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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This multiple case study investigates internal crisis communication Received 26 October 2021
in Finnish and Norwegian hotels and restaurants during the COVID- Accepted 17 August 2022

19 pandemic, contributing a Nordic leadership perspective to the
research area. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, a
qualitative research design was chosen, and 16 semi-structured
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interviews were conducted with hospitality leaders, middle leadership; COVID-19
managers, and employees. The multilevel analysis revealed that pandemic; sensemaking;
existing internal communication practices were challenged due to transparent and participative

the urgency and uncertainty of the crisis. The findings show that communication
managerial transparency and presence facilitated sensemaking
processes and contributed to trust in the managers. Yet, limited
autonomy among middle managers and lack of employee
consultation when communicating about decision-making
indicated a conflict between internal crisis communication and
aspects of Nordic leadership such as cooperation, consensus-
seeking, and delegation of responsibility. However, the findings
suggest that the openness and transparency of Nordic leadership
prevailed in the crisis and contributed to managerial learning and
solution-finding through crisis communication and management.
Furthermore, leaders should find a balance between control and
participation when communicating about internal decision-
making during a crisis. We conclude that transparency and
participative communication are essential when striving for
effective internal crisis communication, facilitating employees’
sensemaking, and building trust relationships during a crisis.

Introduction

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic is a transboundary crisis that escalated
rapidly and has had a considerable impact on organizations’ internal processes (Boin,
2019). As a response to the crisis, organizations around the world emphasized communi-
cating safety and health precautions from health authorities. The services sector has been
greatly affected by the pandemic, and tourism services have suffered due to mobility
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restrictions and social distancing measures (World Trade Organization, 2020, p. 1). The
tourism sector in the Nordic countries was also hard struck by the COVID-19 pandemic.
In Finland, the tourism sector accounts for about 2.7% of the country’s GDP. In 2019,
154,000 people were employed in industries linked to tourism, accounting for about
5.5% of the total workforce (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, n.d.). In the
spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic led to a collapse on the demand for tourism ser-
vices (Marski, 2021) and the amount of money spent by foreign tourists in Finland in 2020
was reduced by 67%. Domestic tourism demand fell 20% during the same year (Ministry
of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2021). As a result, the worst performers were the
accommodation and food services where the production decreased 55% in the second
quarter of 2020 compared to the same quarter in 2019 (Statistics Finland, 2020).
Further, the number of people laid off (Marski, 2021) and the amount of financial
support for tourism businesses have multiplied (Nurmi & Veistamo, 2020) as a result of
the crisis. In Norway, the tourism industries accounted for about 4.2% of Norway’s GDP
in 2019 (Statistics Norway, 2021) and employed around 171,000 people (Lépez, 2021),
accounting for 7.1% of the total employment (Statistics Norway, 2021). The number of
jobs in the lodging and food service industry decreased by 15.5 percent from October
2019 to October 2020, showing a major job loss in the industry (Horgen, 2020). Compared
to 2019, accommodation businesses lost 29% and food service companies 17-19% of
their turnover in 2020 (Jakobsen et al., 2021). Tourism was the industry that received
the most governmental compensation in Norway during the spring of 2020 (Rybalka,
2020) due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The largest amounts of compensations in 2020
were received by accommodation businesses (Jakobsen et al., 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic manifested the importance of effective crisis management
and communication. Prior crisis communication studies have predominantly focused
on external dimensions such as crisis response strategies (Johansen et al., 2012) or the
impact of communication on external stakeholders (Mazzei & Ravazzani, 2015), whereas
fewer studies have addressed internal crisis communication (Frandsen & Johansen,
2011; Heide & Simonsson, 2014, 2015; Johansen et al., 2012). Relying on frequent
human contact, the hospitality industry provides an interesting perspective to internal
crisis communication research, as hospitality organizations needed to adjust their oper-
ations drastically and effectively communicate infection control measures.

In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, internal crisis communication is an understu-
died area of research in the hospitality industry. Ritchie et al. (2011) pointed out that
although the accommodation industry is extremely vulnerable to crises, there is a lack
of research exploring accommodation crisis management. In their study of proactive
crisis planning, Ritchie et al. (2011) emphasized the importance of crisis planning and
crisis preparedness for the accommodation industry but did not specifically focus on
internal crisis communication as a central aspect of crisis planning and preparedness. A
systematic review of research on the hospitality industry in light of the COVID-19 pan-
demic listed central topics such as revenue impact, market demand, safety and health,
workers’ issues, prospects of recovery of the industry, and customers’ preferences, but
did not include crisis communication (Davahli et al., 2020). However, Guzzo et al. (2021)
addressed internal crisis communication in studying hospitality employees’ affective
responses to managers’ communication in the United States during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Some pre-pandemic studies have addressed crisis management challenges for
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the hospitality industry in view of natural disasters (Tsai & Chen, 2011) or festival safety
(Mykletun, 2011). From the perspective of the Nordic tourism and hospitality industry,
studies have addressed community reactions and responses to the pandemic in light of
future sustainable destination development (Bertella, 2022), and climate change crises
(Hall & Saarinen, 2021). However, none of these studies specifically address crisis com-
munication. One Nordic study addressed tourism companies’ sustainability communi-
cation (Bogren & Sorensson, 2021), but there is a conspicuous lack of studies on crisis
communication in the Nordic hospitality industry.

Leadership is challenging in times of crisis when people’s safety or the success of an
activity is endangered (Yukl, 2013), and new demands on leadership arise (Heide &
Simonsson, 2021). A recent study by Heide and Simonsson (2021) implied that effective
crisis leadership seems to have more democratic and collaborative characteristics than
previously assumed. Values of openness, transparency, trust, and integrity together
with a flat organizational structure, cooperation (Andreasson & Jamholt, 2018; Andreas-
son & Lundqvist, 2018), low power-distance (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996; Warner-Sgderholm,
2012b), and consensus (Warner-Sgderholm, 2012b) are highlighted as central character-
istics of Nordic leadership. Previous studies have investigated internal crisis communi-
cation in organizations in the Nordic region (e.g. Heide & Simonsson, 2014, 2015;
Johansen et al, 2012; Ravazzani, 2016; Strandberg & Vigsg, 2016), yet a missing link
remains between internal crisis communication and Nordic leadership. This study thus
addresses the following question: Does the openness and transparency of Nordic leader-
ship prevail during times of crisis?

