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(3)Executive Summary 


Using  the  dairy  company  Arla  Foods  and  the  Cartoon  Crisis  as  a  case  study,  this  thesis 
 explores  the  corporate  blog  as  a  new  phenomenon  in  crisis  communication  with  an  applied 
 view to how organisations can communicate their crisis responses consistently when blogs are 
 added  to  the  communication  landscape.  It  thus  differs  from  previous  studies  through  its 
 particular focus on consistency and how this concept unfolds in practice.  


The problem statement was assessed using a combination of qualitative methods, namely  an 
 analysis of actual crisis communication efforts based on constructivist grounded theory and an 
 informant  interview.  Through  the  analysis  of  Arla‟s  crisis  responses  on  three  different 
 communication  platforms,  the  degree  of  consistency  within  and  across  these  was  evaluated. 


Surprisingly,  the  results  showed  a  remarkable  coherence  between  what  was  communicated 
 through each channel during the crisis and also pointed to characteristics of the blog medium 
 being remarkably different  from  those of other media.  It  was therefore concluded that blogs 
 has a raison d‟être in crisis communication, and that it is possible to communicate univocally 
 within  and  across  communication  channels  in  crises  when  using  blogs.  In  search  of  an 
 explanation for this, analysis results of an interview conducted with a member of Arla‟s crisis 
 communication  team,  namely  the  Stakeholder  Relations  Manager  and  blog  coach  in  Arla 
 Foods  was  included.  These  suggested  that  consistency  in  Arla‟s  crisis  communication  was 
 aided  through  its  organisation  of  communication.  However,  the  analysis  in  addition  implied 
 that organisations using blogs must be able to balance the need for control of communication 
 (centralisation)  with  a  demand  of  flexibility  (e.g.  loosely  defined  constraints  of  blogs), 
 thereby  making  freeway  for  individual  expressions  on  the  blog.  It  was  also  concluded  that 
 consistency  is  interpedently  linked  with  transparency.  This  entailed  the  suggestion  that 
 particular  attention  needs  to  be  paid  by  organisations  to  the  accessibility  of  its  information. 


Finally,  a  number  of  alterations  of  the  Situational  Crisis  Communication  Theory  were 
 suggested.  In  particular,  it  was  argued  that  a  new  crisis  response  strategy, dissociation,  was 
 added to the framework. Furthermore, a reinforcing strategy, referencing external authorities, 
 was introduced as a support strategy being particularly useful for the blog medium.  


The author suggested a number of implications for companies as well as the academic world. 


These included a proposition of mechanisms which can aid companies using blogs to obtain 
 consistency  in  crisis  communication.  Also,  the  proposed  problematisation  of  consistency 
 points  to  future  research,  e.g.  its  merits  could  be  examination  through  an  assessment  of 
 stakeholders‟  perception  of  consistency  and  their  ways  of  assessing  corporate  information. 


Also, an empirical testing of the proposed alterations of the SCCT was recommended.  
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1. Introduction 


1.1. Introduction and Problem Statement 


Today‟s  consumers  form  preferences  for  brands  based  not  only  on  their  tangible 
 characteristics.  Increasingly,  the  organisation  behind  is  included  as  an  important  element  in 
 such considerations and therefore, protecting the corporate reputation - especially in times of 
 crisis  -  is  of  pivotal  importance.  In  doing  so,  some  organisations  have  begun  using  blogs  in 
 their  crisis  communication.  This  medium  is  useful  for  dynamic  interactions  between 
 organisations  and  stakeholders.  However,  blogs  are  also  generally  described  as  being 
 unmanageable and difficult to control. Based on this, it can be suggested that the use of blogs 
 can  potentially  distort  the  consistency  of  organisations‟  crisis  communication.  Thereby, 
 tensions  seem  to  exist  between  the  consistency  ideal,  which  demands  centrally  controlled 
 corporate  communication,  and  a  contemporary  ideal  of  stakeholder  involvement,  which 
 demands organisational flexibility. Additionally, the concept consistency seems to be lacking 
 empirical examination.  


Contemporary  literature  on  crisis  communication  acknowledges  that  crises  and  crisis 
 communication  are  influenced  by  the  Internet  and  related  communication  technologies. 


However, the implications of implementing blogs in crisis communication for organisations‟ 


ability to “speak with one voice” have not to a great extent been researched. Based on this, the 
 focus of this thesis is to establish the features of consistency in crisis communication through 
 an examination of actual communication efforts in order to make recommendations regarding 
 how  organisations  can  communicate  consistently  in  crisis  when  blogs  are  added  to  their 
 communication platform. The problem will be assessed based on a case study of Arla Foods 
 and  the  Cartoon  Crisis  of  2006.  Generally  speaking,  Danish  companies  still  seem  rather 
 reluctant to embrace the blog medium in their crisis communication, but Arla has successfully 
 used blogs in several crises. Therefore, this case study can arguably help shed light over how 
 the  tension  between  consistency  and  dynamic  stakeholder  interactions  can  be  theoretically 
 and practically managed. This leads to the following research question guiding the project: 


What  role did  blogs play in  Arla‟s communication  during the Cartoon Crisis  and based on 
this,  how  can  organisations  manage  consistency  in  crisis  communication  when  blogs  are 
added to the communication platform? 



(6)As will be apparent from the subsequent literature review, consistency is a central concept in 
 corporate  communication  and  is  often  presented  as  the  ultimate  goal  of  the  corporate 
 communication  function.  While  not  being  the  goal  of  crisis  communication,  which  is  to 
 ensure that an organisation is not negatively affected by a crisis, the concept also finds use in 
 that field. There, it relates to the production and communication of uniform crisis responses. 


Due to  the importance  given to  consistency in  both  fields  of study  and since this  concept  is 
 the focal point of my research, I find it necessary to operationalise it. According to Longman 
 Dictionary of Contemporary English, consistency is “the quality of  always  being  the same”. 


Thus, in the following, consistency is assumed equal to identical exposure of crisis responses 
 by an organisation. It will therefore be evaluated based on Arla‟s actual crisis communication 
 on different platforms. Since consistent communication is  assumedly  an outcome of internal 
 considerations,  I  will  also  analyse  how  communication  is  organised  in  Arla.  As  such,  the 
 stage is not set for a normative examination of whether the concept is good or bad but rather 
 for illustrating how consistency is handled in practice.  


1.2. Thesis Structure 


Below follows an overview of the thesis‟ structure: 


  Introduction: The first chapter introduces the problem statement guiding the research, 
 the structure of the thesis as well as the motivation behind the project. 


  Literature  Review:  This  second  chapter  presents  the  theoretical  foundation  of  the 
 thesis.  


  Methodology: The methodology chapter introduces the reader to the research process 
 and presents a more thorough discussion of employed methods.  


  Analysis: The analysis includes an evaluation of the internal dimension of consistency 
 management in Arla. It furthermore assesses and compares the occurrence of different 
 external crisis response strategies in Arla‟s communication during the crisis. 


  Conclusion  and  Implications:  The  final  chapter  presents  the  main  conclusions  of  the 
research  and  also  suggests  its  implications  for  organisations  as  well  as  for  future 
research.  



(7)1.3. Motivation 


A  review  of  the  existing  literature  on  crisis  communication  reveals  consensus  on  the 
 importance  of  incorporating  new  media  in  an  organisation‟s  crisis  communication  plan. 


However, the implications of using blogs in crisis communication for organisations‟ ability to 
 produce  consistent  crisis  responses  are  largely  neglected.  Thus,  there  is  an  academic 
 reasoning in my choice of subject for this research project. Academically, the lack of research 
 in this particular sub-field of crisis communication justifies my research as it aspires to shed 
 light on an underdeveloped area.  


