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Abstract 
Given the unique nature of crises, a key capability of the crisis response system is to 
facilitate adaptive response structures in relation to the circumstances of any given 
crisis. This thesis views the crisis response system as complex adaptive system, in which 
adaptive response is an emergent phenomenon that occurs through the interactions 
of crisis response organizations within the crisis response system. Training cooperative 
capabilities needed to foster adaptive crisis response has proven difficult, as well as 
reporting learnings from collaborative exercises in a useful manner.  
 
Based in these challenges, this thesis aims to investigate the potential of using 
boundary stories as pedagogical tools for learning of inter-organizational cooperative 
capabilities. This exploration is structured in relation to three research questions: 
 

1. How can inter-organizational boundaries be described through the lens of 
systems theory? 

2. What can be learned from inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 
pandemic to facilitate learning of cooperative capabilities within the crisis 
response system? 

3. How can boundary stories be empirically defined and constructed to capture 
learnings and experiences from inter-organizational boundary work during 
crises? 

 
It is suggested that inter-organizational boundaries be described as the interactional 
connections between crisis response organizations through which the organizations 
communicate and cooperate. Boundary structures can further be understood as one 
of four types of bureaucratic adaptation, as a function of structure and tasks.  
 
The Covid-19 pandemic has produced entirely new circumstances in relation to how 
crises are usually thought of within the crisis response system. The long timeframe of 
the pandemic has forced integrations of crisis and everyday structures, thus producing 
entirely new inter-organizational structures. The core challenge in establishing these 
structures is fostering a common understanding between the involved actors.  
 
Finally, a two-part concept of boundary stories and boundary narratives are suggested. 
The first refers to the enacted living story of the inter-organizational structure, and the 
latter refers to a simplified, constructed narrative version of the story with the purpose 
of mediating the experiences of inter-organizational work in an understandable 
manner to actors not directly involved in the boundary setting to foster learning of 
cooperative capabilities for future crisis response.  
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Sammanfattning 
Givet att varje kris är unik i sin karaktär så är en av de viktigaste förmågorna hos ett 
krishanteringssystem att kunna upprätta adaptiva responsstrukturer i relation till de 
unika omständigheterna för varje uppkommen kris. Den här uppsatsen betraktar 
krishanteringssystemet som ett komplext adaptivt system där adaptiv respons förstås 
som ett emergent fenomen som uppstår genom interaktioner mellan organisationer i 
krishanteringssystemet.  
 
Träning av de samverkansförmågor som krävs för att upprätta adaptiv respons, samt 
att rapportera lärdomar från samverkansövningar på ett användbart sätt har visat sig 
svårt i tidigare studier. Med grund i dessa utmaningar syftar den här uppsatsen till att 
undersöka potentialen hos gränshistorier som pedagogiskt verktyg för lärande av 
interorganisatoriska samverkansförmågor. Undersökningen struktureras i relation till 
tre frågeställningar:  
 

1. Hur kan interorganisatoriska gränser beskrivas genom systemteori? 
2. Vilka lärdomar från interorganisatoriskt arbete under Covid-19-pandemin kan 

fångas upp och nyttjas för lärande av samverkansförmågor inom det svenska 
krishanteringssystemet? 

3. Hur kan gränshistorier definieras och skapas på empirisk grund med syfte att 
fånga lärdomar och erfarenheter från interorganisatorisk samverkan under 
kriser? 

 
Uppsatsen beskriver interorganisatoriska gränser genom de interaktionsmönster som 
etableras och uppstår mellan organisationer i krishanteringssystemet, genom vilka 
organisationer kommunicerar och samverkar. Gränsstrukturer kan fortsatt förstås som 
en av fyra typer av byråkratiska anpassningar som en funktion av struktur och 
uppgifter. 
 
Covid-19-pandemin har medfört helt nya förutsättningar i relation till den arketypiska 
bilden av kriser som finns etablerad i krishanteringssystemet. Det faktum att pandemin 
pågått under så lång tid har tvingat fram integreringar av vardagliga organisatoriska 
strukturer och krishanteringsstrukturer, vilket har medfört nya interorganisatoriska 
samverkansformer. Kärnutmaningen i dessa samverkansstrukturer har varit att lyckas 
etablera en gemensam förståelse mellan de involverade aktörerna.  
 
Slutligen har ett tvådelat koncept innefattandes gränshistorier och gränsnarrativer 
föreslagits. Gränshistorier syftar till de pågående, levande historierna som utspelar sig i 
det interorganisatoriska gränsarbetet. Gränsnarrativer ska förstås som förenklade, 
konstruerade narrativa versioner av gränshistorier med syftet att förmedla olika 
erfarenheter av interorganisatoriskt arbete på ett sätt som kan förstås och ligga till 
grund för lärande av samverkansförmågor för att stärka framtida krishantering.  
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1. Introduction 
With increasing threats of crises events ranging from extreme weather events due to 

climate change, increasing terrorist activity, to technological disruptions in an 

increasingly digital world, our crisis response capabilities are perhaps more important 

than ever. One of the main challenges in developing crisis response capability is that 

given the uniqueness of crises, an appropriate response cannot be fully planned in 

advance but a large degree of adaptation is needed in response to each crisis (Pramanik, 

Ekman, Hassel, & Tehler, 2015). The task of crisis preparedness is thus the development 

of general capabilities for adaptive cooperative response (Olsén, Hallberg, Oskarsson, & 

Granåsen, 2020).  

The difficulties of crisis response have become evident in the light of recent events. In 

2019 a new type of Corona virus, now named SARS-CoV-2, emerged in the Chinese 

region of Wuhan. The virus causes the respiratory disease Covid-19, with symptoms 

ranging from light cold-like symptoms to high fever, acute shortness of breath and in the 

worst cases, results in death . The virus has proven highly contagious, spreading through 

tiny droplets produced through breathing, sneezing and talking (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 

2021a). On March 11th 2020 the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the 

outbreak of Covid-19 a pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020) and large parts of 

the world have been in lockdown over the past year attempting to limit the spread of the 

disease.  

The Public Health Agency of Sweden reported the first clear signs of societal spread of 

the SARS-CoV-2 virus on the 10th of March 2020 (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2020). Over a 

year later, in June 2021, the pandemic is still ongoing. To date, Sweden alone have 

surpassed a million confirmed cases of the disease, and over 14 thousand confirmed 

deaths (Folkhälsomyndigheten, 2021b). Among the lethal cases, the elderly population 

have been heavily overrepresented, with the vast majority of death cases being people 

aged 70 years or older.  

1.1. Motivation 
This thesis project was proposed by the Swedish Defence Research Agency as part of a 

project concerning learning in inter-organizational crisis response contexts. Effective 

crisis response requires “collaborative behavior and openness between organizations” 

(Pramanik et al., 2015, p. 234) to foster appropriate adaptive responses. It has been 

shown that adaptive response structures emerge through intensified communication 

between crisis response actors (Noori, Wolbers, Boersma, & Cardona, 2016). It has been 

suggested that the capabilities needed to take part in collaborative crisis response can be 

specified, trained, and measured.  

Olsén et al. (2020) have identified a set of general capabilities needed for inter-

organizational crisis management, suggested as a guide for the design of collaborative 

exercises. The effectiveness of collaborative exercises to actually target and improve 
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collaborative capabilities have however been questioned (Berlin & Carlström, 2014, 

2015). Berlin and Carlström (2014, 2015) suggest that participants in such exercises tend 

to exhibit drill-like behavior, focusing on their own individual tasks in parallel with other 

actors. This suggests both a need to improve exercise design, and to take advantage of 

real crises as opportunities for learning. This thesis is directed toward the second of these 

needs and aim to investigate how learnings from the ongoing pandemic can be elicited 

and represented to facilitate learning of collaborative capabilities for future crises. 

1.2. Background 
This section provides an overview of the underlying ideas and previous work of relevance 

for the thesis.  

1.2.1. The Swedish model for crisis management 
The Swedish model for crisis management is based in three main principles (MSB, 

2018). These are the principles of proximity, responsibility, and similarity. Responsibility 

for crisis management is dealt on the basis of geographical proximity, and organizations 

are expected to collaborate within the affected geographical area. This means that 

responsibility and mandates remain with the same organizations as in normal times, and 

no redistribution of power is enforced.  

However, one of the few things that is known in advance of crises is that the scope and 

nature of situations to be handled during crises will differ significantly from normal. The 

Swedish model thus relies upon flexible cooperation and coordination of concerned 

organizations and agencies, depending upon the extent and location of the crisis. The 

involved organizations are expected to identify the needs for cooperation themselves, 

thus no guidelines for the initiation of cooperative/coordinative work are provided from 

government or agency level (MSB, 2018).  

The Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB, 2018) has identified critical 

deficiencies in the ability of handling societal disturbances. Especially problematic is a 

general lack of competence in cooperative capabilities among crisis response actors. 

MSB suggests that a common goal and a common language is needed to strengthen these 

capabilities and by effect also the crisis response capability of society at large. They have 

defined four key terms to describe strategic response and its effects (MSB, 2018, p. 19-

20, author’s translation): 

• Orientation is the orientation of available resources towards defined goals. 

Orientation is an effect of command and control and/or cooperation among the 

resources that handles societal disruptions. Every actor always has its own 

orientation. When multiple actors function together there is also a joint 

orientation.  

• Coordination is adaptation of activities and sub-goals such that available 

resources come to largest possible gain. Coordination is an effect of command 

and control and/or cooperation among the resources that handles societal 
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disruptions. Coordination is about actors not being in each other’s way, and, 

where possible, help each other out.  

• Command and control (C2) is the function that, through the authority of one 

actor, achieves orientation and coordination of available resources. Command and 

control is often associated with hierarchies and individual organizations but can 

also be present in joint venture situations. Command and control can be founded 

in mandates (legal grounds) or agreement (social grounds).  

• Cooperation1 is the function that, by way of actor-wide agreement, achieves 

orientation and coordination of available resources.  

These four terms can be understood as an abstract description of the key crisis response 

activities, and as a foundation for a common language to facilitate collaboration between 

involved actors. These terms and the strategies they entail, are intended to be used in 

relation to a holistic understanding of the protection worthy aspects of society (MSB, 

2018, p. 15, authors translation):  

• Peoples’ life and health. Physical and psychological health among those directly 

or indirectly affected by an event. 

• The functionality of society. Functionality and continuity in directly or indirectly 

affected socially important operations, thus resulting in consequences for people, 

corporations, and other organizations.  

• Democracy, legal certainty, freedom, and human rights. People’s faith in 

democracy and the state as well as societal institutions and political decision 

making, management ability on various levels, lack of corruption and abuse of 

law. 

• Environmental and economical values. Environment in the form of ground, 

water, and physical environment, biological diversity, valuable nature and cultural 

environments, and other cultural heritage in the form of real and personal 

property. 

• National sovereignty. Control over national territory and the political decision 

processes in the country as well as securing of the nation’s supply of necessities. 

National sovereignty can be seen as a prerequisite for protecting the other values.  

These values illustrate the high complexity of dealing with societal disruptions. Put in the 

context of the Covid-19 pandemic it gets complex already within the first value 

pertaining to people’s health, in balancing physical and mental health aspects with 

restrictions, not to mention balancing health values with economical and freedom values, 

and maintaining trust in societal institutions, agencies and political decision making.  

 
1 Cooperation is not to be confused with collaboration. Cooperation is here taken as the communicative 

process of reaching agreement about how to proceed with an issue where no single governing authority has 

the decisional mandate. In contrast, collaboration is the combined action of multiple actors. Collaboration 

may thus be an outcome of cooperation.  
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1.2.2. Systems Perspectives on Swedish Crisis Management 
MSB (2018) argues for the need of a systems perspective to “understand society and the 

relations of its resources” (p. 20). MSB state the importance of understanding the 

properties of the systems involved in cooperative management of a societal disruption. 

They argue that many of these systems are complex, meaning that the systems are (p. 21):  

• Open: the systems affect, and are affected by, their environment 

• Context specific: the systems are different from time to time 

• Dynamic: the systems change during one specific response instance 

• Self-regulating: the design/form of the systems is partly dependent on local 

adaptation  

While MSB mainly discuss how to define different subsystems within the overall societal 

crisis management capacity, attempts have been made of a more substantial 

conceptualization. Defining the Swedish crisis management capacity in its entirety in 

systems terms is challenging, and multiple conceptualizations have been suggested. One 

recent suggestion is to define the Swedish crisis management system as a system of 

systems, with each subordinate system referring to an individual crisis response 

organization (Eriksson, 2021). 

Advocating for a slightly different view, Johansson (2020) have suggested that the 

Swedish crisis response can be modelled as a complex adaptive system (CAS). This is 

motivated by the lack of central leadership, and the adaptive nature of change in the 

composition of the system, dependent on the nature, development, and location of the 

ongoing crisis. Johansson further argues that, with this model as a basis, the key 

capabilities to train are collaborative capabilities that can be abstracted away from any 

specific crisis or collaborative setting.  

The CAS characterization suggested by Johansson (2020) provides a theoretical 

grounding for understanding the processes by which the crisis response system produce 

adaptive responses to novel crisis situations. Therefore, this thesis will take the view of 

Johansson (2020) as its theoretical lens for studying the Swedish crisis response system. 

This view and its theoretical foundation will be further explored in sections 2.1-2.4.  

1.2.3. Crisis Preparedness and Training 
Similar to the attempts to model the Swedish crisis response capacity as a system, 

multiple attempts have been made at defining the capabilities that need to be incorporated 

in the system. MSB suggests a set of abilities needed to fulfill the collaborative type of 

crisis management efforts described in 1.2.1 (2018, p. 83-84): 

• Hand initial assessment to other actors 

• Initiate an orientation- and coordination function 

• Participate in or contribute to orientation and coordination work 

• Host orientation and coordination work 

• Be supportive resource for orientation and coordination work. 



13 

 

As can be derived from the formulations, these abilities refer to actor specific 

competencies. In an extensive overview of available research literature on the subject of 

inter-organizational crisis management, Olsén, Hallberg, Oskarsson and Granåsen (2020), 

have identified the most frequently discussed capabilities, from which the authors have 

constructed a more comprehensive set of capabilities including 4 core capabilities, 6 

supporting capabilities, and 4 enabling capabilities.  

 

Figure 1. Capabilities for inter-organizational crisis management as suggested by Olsén et al. (2020) 

The strength of the suggestions from MSB (2018) and Olsén et al. (2020) rests with the 

fact that the capabilities refer to general collaborative, boundary-crossing capabilities, as 

opposed to crisis or task specific competencies. As suggested by Johansson (2020) and 

Berlin & Carlström (2014) this should be the focus in regard to strengthening crisis 

response capability on a large scale. However, a major issue remains in that the 

competencies are highly abstract in their formulation. Understanding or translating what 

they mean in practice is a challenging endeavor, the results of which is evident in studies 

of collaboration exercises.  

Berlin and Carlström (2014, 2015) have reported that collaboration exercises, meant to 

drive development of competencies of the kind described above rarely result in such 

learning. Rather the exercises, and by extension the learning effects, tend to focus on 

drills of task-specific types. 

Nordström and Johansson (2019) have found related issues in post-exercise reports. A 

pattern is demonstrated in post-exercise reports where complex learning goals are 

reported in easily measured indicators. The indicators are almost exclusively quantitative 

in nature, meaning that the quality of competencies like communication and coordination 
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is not sufficiently registered. These issues suggest that competencies have so far not been 

sufficiently operationalized for the purpose of exercise design and evaluation.  

Johansson (2020) argues that the ways in which performance is currently measured 

following collaboration exercises suggests “a situation where the assessment of the 

system-as-a-whole actually consists of an aggregation of the individual capabilities of 

participating organizations rather than the adaptive capability of the same organizations” 

(2020, p. 6). In other words, there is a tendency to measure what can be measured rather 

than what should be measured. An alternative representation of collaborative exercise 

outcomes and learnings seem to be needed.   

1.2.4. Boundary stories 
Johansson (2020) suggests a concept he calls boundary stories in response to the failures 

of accounting for collaborative capabilities. Johansson hypothesize that, using 

storytelling techniques common in organizational contexts, stories of cross-boundary 

work can be captured, and thus these stories can act as pedagogical tools for fostering the 

learning of inter-organizational capabilities in crisis response.  

Based in the work of Snowden (2000a), Johansson (2020) suggest the construction of 

stories using “archetypes, cartoon-like characters that reflect important properties of 

different members in an organization” (Johansson, 2020, p. 6). The idea is that using 

archetypes, different stories can be constructed with the purpose of exploring how 

different organizations would act in response to different types of crises. Johansson 

argues that archetypal stories can be used to illustrate “fundamental aspects” of 

boundary-crossing work and aid members to settle quickly in an inter-organizational 

setting. The concept of boundary stories is further explored in relation to additional 

storytelling theories in section 2.6.  

1.3. Purpose 
This thesis has two main purposes, one theoretical and one empirical in nature. The 

theoretical aim of this thesis is to define the “boundaries” between organizations in inter-

organizational crisis management through the lens of systems thinking, and to test the 

utility of such a definition for understanding inter-organizational work in crisis response.  

Based in Johansson’s (2020) idea, the empirical aim is to investigate whether inter-

organizational boundary stories can be elicited and used to represent learnings from 

collaborative work during to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

1.4. Research questions 
• How can inter-organizational boundaries be described through the lens of systems 

theory?  

• What can be learned from inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 

pandemic to facilitate learning of cooperative capabilities within the crisis 

response system? 
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• How can boundary stories be empirically defined and constructed to capture 

learnings and experiences from inter-organizational boundary work during crises? 

1.5. Delimitations 
The work on boundary stories in this thesis is delimited to focus on investigating how 

boundary stories can be empirically elicited and constructed. One long-term aim of the 

boundary story work is to evaluate learning potential/effects of using these stories as 

pedagogical tools. This ambition falls outside the scope of this thesis.  

Inter-organizational work is here investigated specifically in the Swedish Crisis Response 

System. The findings are thus not expected to necessarily be of use for other contexts 

where crises response is based in different rules and structures. Further, this thesis only 

covers a few perspectives of inter-organizational work in one Swedish county. It makes 

no claim of being generalizable to other counties, to the national level of Swedish crisis 

response, nor being a comprehensive representation of the inter-organizational work in 

the studied county. Rather, the results should be viewed as a proof-of-concept in regard to 

boundary stories.  

Finally, the work in this thesis has had to be adjusted to current restrictions of the 

pandemic. During the length of the project, restrictions have been in place to not meet 

with people outside of one’s household to limit the spread of virus. These restrictions 

have been of significant influence on the methods available to choose from, practically 

eliminating observational studies. Thus, while creating the object of study, the pandemic 

has brought a major challenge for scientific investigation of said object.  
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2. Theory 
The following chapter presents the theoretical basis for this thesis. First, in 2.1. social 

constructivism is established as the chosen epistemological perspective. Following is an 

overview of Systems Theory and Complexity Theory, leading up to the concept of 

Complex Adaptive Systems. A brief overview of the central aspects in systems thinking 

and complexity theory is given, followed by a walkthrough of the criteria for defining a 

complex adaptive system. In 2.5. an overview of Organizational Learning theory is 

presented, followed by a synthesized definition of Organizational Learning in relation to 

the behavior of Complex Adaptive Systems. In 2.6 Storytelling Theory is illustrated as a 

central part of organizational learning, and a theoretical framework of Storytelling in 

Organizations is presented. In the light of this framework, boundary stories are redefined 

as a two-part concept. In 2.7. the Swedish Crisis Responses System and its constituent 

organizations are defined within the established theoretical frame.  