Besides responding to calls from previous studies for more research on internal crisis
communication (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011; Heide & Simonsson, 2014, 2015; Johansen
etal., 2012; Taylor, 2010), this paper introduces original perspectives on Nordic leadership.
More specifically, this multiple case study investigates hospitality leaders’, middle man-
agers’, and employees’ perceptions of internal crisis communication in Finland and
Norway. Against this backdrop, the paper addresses the following research questions:

(1) How have Nordic hospitality leaders communicated COVID-19 related issues during
the pandemic, and how have their employees perceived and made sense of this
communication?

(2) How are aspects of Nordic leadership reflected in the internal crisis communication
during the COVID-19 pandemic?

In addition to filling a knowledge gap in the research area and making theoretical con-
tributions in the context of Nordic leadership, studying internal crisis communication
during the COVID-19 pandemic helps us learn from this crisis and be better prepared
for future pandemics (Jong, 2021). However, the term “Nordic” is slightly problematic
as some studies reviewed in this paper refer to the Nordic region (including all or some
of the Nordic countries), while others focus on the Scandinavian countries. Similar
issues arise with the term “leadership” since some of the prior studies in the research
area refer to leadership, some to management, and some more specifically to leadership
or management styles. In fact, these terms are sometimes used interchangeably in prior
research, without a clear definition of the constructs. This paper collects these terms
under a broader concept of Nordic leadership. While acknowledging differences in
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leadership between the Nordic countries, the paper does not go into much detail regard-
ing the national differences but rather looks at internal crisis communication in the light
of the common characteristics of Nordic leadership in the Nordic countries.

Following this introduction, a review of relevant literature is introduced. The method-
ology section describes the methods used for data collection and analysis. The presen-
tation of the findings is followed by a discussion of the main themes uncovered from
the qualitative analysis of the interviews and finally, conclusions and suggestions for
future research are presented.

Literature review
Internal crisis communication

Coombs defined crisis as “the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens impor-
tant expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s performance
and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2012, p. 2). A crisis threatens the most central
role of an organization (Weick, 1988) and can lead to negative consequences for safety,
health, and wellbeing (Millar & Heath, 2004), as in the case of the COVID-19 pandemic.
A crisis can be described as a process that develops through at least three phases: precri-
sis, crisis, and postcrisis (Coombs, 2012). Crisis management involves efforts to plan in
advance for potential crises (Fink, 1986), avert crises when possible, manage situations
that occur, as well as organizational recovery and readjustment (Pearson & Clair, 1998).
This study focuses on the crisis stage of the pandemic, and the response of the hotels
and restaurants in terms of their internal crisis communication.

Internal crisis communication between managers and employees takes place in organ-
izations before, during, and after a crisis (Johansen et al., 2012) where employees’ sense-
making and interpretation of management'’s crisis communication becomes a central part
of internal crisis communication (Strandberg & Vigsg, 2016). Frandsen and Johansen
(2011) discussed employees’ role as senders and how — by sharing their attitudes, feelings,
and opinions — employees can become positive or negative ambassadors in an organiz-
ation. For internal crisis communication to be effective, management needs to include
employee voices and understand their views and behaviours during a crisis (Kim & Lim,
2020) and realize that employees are a vital part of the crisis communication and act as
strategic communicators (Simonsson & Heide, 2018). In organizations where open com-
munication endures and management is willing to listen, employees are also more
willing to share potentially useful information or ideas (Morrison, 2011). Failing to listen
and communicate with employees who are directly affected by the crisis can create a mis-
alignment between what managers intend to communicate and how employees actually
perceive the internal crisis communication (Mazzei & Ravazzani, 2011; Strandberg & Vigseg,
2016). Therefore, organizations should ensure employee participation in transparent and
two-way symmetrical communication in crisis situations (Kim, 2018). Moreover, trust is an
important variable of effective communication in times of crisis (Longstaff & Yang, 2008;
Palttala et al., 2012). Successful organizations are honest and communicate openly and
accurately as soon as the crisis occurs. Withholding information only aggravates a crisis
as it is inevitable that the whole story will sooner or later be known (Sellnow & Sara-
bakhsh, 1999). Investigating internal crisis communication strategies and trust
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relationships, Mazzei and Ravazzani (2015) found that inconsistency between statements
made and actions taken and a lack of transparency were among the biggest errors in
internal crisis communication according to communicators. A more recent study by
Ecklebe and Loffler (2021) investigated employees’ perceptions of the quality of com-
munication and identified participatory communication as one of the antecedents of
high-quality internal crisis communication during the COVID-19 pandemic. Shared
decision-making during times of uncertainty can give employees a sense of control and
make them feel invested in the decisions that affect them the most (Erickson, 2021).

In the growing research area of internal crisis communication, scholars have also inves-
tigated managers’ points of view on internal crisis communication and employee multi-
culturalism (Ravazzani, 2016), the different roles and practices of communication
professionals (Heide & Simonsson, 2014), and the complexity of internal crisis communi-
cation by identifying the paradoxical tensions of a large, multi-professional organization
(Heide & Simonsson, 2015). However, research on internal crisis communication that
includes a Nordic leadership perspective seems to be scarce.

Nordic leadership

The COVID-19 pandemic challenged leaders with new demands (Heide & Simonsson,
2021) and different role expectations (Yukl, 2013) and impacted their process of influen-
cing a group of individuals to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2018). While more
research is needed on leadership in crisis, descriptive research has shown that effective
leaders take initiative in defining a problem, identifying solutions, directing the crisis
response, and keeping people informed about what is happening. Yet, perceptions of
effective leadership vary between cultures as cultural beliefs are likely to affect leader
behaviour (Yukl, 2013). In a pre-pandemic study, Hallin and Marnburg (2007) found
that when dealing with uncertainty in times of change, Danish hotel managers preferred
to use traditional strategic approaches such as planning, procedures, and routines,
instead of promoting creative and innovative solutions to develop their businesses and
build competitive advantages. Another study in a Scandinavian context found that
effective hospitality managers are characterised by being able to regulate their emotions
in addition to being able to make good decisions in stressful situations (Haver et al., 2014).
These findings are relevant for how hospitality managers have handled the challenging
situation during the COVID-19 pandemic (Gjerald et al., 2021).