Furthermore, the project has  been driven by personal  motivations.  I have previously studied 
 crisis communication using  Arla Foods  as a case (Damgaard & Seehagen, 2008). There, the 
 focus was on examining the relevance of known theories  for crisis communication in highly 
 complex  crises.  While  increasing  my  interest  in  the  field,  the  scope  of  the  research  project, 
 however, did not allow for a thorough study of the entire situation, including an examination 
 of  the  use  of  blogs.  Thus,  while  producing  very  interesting  results,  the  study  left  me  with 
 unanswered  questions  about  crisis  communication  in  the  light  of  recent  technological 
 developments. Hence, there is a strong personal motivation behind this project too.   


Finally, there is a practical dimension of my motivation. As stated in the introduction, Danish 
 companies seem reluctant to use blogs in their handling of crises. This could be contributable 
 to a lacking understanding of the blog as a crisis communication tool. Therefore, the results of 
 my  research  will  hopefully  encourage  more  companies  to  utilise  social  media  in  their  crisis 
 communication. 



2. Literature Review 


2.1. Corporate Communication 


In the following, I present and discuss corporate communication and its basic premises. This 
part serves to introduce the reader to the consistency concept as it is presented in theories in 
this  field  of  study.  Additionally,  a  theory  of  how  to  manage  communication  through 
organisational  structures is  presented which provides the background for  how  I  will analyse 
the  internal  dimension  of  consistency  in  Arla.  Since  my  thesis  centres  on  blogs,  I  will  also 
briefly suggest how recent technological developments affect this research area.  



(8)2.1.1. Defining Corporate Communication 


Previously,  organisations‟  communication  could  be  broadly  categorised  as  marketing 
 communication,  organisational  communication,  or  management  communication,  and  each 
 category  had  its  own  specific  target  audiences  and  flowed  from  specific  organisational 
 sources  (van Riel, 1995:  2).  Today, however,  a new media environment,  increased  audience 
 fragmentation,  new  communication  technologies  as  well  as  new  cross-functional 
 organisational  roles and  departments  have  changed this  orderly  arranged  picture.  In practice 
 this  means  that  communication  now  flows  from  a  range  of  different  organisational  sources, 
 and  it  is  argued  that  this  might  negatively  affect  the  organisation:  “In  practice,  the  large 
 variety  of  internal  communication  „sources‟  can  lead  to  fragmented,  sometimes  even 
 contradictory,  external  manifestations  of  the  company  as  a  whole”  (van  Riel,  1995:  3). 


Therefore,  a  need  for  coordinating all  forms  of  corporate  communication  has  emerged.  A 
 definition  encompassing  this  view  and  pointing  to  the  goal  of  corporate  communication  is 
 presented below:


“Corporate  communication  is  a  management  function  that  offers  a  framework  for 
 the  effective  coordination  of  all  internal  and  external  communication  with  the 
 overall  purpose  of  establishing  and  maintaining  favourable  reputations  with 
 stakeholder groups upon which the organization is dependent” (Cornelissen, 2008; 


5).  


According  to  this  definition,  corporate  communication  demands  an  integrated  approach  to 
 managing  communication  with  the  ultimate  goal  of  establishing  and  maintaining  favourable 
 reputations with key stakeholders. Reputation is understood as the sum of evaluations of the 
 organisation  over  time  and  its  positive  effects  are  widely  recognised  today.  Among  the 
 advantages  associated  with  a  favourable  organisational  reputation  are  its  positive  effects  on 
 the  organisation‟s  ability  to  attract  the  people  necessary  for  its  success,  its  competitiveness, 
 and  its  ability  to  demand  premium  prices  for  its  products  and  services  (Chaket,  1989; 


Brinkerhof, 1990; Blauw, 1994 - in van Riel, 1995: 76). In other words, “a strong corporate 
 reputation  holds  similar  promises  to  the  organisation  as  a  powerful  corporate  brand: 


identification, differentiation and profitability” (Christensen, Morsing & Cheney, 20008: 90).  



(9)2.1.2. Managing Consistency 


The  integration  and  coordination  of  all  communication  by  an  organisation  is  achievable 
 through the way in which it organises its communication – that is, through the organisational 
 structure. In the following, I will outline this approach to managing consistency which I find 
 usable  for  a  subsequent  critical  examining  of  Arla‟s  internal  approach  to  managing 
 consistency.  


Organisational Structure 


How communication is organised is of crucial importance to organisations‟ ability to maintain 
 consistency in their communication: “Organizations that have not adequately organized their 
 communication often send out conflicting messages and fail to make a consistent and strong 
 impression  on  their  stakeholders”  (Cornelissen,  2008:  120).  This  again  emphasises  that 
 integrating  all  communication  disciplines  and  activities  are  needed  to  create  and  maintain  a 
 favourable  reputation.  Furthermore,  organising  communication  relates  to  enabling  the 
 corporate  communication  function  to  provide  strategic  input  to  senior  management  and 
 streamline communication efforts in a cost-effective manner (Ibid.: 121).   


When  discussing  organisation  of  communication,  it  is  relevant  to  distinguish  between  two 
 structural  elements:  vertical  and  horizontal  structure.  The  former  is  typically  apparent  from 
 organisational charts and refers to the hierarchy of authority within the organisation and how 
 communication  functions  are  grouped  into  departments  and  placed  in  it  (Cornelissen,  2008: 


125;  van  Riel,  1995:  143).  Conversely,  the  horizontal  structure,  which  is  rather  invisible  to 
 outsiders,  refers  to  a  variety  of  cross-functional  coordinating  mechanisms  connecting 
 communication  specialists  with  another  and  with  other  organisational  members.  It  thereby 
 determines the organisation‟s ability to respond to emerging issues in a timely and effective 
 manner  and  ensure  consistent  communication  through  all  channels  (Cornelissen,  2008:  136-
 137).  Such  mechanisms  assisting  organisations  in  integrating  the  work  of  their 
 communication practitioners include: 1) recruitment, training and job rotation, 2) team work, 
 3) process documentation, 4) open communication and networking platforms which can serve 
 as  more  informal  channels  of  integration,  5)  council  meetings,  6)  a  strong  corporate  vision 
 and  formulated  communication  strategy,  and  finally  7)  communication  guidelines  such  as 


„house style books‟ or brand manuals (Ibid.: 137-141).  



(10)2.1.3. Critique of Corporate Communication’s View on Consistency 


This  section  serves  to  problematise  the  consistency  concept  by  illustrating  how  the  basic 
 premises  of  corporate  communication  can  be  challenged.  The  critique  is  useful  for 
 understanding  the  suggested  tension  between  the  integration  ideal  of  corporate 
 communication  versus  a  contemporary  ideal  of  dynamic  stakeholder  interactions. 


Additionally, it can provide suggestions of how it can be managed by organisations.  


As  previously  stated,  it  is  primarily  recent  changes  regarding  the  media  environment, 
 audiences,  communication  technologies,  and  organisational  roles  that  have  spurred  an 
 increased interest in corporate communication and thus serve as its basic premises. It has been 
 argued that these can be roughly grouped into three main propositions, each of which can be 
 challenged  as  being  logically  defective  (Christensen  et  al,  2008).  In  the  following,  I  will 
 therefore discuss  these propositions  as they represent  the perhaps  best  articulated critique of 
 corporate communication and its view on consistency.  


The first proposition is the communication effects thesis which observes an increased noise in 
 the  communication  context  founded  in  more  media  channels,  more  communication,  new 
 preferences  among  receivers,  audience  fragmentation  etc..  Based  on  this,  the  proposition 
 advocates  that  the  only  way  for  organisations  to  break  through  the  clutter  is  to  turn  to 
 corporate communication in an effort to influence stakeholders (Christensen et al, 2008: 115). 


In  other  words,  communication  is  presented  as  the  cure,  and  the  possibility  of  corporate 
 communication  itself  contributing  to  this  increased  noise  is  not  considered  (Ibid.:  120). 


