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Organizational sensemaking is crucial for resource planning and crisis management since 
facing complex strategic problems that exceed their capacity and ability, such as crises, 
forces organizations to engage in inter-organizational collaboration, which leads to 
obtaining individual and diverse perspectives to comprehend the issues and find solutions. 
This online qualitative survey study examines how Norwegian Sea Rescue Society 
employees perceived the concept of an organizational crisis and how they sensed their 
co-workers react to it. The scope was the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, a global event 
affecting all countries and organizations and responding similarly globally. Data were 
collected during the Fall of 2020. The instrument of choice was the Internal Crisis 
Management and Crisis Communication survey (ICMCC). The results showed that the 
overall sample strongly believed in their organization’s overall resilience level. However, a 
somewhat vague understanding of roles and responsibilities in a crisis where detected, 
together with some signs of informal communication, rumor spreading, misunderstanding, 
frustration, and insecurity. This study contributes to the academic field of organizational 
research, hence crisis management and sensemaking, and could be valuable to managers 
and decision-makers across sectors. Increased knowledge about how employees react 
to a crisis may help optimize internal crisis management planning and utilize robust 
mitigation and response strategies.
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INTRODUCTION

On March 12, 2020, the Norwegian Institute of Public Health 
(2020) reported that 621 individuals had tested positive for the 
SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) coronavirus disease. In response, the 
Norwegian Government introduced the most substantial and 
intrusive control measures in Norway since World War 2. 
Kindergartens, schools, and higher education institutions were 
closed, cultural, sports events and organized activities were 
prohibited, and health professionals who work in patient care 
were forbidden to leave the country. Additionally, entry quarantine 
to Norway and a ban on staying on one’s leisure property were 
introduced (Norwegian Government, 2020). One year later, 
COVID-19 has taken its toll on both societies and individuals. 
The virus has also brought several unexpected variables for 
organizations, which many people had not planned for or were 
equipped to handle. Against this backdrop, we extend Bailey and 
Breslin's (2021) argument that an organization’s ability to mitigate 
and respond to major crises like the COVID-19 pandemic is 
closely linked with the concept of resilience. Here, organizational 
resilience relates to an organization’s capacity to learn and reflect 
from past incidents, show flexibility, adapt to new situations, and 
take advantage of- and utilize existing resources (Steen and Morsut, 
2020). Considering that nations have always struggled with and 
fought against infectious diseases, it could be  assumed that the 
ability to mitigate from- and respond to pandemics has continuously 
increased, but as Klein (2021) pointed out, more knowledge alone 
has not always shown enough. Imposed measures must also 
be explained and put in the proper social perspective. The ongoing 
pandemic has taught us that a crisis may affect an organization’s 
external and internal life. Therefore, it is in an organization 
essential to build and join together both inner and outer resilience 
in crisis management. A paucity of literature reviews the dynamics 
of internal crisis management (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011; 
Heide and Simonsson, 2015; Adamu and Mohamad, 2019).

Organizational sensemaking is crucial for resource planning 
and crisis management. Previous publications indicate that 
when organizations face complex strategic problems which 
exceed their capacity and ability, such as diverse crises, they 
search for inter-organizational collaboration, which enables the 
accumulation of staff individual and diverse perspectives, in 
the hope of understanding the depth and nature of the issues 
to find proper solutions (Seidl and Werle, 2018; Tan et  al., 
2020). This online qualitative survey study examines how 
Norwegian Sea Rescue Society employees perceived the concept 
of an organizational crisis and how they sensed their co-workers 
react to it. The scope was the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 
a global event affecting all countries and organizations and 
responding similarly globally. As a contribution to organizational 
research, this online-survey-based case study, from a sensemaking 
perspective, aimed to examine how Norwegian Sea Rescue 
Society employees perceived the concept of an organizational 
crisis (the COVID-19 pandemic) and how they sense their 
co-workers reacted to it. Karl Weick’s theory on sensemaking 
(Weick, 1995, 2010, 2012, 2015) was deemed most appropriate 
as it focuses on crises and situations where organizational 
sensemaking is challenged or breaks down (Johansen et al., 2012).