2.1. Social constructivism 
The theories upon which this thesis is based are, as will be demonstrated in the coming 

sections, mainly developed around a constructivist perspective. Constructivism in this 

case refers to the epistemological claim of constructivism, referring to the view that 

“there is no absolute warrant for any belief – that rational warrant makes sense only 

relative to a culture, or an individual, or a paradigm” (Kukla, 2000, p. 4). By this view, 

this thesis makes no claim or attempt of demonstrating something along the lines of an 

absolute truth, “but rather represent certain segments of possible views of reality” (Kriz, 

2010, p. 664).  

As will be demonstrated, the acceptance of multiple views of reality is crucial for the 

success of inter-organizational work. By accepting the notion of social construction of 

subjective realities, meaning that “an individual’s creation of their reality occurs within 

an exchange process between the individual and society and/or within encompassing 

social systems” (Kriz, 2010, p. 664) it can be assumed that representatives of different 

organizations in a specific inter-organizational context will carry with them different 

perceptions of the situation shaped in relation to their individual organizational contexts.  

The process by which social constructions of subjective reality are construed is 

“fundamentally carried out by means of communication. In this regard, cognition is 

always partly subjective and is also an outcome of interaction processes by which 

members of a group establish shared social representations of reality via communication” 

(Kriz, 2010, p. 664). Turning to Argyris and Schön (1996) the implications of these ideas 

for the understanding of organizations can be illustrated. In their view, “Each member of 

an organization constructs his own representation of the theory-in-use of the whole, but 

his picture is always incomplete. He strives continually to complete his picture by 

redescribing himself in relation to others in the organization…The members evolving 

images of the organization shape the very object of their investigation” (Argyris & 

Schön, 2016, p. 15-16). Organizations thus constantly change (however small those 

changes might be) and this is what permits organizational learning. If organizations are to 
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be considered as learning entities, they can by definition not be static but rather any 

snapshot representation of an organization is an emergent result of “active processes of 

organizing” (Argyris & Schön, 1996, p. 16). This also entails that cultural aspects and 

norms within an organization, such as openness to new ideas, will influence how it 

evolves. 

Kriz holds forth an additional idea of fundamental importance in relation to the subject of 

this thesis: “Since the construction of individual and social reality in learning processes is 

dependent on context and situation, the most important elements, from a systemic-

constructivist point of view, include interdisciplinary cooperation, ability to alter levels of 

observation and fostering of perspective variety” (2010, p. 665). Boje (2008) sympathize 

with these ideas and emphasize the importance of perspective variety. He claims that the 

central processes by which these ideas are realized is storytelling and provides a 

comprehensive theoretical framework to elicit and understand the emergent “living story” 

encompassing the diverse perspectives present in an organizational context.  

The notions of organizational learning and storytelling will be explored and defined 

further in sections 2.5 and 2.6.  

2.2. Systems theory 
General systems theory was originally outlined by Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1950a) as an 

attempt to integrate or bridge knowledge from various scientific disciplines. This was 

largely inspired by von Bertalanffy’s work in biology and the realization that organisms 

cannot be understood by the reductionist method of deconstructing the whole and 

studying the constituent parts in isolation. The constituent parts of an organism behave 

differently and produce different results in isolation or in relation to each other, thus the 

organism, or the higher-level system exhibit emergent behavior that cannot be explained 

by merely the sum of its parts.  

Von Bertalanffy (1950a, 1950b) also argued that the generic structure of systems should 

be that of open systems, meaning systems that interact with its environment by flows of 

energy, information, etcetera, in and out of the system. This distinction is of major 

importance for the delineation of systems. Taking the basic component as closed systems, 

anything less than the entire universe would be difficult to argue as a separate system. 

The open system basis instead allow for the “systems of systems” view, further 

developed by Boulding (1956). This idea entails that systems have layered structure, 

meaning they consist of sets of subordinate systems, and are constituents of superordinate 

systems. Boulding illustrates this idea by suggestion of a multilevel “hierarchy of 

complexity” (1956, p. 202) in relation to the entity of study. The purpose of these levels 

is in part to find the optimal level of abstraction for the purpose of analysis, and in part to 

construct a relationship between scientific levels such that knowledge can be shared 

between them.  

Systems thinking combines the above ideas of general systems theory with a 

constructivist view. Systems thinking is to be understood as a perspective through which 
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systems are defined for the purpose of analysis. According to the definition of Checkland 

(1999, p. 47), a system is “the name of an abstract concept, that of a complex whole 

entity of a particular kind”. To define a system as the unit of analysis according to this 

definition, the “particular kind” as referred to by Checkland needs to be defined in terms 

of its characteristics. For this thesis, it will be argued that the Swedish crisis management 

system is a complex adaptive system, a view further expanded in section 2.7. 

2.3. Complexity theory  
Complexity theory can be seen as a response to perceived failures of systems theory to 

explain the behavior of living systems. As such, complexity theory has gained traction as 

a complementary perspective. Manson (2001) describes three primary dimensions that 

complexity theory adds in relation the limitations of systems theory.  

First, Manson compares the objects of study in complexity and systems theory 

respectively. He claims that where systems theory “studies static entities linked by linear 

relationships”, complexity rather “concerns non-linear relationships between constantly 

changing entities” (2001, p. 406). The continuous development or evolution allowed for 

in the complexity view better mirrors the nature of living systems, e.g., organizations.  

Second, the systems perspective tends to focus on “quantities of flow” (e.g., of 

information, energy, etcetera). Complexity research uses different strategies to “examine 

qualitative characteristics such as the symbolic content of communication” (Manson, 

2001, p. 406). As described in section 1.2.3., Johansson and Nordström (2019) identified 

a similar tendency of quantitative focus in the reports of collaborative exercises. Adding a 

complexity perspective might be a way to remedy the lack of qualitative reporting.  

“Third, complexity research concerns how complex behavior evolves or emerges from 

relatively simple local interactions between system components over time” (Manson, 

2001, p. 406). This carries the implicit assumption that complex systems are in constant 

change, and that any static representation is a snapshot from a specific moment in time. 

Systems theory on the other hand “assumes that the system exists in equilibrium and 

therefore negates the need to examine changing relationships between system elements” 

(Manson, 2001, p. 406). With the Swedish Crisis Response systems purpose being 

responding to different types of disruptions, this assumption would be problematic to say 

the least. “Complexity research contends that systems have emergent synergistic 

characteristics that cannot be understood without reference to sub-component 

relationships” (Manson, 2001, p. 406). Taking this view instead, it is important to study 

the sub-component relationships in relation to every specific crisis.  

Manson further identifies three main types of complexity research: algorithmic 

complexity, deterministic complexity, and aggregate complexity. The strand of relevance 

for this thesis is the last of the three. Manson argues that “in order to understand 

aggregate complexity, it is necessary to explore a key set of interrelated concepts that 

define a complex system: relationships between entities; internal structure and 

surrounding environment; learning and emergent behavior; and the different means by 
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which complex systems change and grow.” (p. 409). Combining the systems and 

complexity perspectives, these concepts can be studied in relation to a set of predefined 

components defined as complex adaptive systems. 

2.4. Complex adaptive systems 
The concept of complex adaptive systems (CAS) is aptly named, in that it is exactly that – 

systems that through complex relationships between its constituent parts exhibit adaptive 

behavior in response to challenges in its environment. Holland (1992) exemplifies with a 

description of the basic challenge for immune systems:  

“Because the invaders come in an almost infinite variety of forms, the immune system 

cannot simply develop a list of all possible invaders. Even if it could take the time to 

do so, there is simply not room enough to store all that information. Instead, the 

immune system must change or adapt (“fit to”) its antibodies as new invaders appear” 

(Holland, 1992, p. 18).  

Already, parallels to crisis management seems obvious, by just exchanging “invaders” 

with “crises” and “immune” with “crisis response”. However, a more thorough 

understanding of complex adaptive systems will strengthen the claim.  

All complex adaptive systems “seem to share three characteristics: evolution, aggregate 

behavior, and anticipation” (Holland, 1992, p. 19). By evolution, Holland refers to the 

change of systems in response to the outcomes of actions, similar to the Darwinian sense 

of the word. Rules of action that function well over time gets strengthened and vice versa. 

Aggregate behavior is analogous to the notion of “aggregate complexity” introduced in 

2.3, meaning that the behavior of a CAS emerges from the constantly changing relational 

interactions of the systems constituent parts.  

Lastly, Holland claims that CASs entail internal models through which they “anticipate 

the future, basing current action on expected outcomes” (p. 24). “An internal model may, 

of course, be incorrect in some or many ways. But then hindsight can be used to improve 

the model; the model is modified whenever its predictions fail to match subsequent 

outcome” (Holland, 1992, p. 25). As will be illustrated in section 2.4 on Organizational 

learning, the process of correcting internal models in response to failed predictions is 

central to learning in organizations.  

Another distinguishing feature of a CAS is its organization (or lack thereof). “A complex 

adaptive system has no single governing equation, or rule, that controls the system. 

Instead, it has many distributed, interacting parts, with little or nothing in the way of a 

central control. Each of the parts is governed by its own rules. Each of these rules may 

participate in influencing an outcome, and each may influence the actions of other parts” 

(Holland, 1992, p. 21). This sort of organization is the foundation for the aggregate 

behavior characteristic of CASs. This is further complicated by the fact that “the 

individual parts of a complex adaptive system are continually revising their 

(“conditioned”) rules for interaction”, and thus “each part is embedded in perpetually 

novel surroundings (the changing behavior of other parts). As a result, the aggregate 
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behavior of the system is usually far from optimal, if indeed optimality can even be 

defined for the system as a whole” (Holland, 1992. p. 20). 

For the purposes of this thesis both the overall crisis response system and learning 

organizations will be defined as CASs. This theoretical definition provides a way of 

understanding learning within these systems as emergent results of interplay between the 

constituent parts. The following section further elaborates the theoretical basis for 

understanding learning within the crisis response system through organizational learning 

theory.  

2.5. Organizational Learning 
No universal definition of organizational learning is agreed upon in the literature, 

however some notable attempts stand out. In a review of different models of 

organizational learning, Fiol and Lyles (1985) made the following distinction between 

learning and adaptation:  

“Learning: The development of insights, knowledge, and associations between past 

actions, the effectiveness of those actions, and future actions.  

Adaptation: The ability to make incremental adjustments as a result of environmental 

changes, goal structure changes, or other changes.” (1985, p. 811) 

The main difference lies in that learning entails some cognitive or informational 

dimension, whereas adaptation can be a purely behavioral change. Thus, in the view of 

Fiol and Lyles (1985), adaptation can occur without learning and vice versa.  

Levitt and March (1988) take a narrower stance and argue that “organizations are seen as 

learning by encoding inferences from history into routines that guide behavior” (1988, p. 

320). By this view, learnings remain within an organization independent of 

organizational members as well as the experiences that was the source of the routine to 

begin with. Compared to the view of Fiol and Lyles (1985), Levitt and March’s definition 

can be seen as taking learning as a tool to achieve an appropriate adaptation. When that 

adaptation is established as a routine, the learning upon which it was based need not 

remain with the organization.  

Argyris and Schön (1996) move in a different direction and attempt to provide as open a 

definition as possible:  

“Generically an organization may be said to learn when it acquires information 

(knowledge, understanding, know-how, techniques , or practices) of any kind by 

whatever means. In this overarching sense, all organizations learn, for good or ill, 

whenever they add to their store of information, and there is no stricture on how the 

addition may occur. The generic schema of organizational learning includes some 

informational content, a learning product; a learning process which consists in 

acquiring, processing, and storing information; and a learner to whom the learning 

process is attributed.” (1996, p. 3) 

 While providing the most open and inclusive of the three definitions, Argyris and Schön 

(1996) are more concrete in terms of what constituents needs to be further defined to 
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provide a comprehensive model of organizational learning: a learning product, a learning 

process, and a learner.  

In a more recent publication, Argote makes the summative claim that “Most researchers 

agree with defining organizational learning as a change in the organization’s knowledge 

that occurs as a function of experience” (2013, p. 31). None of the above accounted for 

definitions dispute this claim, rather Argote seem to accurately identify the common 

denominators of these definitions.  

The coming subsections will be an attempt to construct a definition of organizational 

learning, useful within the constructivist, systems perspective of this thesis. Based in the 

above definitions, four concepts need to be further defined. First, to be able to distinguish 

organizational learning from individual learning, the concept organization needs to be 

defined such that it can be attributed the role of learner (Argyris & Schön, 1996). This 

will be explored in 2.5.1. 

Second, organizational knowledge (taken as the learning product) needs to be defined in 

terms of representation and storage such that it can be considered organizational. All the 

above definitions have slightly different takes on knowledge, and a structured synthesis is 

needed as a basis for this thesis. Different knowledge types and representations are 

explored in 2.5.2.  

Third, the learning process (Argyris & Schön, 1996) or function by which experience 

results in a change in knowledge (Argote, 2013) needs further clarification. All four 

definitions agree that learning occurs through some sort of feedback process based in the 

relation between previous actions or events and their results compared to expected 

outcomes. A more cohesive understanding of how this process unfolds will be described 

in 2.5.3.  

Finally, a cohesive definition incorporating all three parts will be provided in 2.5.4, 

bridging over to a deepened understanding of experience (Argote, 2013) as constructed 

through storytelling (Boje, 2008). 

2.5.1. Organizations as learning entities 
Argyris and Schön (1996) suggest an understanding of “organizations as collectivities” 

(1996, p. 6) with established rules for regulating membership, and where members have 

the authority of acting for the organization. From this they infer that organizational action 

occurs when an individual member acts on behalf of the organization, and thus an 

organization “may be said to learn when its members learn for it” (1996, p. 11). Learning 

for the organization can be done either by individual actors or groups of actors, thus “we 

might think of clusters of individual members as the agents who learn ‘for’ the 

organization to which they belong” (Argyris & Schön, 1996, p. 7).  

Building on a similar idea of agent clusters in organizations, Boal and Schulz (2007) 

suggest an understanding of learning organizations as “complex adaptive social learning 

systems” (2007, p. 415). Organizing is seen as a process of balancing between stability 
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and chaos where “attractor patterns emerge because agents are less likely to be acting 

independently but are instead acting more in concert with one another” (2007, p. 414). 

The communicative patterns through which this organizing process emerges are 

influenced by “tags”, indicating specific roles or functions of agents. In complex adaptive 

social systems tags can be indicated by roles, uniforms etcetera, shaping an agent’s 

relationship to other agents and thus influencing the communicative patterns between 

agents. In this view, organizations can be conceived of “as collections of agent groups 

producing core competencies” (2007, p. 415) based in the tagging structure of the 

organization.  

Organizations balance between stability and adaptation through an interplay of 

exploitative and explorative learning. Exploitative learning refers to using existing 

knowledge stores to produce further specialized functions in response to complexity. 

Explorative learning refers to a more open approach, “anticipating a variety of 

appropriate methods of engaging with the environment, and responding flexibly to the 

unique needs of the situation as it unfolds” (Boal & Schultz, 2007, p. 416). Argyris and 

Schön exemplify the interplay between these processes in a discussion of Amish building 

teams: 

“Usually they operate without a formal plan or identified leaders. They work out their 

situation-specific task systems through talk and gestures on the spot, in the presence 

of site and materials. Such informal agencies are especially interesting because they 

suggest the existence of culturally specific schemas of organizing that are familiar to 

all members of the culture and capable of being reproduced again and again, with 

infinite variation.” (Argyris & Schön, 1996, p. 10)  

With the Amish way of organizing as a model, we can understand the effectiveness of 

complex adaptive social systems as being based in a stable common understanding on 

how to communicate and cooperate as a basis for producing fitting, adaptive solutions in 

response to novel situations.  

In summary, organizations are understood as collectivities with defined boundaries to 

their environment, agreed upon rules for acting on behalf of the collectivity and with 

authority for such action distributed to its members. Learning organizations are further 

understood as complex adaptive systems, actively organizing through communication in, 

and between, clusters of agents, producing aggregate behavior in the process. Adaptation 

to novel situations is achieved through learning in an interplay between stable core 

competencies and the reorganizing into new structures that better meet the demands of 

the new situation.  

2.5.2. Organizational knowledge 
Argote (2013) bases her conceptualization of knowledge in the dichotomy of declarative 

and procedural knowledge, with the former referring to factual knowledge and the latter 

to skills and routines. Seeming as this dichotomy is prominent in conceptualizations of 

knowledge on the individual level as well, for example in cognitive psychology 

(Sternberg & Sternberg, 2012) the question remains of what makes knowledge 
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organizational? In the previous section it was established that organizations learn when 

its representatives learn for it. But what might be the knowledge product that is indicative 

of this learning having taken place for the sake of the organization? 

Argyris and Schön (1996) argue that organizations can “function in several ways as 

holding environments for knowledge” (1996, p. 12). Knowledge can in this regard: 

• Be held in the minds of individuals within the organization. To the 

organization this is the most vulnerable type of knowledge store, since the 

knowledge is lost should the agent leave the organization for any reason.  

• Be held in the organization’s files (which records its actions, decisions, 

regulations, and policies) and maps. This is naturally a more secure form of 

storage, however, entails the drawback of less availability to the individual agents.  

• Be held in the physical objects that members use as references and 

guideposts. Objects might for example act as cues for cultural knowledge, like 

norms regarding how to behave around the coffee machine at the office.  

These knowledge stores refer primarily to what Argote (2013) would characterize as 

declarative knowledge, which is why it can be passively stored in files for example.  

Moving over to procedural knowledge, it gets more interesting and complex. Routines 

and practical skills are not necessarily possible to verbalize and run the risk of fading 

away into oblivion if not in use. Argyris and Schön suggest that “organizations directly 

represent knowledge in the sense that they embody strategies for performing complex 

tasks that might have been performed in other ways” (p. 13). That is, knowledge is 

constantly practiced in the way tasks are performed.  

These types of tacit knowledge are represented as “theories of action” by Argyris and 

Schön (1996). They suggest that theories of action “have the advantage of including 

strategies of action, the values that govern the choice of strategies and the assumptions on 

which they are based” (1996, p. 13). The authors further distinguish between an 

organization’s “espoused theory”, referring to the official, explicitly communicated 

theory of action, and “theory-in-use”, referring to the values and strategies implicit in the 

actual performance of the organizational agents. The espoused theory and the theories-in-

use of an organization seldom matches completely, and theories-in-use thus needs to be 

observed in practice.  

Boal and Schultz exemplify this with reference to a study by Orr (1998) of Zerox service 

personnel. It was found that the staff relied heavily on dialogue when responding to novel 

situations and that “the discourse established common meanings and language between 

them, and thus a common ground on which to devise solutions from knowledge 

distributed among many individuals while explicit nowhere in established organizational 

routines” (Boal & Schultz, 2007, p. 417, italics added by current author). 