Additionally, it assumes that identical exposure is the only prerequisite for consistency. This 
 assumption  only  takes  into  consideration  the  sender  of  a  corporate  message  and  thereby 
 arguably  neglects  to  appreciate  that  any  message  will  be  affected  by  target  receivers‟ 


reception  of  it  (Ibid.:  122).  This  arguably  reflects  a  showdown  between  traditional 
transmission models of communication versus a view of communication as a two-way process 
of co-creation of meaning. While we as marketers want to believe that stakeholders are deeply 
involved  in  the  organisation  behind  the  brands  they  purchase,  the  proposition  according  to 
Christensen et al. overestimates this interest to an extent that can not be empirically verified 
(Ibid.: 123).  



(11)The differentiation  thesis,  the  second  proposition,  advocates  corporate  communication  by 
 referring to it being increasingly difficult for organisations to differentiate their products from 
 competitors‟. While it is arguably true that today, products‟ differences are being eroded and 
 the brand name is often worth much more than the physical product, the differentiation thesis 
 fails  to  acknowledge  that  a  similar  problem  exists  regarding  organisations‟  corporate 
 communication efforts (Christensen et al, 2008: 124).  


The  third  and  last  proposition, the thesis  of  transparency,  observes  an  increased  demand  by 
 critical stakeholders for transparency and critical examination of organisations (Christensen et 
 al, 2008: 117-118). Transparency can be defined as “a state in which the internal identity of 
 the  firm  reflects  positively  the  expectations  of  key  stakeholders  and  the  beliefs  of  these 
 stakeholders  about  the  firm  reflect  accurately  the  internally  held  identity”  (Fombrun  & 


Rindova,  2000:  94),  and  it  has  been  suggested  that  this  state  is  best  achieved  through 
 expressive  communication  with  stakeholders  (Ibid.).  However,  with  reference  to  the  limited 
 human capacity to process information,  increasing the amount of information might actually 
 decrease rather than enhance transparency (Christensen et al, 2008: 128).  


Apart  from  this  criticism,  there  seems  to  be  a  conflict  between  the  integration  ideal  of 
 corporate  communication  –  including  the  entailed  need  for  organisational  control  –  and 
 current  ideals  of  dialogue  and  stakeholder  involvement,  which  implies  that  the  organisation 
 needs  to  be  flexible.  In  other  words,  organisations  today  need  to  be ambidextrous  –  that  is, 
 able to balance the need for control with the need for flexibility (Christensen et al, 2008: 170). 


If the organisation is to be ambidextrous it requires  a management allowing loose couplings 
 (flexibility) within a centralised structure (Christensen et al, 2008; 182).  


2.1.4. Influence of Digital Media on Corporate Communication 


Another challenge for corporate communication is related to the technological developments 
 of the past two decades. It can be argued that communication practitioners still rely on simple 
 linear  transmission  models  of  communication  which  privileges  the  sender  over  the  receiver. 


However,  these  are  not  necessarily  adequate  in  a  time  where  the  internet  is  changing  the 
 power  relationship  between  organisations  and  their  constituents  (Fawkes  &  Gregory,  2000; 


Argenti, 2006).  



(12)Challenges 


The internet  and related  technologies  affect  corporate communication in  several  ways.  First, 
 the internet has given organisations and stakeholders a channel for direct communication and 
 interaction,  and it has allowed for unlimited sources  to  provide their own information  about 
 the organisation to its stakeholders  (Fawkes  & Gregory, 2000; 122). Organisations therefore 
 have become more transparent and more porous, and their ability to control information and 
 communication  has  been  largely  reduced.  It  also  implies  that  the  internet  makes  the 
 distinction  between  those  who  provide  information  and  those  who  receive  it  increasingly 
 blurred. Today‟s technology also accommodates real-time dialogue between people, including 
 organisations  and  their  stakeholders  (Argenti,  2006;  359).  This  supports  the  notion  that 
 unidirectional  messages  sent  from  organisations  to  various  target  groups  in  a  one-way 
 asymmetrical fashion needs to be replaced by a more involving model of communication and 
 it  underscores  the  importance  of  organisations  being  able  to  respond  quickly  to  inquiries. 


With  increased  pressure  to  provide  information  quickly  follows  that  the  ability  of 
 organisations to plan their communication is decreasing as well (Argenti, 2006; 360). Among 
 the internal challenges, Argenti points to employees today being enabled by technology such 
 as  blogs  and  social  networking  sites  to  be  “themselves  corporate  communication  managers 
 and potential publishers” (2006; 363). Besides the possibility that internal constituencies will 
 disseminate  damaging  information  on  a  worldwide  basis,  some  external  challenges  exists, 
 including how new information  technology  has enabled groups to  organise in  internet-based 
 activism (2006; 364).  


Opportunities 


The  technological  developments  act  not  only  as  a  threat  to  organisations;  they  also  entail 
 some  opportunities.  Firstly,  technology  has  enabled  organisations  to  reach  more  diverse 
 audiences by allowing them to visualise information in new ways (Argenti, 2006; 364). It has 
 also  given  communication  professionals  located  outside  corporate  headquarters  an  easy  link 
 to  keeping  themselves  updated  on  the  organisation‟s  activities  (Ibid,;  365).  If  organisations 
 choose  to  take  advantage  of  new  technology  in  their  corporate  communication,  they  will  be 
 rewarded:  


“By taking advantage of technology, companies can present coordinated, consistent 
sets  of  communication  to  all  of  their  constituents  and  take  advantage  of 



(13)opportunities  that  may  have  been  unavailable  before  the  advent  of  technology” 


(Argenti, 2006; 365). 


One  way  to  take  advantage  of  technology  is  by  establishing  one  or  more  corporate  blogs. 


Since blogs are the focal point of this  thesis,  I will devote some space to  briefly outline  the 
 characteristics and advantages of this type of media platform. Blogs are typically referred to 
 as  online  diary-like  websites  where  posts  are  displayed  in  reverse-chronological  order. 


Participants are usually  able to comment on the various posts, illustrating the conversational 
 potential of blogs (Scoble & Israel, 2006; 25). The writer and publisher of a blog is referred to 
 as a blogger and in a business context, one of the main functions of a corporate blogger is to 
 give the organisation a human voice which vocals his/her opinion and comments  on current 
 issues (Kristensen & Madsen-Mygdal, 2007: 44; Holm, 2006: 34). Thereby, a corporate blog 
 allows the organisation to express opinions and attitudes which would be difficult to voice in 
 more traditional media/genres, e.g. the corporate newsletter. It should be noted, however, that 
 in theory, including blogs in the communication landscape will make it increasingly difficult 
 for organisations to coordinate all communication. This is due to the online media‟s call for 
 dynamics,  flexibility  and  interactivity  –  competencies  which  are  quite  contradictory  to 
 centralised  communication  in  a  tight  structure  (Sandstrøm,  2005:  169).  This  can  be 
 exemplified  when  organisations  decide  to  use  corporate  blogs  in  their  corporate 
 communication. As blogs are not only posts published by the organisation but also entails an 
 interactive element in the form of comments between the author and other active participants 
 allowing  for  a  dialogue  between  them,  it  is  implied  that  this  interaction  cannot  to  a  great 
 extent  be  planned  and  is  highly  personal.  Thus,  blogs  should  be  seen  as  an  arena  for 
 conversation  rather  than  merely  a  channel  for  distributing  messages,  and  it  has  been  argued 
 that such conversations  can not be approached from a control perspective (Baron & Philbin, 
 2009: 1).  


2.2. Crisis Communication 


After  having  presented  the  overall  framework  of  corporate  communication,  I  will  in  the 
following  dive  into  its  subfield,  crisis  communication.  This  part  of  the  literature  review  is 
supposed to provide a foundation for discussing Arla‟s communication during the crisis. First, 
I provide a definition of the concept „crisis‟ and then present a review of the existing literature 
on crisis communication before giving a more in-depth presentation of the primary theory of 



(14)crisis  communication  utilised  in  this  thesis,  namely  W.  Timothy  Coombs‟  Situational  Crisis 
 Communication Theory, including its basic premises and points of critique. Lastly, I present a 
 range  of  suggestions  as  to  how  the  field  of  crisis  communication  is  affected  by  recent 
 technological developments, i.e. the Internet.  