As the sensemaking concept, today can be  described more 
as a general notion than a unified term; we  see the need to 
narrow down the scope in this study and have chosen Maitlis 
and Christianson's (2014) four recurring sensemaking themes 
as the starting point for our discussion. The COVID-19 pandemic 
was proven to affect all nations and organizations which 
responded to its progression and impacts somewhat similarly 
and globally (Khorram-Manesh et  al., 2020). We  thus consider 
this study to have relevant transfer value across sectors. Increased 
knowledge about how individuals make sense of- and react 
to organizational crises would contribute to organizational 
research and sensemaking. This online qualitative survey study 
showed that the overall sample strongly believed in their 
organization’s overall resilience level. However, a somewhat 
vague understanding of roles and responsibilities in a crisis 
where detected, together with some signs of informal 
communication, rumor spreading, misunderstanding, frustration, 
and insecurity. Our research is based on the frameworks of 
an earlier Danish study on internal crisis management and 
communication. Internal response, also known as an 
organizational response or business continuity management, 
focuses on an organization’s inner dynamics to a crisis, hence 
its overall approach and strategic instruments (Johansen et  al., 
2012). We consider addressing the internal perspective especially 
relevant as last decade, CM and CC research have, in large, 
focused on the external dimensions of the crisis, hence, how 
to restore from a possible reputation or image damage. Thus, 
research on the internal life in crisis from a sensemaking 
perspective is to be  considered limited (Frandsen and 
Johansen, 2011).

BACKGROUND

Crisis
A crisis can be  described as an overwhelming situation that 
overstrains available capacities and resources (Van Wart and 
Kapucu, 2011; Sriharan et  al., 2022). A crisis is more 
transboundary than everyday emergencies and often exceeds 
natural or manmade geographical, organizational or 
administrative borders (Ansell et  al., 2010). Despite growing 
attention to the crisis, it has been proven difficult to establish 
a consensus about a unified crisis definition (Wolbers et  al., 
2021). Bundy et  al. (2017) point out that research on crises 
and their management remains fragmented. The organizational 
crisis literature is somewhat cofounded by several and 
sometimes conflicting explanations and definitions (Kovoor-
Misra et  al., 2001), and there are still many theoretical, 
practical, and conceptual challenges that need resolving 
(Lalonde and Roux-Dufort, 2013). According to Roux-Dufort 
and Lalonde (2013), the diversity of conceptualizations 
indicates that we  are faced with a wandering phenomenon. 
Upon examining the development of- and knowledge gaps 
in business and management research on organizational 
resilience, Linnenluecke (2017) found in her review that 
the research on resilience has developed into five main 
streams: “(1) organizational responses to external threats, 
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(2) organizational reliability, (3) employee strengths, (4) the 
adaptability of business models or (5) design principles that 
reduce supply chain vulnerabilities and disruptions” (p.  4). 
The review concluded that many organizations, as a result, 
will face unpreparedness when a crisis strike if they do not 
increase their overall capacities and their knowledge  
about the discussion-making process and resilience  
planning.

One type of crisis, organizational crisis, an area of interest 
in this study, is defined as a low-probability, high-impact event 
that threatens the organization’s sustainability (Pearson and 
Clair, 1998; Kim, 2018). It can be  caused by natural and 
manmade hazards and pose internal and external challenges 
(Winston, 2019). Other earlier sources, such as Nystrom and 
Starbuck (2015), viewed crises as a threat to organizational 
development, while Milburn et  al. (1983) saw them both as 
a threat and an opportunity. While Weick (1988) argued that 
a crisis was a low probability event, others like Smart and 
Vertinsky (1984) reasoned that it could be  high and low. 
Whereas Pearson and Mitroff (1993) claimed that the element 
of surprise was a hallmark in crisis, Kerchner and Schuster 
(1982), on the contrary, argued that they were somewhat 
predictable. Relevant to this study, and as pointed out by Boin 
and t Hart (2022), a crisis could also be  seen as a “catalyst 
for change” (p.  13). The justification argument stems from 
what Barton (1970) referred to as “collective stress,” which, 
summarized by Boin and t Hart, helps relieve and wash away 
existing and often tradition-based institutional myths and 
patterns. New thinking may be  beneficial but also challenging 
for organizations that have a markedly mechanistic (Burns 
and Stalker, 1961) approach to crisis management, where the 
action logic is focused on a linear, rigid, and fixed hierarchical  
system.