A report published for the Nordic Council of Ministers’ Secretariat (Andreasson &
Lundqvist, 2018) summarized existing research on Nordic leadership, characterizing it
through values such as openness, transparency, trust, integrity, and high consensus-
seeking. Cooperation is valued beyond competition and there is a strong individualistic
perspective in Nordic leadership (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018). In contrary to directive
leadership where leaders schedule and coordinate the work and give specific guidance,
rules, and procedures (House, 1996), Nordic leadership is in line with participative leader-
ship where subordinates are included in and encouraged to take part in the transparent
decision-making processes (House, 1996) to make sure decisions are not a result of a
single person’s will or judgement (Biddle, 2005). Nordic leadership style is more
people-oriented than task-oriented (Pollanen, 2006); instead of emphasizing one’s auth-
ority, the leader acts more like a coach who motivates employees instead of telling them



6 V. E. HAAVISTO AND T. T. LINGE

what to do (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018). Nordic communication tends to be direct
(Lindell & Arvonen, 1996; Warner-Sgderholm, 2012b) and assertive while aggressive
and competitive communication is not prevalent (Warner-Sgderholm & Cooper, 2016).

Some of the literature in the research area has focused more specifically on Scandina-
vian management and leadership (e.g. Grenness, 2003, 2011; Jonsson, 1996; Poulsen,
1988; Schramm-Nielsen et al., 2004; Warner-Saderholm, 2012b). For instance, Grenness
(2003) studied Scandinavian managers’ perceptions of themselves as managers and
found that many of the interviewees’ statements were value-loaded, and that the man-
agers were very aware of operating within a specific cultural context. Furthermore, com-
paring Scandinavian managers’ cultural values, Warner-Sgderholm (2012b) found that
Norway, Sweden, and Denmark showed egalitarianism, low power distance, and consen-
sus in decision-making. Similarly, a study of Nordic management style in a European
context demonstrated delegation of responsibility, friendship toward subordinates, and
a short distance between a manager and subordinates (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996).

In a study of nature guides in Norway, Levoll and Einang (2021) investigated transpar-
ent guiding as a practical leadership style, identifying trustworthy relations, authentic lea-
dership, and humbleness as important skills for the success of performing transparent
guiding. Authentic leaders establish open, genuine, and trusting relationships (Avolio,
2004), touching on values that align with the values in Nordic leadership (Andreasson
& Lundqvist, 2018). Furthermore, education is viewed as important in Nordic leadership
and it offers flexibility to employees who, due to higher education, can take increased
responsibility in organizations. Flexibility is based on a high degree of autonomy and
gives individual employees responsibility as well as significant power and influence
over their own work (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018). Transformational leaders consider
individuals and encourage them to intellectual stimulation and creativity (Bass & Steidl-
meier, 1999). Studying transformational leadership in a Norwegian context, Hetland
and Sandal (2003) found that according to Norwegian employees, warmth and sensitivity
in considering the needs of others, was an important attribute for being perceived as a
transformational leader.

Though Nordic leadership is not characterized as very formal, common assumptions
and unspoken rules exist in terms of “how things are done here” (Andreasson & Lundqvist,
2018). Unspoken rules might be problematic for foreign employees, who, without a
thorough understanding of the Nordic culture and values, might not grasp the subtle
but relevant assumptions of the code of conduct. Further, a lack of a clear hierarchies
can be challenging when doing business in other countries (Smith et al., 2003) where a
clear division of hierarchy is expected and called-for. Nordic leadership style has been cri-
ticized for being too internally focused with the primary aim on fair distribution, which
can potentially lead to passiveness or escape from responsibility (Reve, 1994, as cited
in Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018). A less consensus-oriented corporate culture may
lead to more efficiency and faster decision-making, which can be beneficial for instance
in crisis situations where fast decision-making and implementation might be crucial for
the organization to safeguard the safety, health and well-being of the stakeholders.

Scholars have also described Nordic leaders as thoughtful but not selfish (Moos, 2013)
and found them to be caring toward their employees (Lindell & Arvonen, 1996). Accord-
ingly, Nordic leadership has also similar characteristics with servant leadership, which
emphasizes egalitarianism and moral integrity, and where leaders develop and
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empower people with humility and empathy (Mittal & Dorfman, 2012). However, it is not
appropriate to assume that Nordic leadership is homogeneous in the Nordic region where
differences are bound to exist. Investigating Nordic management styles, Smith et al.
(2003) reported Danes to have a higher reliance on subordinates, Norwegians on co-
workers, and Swedes on formal rules and procedures. Finland and Iceland contrasted
with the Scandinavian countries with a relatively high reliance on informal and unwritten
rules, and one’s own experience (Smith et al., 2003). Other authors, too, have addressed
contrasts in leadership in the Nordic countries (e.g. Ldms&, 2010; Larsen & Bruun de Neer-
gaard, 2007; Lindell & Arvonen, 1996; Warner-Sgderholm, 2012a, 2012b).

Communication is central in leadership and management (Erickson, 2021), however
previous literature suggests that a hierarchical organizational structure adapts poorly
in uncertain situations (Palttala et al., 2012). One could then assume that the short dis-
tance between manager and subordinates, openness, trust, and transparency of Nordic
leadership style can provide a good foundation for effective internal crisis communi-
cation. This line of thought is supported by previous authors who have noted the impor-
tance of open and accurate communication (Sellnow & Sarabakhsh, 1999), trust
(Longstaff & Yang, 2008; Palttala et al., 2012), authenticity (Erickson, 2021), transparency
(Erickson, 2021; Palttala et al., 2012), and open information sharing (Palttala et al., 2012)
in crisis situations.

Sensemaking

In times of crises, which are characterized by the disruption of everyday routines and cues,
sensemaking processes are central to understanding and creating meaning out of ambig-
uous and confusing situations (Maitlis & Sonensheim, 2010). Sensemaking is a social
process that edits and simplifies our experience with constant change. In ambiguous situ-
ations, people often keep acting while asking questions like “what is the story here” or
“now what” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2015).

Sensemaking is about sizing up a situation while you simultaneously act and partially deter-
mine the nature of what you discover. [...] It is usually an attempt to grasp a developing situ-
ation in which the observer affects the trajectory of that development. (Weick & Sutcliffe,
2015, p. 32)