  


2.2.1. Defining ‘Crisis’ and Introducing Crisis Communication  


The  crisis  management  literature  offers  a  vast  amount  of  different  definitions  of  a  „crisis‟. 


However, in order not to induce more ambiguity than necessary and to clearly display how I 
 approach crises as a subject, I have chosen to work with only one in this dissertation: 


“A  crisis  is  the  perception  of  an  unpredictable  event  that  threatens  important 
 expectancies  of  stakeholders  and  can  seriously  impact  an  organization‟s 
 performance and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2007: 2-3). 


Based  on  this  definition,  I  will  consider  a  crisis  as  something  unpredictable  (but  not 
 unexpected)  that  is  perceived  as  inappropriate  by  important  stakeholders  because  it  violates 
 their  expectations  of  the  organisation  and  which  have  the  potential  to  generate  negative 
 outcomes  for the organisation, its  stakeholders, and the industry.  It  should be noted that the 
 events only bear a potential to negatively impact the organisations. This is important because 
 research  has  shown  that  crises  can  actually  generate  positive  outcomes  for  organisations 
 (Ulmer, Sellnow & Seeger, 2009). It is reasoned that it is not possible for an organisation that 
 has  gone  through  a  crisis  to  simply  return  to  a  pre-crisis  state.  Instead  it  should  take  the 
 opportunity  to  renew  itself  to  become  better  than  before  the  crisis  (Ibid).  Furthermore,  the 
 basic  premise  of  crisis  communication  is  to  avoid  negative  outcomes  of  a  crisis  through 
 appropriate communicative handling of it.  


Danish  researchers  Johansen  &  Frandsen  add  a  related  definition,  namely  that  of  a  double 
 crisis:  


“A  double  crisis  is  a  crisis,  where  the  original  crisis  is  superposed  by  a 


“communication  crisis”,  in  so  far  as  the  company  is  unable  to  manage  the 
communication  processes,  which  should  conduce  to  the  handling  of  the  original 
crisis” (Johansen & Frandsen, 2007: 79 – my translation). 



(15)This  definition  is  included  because  Arla‟s  handling  of  the  crisis  being  examined  in  my 
 research at one point led to such a communication crisis. I will return to this in the analysis 
 part of this thesis.  


The literature on crisis communication is rather disjointed but can be roughly divided into two 
 categories,  each  reflecting  a  different  focus:  the form  and content  of  crisis  communication 
 responses,  respectively  (Coombs, 2009: 103). The first  category of research focuses on how 
 organisations should respond to crises.  It is largely build upon early practitioner ideas about 
 how organisations should rhetorically communicate their messages and is therefore seen as a 
 normative  approach  to  crisis  communication.  These  form  guidelines  include  advice  on 
 organisations  being quick, open, accurate,  and consistent  (Coombs,  2009:  103-104).  The 
 latter refers to organisations speaking with one voice. Because crises demand the expertise of 
 different  organisational  members,  there  will  often  be  different  spokespersons  in  a  crisis. 


According  to  Coombs,  this  multivocality  entails  the  risk  that  the  organisation‟s  messages 
 become  contradictory  (Coombs,  2009:  104).  Such  inconsistency  should  be  avoided  because 
 consistency is of pivotal importance for the credibility of the response  (Coombs, 2007: 131). 


It  has  also  been  shown  in  research  that  organisations  which  are  able  to  communicate 
 consistent  crisis  responses  across  their  various  stakeholders  will  enhance  their  legitimacy 
 while the opposite is the case for organisations that fail to do so (Massey, 2001). Research in 
 the second category, content, focuses on what is  being said organisations‟ crisis response. It 
 thus has a strategic focus and relates to the goals of the crisis response communication which 
 are to 1) prevent or minimise damage, 2) maintain the organisation‟s operations, and 3) repair 
 the organisation‟s reputation (Coombs, 2009: 105).  


It  has  been  argued  that  this  categorisation  has  no  relevance  in  academic  research  exactly 
 because  the  category  form has  no  theoretical,  scientific  foundation  but  rather  is  purely 
 experience-based  (Johansen  &  Frandsen,  2007:  200).  Instead,  it  has  been  suggested  that  a 
 distinction is made between rhetorical research and strategic research (Johansen & Frandsen, 
 2007:  200-201).  The  former  focuses  on  what  and  how  organisations  communicate  and  the 
 latter places crisis responses as depending on the situational context including the crisis type, 
 the  impact  of  the  crisis,  and  stakeholders‟  attribution  of  crisis  responsibility  (Johansen  & 


Frandsen, 2007: 201-202). Researchers such as Benoit (1995) and Hearit (2006) are viewed as 
representatives  for  the  rhetorical  research  tradition  in  crisis  communication,  and  as 
representatives  for  the  more  strategic  research  tradition  in  crisis  communication  we  find 



(16)among  others  Sturges  (1994),  Coombs  (2006,  2007,  2009),  and  Ulmer,  Sellnow  &  Seeger 
 (2003, 2009) (Johansen & Frandsen, 2007: 202). Since Coombs‟ research builds on research 
 from both research traditions, his Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) has been 
 chosen as the primary theoretical framework for assessing Arla‟s crisis responses. 


2.2.2. Situational Crisis Communication Theory  


The  SCCT  represents  an  empirically  verified  method  for  evaluating  crisis  communication 
 efforts  in  terms  of  the  response  strategies  used  by  an  organisation  in  crisis  and  therefore 
 constitute the background of my analysis of Arla‟s communication during the Cartoon Crisis. 


In the following, I will outline the theory and discuss its basic assumptions. 


In  his  research  on  crisis  communication  as  relationship  management,  American 
 communication  researcher  W.  Timothy  Coombs  has  tried  to  synthesise  the  different  crisis 
 responses originating from the rather fragmented research in crisis communication. His theory 
 can  be  seen  as  an  extension  of  Benoit‟s  (1995)  work  on  crisis  communication  as  image 
 restoration  as  it  is  built  on  the  same  fundamental  presumptions  that  1)  corporate 
 communication is a goal-directed activity and 2) maintaining a positive reputation is a central 
 goal  of  this  communication  (Coombs,  2009:  109).  Besides  drawing  on  Benoit‟s  work, 
 Coombs takes into account the critique made of it by acknowledging the contextual relevance 
 of  the  crisis  response  strategies.  This  is  illustrated  by  his  incorporation  of  elements  from  a 
 wide  range  of  research  areas  into  his  theory.  Among  these  are  reputation  management, 
 neoinstitutional  theory,  and  attribution  theory  (Coombs,  2009:  107-109).  Coombs‟ 


contextualisations  will  be  outlined  in  the  following,  but  first,  I  will  delineate  Sturges  model 
 for crisis responses as it relates to the crisis lifecycle and is also incorporated in the SCCT.  


Crisis Communication Content and Crisis Lifecycle 


Most researchers primarily deal with reputation repair, but by pointing to Sturges (1994) and 
his system for organising crisis responses in the post-crisis phase according to three functions, 
it  is  emphasised  that  a  full  understanding  of  crisis  response  communication  is  needed 
(Coombs, 2009: 105). Sturges‟ model links crisis communication content with the lifecycle of 
a  crisis.  Shortly  put,  Sturges  suggests  that  crises  are  composed  of  different  phases  and  that 
organisations  should  adjust  their  crisis  response  strategy  including  different  types  of 
information to the phase they are currently in. Three different types of information that can be 



(17)disseminated are: 1) instructing information (information on how stakeholders should protect 
 themselves  from  physical  or  financial  harm  during  the  crisis),  2)  adjusting  information 
 (information that can help stakeholders deal psychologically with the effects of the crisis), and 
 3)  internalising  information  (relates  to  crisis  communication  strategies  used  to  protect  the 
 organisation‟s  image/reputation  during  the  crisis).  It  is  emphasised  by  Coombs  (2009)  that 
 while  reputation  repair  is  important  in  the  crisis  response  phase,  “crisis  managers  should 
 never attempt to repair a reputation until instructing and adjusting information is provided” 


(2009:  113).  Furthermore,  Coombs  suggests  that  sometimes  informational  and  adjusting 
 information is in itself enough to protect an organisation‟s reputation – if the crisis represents 
 a minor reputational threat (Ibid.). 