From an organizational viewpoint, mitigating and preparing 
for crises has become increasingly tricky as 21st-century 
organizations face ever-changing technological, communicative 
and cultural challenges (Aljuhmani and Emeagwali, 2017). 
Crisis survival is thus much dependent on the organization’s 
overall level of resilience (Teo et  al., 2017). Resilience is the 
ability to react (Williams et al., 2017) and recover from damaging 
events or blows (Longstaff, 2005). Hwang and Lichtenthal (2000) 
argued that organizations could be  subject to two main types 
of crisis; abrupt or cumulative, where the abrupt is a one-time 
event that occurs suddenly and challenges the state of normal, 
while the cumulative builds up gradually over time. Following 
the latter, an organizational crisis may be  viewed as a three-
stage multi-disciplinary process consisting of pre-crisis, crisis, 
and post-crisis (Johansen and Frandsen, 2007). The organization 
identifies and takes strategical and tactical mitigation measures 
during this process, responds to the crises, and restores a 
normal state (Coombs and Holladay, 2014; Zamoum and Gorpe, 
2018). While such a multi-disciplinary approach to organizational 
crisis handling is embraced by several scholars (Smart and 
Vertinsky, 1984; Weick, 1988; Kovoor-Misra et  al., 2001), it 
has also been criticized for nurturing up under and contributing 
to lacking unification within the field of organizational crisis 
research (Pearson and Clair, 1998).

Managing Crisis
Compared to managing routine-based daily operations, a crisis 
(also known as a disaster) can be  quite challenging and stressful 
(Peyravi et  al., 2021). Stated reasons include that crisis occurs 
with less regularity and often is more disorganized and resource-
overwhelming (Ansell et al., 2010; Sørensen, 2017). It also presents 
stakeholders with higher uncertainty levels (Mitroff et  al., 1987), 
combined with pressure to make quick and effective decisions 
within short time frames, often based on little or poorly validated 
information (Lu and Xue, 2016). Lastly, as Van Wart and Kapucu 
(2011) pointed out, there is an additional inconsistency and 
notable difference in how the crisis concept is viewed across 
public and private sectors. While public organizations tend to 
associate the main task of managing a crisis with facilitating 
and allocating resources to mitigate, prepare, and respond to 
expected and unexpected manmade or natural hazards, the NGO 
sector includes all untoward events and uses the crisis term 
more broadly. On that note, successful organizational crisis handling 
depends not just on effective management, structured planning 
and rapid decision-making. An organization’s success relies just 
as much on its nature (Gilpin and Murphy, 2008) and its 
relationship with its employees (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011).

Since the 1960s, extensive organizational hierarchies and 
excessive bureaucracies have been considered ineffective (Downs, 
1967). Such ways of organizing are especially true in crises. 
Findings show that organizations that have implemented long 
vertical structures often are challenged, as the vertical structure 
may hinder effective decision-making and often needed 
information flow (Berlin and Carlström, 2013). As employees 
can positively or negatively impact the outcome of a crisis, 
they should always be considered an essential resource (Frandsen 
and Johansen, 2011).

Everyday users of systems and procedures are often the 
ones that are in an immediate position to notice early warning 
crisis signs and detect discrepancies. Therefore, it is an essential 
management task to ensure that employees develop their crisis 
perspective and awareness to contribute to their organization’s 
overall crisis management (Heide and Simonsson, 2015). As 
argued by Weick and Ashford (2001), employees who are 
empowered are, in crises, not only able to act through established 
and rehearsed procedures; they are also capable of improvising 
and implementing alternative solutions. To be able to improvise 
and implement, there first needs to be  an effort to understand 
connections. Such ability to turn unclear and often unexpected 
incidents into explicit and comprehensive situations is called 
sensemaking (Weick et  al., 2005).

Making Sense
In organizations, sensemaking serves as a plausible image and 
rationale for behavior. When stakeholders encounter ambiguous 
or uncertain situations, they will seek to “make sense” of them 
and act by examining and using existing organizational and 
environmental cues (Weick, 1995; Weick and Ashford, 2001; 
Weick et al., 2005; Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). Sensemaking 
is thus more about situational interpretation and action interplay 
than an assessment of choice (Laroche, 1995).
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According to a 2014 review study by Maitlis and Christianson 
(2014), the “sensemaking language” was introduced in the 
literature at the beginning of the twentieth century in works 
by, e.g., Dewey (1922) and James (1890), but it was first when 
Karl Weick introduced the concept of organizational sensemaking 
in his 1969 book “The Social Psychology of Organizing” 
sensemaking became a critical topic within organizational 
research (Weick, 1969). At the time, the book contributed to 
an ongoing debate on whether ecological changes in an 
organization’s environment, among others, create modifications 
that engage the attention of relevant actors, resulting in recursive 
selections and retentions. Later, Weick (1995) described how 
he  viewed sensemaking as a process that is “is (i) grounded 
in identity construction, (ii) retrospective, (iii) enactive of 
sensible environments, (iv) social, (v) ongoing, (vi) focused 
on and extracted cues and (vii) driven by plausibility rather 
than accuracy” (Magnussen et al., 2018, p. 247). Then, in 2001, 
he provided a further holistic understanding of the phenomenon 
by explaining the four opinion capture process stages: (1) 
action, (2) interaction, (3) social commitment, and (4) committed 
interpretation (Magnussen et  al., 2018).

