIS DEFINITIONS
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› To create knowledge of crisis perceptions at the 
subjective and inter-subjective level.

 
› To develop a research design that captures the 

complex patterns of crisis perception.
 
› To work within the constructivist perspective, which 

focuses on retrospective interpretations of percep-
tions.

 
› To combine a survey of the organization-wide pat-

terns in perception, with a series of in-depth inter-
views to create knowledge of individual percep-
tions.

 
› To develop a research design that captures how 

perceptions impact on the formal crisis-prepared-
ness of the organization: combining a document 
review and focus group in order to establish the 
patterns of crisis perception and the organization 
sanctioned interpretations of critical events. 
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GRAND THEORY:
› Phenomenology 
› Perception theory
› Organizational process theory (Hernes & Maitlis, 

2010)
› Organizational behavior 

MIDDLE-RANGE THEORY:
› Enacted sensemaking (Weick, 1988, 1993, 1995)
› Organizing (Weick, 1979,1995; Weick et al. 2005)
› Communication constitutes organization 
 (Cooren, Taylor & Van Every, 2009; Putnam & 

Nicotera, 2009)
› Crisis communication and crisis management 

(crisis-preparedness)
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Research strategy: Triangulating different research 
techniques

STEP RESEARCH TECHNIQUE

1 Document review
Documentary research of the organization’s formal crisis 
communication structure, i.e. the crisis-preparedness.

2 Survey

The survey is supposed to provide management and de-
partment-wide expressions of the crisis perceptions of the 
different organizational members, and thus creates the 
knowledge about relevant factors, from which the infor-
mants are selected for the interviews.

3 Interviews
In-depth research interviews in which selected members 
of the organization’s various departments and hierarchical 
levels elaborate on their crisis perceptions.

4 Focus groups
Focus group interviews will provide insights into the 
organization’s inter-subjective dynamics in light of impres-
sions generated through the use of exercise technique. 

Interviews as the main Research Technique

› Semi-structured interviews can address the spe-
cific issue (crisis perception), while still allowing 
the flexibility needed to understand how the in-
formant explains and understands the phenom-
enon (Bryman, 2004: 438).

 
› The research does not propose a strategy of 

uncovering crisis perceptions (gold digger), but 
rather aims through careful interviewing to arrive 
at rich descriptions of organizational members’ 
crisis perceptions (traveller) (Kvale & Brinkmann, 
2008).

 
› Theory based sampling strategy, useful in re-

search where it is necessary to gain empirical 
knowledge of the relevance of categories.

 
› The sampling categories are: job function, edu-

cation, seniority, hierarchical status, and age.  

METHODOLOGY

Step 1: Document review

Step 2: Survey
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Step 3: Interviews

PERCEPTION THEORY

BEHAVIOURISM COGNITIVISM CONSTRUCTIVISM

Ontological 
assumptions

Reality is external.
The human mind 
as processor of 
input.
Consciousness a 
“black box”.

Reality is objective. Conscious-
ness is the processing of input 
and the generation of output.

Reality is socially 
constructed based on 
subjective and social 
experience.

Epistemological 
interest

How external 
stimuli lead to 
response  
(behaviour).

How cognitive processes per-
ceive and schematize stimuli 
and act based on the schema.

How knowledge and 
reality is constructed 
socially.

Perception 
theory

The mind pro-
cesses stimuli of 
sensory receptors 
(senses).

The mind as a cognitive process, 
perception is sensing stimuli.

Perception is socially con-
structed and negotiated, 
and is influenced (not 
determined) by individual 
and social factors.

Disciplines First Generation: (1930-60’s): 
mind as a computer. Cybernetics 
> AI  > cognitive psychology 
(Chomsky, Niesser).

Second Generation: (1970’s 
onwards): the embodied mind. 
Cognitive linguistics (Lakoff), 
mind as brain, neuroscience  
(MRI scans), neurolinguistics.

Third Generation: the social turn.
Cognition re-linked to social, 
cultural, material context.
Distributed cognition. 

1. Constructivist science 
theory (Kuhn, 1973)

2. Knowledge  
sociology (Latour & 
Woolgar, 1984)

3. Social constructivism
4. Social constructionism 

(Gergen, 2010)
5. Poststructuralism,  

deconstructionism  
(Derrida, 1974)

6. Discourse theory 
 (Laclau & Mouffe,  
1985, Focault).

  Source: Author’s elaboration, inspired by Wiben Jensen (2011)

THE THREE PERCEPTION THEORIES OF THE 
RESEARCH:

› Deetz: Perception is primary, it is formed inter-
actively between subjects and objects, it is di-
rected by institutionalized practices, it is intrinsi-
cally political, and certain perceptions become 
protected as common sense (Deetz, 1992: 115).

  
› Schutz: The life-world as an inter-subjective so-

cial world. Perception is grounded in subjective 
intentionality, and the inter-subjective dimen-
sion influences perception. Perception is part of 
the practical action through which the subject 
experiences its life-world (Schutz, 2005). 

 
› Merleau-Ponty: Embodied consciousness and 

the body’s intentionality.
  “The word perception indicates a direction rather 

than a primitive function” (Merleau-Ponty 2005:13). 

  “An excitation is not perceived when it strikes a 
sensory organ which is not ‘attuned’ to it. The 
function of the organism in receiving stimuli is, 
so to speak, to ‘conceive’ a certain form of exci-
tation” (Merleau-Ponty, 2005: 87).

THREE DIMENSIONS OF PERCEPTION

THE COGNITIVE PARADIGM VS. 
THE CONSTRUCTIVIST PARADIGM

1. Dimension of perception
Is the consciousness of the subject 

empty    or     full ?

2. Dimension of perception
Where does reality exist

A) Outside the mind (empiri-
cism, behaviourism, positivism)

B) Inside the mind
(subjectivism, Kantianism)

C) Self-created
(constructivism, life-world phe-

nomenology)

3. Dimension of perception
The concept of the Other

(inter-subjectivity, 
organizational perspective)

Objectivist Subjectivist

“Organization is an attempt to order the in-
trinsic flux of human action, to channel it 
toward certain ends, to give it a particular 
shape, through generalizing and institution-
alizing particular meanings and rules.” 

(Tsoukas & Chia, 2002: 570)

“The organization is thus a prospective, open-
ended sensemaking resource used in talk 
to explain behaviors, prescribe and justify 
sanctions, and give organizationally relevant 
meanings to phenomena.”
      (Gephart et al., 2010: 282)

DESIGN OF A SAMPLING STRATEGY:
› A single case study: Creating knowledge of a 

phenomenon in its context
› Horizontal dimension: the individual informants.
› Vertical dimension: the relevant dimensions for 

a theory based sampling strategy: job function, 
education, seniority, hierarchical status, and age

ORGANIZATION
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