Having  established  that  crisis  communication  is  more  than  just  reputation  restoration,  I  will 
now  move  on  to  outline  the  various  contextualisations  made  by  Coombs,  before  I  turn  to 
presenting his Situational  Crisis  Communication Theory (SCCT).  The first  contextualisation 
Coombs  makes  is  the  inclusion  of  elements  from reputation  management  which  deals  with 
how  stakeholders  perceive  the  organisation.  An  organisation‟s  reputation,  which  is  built 
through  a  mutually  dependent  relationship  over  time  between  the  organisation  and  its 
stakeholders,  is  viewed  as  a  valuable  intangible  asset  (Coombs,  2009:  107).  As  such,  the 
relation  between  an  organisation  and  its  stakeholders  entails  both  a  structural  (mutual 
dependency)  and  a  temporal  dimension  (relational  history).  The  latter  plays  a  role  in  how  a 
crisis and an organisations‟ role in it are perceived by its stakeholders. In this line of thought, 
it  is  suggested  that  crises  are  a  threat  to  an  organisation‟s  reputation  whereas  its  crisis 
responses serve to protect this asset (Coombs, 2009: 107). The second contextualisation made 
by  Coombs  is  the  application  of neo-institutional  theory,  which  suggests  that  organisations 
seek legitimacy and attain it by complying with the normative demands of their environments 
(Allen  &  Caillouet,  1994:  45).  This  notion  is  recognised  within  corporate  apologia  and 
impression management  from  both  of which Coombs includes elements  in his  theory. Keith 
Michael Hearit (2006) was the first to suggest an incorporation of corporate apologia in crisis 
management,  and  his  research  proposes  that  organisations  use  five  different  strategies  to 
secure  coherence  between  its  values  and  the  values  of  its  stakeholders:  denial,  bolstering, 
differentiation,  transcendence,  and  dissociation.  Impression  management  like  corporate 
apologia deals with legitimacy – whether or not an organisation‟s activities are conforming to 
the prevailing rules of its external institutional environment – and the ideas behind are rather 
similar.  However,  in  a  research  project,  Allen  &  Caillouet  (1994)  identified  a  number  of 



(18)additional  crisis  response  strategies,  and  according  to  Coombs  their  research  is  worth 
 including  as  it  has  extended  the  total  number  of  crisis  response  strategies  (Coombs,  2009: 


109). The final  contextualisation Coombs  makes is  the inclusion of attribution  theory  in  his 
 framework. The presumption behind  this  is  that stakeholders will attribute responsibility  for 
 the  cause  of  a  crisis  either  to  the  organisation  or  to  external  factors,  and  the  stronger  the 
 attribution  of  org.  responsibility,  the  greater  the  reputational  threat  posed  by  the  crisis 
 (Coombs  &  Holladay,  2002).  Thus,  attribution  theory  serves  to  evaluate  the  reputational 
 threat  posed  by  a  crisis  and  is  used  to  categorise  crisis  types  into  three  clusters,  each 
 corresponding to an associated degree of crisis responsibility (Coombs, 2009: 112)1. 


Two  other  factors,  crisis  history  and  prior  reputation,  serves  as  moderators  to  the  initial 
 organisational threat. If for example the organisation has previously been involved in a similar 
 crisis or has an unfavourable reputation prior to the crisis, the stakeholders will likely attribute 
 a  higher  degree  of  organisational  crisis  responsibility  for  the  current  crisis  (Coombs,  2009: 


111-112).  This  condition  where  organisations‟  relational  history  affects  negatively  the 
 perception of organisational crisis responsibility has been termed the velcro effect (Coombs & 


Holladay, 2001: 335).  


In  the  SCCT,  the  various  crisis  response  strategies  identified  in  image  restoration  theory 
 (Benoit,  1995),  corporate  apologia  (Hearit,  2006),  and  impression  management  (Allen  & 


Caillouet,  1994)  have  been  synthesised.  In  his  works,  Coombs  has  arranged  the  various 
 response  strategies  into  four  clusters  that  stakeholders  perceive  as  similar: Deny  Strategies, 
 including attack  the  accuser, denial,  and scapegoat; Diminish  Strategies,  including excuse 
 and justification; Rebuild  Strategies,  including compensation  and apology;  and Reinforcing 
 Strategies,  including bolstering  and ingratiation  (Coombs  &  Heath,  2006:  205;  Coombs, 
 2009: 111)2. This  serves  the purpose of appropriate  response strategies being easily coupled 
 with  the  type  of  crisis  in  question.  It  should  be  noted,  however,  that  while  the  three  firstly 
 mentioned clusters of responses correspond to the three clusters of crisis types and thus can be 
 used  alone,  the  forth  cluster  of  reinforcing  strategies  is  supplemental  and  these  should 
 therefore  only  be  used  with  a  primary  response  strategy  (Coombs  &  Heath,  2006:  205).  A 
 thorough  description  of  each  strategy  will  not  be  given  here  but  is  included  where  it  is 
 appropriate in the analysis. 


       


1 See appendix 1 for a list of the different crisis types and corresponding degrees of crisis responsibility.  



(19)According  to  the  SCCT,  the  best  way  for  an  organisation  to  respond  in  a  crisis  situation  in 
 order  to  protect  its  reputation  is  to  select  the  crisis  response  strategy  that  matches  the 
 reputational threat posed by the crisis (Coombs & Heath, 2006, p. 203). The first step in this 
 process  is  for  the  organisation  to  consider  what  type  of  crisis  it  is  facing  by  assessing  its 
 stakeholders‟  attribution  of  crisis  responsibility.  This  initial  assessment  then  needs  to  be 
 moderated according to the organisation‟s relational history and its prior reputation. Based on 
 this  assessment,  the  SCCT  provides  guidelines  for  which  crisis  response  strategy(ies)  is 
 appropriate in  the situation by  arguing that as  the level  of crisis  responsibility increases,  the 
 organisation must utilise more accommodative strategies (Coombs, 2009: 112)3. 


2.2.3. Critique of the SCCT 


The  SCCT  is  relatively  recently  developed  and  thus  has  not  yet  been  subject  to  much 
 criticism. However, Johansen & Frandsen (2007) notes that a critique can be directed at one 
 of  the  theoretical  foundations  of  it.  Namely,  the  attribution  theory,  which  is  built  on  the 
 assumption  that  a  person‟s  causal  attributions  of  responsibility  are  determined  by  the 
 information received by that person, is subject to critique. It is argued that this theory fails to 
 take into account the fundamental attribution error and the existence of attribution asymmetry. 


The  former  concerns  the  human  tendency  to  ascribe  behaviour  to  persons  rather  than  to 
 situations  (Försterling,  2001  in  Johansen  &  Frandsen,  2007:  250)  and  the  fact  that  people 
 attribute differently across various dimensions (Ibid.: 245). The latter relates to the attribution 
 process of humans being asymmetrical as so far as personal behaviours that lead to successful 
 outcomes  are  ascribed  personal  characteristics  whereas  personal  behaviours  that  lead  to 
 fiascos  are  ascribed  situational  factors  and  vice-versa  (Ting-Toomey,  1999:  153-154).  Since 
 Coombs‟ theory is built partly on the attribution theory, Johansen & Frandsen argue that this 
 critique is directly referable to the SCCT which therefore can be criticised for not recognising 
 organisational stakeholders as being an extremely heterogeneous group (2007: 245).  