The notion of sensemaking may be  viewed from several 
different perspectives. Individual sensemaking processes occur 
when individuals engage in retrospective and prospective thinking 
to construct an interpretation of reality (Sonenshein, 2010). 
For example, when faced with an unfolding personal crisis, a 
person may engage in sensemaking about their future when 
a situation shatters their existing personal and worldly 
assumptions (Keesee et  al., 2008; Park, 2010). Such processes 
are also relevant in the study of working environments and 
professional interplay, examples being Weick’s known studies 
of the Bhopal (Weick, 2010), Mann Gulch (Weick, 1993) and 
Tenerife (Weick, 1990) disasters, which later have been regarded 
as pioneer studies within the crisis sensemaking field (Johansen 
et  al., 2012).

The way individuals first construct meaning is influenced 
by several factors and levels, including their internal environment, 
culture, background, and identity (Prior et  al., 2018). Weick 
(1988) argued that when people act, they initially bring constructs 
into existence that they set into action. In an attempt to make 
sense, people, through mental modeling processes, notice and 
bracket down the environment to identify new cues that they 
again contemporaneously validate (Weick et al., 2005). Cristofaro 
(2020) argued in his proposed Affective-Cognitive Theory of 
management decisions that when sense makers feel a positive, 
negative or even mixed affective state, they are driven to search 
for explanatory cues. However, the cues themselves are not a 
final solution to the sensemaking process but rather pieces of 
information, which the sensemaker uses to form a schema 
already shaped and influenced by existing “elicited affective 
states” (p.  9).

In later work-life studies, Christianson et  al. (2009), which 
studied the 2003 collapse of the roof of the Baltimore & Ohio 
(B&O) Railroad Museum Roundhouse, found, for example, 
that employees’ sensemaking was triggered upon trying to 
understand and cope with the future of their museum and 
whether the collapse and destruction were to be  understood 

as a permanent, temporary setback. In a Norwegian study on 
whether sensemaking processes may influence emergency call 
center dispatchers’ decision-making when dealing with maritime 
crises, Magnussen et  al. (2018) found that the dispatchers` 
past professional experiences influenced the sensemaking 
processes that took place before the actual decision-making, 
and thus did not always result in optimal outcomes. In sum, 
knowledge about sensemaking enables organizations to mitigate 
and act when faced with a crisis (Weick et al., 2005). It provides 
stakeholders with a structured process of dealing with uncertainty 
(Weick, 1995) and explains mental reality models (Namvar 
et  al., 2018), contributing to informed decision-making. On 
that note, traditional sensemaking models have been criticized 
for not fully considering the role of emotions in individuals 
and organizations (Maitlis et  al., 2013).

Today, sensemaking can be viewed more as a general notion 
than a unified term. According to Maitlis and Christianson 
(2014), the many different definitions expose the many ontological 
assumptions (Louis, 1980; Starbuck and Milliken, 1988; Gephart, 
1993; Weick, 1995) that contribute to defining and further 
developing sensemaking theory. However, according to the 
authors, it can still be  argued that there are four recurring 
themes, which will serve as the starting point for our further 
discussion. First, sensemaking should be  viewed as a dynamic 
process where the focus is on transience over constancy (Hernes 
and Maitlis, 2012). Second, sensemaking seems to be triggered, 
especially when stakeholders face unanticipated events (Maitlis, 
2005). Third, despite being a general notion, sensemaking 
should be  viewed as a social construct, as organizations and 
individuals make sense based on their existing thoughts and 
feelings, thus already being affected by the “actual, imagined, 
or implied presence of others “(Allport and James, 1985, p.  3, 
cited in Weick, 1995, p.  39 and in Maitlis and Christianson, 
2014, p.  66). Finally, a fourth critical element is the fact that 
when people take action to make sense of a situation, it, in 
turn, affects the very environment they want to understand, 
thus creating “rational accounts of the world that enable action” 
(Maitlis, 2005, p.  21, cited in Maitlis and Christianson, 
2014, p.  66).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Design
This research is a simple quantitative design, using an online 
survey of employees of the Norwegian Sea Rescue Society (RS).