Reframing organizational knowledge in the understanding of learning organizations as 

complex adaptive systems, theories-in-use can be thought of as the internal models by 
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which the organization and its members understand its environment and anticipates the 

future. This also expands our understandings of an organization’s theory-in-use as 

emergent from the constant readjustments of each individual actor’s internalized image of 

the theory-in-use in relation to other actors. This comparison also frames the updating of 

theories-in-use as being updated “in hindsight” through feedback processes, further 

expanded on in the following subsection.  

2.5.3. Organizational learning processes 
The process(es) by which organization’s translate experience into knowledge is by 

Argyris and Schön (1996) labeled “organizational inquiry”. Inquiry is “triggered by a 

mismatch between the expected results of action and the results actually achieved. Such a 

mismatch – a surprise, as we experience it – blocks the flow of spontaneous activity and 

give rise to thought and further action aimed at re-establishing that flow” (Argyris & 

Schön, 1996, p. 11). The learning process of inquiry can thus be understood as an 

investigative effort to make sense of a surprising event.  

Analogous to the Argyris and Schön (1996) characterization is what Weick (1995) calls 

sensemaking. Weick suggests that sensemaking is in a basic sense constantly ongoing, 

however, a surprise sparks in the sensemaker an emotional response (arousal) that directs 

the attention and sensemaking effort toward that specific event. What follows is a 

retrospective sensemaking process that is “focused on and by the extracted cues” (1995, 

p. 49). This is a constructivist idea, meaning that each individual sensemaker will notice 

and focus on different details (cues) when looking back on the event, and thus will make 

different sense of it. Central to the sensemaking is the identity construction of the actor in 

relation to his/her social environment. This means that the actor tries to identify a way 

forward that is in line with the actor’s image of self in the social context of the 

organization. This sensemaking process is “driven by plausibility rather than accuracy”, 

meaning that the sensemaker will stop his/her search for an explanation when a good 

enough one has been constructed. Weick sums it up, stating that “In short, what is 

necessary in sensemaking is a good story” (1996, p. 61).  

Sensemaking can be further defined by its smallest constituents, its “minimal sensible 

structures”. According to Weick “the substance of sensemaking starts with three 

elements: a frame, a cue, and a connection” (1995, p. 110). By this description, we can 

assume that confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998) not only influences sensemaking but is 

central to it, especially in the sense of illusory correlation (Nickerson, 1998, p. 183). 

With sensemaking resulting in a (to the sensemaker) believable story of what string of 

circumstances and actions led up to a surprising event, based in the subjectively 

abstracted cues, the result has to be confirmatory of the sensemaker’s beliefs. Common in 

this process is to falsely infer correlative relations based in temporal order of passing. 

Argyris and Schön (1996) illustrate how this may be problematic with the tendency of 

managers of attributing positive outcomes as results of their own actions. Based in the 

belief of their importance to the organization, it is natural to perceive these correlative 

relationships, however it creates an obstacle for learning. As such, incorporating a 
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multitude of perspectives in organizational inquiry (sensemaking) seems necessary for 

productive learning.  

2.5.4. A definition of Organizational Learning 
Having defined the core aspects of organizational learning, the following cohesive 

definition is suggested:  

“Organizational learning occurs when individuals within an organization experience 

a problematic situation and inquire into it on the organization’s behalf. They 

experience a surprising mismatch between expected and actual results of action and 

respond to that mismatch through a process of thought and further action that leads 

them to modify their images of organization or their understandings of organizational 

phenomena and to restructure their activities so as to bring outcomes and 

expectations into line, thereby changing organizational theory-in-use. In order to 

become organizational, the learning that results from organizational inquiry must 

become embedded in the images of organization held in its members’ minds and/or in 

the epistemological artifacts (the maps, memories, and programs) embedded in the 

organizational environment.” (Argyris & Schön, 1997, p. 16) 

Parallel to Holland’s (1992) description of learning in complex adaptive systems, 

organizations learn by the updating of individual actor’s organizational images, in turn 

requiring other actors to adjust their images and thus the learning spreads throughout the 

organization. In complex adaptive social systems, the means by which this spreading 

occurs is communication. “A great deal of dialogue, collaboration, and exchange is 

frequently necessary in order to generate sense making and meaning, and thus the 

learning effects desired within an organization” (Boal & Schultz, 2007, p. 417).  

Argyris and Schön’s (1996) definition, in line with Argote’s (2013) claim, suggests 

organizational learning as a function of experience. However, a sufficient understanding 

of the forming of experiences is still lacking for the purposes of this thesis. In the 

introduction to his theory on Storytelling Organizations, Boje (2008) argues that 

“narratives shape our past events into experience using coherence to achieve 

believability” (2008, p. 4). This claim positions storytelling as a tool in the sensemaking 

process, a view also supported by Weick (1995). 

Narratives and storytelling also play a major part in the dialogical processes by which 

knowledge is shared and spread throughout organizations (Boal and Schultz, 2007). For 

the purposes of this thesis, storytelling will be explored as a way of studying and 

strengthening the quality of such communication in organization. In the following 

section, the potential proficiencies of Storytelling in Organizations are presented, and 

Boje’s (2008) extensive framework of Storytelling Organizations is illustrated as the 

theoretical foundation for the application of storytelling in this thesis.   

2.6. Storytelling (in) Organizations 
Weick labels stories as “Vocabularies of Sequence and Experience” (1995, p. 127) in 

relation to sensemaking. Essentially, stories aid sensemaking in hindsight by filtering 

cues from past events into sequences that support comprehension. An experience, through 
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the process of sequencing into story is thus not equivalent with that which was 

experienced, but is a heavily filtered version, socially constructed within the frame of the 

sensemaker. Stories in this sense can be understood as tools for inferring causality 

through temporal sequencing.  

Lämsä and Sintonen emphasize three primary functions of stories for the individual’s 

understanding on three levels. First is the level of worldview, claiming we understand the 

world around us through stories. “Second, narratives mediate between an individual and 

other people”. Stories are in this sense tools for “communication, dialogue, and 

interaction”. Third, stories aid in the understanding of self, answering the question “Who 

am I?” (2006, p. 108).  

“In organizations,…storytelling has been identified as a means to:” share norms and 

values, develop trust and commitment, share tacit knowledge, facilitate unlearning, and 

generate emotional connection (Sole & Wilson, 2002, p. 3-4). Given that “not all 

narratives are good knowledge-sharing stories”, what characterize good knowledge-

sharing stories need to be established. Sole and Wilson argue two defining features: a 

good knowledge sharing story should provide a streamlined and surrogate experience. 

Streamlined in the sense that they are simple representations of experience and ideas, 

“stripped of excessive detail” (2002, p. 5). Surrogate experience refers to the ability of 

the reader or listener to effectively empathize with the story. This notion is elegantly 

expressed by Lämsä and Sinton: “narratives stimulate our empathetic orientation which 

provides a basis for both cognitive and emotional responses to the experiences and world-

views of other people” (2006, p. 107).  

So far, storytelling has been accounted for based in the assumption that “all stories are 

narratives” (Sole & Wilson, p. 4), referring to the retrospectively constructed sense of 

narrativization. Boje (2008) contests this view of storytelling and argues that the 

interchangeable use of the terms story and narrative is a misconception, blinding 

researchers from the interplay between these concepts.  

Narrative is, according to Boje (2008), an idealized, coherent, and retrospectively 

constructed image of a set of events put together by the narrator to make sense of (what is 

experienced as) a sequence of events. The sequencing of the events is according to Boje a 

key aspect of narrating. The sequenced events are tied together by their unfolding in time, 

while they not necessarily have any meaningful connection more than that constructed by 

the narrator. As such, Boje’s narrative definition is coherent with the above definitions.  

Story on the other hand is, in Boje’s (2008) view, something ongoing, sprawling, 

incoherent, unfinished – a collection of events, ongoing in parallel or distributed in space 

and time. He labels this as “living story”, the emergent phenomena of “complexity 

systemicity” interactions of the different story sensemaking types (Figure 2). Previously 

describing organizations as “storytelling systems” (Boje, 1991), Boje (2008) introduces 

the term “systemicity” to emphasize the lack of hierarchical relations in his model. The 
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author of this thesis suggests an understanding of “complexity systemicity” as analogous 

to the processes of complex adaptive systems.  

In Boje’s view, story and narrative give rise to opposing centrifugal (divergent) and 

centripetal (convergent) forces. The convergent force of narrativization is the search for a 

coherent sense of “what happened” by a single narrator, thus converging on a sort of 

centering point of understanding. The divergent force of story is the emergence of living 

story by the addition and complex interactions of new perspectives. Living story is 

emergent from the interaction of different types of story sensemaking by multiple 

sensemakers within an organizational context. The different types of story sensemaking 

(Figure 2) are further defined in the following section (2.6.1.). 

 

Figure 2. Theoretical framework of Storytelling sensemaking processes adapted from Boje (2008). 

2.6.1. A theoretical framework of Storytelling 
Figure 2 illustrates Boje’s (2008, p. 6) proposed model of the dynamics between the 

different types of storytelling sensemaking. The model is an expansion of Weick’s ideas 

of sensemaking as a purely retrospective activity, hence the term story(telling) 

sensemaking. The horizontal axis differentiates between storying types on a temporal 

dimension. On the vertical axis are different dynamics of the interplay of these 

temporally ordered storytelling types. Following are short descriptions of the types of 

primary interest to this study.  

Retrospective BME Narratives. “BME stands for Beginning, Middle, End, and for their 

retrospective assemblage into a rather linear narrative coherence (Boje, 2008, p. 9). This 

is the narrative type usually used interchangeably with the term storytelling, and thus the 
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most studied type of storying. Boje argues that organizational BME’s (e.g., founding 

narratives) are not static but rather refitted over time within the current framing of the 

organizational members.  

Retrospective Fragments or “Terse Telling”. Although BME’s are the most prominent 

in research, Boje suggest, based in an eight month observational study (Boje, 1991), that 

they are quite rare in the reality of organizational communication (2008). Rather, the 

retrospective narratives are coded in fragmentary telling, such that narratives can be 

contained in as little as a “a word, a nod, a photo”. Boje called this “terse telling” since, 

“In short, the telling is terse, it takes heaps of context understanding to notice when it is 

that which is between-the-lines, unspoken, yet conveyed, really matters” (2008, p. 13).  

Antenarratives. Boje “invented the term antenarrative” to “contribute an alternative to 

the narrative-retrospective ways…which the field of organization narrative and folklore 

seemed to ignore. Antenarratives are prospective (forward-looking) bets (antes) that an 

ante-story (before-story) can transform organization relationships” (2008, p. 13). This can 

be understood as making guiding predictions by interpreting the past within the frame of 

the present, thus suggesting ways forward in relation to perceived needs of the 

organization. Antenarratives shape the future in their capacity of guiding organizational 

action and development moving forward, regardless of the outcome being the predicted 

one or something else entirely.  

Tamara. Named after an interactive play in which the audience follow characters into 

different rooms and thus gets different stories, Boje (1995) coined the term “Tamara” in 

relation to organizational contexts where multiple storying sensemaking processes are 

occurring simultaneously in different physical spaces. This creates the challenge that 

different members of an organization will construct different senses of what is going on, 

depending upon which room(s) an individual have taken part in. “In this simultaneous 

situation, people must choose which rooms to be in each day, stitching together a path of 

sensemaking. […]. This fourth type of story-sensemaking allows different and even 

apparently contradictory stories to be simultaneously enacted across different rooms (or 

sites) of an organization. However, the meaning derived by people in any given room, 

depends upon their path (what rooms they have been in).” (2008, p. 15) 

Boje (1995) developed the “Tamara”-theory through ethnographical studies of Disney’s 

organization. In an organizational context, the challenges posed comes from members 

taking part in sensemaking processes in different rooms. Moving the analogy to an inter-

organizational context, Tamara-related challenges can be assumed to amplify, with part-

taking representatives coming from different (conceptual) “houses” rather than different 

rooms.   

Emotive-Ethical. Described by Boje as a form of “storying in-the-now” in the choices of 

acting (or not acting) on an emotional response to an ethical issue. “We feel that there are 

times and places that if we do not act, no one else will. It is in those once-occurrent (now) 

moments, we have an emotive-ethical obligation to act, to intervene, to no longer be a 
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bystander, to move from being spectator (bystander) to being the actor” (Boje, 2008, p. 

17, authors own italics). Naturally, this type of sensemaking is ideally studied through 

observations, and as such for the purposes of this study, sensemaking of this type will be 

identified through inference.  

Dialectics. These can be understood as characterizations of interplay between the modes 

of story sensemaking described along different dimensions. First is the relation between 

sameness and other referring to the balancing of a stable “narrated identity” and the 

continuous change of the organization, a dynamic central to organizational learning as 

described in 2.5.1.  

Second is the I-we dimension, referring to the identity construction of individual actors 

within different social contexts. “We internalize many we’s through socialization in the 

family, education, military, career, media, etc. We have been socialized to think in we-

ways, and are said to struggle to define our I-ness. I-we is a form of reflexivity, when we 

paus to reflect upon how many we’s control our I-ness” (Boje, 2008, p. 20). 

Third is the interplay between the a priori and retrospective aspects of story sensemaking. 

Temporal and spatial framing is in this view made a priori (e.g., short vs long-term time 

horizons or local vs global spatial perspectives) and is intertwined with the retrospective 

sensemaking. This dynamic is expected to be of major influence in inter-organizational 

contexts where involved actors with different a priori assumptions based in their 

responsibilities, for example municipalities concerned with their local level and regions 

spanning the entire county, are to cooperate.  

Last, is the relation between thesis (problem) and antithesis (reaction) and the complex 

process of finding a synthesis ((re)solution), based in the writings of Hegel and Marx. 

Boje exemplifies by stating that “Marx…thought…a determining political 

economy…would bring the working class (antithesis) to oppose the pesky capitalist 

(thesis), and yield a new synthesis: a democratic form of organizing, with capitalists 

deciding together how to invest and organize the enterprise” (2008, p. 21). Similar 

tensions might be identified in the process of organizations with different a priori 

assumptions about a situation trying to find a common way (synthesis) forward. 

Dialogisms. “In business language, a dialogism is when people with different logics meet 

in the same time and place, and engage in something transcendental, on their differences, 

allowing for the possibility of something generative to happen, out of their explorations” 

(Boje, 2008, p. 22). This should not be understood as the process of getting along or 

finding an agreement, but rather as different dimensions of friction between perspectives 

that result in new ideas and solutions. Boje introduces dialogisms as a new, unresearched 

theory of the processes by which living story emerges. As such, dialogisms can at most 

be seen as theoretical inspiration for understanding how different organizational 

perspectives result in new structures and solutions for crisis response within the frame of 

this thesis.  
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2.6.2. (Re)Defining Boundary Stories 
Section 2.6. has illustrated Boje’s argument for the understanding of story as “living 

story” – a diverging, emergent, unfinished phenomenon. Boje further argues that there is 

no such thing as a “whole story” – “whole story is poetic illusion” (2008, p. 54). He 

argues that “any claim to whole story is violating the nihilistic principle of infinity of 

interpretations” (2008, p. 54). We can interpret this stance, in our constructivist 

perspective, to mean that any attempt to account for “the whole” living story will result in 

a version constructed in the perspective of the observer, thus being a selective account 

based in the extracted cues of the observer.  

For the purposes of this thesis, this conceptualization struggles with the fact that a central 

“challenge to any learning approach lies in the process of bringing abstract, theoretical 

ideas to a practical level and make them understandable in everyday practices” (Lämsä & 

Sintonen, 2006, p. 109). Rather, “What is needed for storytelling to serve a role in 

complex adaptive learning systems is a structure that integrates the past and present in a 

way that…coordinates and guides future behaviors while generating exploitative and 

explorative learning in appropriate situations” (Boal & Schultz, 2007, p. 420). As such, a 

definition of boundary stories is needed that can integrate Boje’s ideas with the purpose 

of constructing stories that are useful tools for inter-organizational learning.  

The primary, by Boje (2008) introduced, idea of interest here is that there is a difference 

in the enacted story, and the, in hindsight, constructed narrative versions of what 

unfolded. Taking this idea as a starting point, eliciting boundary stories will include the 

observation of inter-organizational communication as it happens, and collecting 

retrospective narrative accounts from the involved actors through interviews. This will 

provide a diverse dataset including the constructed perspectives of all actors, and an 

observer account of the enacted “storying in-the-now” (Boje, 2008).  

From this diverse boundary story account, pedagogical tools in the form of boundary 

narratives can be constructed through a convergent process. In this process, experienced 

challenges, successes and failures as told in the narrative accounts should be extracted for 

each narrated perspective. These accounts should then be matched with the observed 

events. In this way, productive and counterproductive cooperational and communicative 

behaviors can be identified and used as building blocks for the pedagogical narratives, set 

in the specific context of the given crisis.  

Thus, it is suggested that boundary stories and boundary narratives be seen as an 

interrelated two-part concept. In the first sense of the concept, boundary stories are the 

emergent living stories enacted in the inter-organizational groups, elicited through 

observations of enacted storying and interviews pertaining to retrospective narratives of 

the involved actors (Figure 3 illustrates the building blocks of boundary stories in this 

first sense). Important aspects of these stories can be elicited through studies informed by 

Boje’s (2008) framework (Figure 2).  
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Figure 3. Conceptualization of building blocks for Boundary Stories. 

Boundary narratives are, as suggested by Johansson (as boundary stories) (2020), 

intended as pedagogical tools, narrative constructions grounded in the elicited living story 

information. As described in 1.2.4., Johansson suggested constructing boundary stories 

using archetypes, a sort of generalized character description of different actors, as a basis 

for boundary narratives. A potential drawback of this type of representation is that it 

might fall into several “story traps” (Sole & Wilson, 2002).  

The first trap is seductiveness – the risk of a story being taken as “truth” because of its 

seductive qualities, blinding listeners from the learning potential of the story if critically 

examined in relation to one’s own organization. The second trap is single point of view, 

implying the risk that a story is being told from a single actors perspective. This entails 

both the risk that it is not accessible or useful to all intended learners, but also that it is 

misleading in its representation of the described events. The third trap is probably the 

most problematic in relation archetypes, and concerns static-ness. When stories are 

written down, they become static snapshots of story representations at a specific point in 

time, and loses the natural evolution that occurs through retelling (Sole & Wilson, 2002).  

To avoid these traps, this author suggest that boundary narratives should be constructed 

with the temporal ordering of the observational data (to avoid bias toward one actors 

perspective), constructed around one specific inter-organizational task, and 

communicated with the explicit purpose (Sole & Wilson, 2002) of being objects around 

which to learn by reflection and discussion. To foster reflective discussion, it is suggested 

that each challenge, failure, or success be accounted for in multiple parallel versions, 

including each actor’s perspective. The idea is that by including parallel accounts from 

different perspectives, an increased understanding of the need to synthesize these 

perspectives early in cooperation can be fostered, and spark reflection and discussion 

around how to better achieve that synthesis in future cooperative responses. Essentially, 

boundary narratives should be seen as a means of transferring experiences of inter-

organizational work such that knowledge can be created within the context of each 

individual organization.   
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2.7. Defining the Swedish Crisis Response System  
This section will provide a definition of the Swedish crisis response capacity in the 

modelling of a system. The effort of producing this definition is still in the works within 

the frame of the overarching KOMET project. However, for the purpose of the present 

analysis, a set definition is needed. The definition will be presented from multiple 

perspectives and levels of analysis, all of importance to the forthcoming analysis.  

