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UNDERSTANDING CRISIS PERCEPTION: TESTING A RESEARCH 
DESIGN FOR THE STUDY OF ORGANIZATIONAL CRISIS PERCEPTIONS 

This paper develops an understanding of crisis perception in organizations and of the 
challenges that organizational members face during organizational change or crisis. 
This understanding will be achieved by developing a theoretical framework that 
enables the creation of knowledge of what organizational members perceive 
subjectively when an organization goes through such processes, and which includes 
the central role of communication in such situations. This paper acknowledges the 
pressures on organizations to standardize (Brunsson & Jacobsson, 2000), as well as 
on being unique. It also investigates how organizational members experience this 
challenge subjectively. Pressures to change and the human need for some stability 
are central in organizational theory. The process versus structure debate can be 
traced to the flow versus entity debate in Greek philosophy (Chia, 1999). But are 
organizational members able to perceive organizations as processes, or are some 
organizational entities necessary for perception and organizing (Hernes, 2008)? This 
paper argues that organizing is the organizational process of always moving between 
an entity and a process state, e.g. as when process is formalized into structure in 
new institutionalism (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991). The paper further investigates the 
challenges of this movement, and how internal stakeholders might perceive 
organizational changes of entity versus process, as well as failure to standardize as 
organizational crisis.   
 
The purpose of this paper is thus to study if the members of an organization perceive 
the same types of organizational crises in the same way, and if not, if there are 
individual and organizational factors that can explain these differences in crisis 
perception. 
 
Research question 
How do organizational members, who work at different hierarchical levels and in 
different departments, and who have different personal contexts, perceive an 
organizational crisis or cues of a crisis?  
 
Theoretical framework  
Taking a phenomenological stance on science philosophy and perception theory 
(Zahavi, 2003; Schutz, 2005), this paper develops its theoretical framework through 
organizational theories of process, organizing, and sensemaking (Weick, 1979, 1988, 
1993, 1995; Hernes & Maitlis, 2010). The paper also draws on the theory of how 
communication constitutes organization (Putnam & Nicotera 2009) and on the theory 
of organizational becoming, which recognizes the pervasiveness of change in 
organizations as well as enables organizations to meet these challenges (Tsoukas & 
Chia, 2002). Finally, as the notion of crisis is central to these processes, the paper 



develops an understanding of crisis sensemaking (Weick, 1988; Maitlis & 
Sonenshein, 2010; Gephart, 2007). 
 
Research design 
The research of this paper consists of a qualitative case study of crisis perception in 
a Department of Business Communication at a Danish University. The study consists 
of eight semi-structured interviews at the departmental level (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009), 
and it also includes observations and various kinds of document analysis in order to 
create knowledge of the subjective crisis perceptions of the organizational members 
(Alvesson & Kärremann, 2011). The empirical material is analyzed in a reflexive 
manner in order to contribute with new theory to the field (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 
2000).  
 
 