Population and Sample - The Case of the 
Norwegian Sea Rescue Society
The population for this research included the 1,600 permanent 
and volunteer rescue workers of The Norwegian Sea Rescue Society 
(Redningsselskapet, RS.) Founded in 1891, the RS is Norway’s 
most prominent humanitarian maritime search and rescue (SAR) 
organization. The Redningsselskapet organizes 52 rescue vessels, 
four ambulance vessels and other support vessels. In addition to 
national duties, the organization participates in several international 
projects and partnerships (Redningsselskapet, 2020). RS was deemed 
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a relevant study sample based on its long-standing SAR traditions, 
organizational size, and international commitment.

Further, the organization’s response to the COVID-19 
Coronavirus was considered relevant as a case study since 
operational insecurity, infection control requirements, and human 
resource challenges did pose administrative and managerial 
challenges to the organization. A sample size calculation was 
undertaken using G*Power, a free-to-use statistical software 
package (Faul et  al., 2009). The sample size calculation was 
set with a statistical power of 0.80 with an alpha significance 
level of 0.05, and an effect size of 0.3 (Cohen, 2013). The 
appropriate sample size was calculated to be  82.

Data Collection
Instead of 82 participants, 365 possible participants were sent 
an e-mail invitation to complete an online survey via the RS 
Human Resource department. The invitation described the 
study, its purpose and a hyperlink to the survey. Furthermore, 
contact information for the researchers, along with RS’s approval, 
was enclosed. One e-mail reminder was sent to potential 
participants, and data collection closed 16 days after the 
initial e-mail.

The survey was based on the Danish-developed Internal 
Crisis Management and Crisis Communication survey (ICMCC). 
This survey was designed to measure organizational participants’ 
perceived internal crisis management and communication levels. 
The ICMCC survey was developed as part of the Danish 
research project “Internal Crisis Management and Crisis 
Communication in Danish Organizations” (2011–2014), which 
was financed by the Danish Council for Independent Research/
Social Sciences (Johansen et al., 2012). The theoretical framework 
of the ICMCC was built around crisis management, sensemaking 
and internal stakeholder theory, thus relevant to this study. 
The ICMCC’s homogeneity had earlier been tested by calculating 
Chronbach’s alpha. The test calculated an alpha value of 0.76, 
which was considered satisfactory according to Altman (1990).

The survey included two sections. Demographic information 
was collected, including the participant’s age, gender, highest 
educational level, years of working experience, whether they 
have crisis management/communication as part of their job 
description, and whether they had received crisis management/
communication training collected. Secondly, participants were 
asked to pick one or more crisis definitions from a list of 
four predetermined from the original ICMCC survey. Then, 
participants were asked to rank how they perceived other 
employees react to crises against 18 different reaction types, 
using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = ‘strongly disagree’ 
to 5 = ‘strongly agree.’

Data Analysis
After data collection, data were cleaned and imported to 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (IBM SPSS Statistics 
for Windows, Version 25.0. Armonk, NY: IBM Corp). First, 
demographical data were analyzed using frequencies and means 
of central tendency for descriptive purposes. Second, the sample’s 
crisis perception and reactions to the crises outlined in the 

ICMCC survey were analyzed. Again, frequencies and central 
tendency were used to indicate observation averages and identify 
the dataset’s dispersion (Barde and Barde, 2012).

Protection of Human Participants
To ensure that the study was performed in accordance with 
ethical research standards, ethical approval was obtained from 
the Norwegian Center for Research Data (NSD) before data 
collection (reference number 672295). Additionally, permission 
was obtained from the RS to conduct this research. Participant 
volunteerism was emphasized in the initial invitation to participants 
and during the survey. To ensure further voluntary participation, 
the participants answered an “I wish to participate in this study” 
question with a yes/no alternative as the first survey question. 
Additionally, to ensure anonymity, age and years of working 
experience, answer options were presented in predefined groupings.