Sensemaking is not about the truth or perceiving situations accurately but instead is a
continuous redrafting of a story to make it more comprehensive (Weick et al., 2005). Pre-
vious studies have for instance addressed sensemaking in terms of experience-based
reflexivity that may contribute to individual tourists’ transformation to sustainable
travel (Seeler et al., 2021), and pointed out the importance of sensemaking and strategic
interpretation of knowledge in tourism innovation processes (Hoarau, 2014). However,
few studies have addressed sensemaking processes in internal crisis communication. Sen-
semaking intensifies when the unexpected occurs (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2003), such as a crisis
where sensemaking breaks down (Frandsen & Johansen, 2011). Communication is a
central part of the ongoing process of sensemaking (Taylor & Van Every, 2000; Weick
et al,, 2005). According to Weick et al. (2005), the process of sensemaking addresses
three essential questions: (1) How does something come to be an event for organizational
members? (2) What does the event mean? (3) What should | do regarding the event?
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The sensemaking process of different groups may vary and what is plausible for one
group might be implausible for another (Weick et al., 2005), resulting in different views
on internal crisis communication between the management and employees (Mazzei &
Ravazzani, 2011; Strandberg & Vigsg, 2016). Prior research has also found a strong positive
link between two-way symmetrical communication and transparent communication with
employee communication behaviours for sensemaking and sensegiving in crises (Kim,
2018). Managers and crisis communicators should be aware that when employees are
not presented with all the needed information, their sensemaking can be based on
rumours, assumptions, and organizational culture (Strandberg & Vigsg, 2016). Ravazzani
(2016) investigated internal crisis communication in multicultural environments and
found that employee sensemaking was affected by cultural aspects. Yeomans and
Bowman (2021) integrated emotion in their investigation of internal crisis communication
and sensemaking, and their recent study suggests that narratives of organizational com-
petence and resilience, empathy, recognition and reassurance, and location and commu-
nity, supported organizational belonging and helped to mitigate audience disagreement
driven by uncertainty (Yeomans & Bowman, 2021).

Methodology

A qualitative multiple case study approach was chosen to be able to understand and
explain internal crisis communication in the Nordic countries during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Yin, 2018). A case study approach offered depth (Creswell, 2007; Flyvbjerg,
2011; Yin, 2018) and detail (Flyvbjerg, 2011), and multiple cases allowed a more compre-
hensive understanding of the phenomenon than a single case. Instead of generalization,
the primary goal of this qualitative study was to hear the informants’ voices and under-
stand the topic from their point of view. From an interpretive standpoint, the purpose
of the current study was to make sense of the meanings people ascribed to the
studied issues (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).

To enhance reliability, the researchers are open and transparent about the research
practices and emphasize their visibility (Yin, 2018) while recognizing the partiality and
limitations of the findings (Davies & Dodd, 2002). The researchers recognize that there
is no neutral, value-free space for interpretation (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009), and that
exposing assumptions, values, interests, and beliefs adds to the reliability of the research.
One of the researcher’s role as co-worker with four of the participants is also recognized,
and to reduce bias and error, a professional approach and detachment in the form of sys-
tematic data collection processes (Patton, 2015) were carried out in the interviews. The
role of the researcher as a co-worker was helpful in the process of building rapport
with the informants and contributed to a deeper understanding of their lived experiences
(Amin et al., 2020).

Sample

Hotels and restaurants were chosen purposefully for the study since these types of hos-
pitality organizations were strongly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic crisis and were
thus considered to provide interesting and relevant insights on internal crisis communi-
cation. For the cases to predict similar results, a replication logic was used to choose cases
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with common characteristics (Yin, 2018). The four cases included one hotel and one res-
taurant each in Norway and Finland. More specifically, the cities of Stavanger (Norway)
and Turku (Finland) were chosen as research sites due to their similar size and population.
Fictional names were given to the companies to ensure their anonymity, referring to Hotel
Fjord and Restaurant Mountain in Norway and Hotel Lake and Restaurant Forest in
Finland.

Conducting multiple case studies and using replication logic enhances the transferabil-
ity of the study. To gain a richer database for the analysis, data were collected from
different levels of employees and managers (Chan & Hawkins, 2010), and altogether 16
leaders, middle managers, and employees were interviewed. Qualitative inquiry supports
the purposeful choice of a relatively small sample of information-rich cases that provided
insight and in-depth understanding instead of empirical generalizations (Patton, 2002).
Half of the informants worked in Norway and the other half in Finland. Eleven of the par-
ticipants were female, five were male, and they ranged in age from 24 to 60. The infor-
mants’ work experience in the companies ranged from 1.5 to 23 years and all of them
had worked in the companies during the entire or most of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The list of the informants can be found in Table 1.

Data collection

Written consent was collected from the participants and one pilot interview was con-
ducted with a Finnish hotel director to review the data collection plans and procedures
(Yukl, 2013). As a result of the pilot interview, questions were rephrased and reorganised
and constructs were reviewed, thus contributing to the validity of the study. Qualitative
semi-structured interviews provided structure but gave room for follow-up questions and
spontaneous narratives. The interviews took place in-person (8 interviews), via an online
video communication platform (7 interviews), and as a phone interview (1 interview). The
interviews were conducted during the months of February, March, and April 2021 and
they lasted on average 40 minutes (varying from 20 to 70 minutes). The interviews
were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim, remaining true to the informants’ statements,

Table 1. The informants in the multiple case study.

Norway Company Position Gender
Interviewee 1 Hotel Fjord Hotel director Male

Interviewee 2 Hotel Fjord Assistant manager in reception Female
Interviewee 3 Hotel Fjord Receptionist Female
Interviewee 4 Hotel Fjord Receptionist Female
Interviewee 5 Restaurant Mountain Managing director Male

Interviewee 6 Restaurant Mountain Executive head chef Male

Interviewee 7 Restaurant Mountain Waiter Male

Interviewee 8 Restaurant Mountain Waiter Female
Finland Company Position Gender
Interviewee 9 Hotel Lake Hotel manager Female
Interviewee 10 Hotel Lake Service manager in reception Female
Interviewee 11 Hotel Lake Service manager in reception Female
Interviewee 12 Hotel Lake Receptionist Male

Interviewee 13 Restaurant Forest Restaurant manager Female
Interviewee 14 Restaurant Forest Executive chef Female
Interviewee 15 Restaurant Forest Shift manager Female

Interviewee 16 Restaurant Forest Station chef Female
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and including repetition, laughter, and hesitation in the textual data (Kvale & Brinkmann,
2015). Citations from the interviews were translated from Finnish and Norwegian to
English by one of the researchers who is fluent in all three languages, making sure that
the content and the style of the wording remained the same as in the original quotations.
In line with the data protection legislation (see Norwegian Centre for Research Data,
2021), the personal data collected from the participants was stored and processed
safely to protect the identities of the companies and the informants.

Data analysis

A combination of thematic and narrative analysis was used to analyse the interview data.
After becoming acquainted with the interview transcripts, notes were written down for
each individual case. Computer-assisted thematic analysis was conducted with NVivo to
identify, analyse, and report patterns within the qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
The initial codes were linked together and split into subcategories (Coffey & Atkinson,
1996), and the process was repeated until the most appropriate classification of the
codes was found. As a result, the main themes emerged from the data set. The themes
were reviewed and named to have better control of the data (see Table 2 for the main
themes, findings, and illustrating citations). Two informants were included in the
coding process by selecting a few of the coding categories and asking the informants
whether these categories made sense to them. These informants confirmed that the
researchers’ interpretation of the data was a truthful and accurate depiction of their
experience (Cypress, 2017), enhancing the credibility and confirmability of the findings.