2.2.4. Influence of Digital Media on Crisis Communication 


Digital  media  are  increasingly  influencing  the  field  of  crisis  communication.  Although 
 researchers  differ  in  the  degree  of  magnitude  they  ascribe  to  the  influence  of  the  internet, 
 there  seems  to  be  consensus  that  it  needs  to  be  taken  into  consideration  when  dealing  with 
        


3 See appendix 3 for a list of crisis response recommendations provided by the SCCT.   



(20)crises and crisis management. In the following, I will briefly outline the different possibilities 
 and challenges entailed in the development in information technology. 


  


Prior to any crisis, online search engines and news feeds have made possible easy scanning of 
 the  online  world  for  warning  signs  about  the  emergency  of  the  situation  and  whether  it  can 
 potentially evolve into a crisis (Coombs, 2007: 102). This means that organisations now have 
 the possibility to access and participate in conversations about it which previously took place 
 outside its reach, e.g. inside people‟s homes or in workplace canteens (Kristensen & Madsen-
 Mygdal, 2007: 7).  


Additionally, if an issue evolves into a crisis, stakeholders will search online for information 
 and  increasingly,  lack  of  an  online  presence  in  crisis  situations  will  become  a  liability  for 
 organisations  (see  for  example  Coombs,  2007:  101;  Fearn-Banks,  2007:  2).  Thus,  if 
 organisations  do  not  address  crises  online,  stakeholders  will  wonder  why,  and  the 
 organisations will miss out on a perfect opportunity to tell their side of the story quickly and 
 in unlimited space (Coombs, 2007: 101). Before the advent of the internet, the rule of thumb 
 was for organisations to respond to a crisis within 24 hours. However, due to the new 24-hour 
 news  cycle  and  social  media‟s  effect  on  how  we  communicate,  the  reality  today  is  that 
 organisations should rather react within 24 minutes. This also means that the lifecycle of any 
 crisis  will  likely  be  compressed,  leaving  less  time  to  find  relevant  stakeholders  and 
 disseminate the needed information to them as well as to attempt to repair long-term damage 
 to  the  organisation  (Moore  &  Seymour,  2007:  154).  Research  by  Perry,  Taylor  &  Doerfel 
 (2003) and Taylor & Perry (2005) suggest that a growing number of internet-based tools are 
 utilised  in  organisations‟  crisis  responses.  These  include  both  traditional  internet  tactics  and 
 new  interactive  tactics  such  as  dialogic  communication,  connecting  links,  and  real-time 
 monitoring  (Perry,  Taylor  &  Doerfel,  2003:  215;  Taylor  &  Perry,  2005:  212).  Despite  the 
 overwhelming amount of opportunities related to new media available to organisations, crisis 
 communication  researchers  agree  that  internet-based  crisis  responses  cannot  stand  alone 
 (Coombs,  2007;  Hallahan,  2009;  Fearn-Banks,  2007).  Thus,  an  integrated  approach  seems 
 necessary where both traditional and new media are part of the crisis response.    


In  the  aftermath  of  a  crisis,  the  internet  can  be  a  valuable  source  for  evaluating  the  crisis 
management efforts (Coombs, 2007: 172). This is due to internet-based communication being 
stored online which thus makes it possible for the organisation to access it in the post-mortem 
of the crisis in order to evaluate it and learn from it.   



(21)Developments  in  information  technologies  also  mean  that  organisations  need  to  prepare 
 themselves for new types of crises. Moore & Seymour use the metaphor of python crises and 
 cobra crises to distinguish between different types of crisis (2005: 34). A python crisis is one 
 that slowly squeezes the life out of its victim whereas a cobra crisis strikes fast and paralyses 
 its  victim.  It  is  argued  that  due  to  new  information  technologies,  organisations  will  likely 
 encounter more cobra crises, such as system attacks, instant boycotts, and rumours (Moore & 


Seymour,  2005:  34  +  50-57).  This  increases  the  urgency  of  a  quick  response  in  crisis 
 situations.  If  we  move  away  from  the  metaphor,  the  existing  literature  on  crisis 
 communication  has  more  concretely  identified  the  new  types  of  crisis  as internet-circulated 
 rumours, where misinformation about an organisation is forwarded on blogs, emails or social 
 networking sites, and cyber crises, where persons or groups set up rogue web sites designed 
 to  attack  an  organisation  (Fearn-Banks,  2007:  80).  Hallahan  offers  an  alternative 
 categorisation of internet-based crises and suggests that they can be broadly grouped into 1) 
 outages and unplanned disruptions in service, 2) harmful comments, hoaxes and rumours, and 
 3) outright attacks by detractors (Hallahan, 2009: 416).  


Lastly,  by  making  everyone  a  publisher  of  uncensored  information  online,  developments  in 
 communication  technologies  affect  the  power  relationship  between  organisations  and  their 
 publics  by  giving  a  voice  to  stakeholders  that  were  once  silent,  including  NGOs  and 
 individual  citizens  (Moore  &  Seymour,  2005:  42).  The  internet  has  also  allowed  for  groups 
 who  wish  to  harm  an  organisation  to  easily  and  quickly  promote  their  cause  and  assemble 
 supporter for it. This altered relationship where stakeholders are no longer merely receivers of 
 carefully  crafted messages  but  rather  active participators in  a dialogue with the organisation 
 implies  that  transparency  should  be  the  foundation  of  future  crisis  strategies  (Moore  & 


Seymour,  2005:  44).  This  could  for  example  include  corporate  encouragement  of  employee 
weblogs (Moore & Seymour, 2005: 129). As previously discussed, this development suggests 
that  organisations  will  face  the  dilemma  of  balancing  control  of  information  (including  the 
content  of  their  messaging)  with  engagement  and  dialogue  (including  encouraging  and 
displaying diverse views and sensitive issues). This reorganisation of communication has also 
been recognised by Hallahan who suggests that as a result of incorporating interactive media, 
organisations  will  become  more  structurally  flattened,  highly  decentralised,  interactive, 
collaborative, and transparent (Hallahan, 2009: 413).  



(22)2.3. Concluding Remarks on Literature Review 


In  the  literature  review,  I  have  laid  out  the  fields  of  corporate  communication  and  crisis 
 communication, respectively. Both  management concepts  have been and  are  still  subjects  of 
 extensive research and debate among practitioners and scholars. However, from the review it 
 should  be  clear  that  the  concept  of  consistency  plays  a  big  role  in  both  fields.  In  corporate 
 communication  it  is  widely  celebrated  as  an  ideal  for  organisations‟  total  communications. 


Additionally,  organisations‟  ability  to  create  and  maintain  a  favourable  reputation  with  key 
 stakeholders is largely ascribed to their ability to ensure coherent communication. Similarly, 
 within the field of crisis communication, the effectiveness of crisis communication is largely 
 described  as  a  function  of  the  organisation‟s  ability  to  communicate  consistently  their 
 response  strategies,  thereby  increasing  organisational  legitimacy.  I  therefore  introduce  the 
 concept  managing  consistency  in  order  to  capture  how  the  concept  is  understood  and 
 approached in terms of organisation of communication within the organisation.  


Since this research project deals with corporate blogs and their role in crisis communication, a 
 section was included in both reviews on how the fields have been affected by digital media. In 
 relation  to  corporate  communication,  I  argued  that  developments  in  information  technology 
 and particularly in digital media present a challenge to the corporate communication ideal of 
 integration and consistency. On one hand, the literature suggests that  more  channels require 
 more  control.  On  the  other  hand,  new  internet-based  media  such  as  blogs  and  social 
 networking  sites  are  characterised  by  personal  involvement,  dialogue  and  transparency  and 
 demands room for flexibility. Thus, they cannot be approached from a control perspective. 