FINDINGS

Demographics
A total of 73 (N = 73) persons agreed to participate in this 
study. The response rate was 20%. That gave an overall statistical 
power of 0.75. Seventy-seven percent of the respondents were 
males, and 23% were females. Most participants belonged to 
the 50–59 age group (33.5%) or the 40–49 (33.0%). Further, 
19% belonged to the 30–39 group, 5.5% to the 20–29, and 
11.0% to the 60–69 age group. Over half (57.8%) stated four 
years of higher education as their highest level, while 18.3% 
listed a high-school level. Twenty-two percent had more than 
four years of higher education, while one individual listed a 
doctoral educational level. Years of RS working experience 
varied from under one to 15+. The distributions were as 
followed: 0–1 (10.7%), 1–5 (25.3%), 6–10 (36.0%), 11–15 (13.3%), 
and 15+ (14.7%). Close to half (48.5%) either strongly or 
somewhat agreed that they had crisis management as part of 
their function. Thirty-four point 5% either strongly or somewhat 
disagreed. Over half (55.4%) strongly disagreed that they had 
received crisis management/communication training, while 9.5% 
somewhat disagreed. Thirty-one point 1% either strongly or 
somewhat agreed (Table  1).

Employee’s Pattern Perception of Crisis
Of the four crisis pattern descriptions provided (Table 2), over 
half (63.6%) supported the claim that a crisis is an incident 
involving damage to stakeholders (customers, members, 
employees, volunteers, etc.). Fifty-four point 5% supported the 
assertion that an incident put parts of the organization out 
of operation within a short period. Fewer of the sample 
population perceived that a crisis threatens the entire 
organization’s existing foundation (22.1%) or is poorly handled 
by the organization’s management (10.4%).

Perceived Co-worker’s Reaction to Crises
Upon being asked how the participants perceived that their 
co-workers react to crises (Table 3), most perceived they would 
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out a need for more information (M = 4 0.32, SD = 0.92). Next 
followed a sense that several would produce more informal 
communication (M = 2.90, SD = 1.16), feel insecure (M = 2.89, 
SD = 1.20), and frustrated (M = 2.86, SD = 1.23). On the other 
side, as seen in the table, few perceived that their co-workers 
would become passive (M = 1.70, SD = 0.99) or panic (M = 1.44. 
SD = 0.77). Further, the findings showed that only a minory 
perceived that their colleagues would lose motivation (M = 1.83, 
SD = 1.08), leave the organization (M = 1.80, SD = 1.01), lose 
confidence (M = 1.79, SD = 1.06), or feel ashamed (M = 1.73, 
SD = 0.95).

DISCUSSION

First, by taking as a starting point that sensemaking involves 
a dynamic process where the focus is on transience over 
constancy (Hernes and Maitlis, 2012), it flows nicely together 
with the notion that a crisis, here the COVID-19 pandemic, 
in its nature, is a rare, overwhelming and abnormal occurrence. 
Most participants perceived the pandemic as an incident 
involving damage to stakeholders (customers, members, 
employees, volunteers, etc.). That over half also defined the 
ongoing corona crisis as an incident that within a short 
time put parts of the organization out of operation; it also 
aligned well with Pearson and Clair's (1998) definition of 
an organizational crisis, thus being a low-probability, high-
impact event. Based on the assumption that the sample 
responded to the survey questions built on how they perceived 
the Norwegian Sea Rescue Society had responded to the 
COVID-19 outbreak during the first three quarters of 2020, 
only 10.4% reported that they associated a crisis with an 
incident that was poorly handled by the management. Despite 

that managing crisis can be  quite challenging and stressful 
compared to standard routine procedures, the findings indicate 
strong confidence in RS’s ability to handle a crisis. Combined, 
it indicates trust in management and widespread belief in 
organizational resilience, that RS is an organization that 
internally can handle both abrupt and cumulative incidents 
(Hwang and Lichtenthal, 2000), which both are represented 
in the ongoing pandemic. Such findings are positive in light 
of Gilpin and Murphy's (2008) earlier discussed argument 
of how an organization’s success relies on its nature and 
its relationship to its workers (Frandsen and Johansen, 2011). 
Findings signal a highly empowered employee group with 
a high degree of crisis awareness (Weick and Ashford, 2001), 
who can turn unclear and often unexpected incidents into 
understandable and tangible situations (Weick et  al., 2005).