The informants narrated their experiences spontaneously when asked to share stories
of internal crisis communication at their workplace. The narratives were extracted from
the data for further analysis to find potential conflicts and sequences within and
between cases (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). Both in thematic and narrative analysis, each
case was analysed individually before scrutinizing patterns across cases and drawing
cross-case conclusions (Yin, 2018).

To ensure credibility and transparency in the research process, the methods of inquiry
have been openly documented and their implications for the findings have been further
discussed (Patton, 2015). Special attention was given to the process of data collection,
identification and analysis, and the interviews were recorded in order to enable detailed
scrutiny (Cypress, 2017). The results of the study are based on the interpretations of the
researchers; however, revealing the researcher’s influence on the study, openly describing
the research process, providing citations from the interviews, and having informants
confirm some of the coded categories contribute to the quality of the study through mini-
mizing possibilities of bias and error.

Results

The findings are based on four case studies. Stavanger, Norway and Turku, Finland rep-
resent two similar-sized Nordic cities where hotels and restaurants were chosen based
on their size and location by using replication logic. Hotel Fjord and Hotel Lake are
middle-sized chain hotels with about 200 rooms located in the city centre of Stavanger
(Hotel Fjord) and Turku (Hotel Lake) that offer facilities such as 24-hour reception,
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Table 2. The main themes, findings, and illustrating citations.

Main themes Findings lllustrating citations
Sensemaking o Leaders and employees had coinciding “One day you are supposed to do it like that and
process perceptions of the internal crisis the next day you are supposed to do something
communication completely different” (hotel director).
o Employees showed understanding toward “Like for example now when you could only
their leaders in the crisis serve alcohol with food, the question was if it is
» Confusion with changing regulations then allowed to serve cheese and cured meats,
e Making sense of what is the right thing to or olives, or crisps? Does it have to be a full
do dinner, or if | have taken the plate and the guest
¢ Brainstorming to manage and make sense asks if he can get a beer but the plate is away,
of uncertainty should | go out and say no?” (waiter).
“When there are for example new regulations
on Monday, and it is allowed to play
Shuffleboard in the lobby. Suddenly, you might
have 20 guests [...] in the lobby at the same
time [....]. Are you going to follow the rules that
say it is OK or are you going to think since there
are 20 people in the lobby and | have to react?
Now | have to do something because everyone
has to keep their distance from each other and
50 on” (receptionist).
“We find the best solution for everyone and how
we should work since none of us has done this
before and we need to brainstorm a bit to find
out” (executive head chef).
Transparency o Leaders shared all available information “Everything has been told openly” (receptionist).
o Leaders were open about not having all the “I don't feel like they held anything back or hid
answers something from us, all the information has
» Information was available for the employees been shared all along” (waiter).
on different platforms: face-to-face, email, “The employees have been aware that we don’t
enterprise social media, private social really have answers to certain things [...]. We
media, noticeboard have told them everything we know and can at
this point” (restaurant manager).
“I think that my leadership is very open. | think
that ... the door is always open, you can come
in when you want, people can say what they
want” (hotel director).
Accessible and o Leaders were more visible and involved in  “You could always call him and ask for help. So,

involved leaders

day-to-day issues than before the pandemic
More top-leader control and somewhat
more hierarchy compared to pre-pandemic
operations

Less autonomy for middle managers

he was accessible very ... a lot more than
before” (receptionist).

“One relies a lot more on managers and leaders
since so much information comes through them
[...] managers have also been more present
now because they need to be present since they
constantly receive so much information that
they need to direct forward” (service manager).
“Compared to before, now we get concrete
information on the guidelines that need to be
maintained. And we did not have that before,
and at the time the managing director was
more in charge of the administrative and we,
the people on the floor, did what we are
supposed to do there. But now, if we are to do
something, we almost always need to run it by
the managing director or the leader to hear if it
is right” (executive head chef).

“He has probably had a bit more control than
[...] before because when there is no pandemic
it is possible to run your department as you see
fit [...]. But during the pandemic, | feel that it
has been a lot stricter on how things need to be
done” (assistant manager in the reception).

(Continued)
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Table 2. Continued.

Main themes Findings lllustrating citations
Leader-employee o Took place face-to-face, on internal “At once when we have questions, we know that
interaction platforms, and on social media we can go and ask them and that we get an

o Preference for face-to-face communication answer” (waiter).

o Active employee communication in asking “I do not know if any one of us has actively
questions but a lack of channels to share thought about sharing any kind of ideas or
their ideas and suggestions upwards suggestions upwards [...]. Maybe a suitable

o Lack of employee consultation and platform to do that has not been offered either,
involvement in decision-making processes that someone would have asked about your

opinion on the matter” (service manager in
reception).

“I feel that it has mostly gone one-way, we only
get information” (receptionist).

“Maybe it does not go 50-50, so there has been
more communication from the top down. But
there is a possibility ... at least | have
communicated upwards as well, but of course
not to the same extent” (hotel manager).

breakfast, bar, and meeting rooms. The hotels stayed open during the entire COVID-19
pandemic, but the number of employees decreased from about 30 to 15 employees at
Hotel Fjord and from about 60 to 40 or 20 employees at Hotel Lake, depending on
whether its restaurant was open or closed due to infection control measures. Restaurant
Mountain and Restaurant Forest are middle-sized restaurants with a central location in
Stavanger and Turku, respectively, and have between 20 and 30 employees. The
number of employees at Restaurant Mountain decreased slightly, while no significant
change was seen in Restaurant Forest during the crisis. Both establishments needed to
close their doors at least once during the pandemic, thus all restaurant employees in
the study experienced being laid off during the crisis. The main themes and cross-case
patterns that emerged from the analysis were sensemaking process, transparency, acces-
sible and involved leaders, and leader-employee interaction (see Table 2).

Sensemaking process

The new and unexpected situation and the uncertainty caused by the crisis intensified the
informants’ sensemaking, being most intense at the beginning of the pandemic. A waiter
at Restaurant Mountain explained: “There was a lot of uncertainty at the very beginning
when it started, people were scared of losing their jobs” (interviewee 7), while a reception-
ist at Hotel Fjord stated: “It was an entirely new situation, and no one knew how it was
going to be, how it was going to go” (interviewee 4). On the other hand, a receptionist
at Hotel Lake said: “Well, let’s say that it has been surprisingly hard [...] it has been
quite unpredictable” (interviewee 12). The interviews took place one year after the
COVID-19 pandemic broke out and while the participants described feelings of fear,
anxiety, concern, stress, and frustration they also explained that they were getting used
to the situation.