When  it  comes  to  crisis  communication,  the  internet  has  been  described  as  a  double-edged 
 sword  because  it  creates  opportunities  for  new  types  of  crises  to  affect  organisations,  while 
 simultaneously giving them access to more crisis communication channels. The vast number 
 of countervailing  processes  entailed by the internet  and digital  media  can be summarised  as 
 follows:  


  The  internet  demands  an  increased  sense  of  urgency  but  also  offers  the  tools  to  deal 
 with this urgency, 


  Increased fragmentation of audiences and media might negatively influence the ability 
of  organisations  to  present  their  crisis  response  strategies  in  a  consistent  manner  but 
new media also allows for rather specific targeting of stakeholders  



(23)  Digital media entails new types of crises that organisations need to deal with but also 
 allows  for  organisations  to  utilise  a  range  of  new  interactive  tactics  in  their  crisis 
 communication.  


I would like to emphasise two main points which can be drawn from the literature review: 1) 
 according  to  the  corporate  communication  literature,  maintaining  consistency  between  all 
 organisational  communications  should  always  be  the  goal  of  an  organisation‟s  corporate 
 communication  function,  and  2)  new  digital  media  such  as  blogs  cannot  be  controlled  and 
 therefore,  the  use  of  such  will  potentially  disrupt  the  consistency  of  an  organisation‟s  crisis 
 communication.  


Overall,  it  arguably  appears  that  a  tension  exists  between  the  quest  for  consistency  and  the 
 current  adherence  to  a  dialogue  approach  to  stakeholder  communication.  These  two  themes 
 will thus guide my analysis. In the analysis part of this thesis, I will assess if/how this tension 
 comes to show in the case of Arla and the Cartoon Crisis and how the organisation deals with 
 it. It will also be examined whether/how consistency in crisis communication is possible when 
 an organisation adds blogs to its communication landscape.  



3. Methodology 


My  thesis  is  an  empirical  examination  of  the  field  of  crisis  communication  with  an  applied 
 perspective  on  the  use  of  blogs  in  crisis  communication  and  how  this  informs  our 
 understanding  of  consistency.  The  research  design  is  a  case  study  and  my  research  process 
 can be described as having different phases, the first being a document analysis, the second an 
 interview part. 


In connection with the first phase of my research and prior to actual analysis, I began my data 
collection  though  archival  research.  The  empirical  data  used  to  evaluate  the  role  of  Arla‟s 
blog  in  its  crisis  communication  and  the  organisation‟s  ability  to  communicate  consistently 
was  accessed  on  Arla  Food‟s  website  and  through  Infomedia.  This  part  of  the  empirical 
foundation of my research consists of real world crisis communication as it presented itself in 
blog  posts  (incl.  comments)  and  newsletters  retrieved  from  Arla‟s  website  as  well  as  in 
external media. A second element of this phase was an extensive literature review conducted 
in order to establish the theoretical foundations for the two areas of research combined in my 



(24)research  as  well  as  a  framework  for  analyzing  and  discussing  my  data.  My  analysis  of  the 
 documents used as a method constructionist grounded theory. I first read every document and 
 coded each in search of patterns in Arla‟s communication. I was then able to synthesize these 
 patterns  into  broader  crisis  response  categories.  In  doing  so,  I  drew  on  my  theoretical 
 knowledge of crisis communication. The existence of the identified categories in the various 
 documents  could  then  be  compared.  This  also  happened  in  two  steps.  First,  I  examined  the 
 existence  of  various  categories  identified  on  the  blog  to  assess  if  consistency  was  present 
 within  that  platform.  I  then  examined  the  appearance  of  the  different  categories  across  the 
 various platforms in order to establish whether they were externally consistent.  


The  second  phase  of  my  research  was  an  interview  part.  In  order  to  investigate  the  internal 
 implications  of  using  blogs  as  a  crisis  communication  tool,  an  informant  interview  with 
 Stakeholder  Relations  Manager  and  so-called  „blogmom‟  in  Arla,  Sanne  Vinther,  was 
 conducted. Prior to the interview, my informant had received a list of proposed questions to 
 give her some time to prepare. The interview was recorded on Dictaphone with consent from 
 my  informant.  The  aim  of  the  interview  was  to  gain  an  insight  into  my  respondent‟s 
 knowledge  of  the  organisation  of  communication  in  Arla  and  the  experiences  related  to  the 
 use of blogs in crises.  


The final research conclusions presented in this thesis are based on my analysis of  the crisis 
 communication  content  as  well  as  analysis  results  of  the  interview  and  are  balanced  against 
 the  inferences  from  current  literature.  Such  a  complex  methodological  approach  provides  a 
 comprehensive  review  of  the  problem.  Therefore,  the  final  conclusions  of  the  study  are 
 arguably based on practical experiences of a real world crisis and actual crisis communication 
 as well as on the academic literature available to date.  


3.1. Methods 


Having thus described my research process and mentioned the different methods employed in 
my  research,  I  will  in  the  following  present  each  method  more  thoroughly,  including  a 
discussion of its premises and possible limitations.  



(25)3.1.1. The Case Study  


As previously stated, my research project represents a single case study. This research design 
 has  been  defined  as  “an  empirical  inquiry  that  investigates  a  contemporary  phenomenon 
 within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 
 are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1994: 13). Single case studies are especially practicable when 
 working  with  cases  that  are  critical,  unique/extreme,  or  revelatory  (Yin,  1994:  38-40).  A 
 critical  case  is  one  that represents  a  critical  test  of  current  theories,  models,  assumptions  or 
 practises (Yin, 1994: 38). Therefore, the purpose of selecting this type of case is to “achieve 
 information which permits logical deduction of the type, “if this is (not) valid for this case, 
 then it applies to all (no) cases”” (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 79). One example of such case could be 
 choosing  an  organisation  with  a  prior  history  of  innovation  to  test  prevailing  theories  of 


“barriers  to  innovation”  as  a  reason  for  failed  innovations  (Yin,  1994:  40).  If  in  that  case, 
 failure of innovations cannot be contributed to barriers to innovation, then it can be logically 
 deducted  that  this  is  not  the  case  in  (most)  other  cases  and  that  there  must  be  other  reasons 
 behind. Similarly, the case being examined in this thesis is used to test prevailing theories on 
 crisis  communication  and  corporate  communication  and  the  role  played  by  consistency  in 
 these. Unique  or  extreme  cases are  cases  which  “reveal  more  information  because  they 
 activate  more  actors  and  more  basic  mechanisms  in  the  situation  studied”,  and  they  are 
 particularly well-suited when the purpose of the research is “to obtain information on unusual 
 cases  which  can  be  especially  problematic  or  especially  good  in  a  more  closely  defined 
 sense”  (Flyvbjerg,  2001:  79).  My  case  arguably  also  falls  under  this  definition.  Firstly,  it 
 represents  a  situation  without  precedence  and  secondly,  due  to  its  scope  it  can  be  used  to 
 investigate  a  range  of  different  phenomena  related  to  crisis  communication,  e.g.  the  role  of 
 culture in crises, the political dimension of crises, or as in my case, the role of blogs in crises 
 communication. Lastly, a revelatory case is one which gives a researcher access to a common 
 situation  previously  inaccessible  to  scientific  observation  (Yin,  1994:  41).  An  example  of 
 such  case  could  be  a  situation  where  an  otherwise  closed  system  (e.g.  an  organisation  or  a 
 specific  population)  allows  the  researcher  access  and  an  opportunity  to  gain  a  new 
 understanding of the system which can then stimulate further research.  


As  stated  above,  the  case  I  work  with  can  be  characterised  as  being  both  critical  and 
 unique/extreme, thereby meeting two of the three possible rationales for a single case study. 


The research design is thus arguably appropriate evaluated against the purpose of this thesis. 