Second, results align with the assumption that sensemaking 
seems to be  triggered, especially when stakeholders face 
unanticipated events (Maitlis, 2005). That the top three 
found perceived reaction patterns in this study were to (1) 
seek out more information, (2) engage in more informal 
communication, and (3) experience a feeling of insecurity 
supports the assumptions of, among others (Weick, 1995; 
Weick et  al., 2005) and Maitlis and Christianson (2014), 
which argued that when stakeholders encounter ambiguous 

TABLE 1 | Demographics.

Gender % Age group %
Years of RS 
experience

% Educational level %

Male 77 20–29 5.5 0–1 10.7 High-school 18.3
Female 23 30–39 19.0 1–5 23.3 Higher (4 years) 57.8

40–49 33.0 6–10 36.0 Higher (4+ years) 22.5
50–59 33.5 11–15 13.3 Doctoral level 1.4
60–69 11.0 15+ 14.7

N = 73.

TABLE 2 | Employee’s pattern perception of crisis (from high to low).

Crisis perception %

An incident involving damage to stakeholders (customers, 
members, employees, volunteers, etc.)

63.6

An incident that within a short time-period put parts of the 
organization out of operation

54.5

An incident that threatens the entire organization’s existing 
foundation

22.1

An incident that is poorly handled by the management of the 
organization

10.4

N = 73.

TABLE 3 | Perceived reactions to crises.

Text Mean SD

Need more information 4.32 0.92
More informal 
communication

2.90 1.16

Insecurity 2.89 1.20
Frustration 2.86 1.23
Spread rumors 2.75 1.28
Feel sorrow 2.63 0.99
Misunderstand the situation 2.48 1.08
Scared 2.29 1.33
Become silent 2.25 1.04
Community 2.13 1.29
Loss of motivation 1.83 1.08
Leaving the organization 1.80 1.01
Loss of confidence 1.79 1.06
Feel betrayed 1.77 0.95
Feel ashamed 1.73 0.95
Passive 1.70 0.99
Identification 1.69 0.89
Panic 1.44 0.77
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or uncertain situations, they will seek to “make sense” of 
them through the use of existing organizational knowledge, 
networks and experiences. However, the search for explanatory 
cues is not always the final solution to the sensemaking 
process but rather pieces of information, which the sensemaker 
uses to form a schema that is often already shaped and 
influenced by existing states. Therefore, as argued by Cristofaro 
(2020), it is necessary to focus more on the role of affective 
states in determining possible cognition errors. That said, 
making sense of a crisis is not always easy as such an 
incident presents stakeholders with higher uncertainty levels 
(Mitroff et  al., 1987) and limited information flow, often 
based upon less validated materials (Lu and Xue, 2016). 
Therefore, traditional information networks may not always 
prove sufficient, resulting in that co-workers seeking out 
information elsewhere.

While informal communication networks may have several 
benefits, there is an imminent danger that employees may 
fall victim to an illicit or little nuanced information flow. 
Combined with a higher degree of uncertainty, such 
information may negatively affect employees’ sensemaking 
processes about their current and future (Keesee et  al., 
2008; Park, 2010). Signs of such negative ongoing processes 
are also identifiable in this study, as co-workers are, by 
their peers, perceived to show somewhat signs of 
misunderstanding, frustration, and insecurity, and some are 
also, to a degree, perceived to feel sorrow and fear. On a 
positive note, few perceived that their co-workers encountered 
a loss of motivation or wanted to leave the organization 
in a crisis. This may suggest that the Norwegian Sea Rescue 
Society (RS) is a resilient organization with the ability to 
counteract and adjust to triggering events. Emotional response 
findings also support the notion of organizational robustness. 
Few perceived that their co-workers reacted with a feeling 
of shame or betrayal when their organization experienced 
a crisis. On the contrary, the results indicate that RS 
employees consider their co-workers to handle crises well, 
as few perceived that typical crisis reaction patterns involved 
high degrees of passivity, silence, panic or loss of confidence.