Leaders and employees had coinciding perceptions of the internal crisis communi-
cation and experienced similar challenges and successes during the crisis. Taking in quar-
antine guests at Hotel Fjord was described as stressful and chaotic both by the hotel
director and the receptionists, whilst at Hotel Lake, different levels of middle managers
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perceived that changing the breakfast routines multiple times during the pandemic was
an inconvenience for the work in the reception. Employees were understanding toward
the new situation and when asked about their leaders’ internal crisis communication, a
shift manager at Restaurant Forest stated: “l would describe it as good, considering the
circumstances” (interviewee 15). A waiter at Restaurant Mountain described the timing
of the internal crisis communication:

| don't really have any complaints about the timing because we don’t get notified by the gov-
ernment at an especially good time. Of course, we haven't been notified in a very good time,
but neither have those that have given the information to us. (interviewee 8)

Hotel Fjord and Hotel Lake are chain hotels where information was provided by a larger
organization during the crisis. In the independent restaurants, the leaders needed to
gather information from various sources. Compared to the restaurant cases, the hotel infor-
mants were more overwhelmed by the amount of information and the changes in the infor-
mation they received. At Hotel Fjord, a receptionist described her experiences: “So, then you
come to work and read the information and after two hours it changes”, adding that: “It was
not difficult to understand, but it was maybe a bit difficult to follow up. It was so much infor-
mation that came. And so much information that changed all the time” (interviewee 4).
Similarly, a service manager at Hotel Lake said: “Perhaps it is precisely the mass communi-
cation where it has been partly difficult to find one’s own ... information that facilitates my
job” (interviewee 11). In contrast, a waiter at Restaurant Mountain described the leader’s
communication as “to-the-point, it is short, but it is what you need to know” (interviewee
8). Common for all four cases, however, was the struggle to find out what was the right
thing to do according to the somewhat obscure infection control measures, as narrated
by a receptionist at Hotel Fjord:

When there are for example new regulations on Monday, and it is allowed to play Shuffle-
board in the lobby. Suddenly, you might have 20 guests [...] in the lobby at the same
time [...]. Are you going to follow the rules that say it is OK or are you going to think
since there are 20 people in the lobby and | have to react? Now | have to do something
because everyone has to keep their distance from each other and so on. (interviewee 4)

Brainstorming was used to manage and make sense of uncertainty. Referring to the
official government releases during the pandemic, a shift manager at Restaurant Forest
stated: “They are really difficult to understand, so maybe we have tried to ponder together
what the Regional State Administrative means by this and then communicated it forward
in terms of what it means in practice” (interviewee 15). At Restaurant Mountain, a waiter
talked about the managing director and explained:

He cannot have all the answers either because it is not always black and white. And then we need
to contribute with what we have learned from others and then there are conversations, and the
ball is thrown and we kind of find out that OK, it is logical to do it like this. (interviewee 8)

Transparency

All the cases clearly indicated that the internal crisis communication in the hotels and res-
taurants was open and transparent. Employees perceived that leaders and middle man-
agers shared all available information during the crisis. A receptionist at Hotel Lake
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stated: “Everything has been told openly” (interviewee 12) while a waiter at Restaurant
Mountain explained: “I don't feel like they held anything back or hid something from us,
all the information has been shared all along” (interviewee 7). Similarly, a shift manager
at Restaurant Forest said: “You keep in contact with your subordinates and the entire
staff and tell what you know. So that employees do not feel like someone is obscuring infor-
mation” (interviewee 15). Leaders, too, referred to the open and transparent communi-
cation, and the managing director at Restaurant Mountain expressed: “There is no point
to beat around the bush, it is better to say it as it is” (interviewee 5). At Hotel Fjord, the
hotel director claimed: “I think that my leadership is very open. | think that ... the door is
always open, you can come in when you want, people can say what they want” (interviewee
1), a statement that was supported by the Hotel Fjord’s assistant manager in reception:

It has been very good that it has been very open, there have not been things that we don't
get to know [...]. The door has always been open, so if we had some questions or concerns or
something like that you could just go in. (interviewee 2)

Another aspect of transparency was that leaders and middle managers were open about
not always having answers. The restaurant manager at Restaurant Forest stated: “I have
said many times that unfortunately, | don’t know the answers [...] | am in contact with
the employees even though there are no real answers” (interviewee 13).

Accessible and involved leaders

The interviewees described a lack of hierarchy, as stated by a service manager at Hotel
Lake: “There is no wall in the middle, so you can talk or open up to any supervisor” (inter-
viewee 10). Further, the leader-subordinate relationship was perceived as friendly and
caring. A receptionist at Hotel Lake stated: “I feel like the boss is more like a friend
than a manager” (interviewee 12), and a waiter at Restaurant Mountain said: “They are
always not just our bosses, but colleagues. So, you get a feeling that they care about
us” (interviewee 7). The middle managers and leaders were also perceived as present
and accessible during the crisis. Referring to the hotel director, a receptionist at Hotel
Fjord explained: “You could always call him and ask for help. So, he was accessible
very ... a lot more than before” (interviewee 4). Restaurant Forest differed slightly from
the other cases in terms of the presence of the leaders; due to the owners living in
another city, the middle managers had an active role in the internal crisis communication.
When asked about how the owners could have improved their communication, the res-
taurant manager at Restaurant Forest replied: “with more physical presence [...] especially
during the more critical times” (interviewee 13).