2.7.1. The Swedish Crisis Response System as a Complex Adaptive 
System  

As briefly described in 1.2.2., Johansson (2020) suggested the Swedish Crisis Response 

(SCR) system be defined as a complex adaptive system. Johansson emphasized the lack 

of central governing as the primary argument for this view. Adding the integration of 

organizational learning with CAS theory, the SCR system can be seen as learning when 

the involved actors (organizations) learn for it. It can be assumed that some learning takes 

place in each organization from one crisis to another, and thus responses to novel crisis 

situations will always stand in a (in some sense) novel inter-organizational grounding.  

The crisis response system can further be thought of as having predefined some of its 

relational structure through the use of tagging (Boal & Schultz, 2007), meaning how to 

establish communication between included actors to foster an adaptive response in case 

of a crisis. From that basis, the system responds to novel situations through adaptive 

response fostered by communication.  

2.7.2. Learning Organizations as Complex Adaptive Systems  
Organizational learning has in this theoretical background been defined as occurring 

when organizational actors learn for their organization. The process by which the 

learnings of individual actors become organizational is understood as an emergent 

phenomenon through the complexity of social interactions (communication) following 

the restructuring of individual agents’ organizational images through inquiry 

(sensemaking). As such, organizations are seen to learn analogous to the learning process 

of complex adaptive systems.  

However, “not all organizations enable/recognize the functional capacity of a complex 

adaptive system. Frequently, they are structured to operate instead as stable 

bureaucracies, in the mold of the Weberian ideal type, defined by stable attractors such as 

the hierarchy of authority, specialization of tasks, and the formalization of activities into 

routines” (Boal & Schultz, 2007, p. 426). As such, it is not argued that Swedish crisis 

response organizations should be defined as CASs. Rather, it is assumed that the degree 

to which an organization involved in crisis response manages to organize in similarity to 

a complex adaptive system will predict its ability to contribute to adaptive responses in 

novel situations. 

2.7.3. Inter-organizational Boundaries in the Crisis Response System  
Inter-organizational boundary work can be understood in the context of organizational 

adaptation during crises. Dynes and Aguirre (1979) suggested an understanding of 
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organizational adaptation during crises as a function of the demand on and characteristics 

of coordination. The authors distinguish between “co-ordination by plan” and “co-

ordination by feedback”, which can be seen as analogous to “routines” and “adaptive 

response”. Neither dichotomy entail a this-or-that relationship, but organizations utilize 

“a mixture of the two” (1979, p. 71). The extent to which an organization leans more 

towards coordination by plan or feedback is related to the stability of the environment 

and the structure of the organization. Diverse organizations relying heavily on intra-

organizational communication, and unstable environments foster coordination through 

feedback (adaptivity). More hierarchically structured organizations with higher levels of 

specialization of roles, and stable environments is related to coordination by plan 

(routines).   

 

Figure 4. Types of bureaucratic adaptations in crisis as a function of organizational structure and task nature. Adapted 

from Dynes and Quarantelli (1968 as cited in Dynes & Aguirre, 1979) and Brouillette and Quarantelli (1971). 

Dynes and Aguirre contextualize differences in coordinative behavior within a model of 

four behavior types (in brackets) (Dynes & Quarantelli, 1968, as cited in Dynes and 

Aguirre, 1979) or “bureaucratic adaptations” (Brouillette & Quarantelli, 1971), as 

illustrated in Figure 4. Type I equals business as usual in bureaucratic organizations such 

as municipalities or the Swedish Armed Forces. Type II refers to an adaptation of 

structure to keep regular tasks going, for example special command and control structures 

in local care facilities such as hospitals (e.g., Region Stockholm, 2020). Type III can be 

understood through the types of established cooperation networks established in national 

and regional levels that meet regularly during “normal times”, and exist as a foundation 

for handling new tasks during crises (e.g., Region Skåne, 2019; Regionala rådet för 
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Krisberedskap och Skydd mot olyckor, 2017; Samverkan Stockholmsregionen, n.d.). 

Type IV refers to what Noori, Wolbers, Boersma and Cardona (2016) has called 

“coordination clusters”, meaning the forming of new inter-organizational groups in 

response to specific new tasks during a crisis. It is this last type of emergent structures on 

the organizational boundaries that are of primary interest for this thesis.  

With Type I (established) organizations struggling to cope with unstable environments 

(Dynes & Aguirre, 1979; Lanzara, 1983), one coping mechanism, according to Dynes 

and Aguirre (1979) can be to “’refuse’ non-traditional tasks in disaster situations…Rather 

than increase their capabilities to meet the increased demands, such organizations tend to 

accept only those demands which are within their present capabilities” (Dynes & Aguirre, 

1979, p. 74). This type of obstinate behavior is likely to cause cooperative challenges in 

boundary-crossing work. Another possibility is the emergence of additional Type IV 

groups in the space left by the need for “rejected demands by some organizations…to be 

absorbed by others” (1979, p. 74).  

In relation to learning, these emergent, task-specific, inter-organizational coordination 

clusters can also be compared with Lanzara’s (1983) notion of “ephemeral 

organizations”. As depicted by Lanzara, ephemeral organizations emerge in response to 

inactivity from the formal organizations expected to handle a situation. Further 

generalizing the traits of ephemeral organizations is difficult due them being individual 

and context specific, however Lanzara makes the following attempt: 

“I would suggest that the most basic shared feature is that they do not assume their 

own survival or permanence as a requirement for identity and effectiveness of 

performance. In other words, ephemeral organizations are there to disappear, after 

displaying a great deal of activity. They have no past and no future, they live in the 

present- They do not tell stories about themselves and do not project their own image 

into the future, but take the chance of the present.” (1983, p. 88). 

This dynamic poses an obvious problem for learning from inter-organizational work in 

the crisis response system. However, the ephemeral types of emergent groups in the crisis 

response system does not cease to exist quite as dramatically as suggested by Lanzara, 

given that they are often compounded of representatives from the formal organizations. 

With that in mind, the fact that the task-specific collaboration clusters do dissolve after 

crises results in two propositions of importance for this thesis: 

1. Inter-organizational learning must be seen as organizational learning across the 

crisis response systems from the experiences of emergent, adaptive inter-

organizational boundaries. The learning cannot take place on the boundaries since 

no actor is left to turn experience into knowledge. The knowledge needs to be 

absorbed by the remaining, static organizations.  

2. The inter-organizational experiences need to be captured in boundary stories that 

can foster the development of general knowledge about what capabilities support 

the establishment of adaptive inter-organizational crisis response. Learning how 
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to establish the same group again is of no use, since the situation to which it is 

responded will never occur again.  

2.8. Theoretical Synthesis 
This thesis takes a social constructivist perspective, meaning that knowledge is seen as 

subjectively constructed within the social context of the knower. This perspective applies 

both to the understanding of the informants’ accounts of cooperative work during the 

Covid-19 pandemic, as well as this author’s interpretive analysis of the gathered 

interview data. The aim of this thesis is thus to account for different views of challenges 

in handling the Covid-19 pandemic, and by this authors constructivist analysis identify 

challenges and possible learnings from these different accounts.  

The unit of analysis for this thesis is defined in the light of systems thinking, by which a 

system is “the name of an abstract concept, that of a complex whole entity of a particular 

kind” (Checkland, 1999, p. 47). A system is not, by this definition, something that exists 

in the world, but a subjective grouping of constituent parts with emergent properties. 

Thus, defining the boundaries and type of a system is a constructivist process, based in 

the subjective judgement of what constitutes a suitable object of study for the intended 

analysis. The general assumption that Swedish crisis management capability exists in the 

form of a system is therefore both problematized and challenged by this view. It is rather 

argued that labelling it as “the Swedish crisis management system” needs to be a 

conscious act by which it is clearly defined what this “system” entails.   

Adding the idea from complexity theory that systems are not static entities that exist in 

equilibrium, but constantly changing, producing emergent behavior through the 

continuous interactions of its constituent parts the particular kind of system of interest for 

this thesis is taken to be complex adaptive systems (CAS). CASs are constituted of “many 

distributed, interacting parts, with little or nothing in the way of a central control 

(Holland, 1992, p. 21). It anticipates the future by an internal model, and the results of the 

response are used as feedback to update the internal model for future events. The model 

is modified whenever its predictions fail to match subsequent outcome” (Holland, 1992, 

p. 25).  For this thesis, both the overall Swedish crisis response system, as well as its 

constituent organizations are defined as CASs.  

Further the cooperative activities on the inter-organizational boundaries are analyzed in 

relation to the concept of Ephemeral Organizations as proposed by Lanzara (1983). 

Ephemeral organizations arise spontaneously in spaces for decision-making and action 

created by a crisis event, and dissolve quickly. In relation to crisis management, 

ephemeral inter-organizational cooperation is seen as cooperative contexts that serve a 

transient purpose, and the challenge posed is how to collect and distribute the learnings 

from these ephemeral contexts such that the capabilities of crisis response organizations 

for efficiently establishing future ephemeral cooperative structures improves.  

Learning within the SCR system is understood through the theoretical lens of 

organizational learning. Organizational learning us understood as “a change in the 
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organization’s knowledge as a function of experience” (Argote, 2013, p. 31). Expanding 

on this definition in relation to the idea of ephemeral inter-organizational work, inter-

organizational learning is defined as “changes in the involved organizations’ knowledge 

as a function of inter-organizational experience”. The process by which organizational 

learning occurs is here taken to be “organizational inquiry” in response to mismatches 

between expected and actual outcomes of actions (Argyris and Schön, 1997), mirroring 

the process by which a CAS retrospectively updates its internal model.  

Finally, Boje’s (2008) storytelling theory is used to provide an idea of the process by 

which experiences are formed from past events. Boje argues that “narratives shape our 

past events into experience using coherence to achieve believability” (2008, p. 4). How 

we narrativize our past events reflect our previous experiences, and Boje (1995) has 

coined the term “Tamara” as the concept of how individual actors interpret and 

understand a shared situation different as a function of their differences in previous 

experience. In the view of Boje (2008), organizations are to be understood by their 

“living story”, to be understood as the unfinished, constantly evolving emergent 

phenomena stemming from the interactions of individual storying within a Tamara 

storytelling organization. It is expected that Tamara dynamics are amplified in and 

through inter-organizational cooperative contexts. Another idea from Boje important for 

this thesis is that of “antenarratives”, storying “bets” on the future, both reflecting the 

past experiences of the storyteller as well as influencing the storyteller’s future. Boundary 

stories will here be characterized as the living story emerging from the inter-

organizational cooperative of different organizational representatives.  
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3. Method 
This section will describe the data collection and analysis methods used for this thesis. 

Section 3.1 starts with a motivation for the choice of semi-structured interviews, and goes 

on to describe the participants, interview structure and ethical considerations. Section 

3.2 describes the purpose and process of thematic analysis and provides a step-by-step 

account of the analysis conducted for this thesis.  

3.1. Semi-structured interviews 
Storytelling can either be captured in the moment by use of observation or in retrospect 

through interviews. Boje (2008) argues that observation is the preferred method, and thus 

might have been a preferred method for this thesis. However, the argument builds heavily 

on that observation is the only way to capture storying in the now, i.e., Tamara and 

emotive-ethical modes of storying.  

With this study more concerned with different narrative and antenarrative accounts in 

relation to the crisis response work during the pandemic, interviews are a viable option. 

The pandemic circumstances and current restrictions further simplified the choice, and 

remote interviews were considered the most realistic and useful method for gathering 

appropriate storytelling data to answer the research questions of this thesis. All interviews 

in this thesis were conducted, transcribed, and analyzed in the author’s and participants’ 

native language (Swedish) and only the extracts presented in this thesis (Chapter 4) were 

translated into English.  

3.1.1. Participants 
Participants for this study were recruited from one Swedish county and included one 

representative from the County Administrative Board (Swe: Länsstyrelsen), three 

representatives from the regional healthcare organization (Swe: Regionen) and two 

municipal (Swe: kommun) representatives from the researched county. The participants 

were recruited based on their experience of inter-organizational work during the Covid-

19 pandemic. In total 6 interviews were conducted. One additional interview was 

scheduled, but due to a miss in communication it was never conducted. Table 1 presents 

an overview of the participants backgrounds and roles during the pandemic.  

Initial contact with participants was mediated through researchers at Linköping 

University and the Swedish Defense Research Agency. Upon established contact, the 

participants were approached trough an email with initial information about the study and 

the purpose of their participation. The participants were asked to respond with a date and 

a time for the interview based in a set of suggestions. The interview time was then 

confirmed with an email with a Zoom-link and the consent form.  
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Table 1. Participant characteristics and qualifications. 

Participant ID Background  

R1 Professional background: Specialist nurse, 

emergency care (ambulance care).   

Current position: contingencies coordinator 

(emergency medicine), developing civil defense, 

duty officer (region).  

Pandemic role: Chief of Staff in Regional 

Medical Command and Control for healthcare. 

R2 Professional background: Nurse. 

Current position: Teacher in emergency 

medicine, duty officer (region). 

Pandemic role: Staff member Regional Medical 

Command and Control for healthcare.  

R3 Professional background: Ambulance care.  

Current position: Contingencies coordinator, 

education and development in prehospital 

systems.  

Pandemic role: Staff member Regional Medical 

Command and Control for healthcare. 

M1 Professional background: Nurse. 

Current position: Medically responsible nurse 

for municipality.  

Pandemic role: internal coordination and 

municipal representative for the vaccination 

effort.  

M2 Professional background: Nurse. 

Current position: Medically responsible nurse 

for municipality.  

Pandemic role: internal coordination and 

municipal representative for the vaccination 

effort. 

CAB1 Professional background: Crisis response in 

national agencies.  

Current position: Administrative officer with 

focus on crisis preparedness.  

Pandemic role: Chief of Staff in special C2 for 

County Administrative Board. 
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3.1.2. Interview structure 
The interviews in this study were semi-structured, with open questions. Given that the 

purpose of the interviews was to elicit each participant’s own storytelling account of 

inter-organizational crisis management during the Covid-19 pandemic, it was important 

to avoid steering the participants to any certain part of the crisis response. The interview 

guide was structured in relation to the temporal scale (PAST-NOW-FUTURE) in Boje’s 

model of storytelling (Figure 2).The reason for this structure was to gather both 

retrospective narratives and antenarratives based in the participants experiences. In 

practice, the interviews were loosely structured around four main questions:  

• Opening question: Can you tell me a bit about yourself and your occupational 

role?  

• Can you describe the inter-organizational collaboration context you are involved 

in now? 

• When where you first involved in inter-organizational work in relation to the 

pandemic, and how has that work developed over the course of the past year? 

• What are your hopes and expectations for the future of inter-organizational crisis 

management?  

Each interview was opened with the first of the questions above. Following the initial 

question, minimal interference was made from the interviewer during the interviews and 

follow-up questions were only posed when the interviewee clearly marked a break in 

telling. The remaining three questions acted primarily as scaffolding for formulating 

follow-up questions in response to the accounts given by the interviewee and still 

covering all three time-perspectives.  

The interviews were primarily conducted as video calls using Zoom. This made it easy to 

record the interviews, with Zoom having a built-in recording function that creates both a 

video file and an audio file of the recorded call. One interview was conducted over a 

regular phone call. With the interviewer lacking a trustworthy recording function on their 

phone, the call was made with speaker phone and recorded using the voice recorder app 

on the interviewer’s computer.  

3.1.3. Ethics 
This study have been conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the Swedish 

Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). All participants were handed a consent form 

when scheduling the interview. Prior to every interview it was made sure the participant 

had read the consent form. If not, the participant was informed of the information through 

screen sharing and joint walkthrough. Participants were also given space for any 

questions that might have arisen in response to the terms of participation.  

Recording of the interviews were started only after consent was given by the participant, 

and consent was then repeated by the participant and recorded. Measures have also been 

taken to ensure the anonymity of the participants, e.g., by removing all organizational 
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names as well as other information that could point toward the organization, such as 

number of municipalities in the county.  

3.2. Thematic Analysis 
The interview data was analyzed using the thematic analysis as described by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). Braun and Clarke argue that “Thematic analysis can be…a constructionist 

method, which examines the ways in which events, realities, meanings, experiences and 

so on are the effects of a range of discourses operating within society” (2006, p. 81). This 

claim makes thematic analysis a suitable basis for this thesis, with the purpose of 

examining the different story/narrative accounts of inter-organizational crisis 

management.  

Based in the constructivist perspective, the active role of the researcher in the 

interpretation of the data is acknowledged. Themes should not be seen as “discovered” in 

the data, a formulation that implicitly assumes the themes passive existence in the raw 

data. Rather themes should be seen as constructed by the researcher, through a discursive 

interplay with the textual representations of the interviews.  

In addition, the role of the theoretical frameworks of organizational learning and 

storytelling needs to be considered as well. Braun and Clarke further emphasize that “…it 

is important that the theoretical position of a thematic analysis is made clear” since “any 

theoretical framework carries with it a number of assumptions about the nature of the 

data” (2006, p. 81). The provided accounts in the interview data are here viewed as 

storytelling accounts, providing the opportunity of identifying learning opportunities 

regarding inter-organizational cooperation.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) describe six distinct “phases” or steps for thematic analysis. 

Table 3 provides a brief, generic description of each phase as described by Braun and 

Clarke. It is important to note, as stated by the authors, that “…analysis is not a linear 

process of simply moving from one phase to the next. Instead, it is more recursive 

process, where movement is back and forth as needed” (p. 86). This characteristic was 

evident in the thematic analysis conducted for this thesis and is described under 3.2.1. 

Procedure.  

3.2.1. Procedure 
Step 1: Familiarizing with the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) and Linell (1994) state 

that the act of transcription is in itself a process of “interpretation and analysis”, and the 

resulting product is to be viewed as a representation of select aspects of the original 

recording, a tool for further analysis of aspects of interest for the thesis. Linell states that 

the level of transcription is chosen in relation the purpose of analysis. 

Since the content, rather than the manner of expression, is of main interest for this study 

the interviews were transcribed in a manner close to what Linell (1994) calls “basic 

transcription” (Swe: bastranskription), also known as “ortographic transcription”. A basic 

transcription is verbatim, uses standard spelling, and has a script-like organization (i.e., 

utterances are written separate by order of speaker). In addition, some notations regarding 
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tempo and emphasis were noted as deemed necessary by the author using Linell’s (1994) 

suggested notation standard.  

The interviews were first transcribed in full. In a second step, the transcriptions were read 

through parallel with listening to the recording once more and corrections in the 

transcriptions were made where deemed necessary. All interviews were then reread 

before moving on to generating codes. During the last reading, any ideas were written 

down spontaneously in a separate document.  

Table 2. Six phases of thematic analysis, adapted from Braun & Clarke (2006) 

Phase Description of the process 

1. Familiarizing yourself with your data: Transcribing data (if necessary), reading 
and re-reading the data, noting down 
initial ideas. 

2. Generating initial codes: Coding interesting features of the data in 
a systematic fashion across the entire 
data set, collating data relevant to each 
code. 