Third, despite being a general notion, sensemaking can 
be  viewed as a social construct, as organizations and 
individuals make sense based on their existing thoughts 
and feelings, thus already being affected by the “actual, 
imagined, or implied presence of others” (Allport and James, 
1985, p.  3, cited in Weick, 1995, p.  39 and in Maitlis and 
Christianson, 2014, p.  66). As seen here, employees can 
positively or negatively impact the outcome of a crisis 
(Frandsen and Johansen, 2011) through their actions and 
behavior. Therefore, as Heide and Simonsson (2015) discussed, 
it is an essential management task to ensure that employees 
develop relevant crisis understanding, perspective, and 
awareness. An interesting observation in this study was 
that close to half of the sample, or more specifically, 35 
individuals, while not belonging to the top management, 
perceived that they had crisis management and 
communication as part of their formal function. On the 
one hand, such high numbers may indicate an organization 

with unclear internally communicated roles and 
responsibilities. Conversely, the finding may reflect a relatively 
flat and transparent organizational structure, where top 
management trusts their employees and the employees take 
active ownership and contribute to their organization’s overall 
crisis management.

Finally, a fourth critical element is that when people 
take action to make sense of a situation, it, in turn, affects 
the very environment they want to understand, thus creating 
“rational accounts of the world that enable action” (Maitlis, 
2005, p.  21, cited in Maitlis and Christianson, 2014, p.  66). 
That well over half of the sample population had been with 
the organization for 6 years indicates That the Norwegian 
Sea Rescue Society (RS) has a stable employee pool. While 
a stable pool can be  a strength both in everyday operations 
and in crisis, it can also result in extensive hierarchies, 
ingrained cultures and traditions that get in the way of 
effective crisis response (Downs, 1967; Berlin and Carlström, 
2013). As employees often are the ones that are in the 
immediate position to notice early warning crisis signs and 
detect discrepancies, it is an essential management task to 
ensure that the employees develop and keeps up to date 
on their crisis sensemaking and awareness skills. As argued 
by Weick and Ashford (2001), employees who are empowered 
are, in crises, not only able to act through established and 
rehearsed procedures; they are also capable of improvising 
and implementing alternative solutions.

CONCLUSION, RECOMMENDATIONS 
AND LIMITATIONS

Findings showed that a majority perceived a crisis as an 
incident involving damage to stakeholders and that it was 
an incident that put parts of the organization out of operation 
within a short period. Fewer perceived that a crisis threatens 
the entire organization’s existing foundation or is poorly 
handled by the organization’s management. The results 
indicated that most of the sampled population strongly 
believed in their organization’s overall resilience level, thus 
its ability to react and recover from damaging events or 
blows. However, the results also indicated a somewhat vague 
understanding of internal roles and responsibilities. Their 
need for more information became evident in co-workers’ 
reaction patterns. The sample perceived that their co-workers 
engaged in informal communication and rumor spreading. 
Signs of ongoing negative processes were also identifiable 
in this study, as co-workers were by their peers perceived 
to show somewhat signs of misunderstanding, frustration, 
and insecurity. Crisis perception, knowledge of own 
organization, limitations and capabilities, roles, and 
responsibilities are important factors in crisis management 
that should be  enhanced through communication and 
information sharing to prevent spreading rumors and 
functional disruption in an organization during a crisis. 
This paper deals with Norwegian employees. However, these 
findings’ implications are global and include necessary 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Sørensen et al. Employees Crisis Perception and Reactions

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 August 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 818422

educational initiatives and research focusing on employees’ 
perceptions of- and reactions to an organizational crisis. 
More research, preferably with the same approach, is 
recommended to gain further knowledge on how employees 
perceive and react to organizational crises. We  recommend 
that future studies examine the relationships between variables 
using renowned statistical  
methods.

This study has several limitations. First, this study was 
limited in scope as data was collected from a limited sample 
population and a relatively short period. However, the response 
rate with associated achieved statistical power of 0.75 is 
close to the desired target of 0.80, hence giving a good 
indication of the current perceived understanding of crises 
and their responses. Second, the sample was presented only 
with predefined options, thus not providing individual options 
to define the different terms. Third, the sample had to 
interpret terms like crises, panic, and insecurity individually, 
which may cause lower term validity. Fourth, since the study 
was done during an ongoing pandemic, there is a bias in 
terms of the amount of information that existed at the time 
data was collected. Fifth, as this study focuses on individual 
perceptions only, there will always be  a risk of bias or 
other barriers to perceptual accuracy. Finally, it should 
be  noted that the original study was conducted on the 
organizational level among the 367 largest private companies 
and 98 public municipalities in Denmark (Johansen et  al., 
2012), while in this study, the same survey was used on a 
single organization and applied on the individual level. 
We  still deem using the same instrument relevant, as it 
measures the participant’s individual perceptions in 
both studies.
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