However, leaders were also described as more involved in the daily operations and
decision-making processes during the crisis than before the pandemic, through actively
communicating and exchanging information with middle managers and employees.
The executive head chef at Restaurant Mountain said:

Compared to before, now we get concrete information on the guidelines that need to be
maintained. And we did not have that before, and at the time the managing director was
more in charge of the administrative and we, the people on the floor, did what we are sup-
posed to do there. But now, if we are to do something, we almost always need to run it by the
managing director or the leader to hear if it is right. (interviewee 6)
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At Hotel Fjord, the assistant manager in reception shared similar experiences of losing
some of the autonomy and flexibility as a middle manager:

He has probably had a bit more control than [...] before because when there is no pandemic
it is possible to run your department as you see fit [....]. But during the pandemic, | feel that it
has been a lot stricter on how things need to be done. (interviewee 2)

Leader-employee interaction

Employees communicated actively during the crisis, as stated by a waiter at Restaurant
Mountain: “At once when we have questions, we know that we can go and ask them
and that we get an answer” (interviewee 7). However, there was found to be a lack of
employee consultation and involvement in decision-making, as indicated by a service
manager at Hotel Lake:

| do not know if any one of us has actively thought about sharing any kind of ideas or sug-
gestions upwards [...]. Maybe a suitable platform to do that has not been offered either, that
someone would have asked about your opinion on the matter. (interviewee 11)

A receptionist at Hotel Fjord described the uncertainty of speaking up in a crisis: “It is a
completely different situation. So, you are kind of stuck yourself. You maybe want to
give feedback, but you do not know if it is correct” (interviewee 4). However, Restaurant
Mountain stood out from the other three cases in the multiple case study in indicating
that employees did come up with suggestions and provide input. The managing director
at Restaurant Mountain stated: “In trust-based leadership, you of course expect things
from the employees, but you wish to see them, hear them, and include them” (intervie-
wee 5), while a waiter explained:

We get information on how things are now, but we can also come with suggestions and
explain our side of the case, how do we want it, and they listen. And then they say why it
works and why it does not work. (interviewee 7)

Leader-employee interaction took place face-to-face, on internal platforms, and on
social media. Face-to-face communication was perceived as the best and most effective
way to communicate in a crisis. A service manager at Hotel Lake stated: “Of course, it is
always a different matter if it comes directly in a meeting or that someone tells you
directly and you are able to come up with follow-up questions” (interviewee 10), while
a shift manager at Restaurant Forrest explained:

If the situation would allow it more, maybe | personally prefer meetings. So that everyone is
physically in the same place at the same time when the communication becomes a lot easier
because questions can be answered straight away, and maybe also other person’s reactions
can be seen better. (interviewee 15)

Summary of the findings

Figure 1 summarizes the main findings in the study. The internal crisis communication
took place between leaders, middle managers, and employees. The results showed that
the leaders were perceived as more visible and involved in the day-to-day operations
during the crisis, for instance through their active communication and information
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Figure 1. Map of findings.

input. Accordingly, more top leader control implied less autonomy and flexibility among
middle managers compared to pre-pandemic operations. Although the leaders were
transparent, accessible and in direct contact with the employees, the findings suggest
that the employees did not communicate upwards to the same extent, and were
neither actively consulted in decision-making, nor asked for their ideas and suggestions
during the pandemic. Thus, the increased hierarchical leadership communication
during the crisis indicates a contrast to the Nordic leadership model. The four main
themes show how Nordic leadership characteristics were reflected in the internal crisis
communication in the Finnish and Norwegian hotels and restaurants (see Figure 1).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine internal crisis communication during the
COVID-19 pandemic as viewed through the lens of Nordic leadership. The findings
from the interviews revealed that central aspects of Nordic leadership such as openness
and transparency (Andreasson & Jamholt, 2018; Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018) were
reflected in the internal crisis communication of all four cases. The employees perceived
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that information concerning the crisis was shared openly and not withheld or concealed.
However, there was also an understanding that the middle managers and leaders did not
always have all the answers, and that there was a need for collective discussion and infor-
mation sharing to make sense of the complexity of the situations they encountered. This
resonates with how other researchers have addressed the importance of transparency in a
crisis (Erickson, 2021; Palttala et al., 2012) and points toward open communication as one
of the guidelines for effective crisis communication in the hospitality industry (Sellnow &
Sarabakhsh, 1999). In fact, prior research has described a negative relationship between
internal crisis communication and withholding information or failing to be honest
(Sellnow & Sarabakhsh, 1999), and a lack of transparency (Mazzei & Ravazzani, 2015).
The results of this multiple case study further imply that the transparency demonstrated
by the Finnish and Norwegian leaders facilitated the employees’ sensemaking and
increased their trust in the middle managers and leaders, which is another important vari-
able of effective communication (Longstaff & Yang, 2008). The factors that contributed to
effective internal crisis communication during the COVID-19 pandemic are illustrated in
Figure 2. This reasoning is supported by the extant literature. For instance, Kim (2018)
found that transparent internal crisis communication was a positive antecedent for
employee communication behaviours for sensemaking and sensegiving, while a study
by Strandberg and Vigse (2016) suggested that when employees were not presented
with all the information their sensemaking was directed by rumours, assumptions, and
the organizational culture. It is thus reasonable to assume that the open communication,
trust, and transparency that was reflected in the internal crisis management contributed
to coinciding perceptions and sensemaking processes among employees and managers
and strengthened a feeling that they faced the pandemic together as a community.
Regardless of their experience, the managers recognized the need to stay calm and sup-
portive in a crisis. However, compared to the managers with less experience, the hotel direc-
tor with 23 years of experience seemed to be more aware of the internal crisis
communication processes, stating the importance of interaction, keeping a short distance
to the subordinates, and limiting the amount of information and changes, even though
some of these principles did not always work in practice. In fact, the managers clearly
expressed that they, too, were learning new things and finding the best solutions
through handling the crisis. Accordingly, gaining a better control of the situation was
seen as a result of trying and failing. This strengthens the impression of egalitarianism
and non-hierarchical structures in the organizations, where learning is viewed as the
result of dialogue and mutual sharing of knowledge and experiences. This is an important
finding because previous studies have shown that employees’ interpretation and sense-
making of how management communicates in crisis situations is central to successful
internal crisis communication (Strandberg & Vigsg, 2016). The findings in this study show
that the employees’ sensemaking processes during the COVID-19 pandemic largely

Facilitated Ihereased Effective
employee internal crisis
sensemaking trust communication

Leadership

transparency

Figure 2. Factors that contributed to effective internal crisis communication in the hotels and restau-
rants during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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coincided with the managements’ sensemaking and interpretation of the internal crisis
communication, indicating openness and a strong sense of equality in the organizations.