3. Searching for themes: Collating codes into potential themes, 
gathering all data relevant to each 
potential theme.  

4. Reviewing themes: Checking if the themes work in relation 
to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the 
entire data set (Level 2), generating a 
thematic ‘map’ of the analysis. 

5. Defining and naming themes: Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of 
each theme, and the overall story the 
analysis tells, generating clear definitions 
and names for each theme. 

6. Producing the report: The final opportunity for analysis. 
Selection of vivid, compelling extract 
examples, final analysis of selected 
extracts, relating back of the analysis to 
the research questions and literature, 
producing a scholarly report of the 
analysis. 

 

Step 2: Generating initial codes. The second step of analysis was conducted with a 

combination of pen and paper, and the Nvivo 12 software for analysis of qualitative data. 

First, all transcripts were printed and read through one by one. Potentially important 

passages were highlighted, and color coded, and associated codes were written in the 

margin. The highlighted passages were then collated by code using Nvivo. The reason for 
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the extra step of printing and physically highlighting was purely down to personal 

preference of the author.  

Step 3: Searching for themes. In the third step, the codes were written one by one on 

post-it notes. This choice came down to the preference of the author to physically move 

the codes around while sorting them into themes. The post-its were initially put on the 

wall in a seemingly random order. The post-its were then moved around and sorted into 

groups in an iterative manner until a number of initial themes had been constructed.  

Step 4: Reviewing themes. 

The themes were then reviewed in two steps. First all coded extracts were read for each 

individual theme. Some adjustments were made until the pattern of each theme was 

deemed coherent, and the themes were clearly separable from each other.  

Next, all transcriptions were read through once more. Some additional extracts were 

coded, and then the set of themes (“thematic map”) matched the dataset to a satisfactory 

extent.  

Steps 5 & 6: Defining and naming themes and producing the report. Steps 5 and 6 

were done in an interchangeable manner, with the author of this thesis moving quite 

freely back and forth between choosing extracts for the write-up of the theme, defining 

the essence of each theme, sub-theme and naming the themes accordingly. As suggested 

by Braun and Clarke (2006) the author regularly moved back to steps 3 and 4, 

reorganized codes and iteratively clarified the purpose and content of each theme, until 

the themes, in the eyes of the author, satisfactorily represented the most important aspects 

of the data in relation to the research questions of the thesis.  
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4. Results 
This chapter presents the results from the thematic analysis of the interview data. The 

data has been ordered into themes illustrating the informational content of interest for the 

research questions of this thesis. Each theme is described through a set of subthemes 

(e.g., 4.1.1. Varying definitions of cooperation). Each subtheme is then described through 

a set of identified codes, indexed with bold font in the beginning of the first paragraph 

associated with that code.  

Excerpts from the interviews are thus ordered to provide a suitable illustration of each 

theme, rather than chronologically with respect to the storytelling in each interview. Each 

excerpt is indexed back to the interview from which it originated, at what line in the 

transcription it starts, and who the speaker is. The used notation is structured as follows: 

Participants: 

Regional representatives:  R1-R3 

Municipal representatives:   M1-M2 

County Board representative:  CAB1 

Interview leader:    IL 

Indexing: 

InterviewNr.LineNr.Speaker:  Excerpt 

Transcript notations:  

 (.)   Short break 

 --  Broken utterance 

 -  Word cut off 

 =  No pause between statements 

 *  *  Laughter in statement 

 ^hh  Inhalation 

 (xx)  Unidentifiable utterance 

 Italics  Emphasis 

 CAPS  Increased volume 
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Table 3. Overview and short summaries of the identified themes from the thematic analysis of interview data. 

Theme Summary 

4.1 The concept of cooperation This theme illustrates the varying understandings of 

the concept of cooperation present in the studied 

boundary context. Differences are evident both in 

the semantical sense of the phrase, and in terms of 

expected behaviors and outcomes.  

4.2 Organizational structures and 

Theories-in-Use 

This theme illustrates differences in intra-

organizational structures that have been in effect 

during the pandemic. Connections between 

organizational structure and capabilities in inter-

organizational cooperation are highlighted. 

4.3 Inter-organizational cooperative 

structures 

This theme accounts for three different types of 

cooperative structures for inter-organizational work 

that have been highly involved in managing the 

pandemic. These structures, although separately 

distinguishable, also show evidence of high 

interconnection. The circumstances for utilizing 

these structures during the pandemic are illustrated 

with examples. 

4.4 Boundary Narrative: Protective 

Equipment 

The final theme differs somewhat from the previous. 

Here the idea of boundary narratives (as presented in 

2.6.2). is illustrated with a rough sketch example. 

This sketch demonstrates how the process of 

thematic analysis can assist in constructing 

empirically grounded boundary narratives.   

 

4.1. The concept of Cooperation  
This thesis has claimed to be investigating inter-organizational cooperation in crisis 

management. But what does the concept of cooperation mean in practice? How is it 

understood by the representatives working in inter-organizational cooperative contexts?  

4.1.1. Varying definitions of cooperation  
Cooperation seems, from this study, to be a somewhat problematic term, with different 

definitions and expectations of the word having been expressed in the conducted 

interviews. An explicit concern regarding the common understanding of the word is also 

expressed.  

I1.183.R1: I mean, first of all one can problematize the 

concept cooperation=cooperation is often something you 

think you are doing just by talking to someone else (..) 

from some other organization or with a different area of 

responsibility— 
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R1 criticize the use of the term cooperation, expressing that it is primarily used as an alibi 

term for inter-organizational communication, rather than denoting actual cooperative 

efforts. R1 continues by providing a notion of what cooperation should be taken to mean, 

however reflecting upon that it rather becomes a buzzword in bureaucratic texts.  

I1.190.R1: I mean, to me cooperation is something you do to 

achieve coordination. That is, direction and coordination 

through command and control and cooperation. But it becomes 

buzzwords and authority terms published in a text 

somewhere. But I mean if we look at the Swedish society we 

believe […] that cooperation is very important (.) eh, but 

it is seldom cooperation=most often we inform each other 

and then we say that we have cooperated. […] Cooperation is 

a kind of buzzword that people have forgotten a bit what it 

actually means. That is, to solve a task together you could 

say is (.) cooperation. Or really agree that you have a 

problem (.) that should be solved (.) through cooperation. 

You look at a problem in the same way.  

R1 does not refute the need for communication in cooperation. However, R1’s experience 

is that communication, rather than being a prerequisite for achieving cooperative action, 

becomes the end purpose and thus not resulting in much of practical value. 

R1 is not alone in expressing a concern that cooperation tends to stop at informing other 

actors or organizations about the problems at hand. R2 expresses similar experiences of 

actors coming together, sharing their respective challenges, and then doing nothing to 

help each other with tackling those challenges.  

I3.680.R2: and not only cooperation is that we find each 

other, that we, we sit and talk for a while and think that 

we need to solve this together and then leave. […] the 

challenge is that you have to be able to make decisions in 

cooperation. […] that is what I have learned here=I know we 

have trained this before but it is so obvious that it is so 

easy that […] you come to a meeting, you are from different 

organizations, you are there to solve a task and then 

everyone reports their situations and then you note that 

this was difficult. And then that’s about it. Because it is 

difficult to reach decisions. Because NOBODY commands over 

the other. 

One interesting phenomena in the light of this frustration with the use of the word 

cooperation is that different, almost contradicting, individual definitions have emerged 

from the same organization as to what cooperation should mean.  

Cooperation as collaboration. R1 expresses a view of what cooperation should be that 

is just about equal to collaboration. Expressed in a metaphorical story, R1 expresses the 

difference between cooperation as a label on mere information sharing and actual 

cooperation in R1’s view. 
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I1.736.R1: But if you compare that at an injury site then 

it often becomes (.) coop-- I mean, information sharing is 

the case if I as a paramedic find a patient that needs to 

be carried over to an ambulance. I find the patient, I 

inform that I need to put this patient on the stretcher (.) 

eh and I need to carry it over to the ambulance. And then, 

then we concretize that example and I tell the police and 

rescue services as they stand beside and watch “well that 

sounds difficult, let us know if you need (.) 

anything”.=Something like that. And watch me as a lone 

paramedic when the patient is on the ground. Cooperation, 

according to my definition, that is that the police or 

rescue service which also happens on an operative level 

grabs the foot end of that stretcher and help me carry the 

patient over to the ambulance. >Do you follow<? Then we 

have cooperated.  

Cooperation in contrast to collaboration. R3 on the other hand defines cooperation in 

contrast to collaboration. R3 describes an experience during the pandemic of having been 

involved in plenty cooperation, but rarely reaching collaboration. R3 expands on this idea 

in the following way: 

I5.246.R3: To me cooperation and collaboration are not 

really the same thing. Cooperation is when you (.) eh agree 

on things and maybe work toward the same direction and so 

on=collaboration then you do things together. If we have 

two different organizations we can cooperate while doing 

entirely different things but we work in the same 

direction. Collaboration then we help each other out in 

reaching this direction or this goal that we have ahead.  

The sentiment of R3 can be interpreted as a strive towards reaching collaboration through 

cooperation, thus making cooperation a first step towards collaboration. By this 

understanding, R1 and R3 wants to achieve similar results through cooperative efforts but 

have different ways of putting it. What is common for both views is that cooperation is 

defined and assessed in the light of its outcome.  

One potential factor for this dynamic can be found in raised concerns from multiple 

participants regarding the implementation rate of the guiding document released by the 

Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (“Gemensamma Grunder”) in which the term 

cooperation, its goals and related activities is defined (MSB, 2018). The situation that is 

described is one where substantial efforts to provide a common language for crisis 

response has not had the intended effect (yet).  

I5.540.R3: And (.) what strikes me is that it is actually 

VERY FEW, 2019, 2020, 2021 that actually hold high 

positions that have the slightest idea what [Gemensamma 

Grunder] is. I find that quite interesting, especially-- 

say that a firefighter doesn’t know [Gemensamma Grunder]  

that, that I can accept. But a rescue officer that doesn’t 

know [Gemensamma Grunder] then we haven’t reached our goal.  



49 

 

I1.1080.R1: there is this [Gemensamma Grunder] that you 

probably know of eh the text […] it is quite flat and 

theoretical […] but if you break it down (.) it has some 

points with holistic perspective and taking responsibility 

for whole and understanding perspectives […] that are quite 

important. […] if you could hammer in and break it down for 

each actor cooperation would run a little smoother.  

I5.590.R3: So basically I think it’s very good that we have 

a common document. But it gets <worrying> when nobody looks 

in it.  

4.1.2. Understanding cooperation by practice and outcomes  
Communication and information sharing are, despite the above illustrated criticism, the 

central activities in cooperation. Continuous, tight dialogue through regular meetings is 

the format for cooperation described by all informants in this study.  

I2.73.M1: So we have meetings we have had until now every 

morning eight o’ clock where we bring up events, (what the 

Public Health Authority) have said what the Intensive Care 

Unit have said and what the National Board of Health and 

Welfare have said. 

I3.550.R2: But at the start it was you know it is 

<meetings> every day. Eh where things are pointed out and 

you try to like identify what it is you- we need to like 

work with.  

I4.110.M2: Had we not had this close dialogue and 

cooperation then I think it would have been difficult to 

move forward.  

Whether this communication can be understood as cooperation or not seems to be a 

definition that can only be made retrospectively, in the light of the outcomes. From what 

I have found in the data, cooperative work should strive to achieve three primary 

objectives.  

Establish a holistic picture of the situation. Holistic is in this sense relative to the 

system level of operation. The interview study in this thesis has focused on the work in 

one Swedish county, thus the primary goal for the informants have been to establish a 

holistic picture of the pandemic situation in their county. These situational descriptions 

are then communicated to the national level, where it is combined with descriptions from 

the other 20 regions to establish a holistic picture of the pandemic situation on a national 

level.  

I1.759.R1: it has been a lot of focus on descriptions of 

the situation both from the County Administrative Board and 

the National Board of Health and Welfare that is the 

responsible actors on both geographical and sectorial 

levels. And that is really that the political level has 

been- have demanded descriptions of the situation and it 
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has been import- it is important that they have an accurate 

image of the situation as well.  

I6.235.CAB1: So a lot has been about (.) yeah well 

gathering information for the operational pictures that is-

- the government asks for quite a lot and MSB as well quite 

a lot of information about this. So it has been (..) yeah 

well building that and keeping it going where the 

municipalities are to deliver information.  

Identify possibilities and needs for adaptive response. Building further on the 

established operational picture, this primarily refers to identifying tasks and challenges 

that fall in between the involved actors’ natural areas of responsibilities, identifying 

which actors could and should cooperate on certain tasks, how one actor could assist 

another that is heavily strained at the moment and so forth. Essentially, the initial 

cooperation should result in more specific, narrowly focused cooperation (the forming of 

coordination clusters for adaptive response) or maybe even collaboration in solving the 

challenges at hand.  

I6.328.IL: But then, it is (.) some sort of general (.) eh 

picture or description of cooperation in practice is that 

you have a continuous and tight dialogue with (.) with the 

involved organizations in (.) in the county and if you see 

to, for example the region then (.) eh, eh you try from 

both parties really to (.) through this dialogue to 

identify and point out any (.) tasks or processes where, 

where you can step in and support (CAB1: mm, exactly). 

Like, where it is not dependent upon a specific medical 

competency for example? (CAB1: Exactly). 

I6.347.CAB1: No but it is like that in every event of 

course that you have to identify that and that is why we 

have these cooperation on different levels.  

4.1.3. Summary 
The term cooperation carries with it an innate problem of ambiguity, expressed in the 

different understandings and individual definitions of the word. Cooperation is criticized 

for too often only referring to sharing of information that does not lead to concrete action. 

Cooperation in practice takes place primarily through communication and dialogue, but it 

is first when these dialogues result in specific ends that it can be considered cooperation. 

Key outcomes from cooperation are: continuously updated holistic operational pictures of 

the situation, identified joint problems that does not naturally fall under the responsibility 

of a given organization, and the establishing of smaller, specific inter-organizational 

cooperative structures or practical functions with the purpose of tackling the identified 

problems. 

4.2. Organizational Structures and Theories-in-Use 
This theme focuses on the differences in organizational structure that exists between the 

everyday operations and crisis response system, as described by the informants. Making 
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this analysis based in the descriptions of the organizational structures rather than the 

formal descriptions in policy documents is of importance for this study, given that it is 

the “theory-in-use” of the different actors that is of interest here. It is the subjective 

understandings of the organizational representatives that provides the actual basis for 

inter-organizational understanding and cooperation.  

4.2.1. Daily organizational structure 
The everyday organizational structures will here be illustrated by descriptions of regional 

healthcare and municipal organizations. The everyday operations of the regional 

healthcare is a line production based organization, meaning that work is planned based in 

calculated predictions in need of different types of care, and evaluated by rates of 

effectivity.  

I1.44.R1: The healthcare organization builds its crisis 

response system on a, a line production so to say, meaning 

that […] <similar to an industrial> (.) planning so to 

speak we calculate the production of, of different types of 

care so to speak. We calculate the need for x-rays per year 

and so on and so forth.  

In everyday conditions, the different care units, such as surgery, orthopedics, oncology 

and so on are distributed across all hospitals in the county, in a sort of distributed 

administration.  

I1.514.R1: Because normally within a region as 

administrative unit so say in [this county] we have [the 

larger hospitals]. Then it is often the care processes take 

for example the surgical care process, some of it is done 

at [each hospital] and it is the same managers and patients 

are moved between the hospitals and (.) eh, well (.) one 

production unit or a center can have [a couple departments 

at each hospital]. But essentially they make up the same 

unit so to speak.  

Different roles and mandates in regular organizational structures. One important 

characteristic of the daily organizational structures is that seemingly similar 

organizations, e.g., municipalities, may differ significantly in their individual structuring 

in relation to certain operational areas or tasks. 

I1.644.R1: the line organizations where you can have the 

same title on paper but you have different mandates 

internally in the regions. Director of health and medical 

care is one such example that is used (.) in a network at 

SALAR for example […] which is just one example where there 

are differences in what one of those do in their respective 

regions. […] these directors networks where you might be 

called social- eh (.) manager in one municipality but in 

the next municipality it’s care director or director of 

social affairs or manager of social affairs. You might have 

different mandates depending on which municipality you are 
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and depending upon how that municipality has organized 

itself. It is the same internally in the region really.  

These differences in internal organization and distribution of mandates can depend for 

example upon size of the region or municipality.  

I4.51.M2: there is a (.) there difference as you’re saying 

between a large and a small municipality=I have worked in a 

smaller municipality in the county as well. And naturally 

it, it is an organizational difference. We have a- in [this 

larger municipality] we have more of a (.) eh: more 

managerial levels 

Each municipality and region organize in a manner suitable to handle the routine tasks of 

an agency of that particular kind. This is largely done in isolation, and everyday 

cooperative structures usually does not depend on similarity of roles and mandates. 

Moving into descriptions of cooperation for crisis response in the following theme (4.3), 

the reason for the illustrated differences between everyday and crisis organization will be 

further illustrated.  

4.2.2. Crisis response structure 
The crisis response system is idle most of the time, ready to respond when needed. This 

does not only concern the inter-organizational contexts described in relation to 

cooperative structures, but many involved actors have their own internal crisis response 

structures that are activated in the event of a crisis. This will be described further through 

example of the crisis response structures of the regions. 

I1.51.R1: And then we have a, a (.) well, integrated slash 

parallel crisis response plan 

I1.56.R1: And then we havet that when we assess an event as 

special, meaning as a special event then we go into 

something called special command and control for 

healthcare.   

The special C2 structures for healthcare organizations are based and explicitly described 

in policy documents that have been carefully developed for effective handling of special 

events.  

I1.494.R1: And we (xx) develop a crisis- emergency medical 

contingency plan where we describe the preparatory work 

and, and eh well what is supposed to happen in different 

scenarios basically.  

The emergency medical contingency plan defines the organization structure and 

mandates of the special C2 structure, as well as when and how it is to be initiated. The 

initiation is done by a role called “duty officer” who makes an assessment of the 

situation. When an event is assessed as a special event, the C2 structure is initiated and is 

given mandates to decide how to distribute the collective resources of the region’s 

organization.  
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I1.497.R1: But essentially when the duty officer decides 

that it is a special event […] a bunch of decision mandates 

is given to the special command and control function. […] 

the special command and control function can make decisions 

for the organization that you normally cant’t make. Meaning 

redirecting resources, eh decide on orientation, set 

requirements for the hospitals. 

I3.59.R2: The mandate to decide over the region’s total eh, 

I mean (.) resources is put on (.) this regional special 

command and control function. It is a command and control 

structure that doesn’t exist in the everyday setting  

As described by both R1 and R2, the key difference put in effect is a shift in mandates, 

giving the special C2-structure the possibility to swiftly redistribute resources as needed 

to effectively manage the situation at hand. This shift in C2-structure is made on both 

regional and local (hospital) levels. The regions total resources are at the disposal of the 

Regional Medical Command and Control-structure. The hospitals switch from a 

distributed administrational mode to a local C2, where each hospital becomes its own 

production unit. The regional level can thus be seen as a mix of Type III and Type IV, in 

that a new (but preplanned) structure is put in effect in response to new tasks. The local 

level can be characterized as a Type II adaptation, switching structure to better manage 

regular tasks under extraordinary circumstances.  