(26)The  case  study  method,  however,  has  been  subject  to  criticism  from  researchers  in  various 
 fields.  In  particular,  it  has  been  criticised  for  1)  being  unable  to  contribute  to  scientific 
 development  because  one  cannot  generalise  based  on  a  single  case,  2)  being  usable  only  to 
 generate  hypotheses,  3)  producing  less  valuable  knowledge  than  general,  theoretical 
 knowledge, 4) containing a bias towards verification, and 5) being unable to develop general 
 propositions and theories (Flyvbjerg, 2001: 66-67). Each of these points of criticism has been 
 refuted by Bent Flyvbjerg in his Making Social Science Matter (2001). In the following, I will 
 ascribe  to  Flyvbjerg‟s  argumentation  and  present  those  counterarguments  which  are 
 particularly relevant in this case. 


Firstly, by taking into consideration how case studies have occupied a central place in many 
 great discoveries (e.g. Galileo‟s rejection of Aristotle‟s law of gravity) and suggesting that the 
 creation  of  knowledge  extends  beyond  simply  generalising  from  large  samples,  Flyvbjerg 
 argues that it is indeed possible to generalise from a single case: “One can often generalize on 
 the  basis  of  a  single  case,  and  the  case  study  may  be  central  to  scientific  development  via 
 generalization as supplement or alternative to other methods” (2001: 77). Secondly, it can be 
 argued that if the objective is to obtain in-depth knowledge about a subject, random sampling 
 is  not  the  most  appropriate  strategy.  Some  cases  –  namely,  extreme  cases,  critical  cases  or 
 paradigmatic cases – reveal more information about the subject matter than randomly selected 
 samples  and  thus,  the  strategic  choice  of  case  can  potentially  add  greatly  to  the 
 generalisability  of  a  case  study  (Flyvbjerg,  2001:  75  +  78-79).  Thirdly,  acknowledging  that 
 one can generalise on the basis of a single case it is then possible to refute the second point of 
 critique and rather suggest that case studies among other research activities can be helpful in 
 both  generating and testing  hypotheses  (Flyvbjerg,  2001:  77).  Fourthly,  since  case  studies 
 allow researchers to test their preconceived notions directly on real-life situations and thereby 
 often results in researchers having to revise their hypotheses, Flyvbjerg (2001) argues that “it 
 is  falsification  and  not  verification,  which  characterizes  the  case  study”  (p.  82-83).  Fifthly 
 and finally, as a counterargument to the criticism that case studies can not be used to develop 
 general  theories,  Flyvbjerg  (2001)  proposes  that  while  it  is  indeed  difficult  and  perhaps 
 undesirable to summarize case studies, the method is still a highly valuable contributor to “the 
 cumulative development of knowledge” (p. 88).  


Based on this argumentation, I argue that the case study method is both relevant and valid in 



(27)and possibly phenomenon revealing, and the objective of the research being to obtain in-depth 
 knowledge of this particular situation buttress the argument that this is a legitimate method for 
 studying the subject.  


3.1.2. Constructivist Grounded Theory  


My  approach  to  analysing  the  texts,  which  constitute  part  of  my  empirical  data,  can  be 
 described  as  an  interaction  of  the  inductive  and  deductive  approach.  In  the  initial  coding,  I 
 apply constructivist grounded  theory  (Charmaz,  2004),  thereby  freeing  myself  from  being 


„locked in‟ by theoretical concepts. However, in my subsequent work into the subject, I use 
 theoretical concepts to reflect over the empirical data. Thereby, I am able to explore whether 
 the case can inform novel strategies omitted from prevailing theories on crisis communication 
 without  neglecting  the  latter.  In  the  following,  grounded  theory  in  its  original  form  will  be 
 presented before I move on to explaining the alternative version of it, constructivist grounded 
 theory.  


Grounded  Theory  was  developed  as  an  alternative  to  the  prevailing  hypothetic-deductive 
 research methodology  in the 1960s by its founding fathers, Glaser & Strauss, who offered a 
 methodological  framework  for  developing  theory  directly  from  empirical  data  (Kelle,  2007: 


192). Briefly explained, the idea is that categories are inherent in empirical data and that these 
 will emerge  from  the  data  set,  presupposing  that  the  researcher  has  sufficient theoretical 
 sensitivity and applies a technique of constant comparison (Ibid.: 191). The analytic process 
 starts  when  the  researcher  initially codes the  empirical  data  and  labels  different  phenomena 
 temporarily  (Clarke,  2003:  557).  In  other  words,  coding  refers  to  the  researcher  finding  and 
 marking all the different text passages that say something about a certain topic (Kelle, 2007: 


193). By constantly comparing the occurrence of various codes in different parts of the data, 
these  can  eventually  be  grouped  into grounded  categories  which  over  time  evolve  to  a 
grounded  theory.  Furthermore,  it  is  argued  to  be  pivotal  to  the  process  that  the  researcher 
employs theoretical  sensitivity  –  that  is,  has  “an  ability  to  see  relevant  data  and  to  reflect 
upon  empirical  data  material  with  the  help  of  theoretical  terms”  (Kelle,  2007:  193).  The 
process  is  carried  on  until saturation  is  reached  and  a substantive  theory  can  be  developed 
based  on  these  grounded  categories  (Clarke,  2003:  557).  It  is  argued  that  when  multiple 
substantive theories about the subject matter have been generated, a more formal theory can 
be developed (Clarke, 2003: 557). 



(28)The main point of criticism of the classical grounded theory is its assumption that a researcher 
 can  approach  empirical  data  without  being  prejudiced  by  presumptions  –  that  is,  as  an 
 unbiased  observer  (Charmaz,  2007:  509).  As  such,  the  method  implies  an  adherence  to  a 
 positivist  ideal  which  is  in  conflict  with  my  constructivist  epistemology.  Therefore,  I  use 
 instead  a  refined  version  of  it  developed  by  Charmaz  (2004)  called constructivist  grounded 
 theory. This method adopts tools and guidelines from grounded theory without subscribing to 
 its objectivist, positivist assumptions (Charmaz, 2004: 509). With that, I acknowledge that my 
 data  can  never  be  a  direct  reflection  of  reality  because  it  is  affected  by  my  theoretical 
 knowledge and I recognise that I play a role in constructing meaning of it. But by adhering to 
 this method, I stay open to the possibility of new categories emerging from my analysis which 
 are  not  theoretically  predefined.  As  such,  this  approach  allows  for  a  constant  interplay 
 between  a  deductive  and  inductive  approach  instead  of  being  either  one  or  the  other.  If 
 alternatively I had used the classical grounded theory in my analysis, my research would have 
 been solely inductive and I would not be able to draw on existing theories in my analysis.   


3.1.3. The Qualitative Research Interview 


In order to understand the internal consequences of using corporate blogs in crisis situations, I 
 have interviewed Stakeholder Relations Manager in Arla Foods, Sanne Vinther. Since I am an 
 outsider  to  Arla‟s  internal  operations  in  relation  to  the  events  under  investigation,  Vinther 
 serves  as  a  substitute  observer  (Kalleberg,  1982  in  Andersen,  2003:  211),  and  the  interview 
 can  therefore  be  characterised  as  an  informant  interview  (Andersen,  2003:  211).  I 
 acknowledge that the knowledge created in the interview is a result of the interaction between 
 Vinther  and  me.  However,  given  my  constructivist  approach  to  this  research  project,  which 
 implies  that  conversation  is  key  to  knowledge  creation,  this  more  than  anything  fosters  my 
 understanding of the subject matter. I also acknowledge that interviews are often characterised 
 by some level of power asymmetry between the researcher and the interviewee and thus, that 
 the  interview  is  not  a  reciprocal  interaction  between  two  equal  parties  (Kvale,  2003:  131). 


However, since my respondent can be described as being an “expert” qua her profession and 
intimate  knowledge  of  the  research  subject,  I  find  it  reasonable  to  argue  that  the  power 
asymmetry in this case is not an issue. While I would have preferred also to interview Senior 
Manager  for  Arla‟s  Consumer  Dialogue  and  Communication,  Maja  Møller,  this  was  not 
possible  due  to  acute  internal  problems.  Additionally,  I  would  have  liked  to  conduct  an 
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