An important finding from the study is that although there was active leader-employee
interaction, the role of the employees in the internal crisis communication in the hotels
and restaurants was somewhat limited to asking questions and they were not encouraged
to share their opinions upwards. While the leaders and middle managers were perceived
to be present and accessible during the crisis, several of the employees mentioned an
absence of participation in decision-making processes during the pandemic. Lack of chan-
nels to share their ideas and suggestions upwards resulted in the employees feeling
uncomfortable about expressing their own opinions or presenting suggestions for
improvement. This coincided with a stronger involvement by the top leaders in present-
ing and exchanging information concerning the daily operations than before the crisis,
indicating a somewhat more hierarchical management approach compared to pre-pan-
demic operations. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that when the leaders became
more visible, the middle managers experienced less flexibility and autonomy than
before the pandemic when they had been responsible for running their department
with little interference from those in leadership positions above them. This contrasts
with prior studies by Heide and Simonsson (2014) and Ravazzani (2016), which high-
lighted line managers’ role in internal crisis communication. Furthermore, Andreasson
and Lundqyvist (2018) reported a high degree of autonomy and flexibility, as well as the
delegation of power, responsibility, and influence as central aspects of Nordic leadership.
Thus, it seems that while openness and transparency prevailed in the hotels and restau-
rants during the pandemic, leadership communication became - in some instances - more
hierarchical than before the crisis. This may be interpreted as that the leaders experienced
a stronger need for control than during normal operations, thus indicating a break with
aspects of Nordic leadership such as participation and consensus-seeking.

There could seem to be a contrast between the open communication practiced by the
management and their willingness to listen to the employees, which, again, made the
employees less prone to speak up (Morrison, 2011). Previous research has indeed high-
lighted the importance of participatory communication (Ecklebe & Loffler, 2021), includ-
ing employee voices, and understanding their views and behaviours (Kim & Lim, 2020) for
effective and high-quality internal crisis communication. This indicates that effective
internal crisis communication is characterized by not just listening to employees, but
actively encouraging their voices and opinions. The findings in this study indicate that
although the managers listened to their employees, they did not actively encourage
the employees to share suggestions and views concerning the internal handling of the
pandemic. The findings of the Restaurant Mountain case, however, provide a contrast
to the three other cases and suggested that the management listened to the employees
who provided both input and suggestions during the pandemic. While the interviewees in
all of the cases referred to two-way communication, it seems that this was most fully rea-
lized at Restaurant Mountain where the employees experienced being genuinely involved
in the internal crisis communication. When employees feel heard, they are more likely to
be more involved and committed, and more open to new ideas proposed by the manage-
ment (Brownell, 2008). According to Erickson (2021), shared decision-making in crisis can
give a sense of control to employees, as was seen at Restaurant Mountain where the
employees felt invested in the decisions that affected them the most.
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Conclusion

This multiple case study revealed somewhat contrasting results concerning managerial
openness and employee participation in the internal crisis communication in hotels
and restaurants in Finland and Norway during the COVID-19 pandemic. On the one
hand, the internal crisis communication was perceived as open and transparent, which
contributed to employees’ sensemaking and trust in their managers. On the other
hand, employees were not actively consulted in decision-making and the managerial pro-
cesses were experienced as more hierarchical during the crisis, indicating a conflict
between the internal crisis communication and certain aspects of Nordic leadership
such as cooperation, consensus-seeking, egalitarianism, and delegation of responsibility.

Managerial implications

The findings of this study have important managerial implications. First, leaders and
middle managers should realize the significance of transparency and interaction in striv-
ing for effective internal crisis communication and maintaining trust with their subordi-
nates. During the crisis, the existing internal communication practices and routines
characterized by Nordic leadership values were challenged due to the urgency and uncer-
tainty of the crisis. However, the findings suggest that the openness and transparency of
Nordic leadership prevailed in the unexpected crisis and contributed to managerial learn-
ing and solution-finding through crisis communication and management. Moreover, the
fact that leaders were present and accessible during the crisis made it easier for the
employees to make sense of and cope in the uncertain situation. Second, the findings
emphasize the importance of participative communication during a crisis. Nordic leader-
ship has been described with consensus-seeking (Warner-Sgderholm, 2012b),
cooperation (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018), and delegation of responsibility (Lindell &
Arvonen, 1996), however, the findings show that employees were not actively consulted
nor involved in communication about decision-making processes during the pandemic.
Accordingly, managers should aim at finding a balance between control and participation
when communicating about internal decision-making during a crisis. Leaders and middle
managers need to consult employees and encourage them to be actively involved in the
organizational crisis management, to ensure that potentially good ideas and suggestions
from the employees are conveyed and that the organization draws on the full potential of
employees as strategic communicators (Simonsson & Heide, 2018).

Research implications

This study contributes to the crisis communication literature through increasing knowl-
edge of sensemaking processes within internal crisis communication, and showing how
Nordic leadership perspectives contribute to transparency and trust through internal
crisis communication, which has received little attention from scholars until now. More-
over, while many previous studies have investigated internal crisis communication
either from a managerial or employee perspective, this multiple case study contributes
to a more comprehensive understanding through a multi-level analysis that included
the perspectives of leaders, middle managers, and employees. The internal crisis
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communication practices in this study reflect the importance of aspects of Nordic leader-
ship such as openness, transparency, short power distance, and active interaction in crisis
communication. However, the findings also illustrate how leadership practices and com-
munication became more hierarchical during the pandemic. Thus, this paper illuminates a
potential conflict between Nordic leadership style and internal crisis communication prac-
tices. This calls for more research attention to issues of leader-employee interaction, invol-
vement and engagement during times of crisis in organizations. The findings in this paper
contribute to filling the knowledge gap concerning whether and how Nordic leadership
aspects can contribute to more inclusive and open internal crisis communication from
both managerial and employee perspectives.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

One of the limitations of the current study is that the small sample provides little basis for
generalization of the findings. While multiple cases were chosen to get a more thorough
understanding of the phenomenon, the findings of four cases cannot be generalized stat-
istically to larger populations. Thus, a limitation lies in that it is not possible to say for
certain that the findings of this study will be found in other hotels and restaurants.
However, according to Flyvbjerg (2006), it is possible to generalize theoretically from
case studies through arguing that the processes revealed in the cases in this study will
most probably be effective in other similar cases. Based on this argument, it is likely
that the findings from this study are relevant for and may be found in other similar
hotels and restaurants. The application of replication logic contributes to strengthen
the reliability of this study, since the cases revealed similar themes and experiences.
Instead of “representativeness”, it is thus more suitable to talk about “representation”
when discussing the value of case studies (Miles, 2015). The representativeness may
then be examined further on, for example through repeating the study in other cases
or through conducting larger scale surveys. Furthermore, the aim of this study was not
to make generalizations, but rather to acquire new knowledge by understanding the
phenomenon from the informants’ point of view and to contribute to filling a knowledge
gap in the research area. In fact, we believe that this multiple case study could be a spring-
board for further studies of internal crisis communication in the Nordic leadership
context. Future investigations are needed in this research area and we propose that a
wider study with a larger sample size be undertaken and recommend that future work
is carried out by targeting all five Nordic countries. Future studies could also investigate
how different cultural or leadership contexts impact internal crisis communication in
organizations.
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