I1.511.R1: When we activate a special command and control 

structure THE HOSPITAL (.) ehm becomes a more clearly 

defined unit that is [each hospital] will redistribute 

resources and workload on personnel internally at the 

hospital. So that is one thing. But primarily it is these 

decision mandates that, that becomes clearer.  

A characteristic of these special C2 structures with implications for the pandemic 

response is the time frame for which they are planned. The type of situations imagined in 

the development of the emergency medical contingency plan are short and intense, 

expected to be managed in maximum a couple of days.  

I3.66.R2: it is really built for a quick passage of events. 

A bus crash, a train crash, with a big injury outcome. In 

those cases you need to optimize in the right places based 

in the needs of this particular event and for that you 

create this type of special command and control function 

that can redistribute (.) resources so that they are used 

as needed in >this event<. […] we imagine that in practice-

- earlier before we knew better-- we would use this 

organization maybe for (.) well maximum 3 days or something 

Standardized roles and functions. Another key aspect in the crisis response system, in 

contrast to how it tends to be in daily organizational structures, is the standardization of 

roles and functions. This is important for a common understanding of how the work is to 

be done, who is responsible for what and knowing who to contact in the event of crisis. 

To achieve this, standardized roles and functions have been established on a national 
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level, with eventual individual differences in mandates of those roles being explicitly 

defined in emergency contingency plans.  

I1.629.R1: based in emergency preparedness ideas […] some 

of the most important aspects we have is that (.) you 

should know what some functions do they should have the 

same areas of responsibility regardless of what agency it 

is.=duty officer is one […] every municipality shall have 

it, all regions shall have it and they should do 

approximately the same thing.  

I1.660.R1: when we activate special command and control for 

healthcare (.) it should be defined in all regions that 

these are the mandates the special command and control 

function has. […] there are of course differences between 

different organizations exactly how far these mandates 

reach and that should be explicit in the emergency medical 

contingency plan. But at least this is something prepared 

beforhand. And this, <this is> important in, especially in 

quickly arisen crises.  

As described by R1, common established structures are a key aspect for producing fast 

crisis response. This works well when all involved actors work within the same or similar 

structures. However, as will be illustrated in the following theme (4.3), the pandemic has 

forced the crisis response system to cooperate with the everyday organizations, where the 

differences in organizational structures and basic operational approach in crisis response 

have posed new problems.  

4.2.3. Summary 
There are significant differences in organizational structures between the everyday 

healthcare operations of regions and municipalities compared with the structures of the 

crisis response system. Usually, these different structures work in parallel, with the crisis 

response structures only active for short periods to handle extreme events effectively and 

keeping disruptions in the regular operations to a minimum. This basic structure entails 

that, when facing a crisis, crisis response professionals and daily operational 

professionals have fundamentally different perspectives on how to approach it. Whereas 

crisis response officials focus on how organizational structures, procedures, and resources 

can be temporarily adapted to handle the most urgent issues most effectively, the daily 

operations people focus primarily on how to keep the regular operations going with 

minimum disruptions. The final goal of both perspectives is the same, however the 

implicit understanding of how to get there seems to differ significantly between the two 

perspectives, thus causing substantial cooperative problems.  

4.3. Inter-organizational Cooperative Structures 
During the Covid-19 pandemic, all four types of bureaucratic adaptation in Figure 4 

(Brouillette & Quarantelli, 1971) have been exhibited in the crisis response. A further 

distinction can be made between established (Type I) cooperative structures in the daily 

operations of actors involved in the crisis response system, and the preplanned 
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cooperative structures specific for crisis response. The latter of these can be seen as 

ongoing in a sort of idle state during normal times, entering an active response state only 

during societal disruptions. Coordination clusters during the pandemic have largely 

emerged as boundary-crossing functions between daily and crisis specific cooperational 

structures. 

4.3.1. Cooperative structures in daily operations 
Daily cooperative structures exist on many different levels, for many different purposes. 

Municipalities for example have many different inter-organizational cooperative forums 

through which they can learn from each other, share resources, or help each other in other 

identified ways. These are formed through contacts across municipality borders between 

similar functions or roles in the municipalities.  

I2.175.M1: The health and welfare managers of all 

municipalities in the county (.) they are part of a health 

and welfare network. And there: (.) there: it may be about 

once a month every other week they meet but it intensified 

when the pandemic started (so that) they would learn from 

each other and help each other out 

During the pandemic, such cooperative structures around healthcare and welfare 

functions have intensified their contacts around new, pandemic-specific tasks, thus 

extending into Type III.  

I2.347.M1: If we produce it then we like give it to the 

others (.) we can share like that. And we do that through 

something called [MALG, Medicinskt ansvariga 

ledningsgrupp]. It includes all [MAS (Medically Responsible 

Nurse)] and [MAR] in the county. Every municipality have 

both [MAS]-- has a [MAS] and then a few have a [MAR]=that 

is medically responsible for rehabilitation. We have a 

network. We meet at least once a month always and it is 

more intense now.  

Both M1 and M2 express the strength of having established well-functioning cooperative 

forums in the daily operations, given that it simplifies the communication significantly 

during the difficult circumstances of the pandemic.  

I2.355.M1: I think it has been very important because we 

help each other=if someone is tired someone else can take 

the initiative instead. And this is corresponding to the 

social directors network. So [MAS]-network or [MALG] that 

was very important.  

I4.117.M2: And there cooperation over municipal borders 

have worked very well. In my opinion. And it is like the 

fact that you can work across municipal boarders in the 

different groups results in-- it is a success. And you 

could add that us medically responsible have a very close 

cooperation from earlier as well which I believe has been a 
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great advantage for us, that we have th- a very good 

dialogue from before.  

Daily cooperation also takes place between regions, primarily in relation to handling the 

load on different medical specialties between adjacent regions. This can be seen as a 

Type I-structure, given that it is established during regular times and function in the same 

manner during the pandemic, albeit a bit more intensively.  

I3.390.R2: Then there have been cooperation between 

regions=that of course happens all the time=it happens 

today to, cooperation between regions primarily our 

adjacent regions when it comes to intensive care patients. 

If you need support and so, you of course inquire for it. 

For example if c- well, if we can help [them] or we can 

receive help from [them] for example. When we have (.) way 

too many patients in our care. That happens all the 

time=that happens during normal times and during (.) I mean 

(.) have been going on during this whole period. Everyone 

helps each other out.  

A form of daily cooperation of a more practical and complex nature (however, still 

established Type I) is that between regions and municipalities in relation to municipal 

healthcare services. The primary purpose of this cooperative function is to supply 

municipal healthcare with medical doctors when needed. Municipalities provide both 

care and healthcare service in the home and in nursing homes. Care refers to help with 

routine tasks such as hygiene, cleaning, cooking or taking daily doses of prescribed 

medicine. This type of care does not entail a medical relation. Healthcare in the home 

refers to routine medical assistance for the chronically ill. This type of care is primarily 

provided by mobile nurses, but every once in a while, there is a need for doctor 

competence or mandate. The municipalities have no doctors in their own organization, 

whereby that competence is provided through cooperation with the local health centers 

that are part of the regional health care organization.  

I3.190.R2: Normally we have-- I mean we have a 

responsibility i- for healthcare. And then there is the 

healthcare assigned to the primary care organizations. Then 

there is something that is the municipal healthcare. Where 

(.) the municipal healthcare does not have any doctors in 

their organizations=here we are talking about (.) eh: 

healthcare and care that is given in these nursing homes 

for example. They don’t have their own doctors, but they 

have nurses. And they also have nurses that care for 

elderly in their homes. But they don’t have any doctors 

either but those doctors are taken from the primary care 

organizations-- or taken? >I mean, it is-- the primary care 

organizations support the municipalities (.) in this (.) 

care taking of the elderly and so=so they do medical rounds 

in the nursing homes and they visit elderly patients who 

are cared for at home and things like that. And then the 

nurses take care of >yeah, well< dosing medicine according 
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to prescriptions and (.) and so forth, nursing. That’s how 

it looks. But it is quite air tight in between because it’s 

<two principals>. It is the region and it is the 

municipality. So. It is also the case that the region is 

one and the municipalities are [many]. So this everyday 

cooperation has been solved in a number of different ways. 

I mean if we look at (.) smaller municipalities they have a 

very close collaboration with their primary care centers 

and things are taken care of. I mean the collaboration 

works very well in these cases and it is not very much=it 

is not that complex. But if you look at a larger 

municipality that has many primary care centers (.) and 

many nursing homes that are tied to different primary care 

centers (.) and dependent upon where you live there is a 

primary care center that has a doctor that >like< well-- it 

suddenly becomes very complex. In everyday operations.  

In their description, I3 indicates that these cooperative structures have their struggles in 

the daily work, which have had consequences in the added stress of the pandemic. Most 

prominent in the data is the struggles associated with trying to solve problems during a 

crisis based in established cooperational structures that does not work smoothly even in 

regular times. This is continually emphasized, both in retrospective descriptions of inter-

organizational work during the pandemic and in forward looking antenarratives about 

learning from the pandemic.  

I3.606.R2: It is that <the cooperative struggles> that 

exist in the everyday setting (.) they only become a lot 

more visible and very palpable. Because this is really not 

news.  

I3.615.R2: I mean it has been discussed repeatedly, primary 

care toward municipalities in the everyday but it works 

fine as long as you can sort of grind through it and it’s 

not, it’s not on visible on a societal scale but on the 

individual level. In those cases you can sort of grind 

through it (.) time and again. Haha it’s *been going for 

such a long time*, there’s something that’s gone askew. 

Well. That is something that is just, completely just (.) 

it is so concrete and so, I mean it has consequences in a 

crisis. That is my biggest learning=you can’t have things 

in the everyday work that is fretting because it DOES NOT 

SETTLE during a crisis. It obviously gets a lot, lot more 

visible (.) that we have something to work with here. So 

yeah- that is my- and that we are <so incredibly tightly 

connected> with the municipality and municipal healthcare.  

These daily types of cooperative structures are primarily in place for long term 

operational development or exchange of competencies. Meetings occur recurringly but 

sparsely, given that the subjects under discussion rarely entail time pressure. During the 

pandemic these cooperational forums have all of a sudden had to intensify their inter-

organizational work significantly, given the critical time frames of Covid-19 related 



58 

 

issues. As will be further described in following themes, the functional statuses of these 

cooperational structures during normal circumstances have been amplified in the crisis 

context.   

4.3.2. Preplanned cooperative structures in the crisis response 
system 

Central to the crisis response system are carefully planned structures for communication 

and cooperation. These structures exist both on regional and national levels. These 

structures do not entail any shifts in C2 or decision-making mandates but are structures 

for establishing communication and prerequisites for needed cooperation between the 

involved actors. They specify when a crisis specific cooperative forum is to be activated, 

which actors that are to be involved, and which actor that is responsible for leading the 

cooperative function. On a national level, the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency 

and/or the National Board for Healthcare and Welfare are the summoning authorities for 

these structures, meaning they call the included actors to cooperative conferences. On the 

regional level, the County Administrative Board holds this responsibility.  

I1.213.R1: the cooperational structures that we have in the 

event of a crisis in Sweden we have- and in [the county], 

we have defined in advance.  

I6.73.CAB1: There is a structure in [the county] for, for 

the cooperation that takes place between actors and it is 

called [name of regional cooperative plan]. And there is a 

strategy that, eh, is agreed (.) since before where 

municipal ex- or the director of the municipal board have 

signed it and, and (.) executives from different 

organizations have signed regarding how we shall cooperate. 

So there is a rather (.) rather clear ehm: structure for 

how to cooperate in the county and it is partly all 

municipalities in the county, it is <the region, it is the 

police department, it is the rescue service association> 

(.) rescue service of [the county], it is SOS alarm, <it 

is> the Coast Guard, the Transport Administration.  

During normal times, these structures exist in a sort of idle state, where meetings between 

the established actors of the crisis response system (on the given level) occur regularly, 

during which e.g., potential changes or developments are discussed. 

I6.111.CAB1: Then there are like pre:steps as well. We have 

a […] regular cooperation that involves all these actors 

where you discuss (.) eh, if you need to change things or 

you discuss things that have happened and so on.=So it is 

more of a before and after perspective.  

I5.105.R3: So from (.) my image of cooperation before the 

crisis came (.) eh, in [the county] I think the County 

Administrative Board have had a good and clear role in the 

everyday operations where they call to cooperative meetings 

(.) eh: and things like that. We also have checkups every 

week with this group and that includes most of the 
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organizations that are part of this group it is 

representatives from >the Police Department, the Armed 

Forces, the Rescue Services, healthcare< and the County 

Administrative Board and a couple of others when needed. 

Ehh, I think it has worked well and where, where the County 

Administrative Board has this cooperative responsibility 

for the rest of us so to say.  

As described by R3, the County Administrative Board has the summoning role and 

responsibility for making these meetings happen. This is the same structure and 

distribution of responsibilities that is used in the event of a crisis, and thus it is expected 

of the County Administrative Board to initiate the required cooperation during crises. In 

the initial pandemic response, it was experienced that the County Administrative Board 

stuttered a bit in taking on their expected role, until they got clarified instructions from 

the governmental level.  

I5.119.R3: But I think this failed a bit when the crisis 

came. It has become much clearer now but that was also 

because they got a government assignment as I said before. 

Then it became clear for the County Administrative Board.  

Turning to the perspective of the County Administrative Board however, this seems 

perfectly logical. Healthcare is not a part of the County Administrative Board’s regular 

mission statement, thus in response to (what was generally seen as primarily) a healthcare 

crisis, their role was far from obvious their own view.  

I6.527.CAB1: And on our part, […] it is usually said that 

the County Administrative Boards have something to do with 

everything (.) except healthcare and (.) education. All 

other sectors or other political areas are part of the 

County Administrative Board’s ordinary mission. But 

especially those two are not so because of that (.) this 

whole health and welfare is pretty new to the County 

Administrative Board in terms of cooperation and having an 

active role as well.  

When activating response mode, areas of responsibility and decision-making mandates 

are not altered, but all actors keep their ordinary autonomy. This entails that all included 

actors decide internally who to send as representative to these meetings in accordance 

with laws and regulations on autonomy in decision making. 

I6.586.IL: I am thinking a bit about this aspect of <no 

organization having decisional mandates over> anyone else 

really. How, how-- what kind of <decisions is it you might 

have to agree upon in the [cooperative function]> for 

example or the forums in which you take part? 

I6.593.CAB1: I mean, no decisions at all really. More than 

regarding eh, yeah well (.) how to report operational 

pictures >or similar, I mean more< those kinds of things. 

But otherwise […] you could agree on a direction and then 

each municipality makes its own decisions anyways. But it 
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is about like giving, giving the opportunity to discuss 

directions and, and then […] like (.) emphasize the 

importance of, well it (.) it has an effect if you do 

differently and there have been an awareness of and they 

really want to know how others do to like be able to (.) 

make corresponding decisions in one’s own municipality.  

This can have some problematic consequences. Since no specialized cooperative function 

can be activated unless all involved actors decide internally to contribute resources, 

obstacles may arise because of varying mandate levels being represented in the regional 

cooperative function or directed functions may be hard to identify and establish because 

of too much diversity in competencies represented in the meetings.  

I1.788.R1: there is a function called ISF Support where we 

actually together between municipality and the County 

Administrational Boards and the regions developed a 

suggestion […] to quickly establish a short term 

accommodation for cohort care of (.) positive Covid-

patients that is those <infected with Covid> not in need of 

hospital care but where it maybe would suffice with 

municipal care but that was a clear example of when the 

people who prepared the work did not have sufficient 

mandate in their own organizations. Because when the top 

decision-makers heard the proposal they shot it down and 

said that “this question has been wrongly prepared”. And so 

a month passed and then someone else said “we should have 

short time accommodation for Covid-patients”. Then it was a 

little like you know bang- you bang your head against the 

wall a little bit “well we said that a month ago”. We could 

have had this accommodation up and running by now if we’d 

have taken that decision already back then.  

Activated in parallel to the ordinary operations. The crisis specific structures are 

activated in cases of special events, disruptive events that usually causes a need to 

redistribute resources within the individual organizations for effective handling, thus 

requiring a special form of command and control (as described in 4.2). These structures 

are usually run in parallel with the daily operations. The purpose is to sort out the crisis 

situation as fast and effectively as possible so that regular operations are not affected in 

any significant ways. As such, the regular operational representatives of an organization 

usually don’t work together with the crisis response groups, but rather in parallel.  

I6.501.CAB1: the cooperation that we have within the crisis 

preparedness field (and) that which is like agreed and (.) 

(trained) and such that is just one, one certain type of 

people that have been involved in that […] it is something 

that happens in parallel, that, t:hat the regular 

operations usually never come in contact with 

The planned structures of the crisis management system are not plans for how to take 

action or how to make decisions. No redistribution of decision mandates is made 

compared to normal times in an organizational context. This might change within 
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organizations, which is the case in the region that activates a special command and 

control mode during special events. But practically speaking, the inter-organizational 

cooperative structures are not much more than contact spaces, areas for involved actors to 

find each other and identify how they together can handle the challenges of the ongoing 

crisis. They are a necessary prerequisite, speeding up the inter-organizational 

communication significantly compared to if they were not in place. But as was illustrated 

in the previous theme in 4.1., they are in no way a guarantee for an efficient crisis 

response.  

4.3.3. Emergent cooperative structures during Covid-19 
Sections 4.2.1. and 4.2.2. illustrated different types of preplanned and recurring, everyday 

inter-organizational work on organizational boundaries. It was further described how 

these structures can be useful as foundations for cooperation in crises and that some novel 

tasks can be handled by intensification of the communication in these structures. 

However, as established in chapter 2, planned structures can only cope with a limited 

extent of variation. During the pandemic, the need for emergent structures in response to 

novel challenges have proven very high. These emergent structures have not been formed 

in isolation from the established structures, rather the ongoing structures act as 

groundings for identifying needs and possibilities for new cooperative structures.  

I6.447.CAB1: So, I believe that we have been (.) have had 

to be much more pragmatic (.) regarding “well, now we need 

to cooperate around these questions. How do we do that in 

the best way?” and it, it doesn’t matter if we call that an 

ISF or if we call it something else, like, it doesn’t have 

to-- we have had to depart from the agreed steps. To move 

forward in the event and it has been so-- the impact has 

been so severe if we fail.  

In this thesis, emergent behavior is understood to be the effect of complex interactions 

between the constituent parts of a complex adaptive system. Based in the interviews, an 

understanding of how these interactions begin and develop to result in a new emergent 

structure can be illustrated in three steps.  

Identifying needs and possibilities for new structures. The first step is identifying 

current challenges that could and should be managed through new cooperative structures. 

This is one of the most important functions of the crisis specific coordination forums, 

however getting past mere communication to actually forming adaptive response 

structures is difficult. This is in part due to difficulties in seeing how different 

competencies can come together in solving a challenge.   

I6.268.CAB1: it has been a recurring discussion throughout 

this time=how (.) we could support the region and (.) the 

region maybe haven’t seen, that “well what could the County 

Administrative Board do”.  

I6.301.CAB1: No but it is an ongoing discussion all the  

time=we have to-- we have established special cooperation 
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with the region where we discuss on a more strategic level. 

Eh, and well it is always like that with an ^hh an actor 

that is very busy in dealing with a situation. That it is 

hard to look around and be able to “well we are working at 

full speed here and we, we have this organization- we’ll 

have to use the organization (.) we’ve got” and that it is 

hard to see how another (.) well, well that […] doesn’t 

have healthcare education could contribute, because you, 

you have a hard time widening your gaze. It is always like 

that when you are in the middle of something that it is 

hard, hard to find them. So essentially it is about having 

a continuous dialogue and then you yourself have to suggest 

that “well, here we could help in this way” and sometimes 

that is the case and sometimes it is not.  

An additional challenge is a lack of proactive capability of the involved organizations. 

There seems to be a widespread tendency to wait for an explicit request rather than to 

take the initiative and step in or offer help based in the challenges expressed in 

cooperative forums.  

I6.763.CAB1: more this pragmatic that well maybe we have to 

be a little more swift-footed so that (.) well if we are, 

are to: maintain the trust for the County Administrative 

Board among our actors then we have to be able to (.) step 

in where it is needed a bit more not like “someone asked 

and then we did it” not that simple because we have to 

adhere to what is written in our regulatory letter and so 

on but a little more <swift-footed> eh: ability to see to 

the situation and where we need to-- because I mean 

whatever happens […] if you have done something to solve a 

problem or improve a situation it is pretty rare to get 

stick for that afterwards. Like “no you really shouldn’t 

have stepped in here” but rather it is going to be “why 

didn’t you do anything and why were you so slow?”. So I 

thing that (.) yeah well (.) we need to take that with us.  

Based in a long-term background of crisis response work, CAB1 reasons that this is a 

recurring problem. This is attributed to an innate unwillingness of involved organizations 

to look beyond their regular responsibilities. In this sense, each organization’s theory-in-

use can be seen as a form of blinders, hindering the identification of possible cooperative 

action.  

I2.785.CAB1: I mean I have worked with cr- these types of 

questions at >the Public Health Authority, at the Board of 

Health and Welfare< as well and backs since-- I have been 

involved back since the tsunami in these questions and (.) 

well this whole sort of passive “it is not our 

responsibility, it is someone else” like “we should not 

overstep” and (.) regardless of the event it is always, 

that which gets questioned=when you don’t do anything, not 

when you do something. And, and there, yeah well the Board 

of Health and Welfare were quite slow regarding protective 
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equipment this time as well. And also hides a bit behind 

their “well it is not our mission, it is for the regions to 

take care of” and I think that it’s: (.) with every, every 

crisis it is those steps forward we need to take. And like 

reduce these gaps between and instead-- yes well a little 

more hooking arms than keeping an arm’s length. And 

continuously think “what can I do to--“, “what can we do 

to--“ well it may not be us but we can still have a 

discussion about what we can do based in our mission or 

like (.) can we ask for an extended assignment in this area 

Compiling the right competence. The next step is identifying the competencies that 

should be included in the specific function. This is exemplified in the establishment of 

the cooperative structure for vaccination in the county, where the constellation of 

representatives was altered early on to provide the needed competencies more accurately.   

I2.55.M1: No we are three for the county. […] [The county] 

have [10+] municipalities and we are 3 who represent all 

municipalities. And in the beginning I was alone and were 

to represent all municipalities together with a social 

director. But the first meeting I felt that “oh, we can’t 

have social director involved we need more medically 

trained personnel” so I asked the social director to step 

back and we took in two other [MAS] in the county so that 

we were three with the medical knowledge.  

I4.383.M2: I believe that for a good cooperation you need 

to take advantage of, of the, the different function that 

are needed in (.) in the different forums >if you 

understand what I mean<=in other words I think to be able 

to move forward if=if you see to the work between 

municipalities and region right now I think it is important 

to include (.) the professions that are needed in the right 

forums early on.  

A general experience is that holding the size of task-specific groups small and entrusting 

them to hold the required competence to do their assigned job are important aspects. 

When the size of emergent structures is kept small, the experience is that this favors 

swift-footed response and decision making compared to the larger established 

cooperative forums.  

I4.165.M2: this cooperation around, around vaccination 

where we are medically responsible from these three 

selected municipalities who together with vaccination 

coordinators represent the whole county. The county’s 

municipalities I should say. So frankly speaking we are 

just four people and I think that is a positive thing as 

well that you are not too many in a constellation (.) but 

rather it is a group of selected people that get to be 

involved and ha-- get to take that mandate in that case 

because: if the group becomes too big when you do this kind 

of (.) fast processes it, it gets to messy.  
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I1.1155.R1: No not besides that we had a separate dialogue 

with them especially. My analysis is that minimizing the 

number of individuals and actors in meetings was a success 

factor. 

Solving the task. Characterizing this emergent process in relation to the Type IV 

adaptation, the first step can be seen as identifying the “new task(s)”, which in turn calls 

for a “new structure”. With the new structure in place, the task at hand needs to be 

operationalized and an action plan needs to be formed. With these new structures being 

formed by actors from different organizations, this becomes a question of finding a 

suitable solution within the operational frames of the involved organizations. The 

pandemic has forced cooperation between organizations that have highlighted the 

difficult but central challenge of understanding the operational frames (theories-in-use) of 

the organizations with which you are cooperating. Without constructing a common 

understanding of the prerequisites of action, the emergent structure cannot solve the task 

it was formed in response to.  

I3.534.R2: <Long discussion and a lot of frustration> eh: 

that have resulted in that we have a better understanding 

of each other. And a large set of routines that have been 

continuously updated. Eh you have to write routines because 

there aren’t any in place for managing this so, so in 

dialogue you just try to find like (.) well, practical 

procedures for how to solve this. 

As theorized in chapter 2, the emergent structures arise with a specific need and dissolves 

when that need is fulfilled. This is evident from the vaccination effort for example, where 

a task-specific structure involving municipalities and the region had to emerge to handle 

the distribution of vaccine to the elderly population in municipal care. Upon reaching the 

end of that effort, the need for this structure vanes, and it will be dissolved.  

I3.584.IL: Right. So, over time when, how do I put it when 

the vaccinations of a certain population the coordination 

of the vaccination effort will be different because it is 

in the hands of other organizations? 

I3.589.R2: Yes. That is the case.  

The concept of ephemeral cooperative structures is further illustrated with specific 

examples in section 4.4.   

4.3.4. Covid-19 specific structures 
As described in the previous theme (4.2.2.), the crisis response system is planned for 

extreme events with short courses of action (maximum 3 days). The pandemic is 

incomparable to such events in terms of time, still ongoing after more than a year. This 

characteristic has contributed a situation where new structures have been able to build 

and develop over time unlike shorter crises. 

I2.596.M1: we never could have dreamt that this would go on 

for a year.  
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I6.349.CAB1: I mean this event is unlike any other since we 

have been going for such a long time and naturally we have 

created structures during this event that are very specific 

for it as well. That might not be in question (.) in 

relation to a forest fire or another larger accident […] 

that will happen. 

I5.272.R3: now we have been going on for so long=that we 

have found forms such that it is acceptable so our 

cooperation with the municipalities today I could denote 

more as collaboration than just cooperation.  

I6.733.CAB1: this has given us invaluable experiences since 

we have (.) tested our system so much and during such a 

long time that (.) that: is absolutely something to take 

with us but from the perspective that “it is one type of 

event”.  

Another aspect is the range of impact the pandemic has had, affecting all aspects of 

society. It is acknowledged as primarily being a healthcare issue but given the society 

wide measures and restrictions that have had to be issued for the healthcare organizations 

not to break down it affects everyone. This of course poses a whole other challenge for 

healthcare crisis response, compared to distributing resource to handle the injuries of a 

concentrated accident.  

I1.380.R1: We have had an (.) <uneven workload on our 

organizations> in this pandemic where health and medical 

care but also municipalities to some degree have had a very 

high load because of the pandemic of course. Given that it 

is primarily a health and medical care issue even if it 

affects all of society.  

The very different characteristics of the pandemic in comparison to the types of events 

that the crisis response system is planned for has forced adaptations to a larger degree, 

given that the planned structures are not sufficient for this type of timeframe.  

I6.365.CAB1: And like I said this has been so prolonged 

that you find-- well you add structures you add cooperative 

forms that are regular in a different manner than you would 

in a different event.  

I1.534.R1: It was more clear last spring when we initiated 

special command and control in the fall we did this mixture 

of special command and control and line control so to say. 

But that was also out of self-preservation because we knew 

that we would have to do this for a long time and special 

command and control […] demands a lot of energy by those 

involved. 

These new structures have largely included the integration of organizational structures 

that ordinarily work in parallel rather than together. The nature of these integrations has 

caused new types of cooperational challenges that have had to be solved in order to 

manage the pandemic.  
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Integrating C2 structures. Specific C2 structures designed for crisis response are not 

designed for being active over such a long time period as has been the case with the 

pandemic. A new need to integrate these control structures with the regular organization 

of daily operations have posed a major challenge during the ongoing crisis.  

I1.400.R1: given that this is an event that has taken quite 

a long time […] if we compare with these bus accidents or 

whatever it may be […] we have <mixed> the crisis response 

track with the ordinary command and control track (.) and 

that has been quite hard.  

I3.110.R2: Today it looks as such that […] the regional 

directors steps in and takes [the leading roles in the 

special command and control function]. <Which> makes it 

such that we now have some sort of <line> versus special 

command and control. 

R1 and R2 illustrate how the pandemic has caused challenges on the intra-organizational 

structures of the region, forcing the integration of previously parallel structures.  

Integrating cooperative structures. Similar integrations have had to be made in inter-

organizational work, with crisis response representatives working in cooperative 

structures with daily operations representatives from other organizations. This has posed 

many communicational and operative challenges, in making sense of who is to do what 

and in what way.  

I6.384.CAB1: we have this grounding structure that we have 

agreed upon but during the pandemic it has been shown that 

we have needed other (2s) look at cooperation differently 

as well. Partly because the event goes on for so long but 

also because […] there are other structures, cooperative 

structures that does not build from contingency (.) that 

are very involved in this particular event where […] these 

cooperative structures meet in some way. With 

crisis(.)people on the one hand and experts in different 

fields or responsible in different matter […] and here we 

have had to work quite a lot to get this cooperation 

together. […] so it doesn’t take place in different tracks 

or you do double work or talk about things in one way in on 

cooperative structure and […] in another way where the 

actual work is done. […] these are things we haven’t 

thought about before in this way.  

Different perspectives on crisis response. What appears from the interviews to have 

been a major challenge during the Covid-19 pandemic in relation to integrating daily 

operations and crisis response structures is that problems have been approached from two 

different perspectives in cooperative efforts. Where the crisis management organization 

approaches the situation by looking for how operations can be temporarily changed and 

adapted to the particular situation, the everyday organizations are rather looking for ways 

to have their usual operations run as smoothly as possible in the new, unfamiliar 

conditions. These ideas are mainly inferred from the difference in how regional and 



67 

 

municipal representatives describe the challenges faced in the light of collaborations on 

vaccinations of the elder population.  

I5.406.R3: Because now we are in the middle of a pandemic, 

we have a crisis affecting the whole of society and then 

maybe you have to do other things that is not in the care 

handbook in the everyday setting. […] It has been tough 

based in that (.) that some <uphold> rules and regulations 

very strictly. And of course we should have rules and 

regulations but we can rewrite things. And we were open to 

do that, to give them the assignment but they were not 

willing to take the assignment.   

I3.293.R2: They didn’t want to like- “no but we will 

perform the care that we are (.) assigned to do”. “We don’t 

have the assignment to vaccinate staff” […]  

I5.364.R3: The municipality claims that they don’t have a 

care relation to this person (.) and thus they cannot give 

the vaccine […] that is just insane to me, that: when you 

are out with a nurse and inject one patient you can do the 

other one as well. […] But they just refuse and then it is 

like ”what the hell is the- what is this really about?” Eh, 

are we using society’s resources in the best way? 

I3.296.R2: I mean we have reached agreement along the way 

but this like the challenges. […] there is some sort of 

legal aspect that absolutely could not be sidestepped. 

Otherwise we tried with all possible kinds of routines to 

get closer to each other. But we got stuck there all the 

time. And that is something that (.) is difficult when you 

come from two different directions, with two different 

sections of the law. And then trying to solve the task if 

you get stuck.  

The regional representatives in charge of the vaccination in the county perceived the 

municipal representatives as “unwilling” to adapt. Coming from a background of 

planning and implementing ways of adapting to extreme events, these representatives can 

be understood as having rather adaptive strategies as central to their “theories-in-use”. 

I2.362.M1: The difficulties with cooperating between the 

region and municipalities is that (.) <the regions have> 

>difficulties< understanding the complex operations of the 

municipalities. We’re not just health and medical care, we 

are like elderly care, we are LSS, (xx) social psychiatry 

[…] Health and medical care is quite a small part in the 

municipalities. Whereas in the region it’s almost only (.) 

health and medical care.  

I4.194.M2: I think the challenges […] are (..) the 

understanding of each other’s operations or caregivers I 

mean how, how it works because it works very different in, 

at the region and in the municipalities health and medical 

care and I think that is eh, something that (.) was 
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difficult to understand in the beginning (.) that it is so 

different. […] I guess that is what we have worked with 

during this time to get that understanding and I think that 

it (.) has gotten better. It’s not just (.) like the 

physical it is <legally governed> in a different way than 

at the region, we have more laws, more legal frameworks to 

adhere to (.) eh, within the municipal operations. So I 

believe that has been an obstacle.  

The municipal representatives, coming from a stable, routine heavy environment 

governed by robust bureaucratic structures, laws, and regulations are used to operate 

within a strict frame. To the extent that adaptive response is needed, the approach is to 

find a way to keep regular operations going in a new situation. As such, the perception of 

these actors was that the main obstacle was the regional representatives’ inability to 

understand the complex operational structures of municipal care.  

Different legal frameworks. When integrating different structures and operations in 

novel ways, a major challenge has been to understand and bridge different legal 

frameworks of the involved organizations. This has primarily been an obstacle in relation 

to vaccination. The region, operating within one type of healthcare legislation, is in 

charge of the vaccination effort. In phase 1 of the vaccination, the patients in focus were 

the elderly in the health and welfare services of the municipalities. These services in turn 

serve under two different types of legislation concerned with homecare on the one hand, 

and healthcare in the home on the other. Thus, three different legal frameworks had to be 

integrated before a suitable solution could be found.  

I3.300.R2: We have home care recipients who are the 

responsibility of the municipality […] But there are home 

care recipients that cannot get to a primary care center to 

get vaccinated. Can the nurses from the home healthcare, 

that is the municipality’s nurses go home to these people 

and vaccinate? No. Because they are not in their medical 

care […] but only in care, homecare, they only have 

service. >And thus it was not possible< so there is some 

kind of legal obstacle there that simply could not be 

passed.  

4.3.5. Development needs in the light of Covid-19 
A lot of frustrations regarding inter-organizational cooperation has been expressed in the 

interviews. However, the participants made sure to nuance this before ending the 

interviews.  

I5.790.R3: it sounds as if I am very negative to the 

cooperation we have had, but we have had a lot of good 

cooperation as well during the pandemic. I’m bringing up 

examples when it hasn’t worked, there are examples of when 

it works fantastically well, when (.) people have a will 

people do things that benefit society. […] So I want to add 

that, it hasn’t all been bad with cooperation, with other 
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agencies or internally, but a lot has worked. But a lot has 

also been dysfunctional.  

R3 emphasize that it is easy to highlight the negative in an interview setting, but that a lot 

of things have worked well in cooperation.  

I1.1077.R1: Yes well now that I have been so critical and 

negative during this one hour therapy session, it’s really 

that <everyone’s ambitions> are very good in cooperation. 

[…] Nobody is actively working against anyone else (.) 

willingly. […] cooperation has very good preconditions in 

Sweden with a well-functioning public administration.  

I6.323.CAB1: because we all want this, […] to be as good as 

possible […] have the best effect  

Further, the participants express that everyone is working from a position of best 

intentions. Thus, the frustrations expressed are interpreted as pertaining to an experience 

of everyone sharing the same ambition of finding a common way forward and still not 

managing to find it, rather than a frustration with other actors’ inability, incompetence, or 

resistance. As such, the following suggestions for development are interpreted as based in 

an ambition to find a better grounding for effective cooperation that leads to concrete 

results.  

Municipalities are lacking in their crisis preparedness. Recurringly, from all 

participants, a lacking preparedness of the municipalities in relation to health and medical 

care has been expressed. This is attributed to downplaying of its importance from 

multiple perspectives.  

I1.575.R1: if we are to look ourselves in the mirror bot 

hus and the entire health and medical care system then the 

municipalities (.) preparedness for health and medical care 

issues been neglected across society really both from 

region- I think we have undervalued the importance of it, 

the Board of Health and Welfare have definitely undervalued 

it and probably most of all the municipalities […] worked 

to little with preparedness issues in relation to their own 

medical and care services.  

I3.638.R2: crisis preparedness down on municipal level […] 

is a lot about forest fires, floods, power outs, of course. 

[…] But that […] it would be medical care event of this 

sort […] I mean we just must look at this. […] it just 

opens up a problem area we haven’t touched. So there is a 

bit to work with in my view. 

I5.258.R3: But since this is a healthcare effort with a 

pandemic the municipalities have in my, in my view largely 

put the entire responsibility on us 

The centrality of the municipalities’ role in this crisis, largely due to the spread of 

infection at nursing homes that are part of municipal care services, any deficiencies have 
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been forced to surface. A couple of aspects in cooperation with municipalities stand out 

in the interview data.  

An increasing need for cooperation with municipalities. The centrality of the 

municipalities roles during this pandemic has forced an increasing need for cooperation 

between municipalities and the region. The experience from the regions side is that the 

municipalities have largely relied on the region to help them out in different aspects. This 

is exemplified with the writing of operational routines during the pandemic.  

I5.258.R3: But since this is a medical care effort with a 

pandemic the municipalities have in my view in large just 

put the responsibility entirely on us=we write their 

guidelines for how to act. My idea otherwise would have 

been we write guidelines for the region and the 

municipality writes guidelines based in our guidelines but 

for the municipality.  

One such thing where the municipalities have relied heavily on the regions is regarding 

operative guidelines. Given that the region is the only actor with infection control 

specialists, it is their responsibility to set up general guidelines. The formulations of these 

guidelines have often been hard for the municipalities to implement, and such they have 

asked the region to rewrite the guidelines.  

I2.374.M1: they create routines and guidelines that work 

for the region and don’t think about “will this work in the 

municipalities?”. So they publish their guidelines and 

routines. Then us 3 medically responsible nurses come  and 

say ”no, no, no this doesn’t work” and then we have to 

adjust. And they do that=it’s just that they don’t have the 

understanding that this doesn’t work.  

It is expected that, given the amplified realization of the interconnection between regional 

and municipal care services, the cooperative work between these organizations will keep 

increasing and improving beyond the pandemic.  

I4.330.M2: if we are to find something positive in this 

pandemic it is that we have seen that we need to cooperate 

around more issues […] In some aspects we may be alike and 

we need a tight cooperation.  

I2.417.M1: we´re approaching a reform at the moment […] 

plus the demography being as it is will result in us 

receiving more health and medical care in the 

municipalities (..) which will require a better 

cooperation=and I think the regions need to invest more in 

the municipalities because the better we can take care of 

the citizens in the municipalities, the better it is for 

the citizen and the better it get for the regions. Because 

then they won’t seek care in emergency rooms if we can 

handle our mission better. 
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What M2 is expressing is an expectation of the holistic view central to crisis response 

will gain a more central role in the everyday organizing as well.  

I2.I believe that more investments in the municipalities 

will come. […] And that requires cooperation. Between 

regions and municipalities. We don’t have any doctors in 

the municipalities. And we need a good cooperation around 

that expertise.  

Coordinating independent municipalities. Another aspect that has been in focus is the 

coordinative challenge in relation to the autonomy of municipalities. In a situation where 

it has been important to show a united response for the public to understand what applies, 

the fact that each municipality stands free to make their own decision (within the 

regulations of law) is an added challenge.  

I6.414.CAB1: we have seen that […] many questions have been 

about to control the municipalities. […] this has made it 

clearer that you need […] a cooperation between the 

municipal directors. Because every municipality makes their 

own decisions but to somehow be able to know what the 

others are doing and “what decision should we make?” well 

regarding restrictions and what to close and and not close, 

and what to do about schools etcetera. […] where we have 

previously thought “well we have the ISF and we decide what 

level to call”. But the municipalities have still sent 

representatives from different levels, every organization  

decide themselves who to send. […] the county’s governors 

have called special meetings where the municipal directors 

have participated which have added more weight. […} that is 

one such cooperative form that has arisen during this event 

and that has continued as well.   

The challenge of coordinating the municipalities have resulted in the establishment of 

new cooperative structures including the highest level of decision mandates. In addition, 

it is reasoned by R1 that some alteration to the central governing of municipalities might 

be needed for future crises.  

I1.936.R1: in relation to the crisis response system the 

municipal autonomy IS a challenge. Where essentially every 

municipality  decides for itself. […] I think we need take 

this into consideration more clearly. […] a clearer 

national orientation is needed for municipalities and 

regions if we are to develop this work in a good way. I 

think.  

4.3.6. Summary 
Three distinctly different types of cooperative structures have been identified as active 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. The first type refers to the cooperative structures that are 

present in the everyday operations of the organizations involved in crisis management. 

These cooperative structures are primarily based in or related to specific competencies or 

tasks, for example medically responsible municipal representatives meet recurringly in a 
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network, or regions support each other in event of patient overload. The second type 

concerns crisis specific cooperative structures, active only during crises and other 

disruptive events. These are predefined communication forums for bringing together the 

involved actors for effective crisis response. The last type of cooperative structures are 

the type defined as “emergent cooperative structures” or “coordination clusters” (Noori et 

al., 2016) in chapter 2, given that they arise or are formed in response to the particular 

event and its challenges and thus never occur in an identical form twice. These structures 

are where the adaptive, practical crisis response takes place.  

4.4. Boundary Narrative: Protective Equipment  
This section provides one example of a boundary narrative, constructed through thematic 

analysis of the individual narrative accounts of inter-organizational work. As suggested 

in section 2.6.2., the boundary narrative centers around one specific task and attempts to 

account for the perspective of each involved organization in relation to experienced 

obstacles and challenges.  

4.4.1. Empirical construction 
The challenge. With the arrival of a new, unknown virus, the spread of which was 

difficult to trace and control, the consumption of, and thereby demand for personal 

protective equipment (PPE) skyrocketed. This happened simultaneously on a global 

scale, causing a severe shortage of stock with both distributors and caregivers.  

I1.427.R1: So when the protective equipment was (.) eh 

threatened, the supply of protective equipment given that 

we had such an exponentially incredibly large consumption. 

We burned through more face masks – that is special kind of 

face masks – we burned through more face masks in a week 

than the previous annual consumption of the region. So it 

was incredible amounts that was consumed.  

I3.329.R2: last spring when we were in full swing building 

(.) some sort of <care capacity> (.) I was put in charge of 

the supply of protective equipment (.) in the region. And 

there was an added challenge in that (.) again (.) we are 

health and medical care. But care is also conducted 

elsewhere within the municipality. And we have-- everyone 

has an obligation to ensure their own supply of protective 

equipment. […] here we’re talking us and [10+] 

municipalities in [the county], it was the same situation 

in all regions. That means it was […] 21 regions and then 

the number of municipalities that chased after the same 

materials and <no> coordination (.) nationally (.) 

initially. And very inadequate afterwards (.) I mean later 

on as well. But at that point (.) we worked extremely hard 

to secure our own staff’s security. And simultaneously <the 

municipalities didn’t have access to any protective 

equipment> which led to-- and they had no coordination 

between themselves=it was [10+] different actors looking-- 

and I mean (.) you know [this smaller municipality], how 
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much do you think they found? Or I can take [the largest 

municipality in the county], how much do you find when the 

whole world is looking for the same things? 

Initial responses. Naturally, the initial response to this from the individual organizations 

was to try and secure their own supply as fast as possible. Only after this initial panic had 

settled, the needs for a coordinative response could start to get some attention.  

I2.131.M1: Well I was a little crazy there which I am glad 

for now because in the evenings I went around to different 

stores like Colorama and Bauhaus and Biltema and emptied 

their shelves of face masks and and <gloves> and goggles. 

They thought I was very strange who came there and drained 

their entire shelves but I thought “NO, we’ll do this just 

in case we (.) need these”. And I called different 

industrial companies and mechanical firms that had a lot of 

face masks and said that “we need your face masks” and I 

remember [a local industrial firm] said “you can half of 

the 100 we have” and I said “no, we need all 100”. And they 

came (.) with all 100. So we had a very big stock before 

the pandemic had even reached us. I was a bit careful 

talking about it because I felt a bit (.) dumb.=Eh but I am 

very happy we had that stock because we have always had 

protective equipment so we could even share with other 

municipalities.  

Before a centralized regional coordination was established, municipalities tried as best 

they could to help each other through established cooperative structures to cope with 

acute needs.  

I2.175.M1: The social directors of all municipalities [in 

the county] (.) they are part of a social directors 

network. And there: (.) there: it can be once a month every 

other week that they meet but it intensified when the 

pandemic started (so) they could teach and help each other 

and it came up at this network then by my social director 

“we have a lot of protective equipment” (.) and then (xx) 

[one municipality], it was one of the first municipalities 

in [the county] that got Corona and then their social 

director that we had a lot of equipment. And we also had to 

report how much (.) eh equipment we had. So [the other 

municipality] asked our social director ”can we have some?” 

and my director asked me “can we spare some?” “yes, we 

can”.  

This would not hold for long, due to the fact that the municipalities could not get hold of 

their own protective equipment, because the hospitals (regions) were prioritized by 

distributors.  

I2.151.M1: And why I did this was because when we tried to 

order protective equipment our suppliers said “NO, <you 

don’t get any>. “It’s reserved for the hospitals”.  
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A common understanding of coordinative needs. Through communication in the 

regional cooperative forum, it became increasingly clear for all actors that a regional 

coordinative effort was needed to ensure sufficient inventory of all care organizations in 

order to minimize spread of the virus. Without supplying the municipalities with 

protective equipment for care of the particularly vulnerable elderly population, the spread 

of virus would cause an unmanageable strain on the hospitals. However, from the 

municipal perspective, this understanding came all too late by the regional and national 

actors.  

I2.154.M1: And that made me very angry and upset. The 

hospitals?=We are the ones who are first instance, it is 

our home care workers (.) <who meet> these in the home 

first before they even come to the emergency room before 

they get picked up by ambulance. We should have the face 

masks first of all. That was missed ENTIRELY by <national> 

authorities, the Public Health Authority, the region. I am 

upset about that to this day actually. So that was what 

made me start driving around. There was coordination 

through the County Administrative Board and the Board of 

Health and Welfare later so that we got protective 

equipment but it took months before we got that. 

From the regional perspective, this was not a matter of understanding the need of the 

municipalities. The understanding of the municipal needs was there, but they had to 

operate from a situation of perceived control, meaning that they could not share materials 

before they felt they had secured their own staff.  

I3.410.R2: Yeah well a reason for concern was a lack of 

materials of course. But if we, if we fast forward to the 

point where (.) >well there was still a shortage< but when 

we at least felt that we had the possibility-- we worked to 

secure our own <first and foremost>, we really had to that 

in some way but then we really felt that <it was our 

responsibility> to also contribute to the municipalities 

(.) protective equipment >because< (.) if we could reduce 

the spread of infection at the care- at the nursing homes 

the elderly did not come to the hospitals. We sort of had 

to help each other out and the protective equipment was one 

of those things that (.) we had to make sure they had it. 

Otherwise they would just go around infecting each other 

all the time […] So then, then (.) quite early ”we have to 

make sure we get as much material as we need ourselves, and 

then we have to share”.  

The situation was such that the region had materials but lacked time and competence to 

coordinate distribution of materials to municipalities.  

I3.427.R2: And then, then (.) it is hard to share when all 

[10+] are screaming “we need!”. It was like “we need 

aprons”. […] “4, if you have 4 aprons we are more than 

happy”. I mean, it just-- we just couldn’t operate on that 
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level. But at the same time it was at that level we were. 

Because yeah there was 4 aprons, they could drive them 

there. The more we had it had to be coordinated. What are 

the needs in the muni- I mean you have to inventory the 

needs of all municipalities. And that you get to (.) send 

(.) the amount there is need for to the municipality that 

has asked for it. That is a proce- and we couldn’t manage 

that, setting up such an organization.  

Establishing a solution for regional coordination. The County Administrative Board 

have the regional responsibility of coordinating actors through cooperation and have 

more experience in those types of tasks. As such, the region asked for the County 

Administrative Board to step in and relieve the region of the administrative burden. The 

County Administrative Board took on the role of informational coordinator, and in turn, 

one of the larger municipalities in the region were assigned and took on the responsibility 

of establishing and coordinating a central storage function for protective equipment. The 

County Administrative Board assisted with the inventory of the individual needs of the 

municipalities, information from which distribution could be prioritized.  

I1.434.R1: So we asked the County Administrative Bord to 

coordinate that between the municipalities because we gave 

them protective equipment because we had (.) more then. 

I3.442.R2: So we said that to the County Administrative 

Board “that will have to be your mission, we cannot do it 

but we are there and support you”, I mean we give them 

material to those in need to the extent that we can but we 

can’t run some sort of inventory round and make decisions 

on like (.) “[A] gets but not [B]”, because that-- someone 

else has to do that. So (.) the County Administrative Board 

took that on and then (.) they actually assigned a 

municipality as the point of contact with us and (.) the 

other municipalities as well. Which then (.) made it so 

that we could build a small central municipal storage from 

which they could distribute and we tried to get as much as 

we possibly could partly because-- I mean to fill this 

municipal storage as well. 

I5.80.R3: There were many who thought that eh (.) 

protective equipment for the pandemic and so on, that it 

was: the region’s mission, the region’s responsibility. And 

I guess that is true to some extent so to speak. But there 

(.) we had a lot of cooperation with the municipalities. We 

wanted the County Administrative Board to step in and take 

their (.) ordinary responsibility for cooperation that they 

have in a county. At an early, an early stage. But: (.) my 

experience is that they did not take that ball, they didn’t 

take the everyday responsibility that they usually have in-

- when the crisis came. Instead they waited for a 

government assignment. Now after putting some pressure on 

them we were lucky that our County Administrative Board 

still stepped in and did a preparatory work before the 
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government assignment came to our County Administrative 

Boards (.) to gather our [10+] municipalities in [the 

county]. But before that we had to manage [10+] 

municipalities that got in touch with us and wanted 

protective equipment and other equipment eh: (..) and we 

could solve the most acute situations for municipalities as 

well. But, but that was a very big job that I-- if I say 

that we were in Skype-meetings with municipalities, County 

Administrative Boards och Boards of Healthcare and Welfare 

8-9 hours a day to get that together (.) I don’t think I am 

exaggerating all too much at least during some periods when 

it was at its worst.  

I6.174.CAB1: A big focus during the spring was this 

coordination of protective materials. And that (.) we, we 

were early there as well-- [our county] had an early spread 

of virus and: had a high level of spread in the beginning 

before (.) well, before the other’s had begun so our need 

for protective equipment in- primarily in the 

municipalities was very big and very early. So before the 

government gave the assignment to the Board of Health and 

Welfare to, to coordinate this toward the municipalities as 

well we (.) we had started a kind of coordination and there 

was a coordination of purchases in the county as well where 

you help each other out. And that also acts as the 

foundation for the request for materials that we send to 

the Board of Health and Welfare. 

Being in the healthcare domain, this was a task unfamiliar to the County Administrative 

Board and taking it on meant a new type of challenge.  

I6.193.CAB1: […] we gathered the municipalities (.) to 

discuss the needs and so on. I mean this is not, not a task 

that the County Administrative Board usually has. And there 

wasn’t either really-- it wasn’t like we could purchase the 

material but (.) we: made sure that the municipalities 

cooperated with each other ehm, and after a while there on- 

[a larger municipality] took on the the task of having a 

common storage for the material that was purchased. But our 

role was also as I said to gather information on (.) the 

acute needs in the municipalities (.) especially in the 

beginning before we had this (material in stock). And 

sending requests to the Board of Health and Welfare every 

week. Or several times a week for the material that could 

be distributed from there. And then it was the County 

Administrative Board that, that sort of gathered the 

information from the municipalities and also (.) were in 

contact with the Board of Health and Welfare.  

I3.457.R2: So, that was how they solved it=the County 

Administrative Board took on the task, identified a 

municipality that also understood-- because that is the 

thing you have to understand each other when you talk=the 

County Administrative Board doesn’t know what (.) when 
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someone says that they need these different protection 

levels on face masks for example. They don’t know anything 

about that. So it was probably not a bad idea really 

assigning a municipality to be the-- build such an 

organization. So such a coordination could take place 

between the municipalities. And us.  

Despite the ambition of the region and County Administrative Board of establishing the 

coordination as fast as possible, the experience at municipal level was that it took a very 

long time before that was in place.  

I2.309.M1: All municipalities (.) could fetch from this 

store that was in [the responsible municipality]. So that 

no one was to be without. So this was <long into the 

pandemic> that it was established so it was very slow in 

the beginning.  

National coordination. A bit later, a similar coordinative function was established on a 

national level by the National Board of Health and Welfare. This has been criticized both 

for being established too slowly, but also for its practical implementation, where it forced 

an adaption of purchasing routines among the regions, and thus not operating as smoothly 

as was hoped.  

I1.344.R1: a sort of ask for support-function from the 

Board of Health and Welfare was set up where regions that 

had severe lacking of protective equipment could order 

disposable protective materials from, from the Board of 

Health and Welfare initially. Ehm, it worked so-so. It was 

a good intention from the Board of Health and Welfare but 

was hastily established function. I believe they solved to 

the best of their ability. But it was more that they: it 

was a kind of ordering central, where you ordered according 

to your needs. 

I3.385.R2: And it was there they stepped in pretty late and 

tried to support by purchasing (.) purchasing material that 

we could then buy from the Board of Health and Welfare so 

it was like some sort of middleman there.   

4.4.2. Synthesis 
One of the immediate challenges of the pandemic was the supply of protective equipment 

for health and medical care organizations. Suddenly all care personnel had to use 

disposable protective equipment such as face masks, visors, aprons etcetera, and the 

consumption skyrocketed out of proportion. The autonomy of municipalities and regions 

meant that each organization initially had to see to their own supply of materials. This 

quickly became impossible for the municipalities, who got denied orders from their 

suppliers due to prioritization of hospitals over other care organizations.  

The municipalities tried best they could to see to their own demands, but when they could 

not get hold of anything, they started contacting the region. It soon became clear to the 

region as well that a regional coordination of protective equipment was needed. Given 
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that the municipalities care primarily for the most vulnerable elderly patients, securing 

their operations was necessary to keep down the workload on the emergency units at the 

hospitals as well. Eventually the region had material enough to share with the 

municipalities, however they lacked the administrational capacity for inventory and 

prioritization of municipal needs.  

The region thus turned to the County Administrative Board and asked for help. The 

County Administrative Board established a function for informational coordination in 

relation to the municipal material needs. The County Administrative Board however 

lacked the medical competence to make sense of this information and prioritize how to 

distribute protective equipment between the municipalities. As such, the largest 

municipality in the county agreed to take on the assignment of setting up a central storage 

function from which the distribution could be handled. Being one of the organizations in 

need of materials, this municipality had the sufficient understanding for how to prioritize 

in distribution.  

At last, an adaptive inter-organizational function was in place to handle the acute needs 

of protective equipment supply. The structure of this function developed into one that 

allowed for each organization to contribute their respective competency and resources in 

a manner such that it did not steal to much from their ordinary tasks.  
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5. Discussion 
This chapter will be structured in relation to the research questions of this thesis. 5.1. 

will discuss the definition of inter-organizational boundaries within the theoretical frame 

of complex adaptive systems, and the utility of such a definition for the purposes of 

understanding and developing inter-organizational learning. 5.2. focuses on the specific 

learnings from inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 pandemic, and 5.3. 

discusses the role of storytelling theory in eliciting these learnings. The method used in 

this thesis is discussed in section 5.4. and lastly the implications of this thesis for future 

research are discussed in 5.5.  

5.1. Inter-organizational boundaries 
How can inter-organizational boundaries be described through the lens of systems 

theory?  

Established structures for inter-organizational cooperation play a major part in activating 

a crisis response, establishing an operational picture of the challenges at hand, and 

identifying needs for adaptive response structures. Emergent inter-organizational 

structures are formed in response to identified tasks that fall in-between the regular 

responsibilities of two or more organizations (Noori et al., 2016). These task-specific 

structures can further be seen as ephemeral (Lanzara, 1983), given that they dissolve after 

fulfillment of their purpose. This lifecycle has been evident during the pandemic for 

example in early coordination of testing, cooperation between municipalities and region 

in the vaccination of the elderly, and regional distribution of protective equipment.  

5.1.1. Inter-organizational Boundaries in a CAS 
Swedish bureaucracy is often thought of as working in silos, with specific agency 

organizations working in their respective area with their respective responsibilities. 

Normally operating in a stable environment with recurrent tasks, each agency develops 

specialized structures and routines to handle these tasks effectively (Dynes & Aguirre, 

1979; Lanzara, 1983). The crisis management system is built with these stable, distinctly 

separate agencies as constituent parts (actors). In crisis events, a host of novel tasks fall 

in-between the defined responsibilities of the agencies, forcing the agencies to meet on 

the boundaries. When this happens, new structures capable of new actions are formed to 

respond to the novel inter-organizational tasks. This type of inter-organizational 

organizing is analogous to how adaptive behavior emerges in complex adaptive systems, 

thus supporting the conceptualization of the Swedish Crisis Response System as a CAS 

that has previously been suggested by Johansson (2020) and subsequently been adopted 

in this thesis.  

Within this conceptualization, inter-organizational boundaries, rather than seen as empty 

spaces in-between agency silos, are seen as the interactional relations between 

organizations. Such relations tend to exist in some recurring form during everyday work, 

for exchange of competency or inspirational exchanging of ideas. During crises, 

communication intensifies and evolve in its shape. This thesis has suggested that these 
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differences in boundary interactions can be characterized and understood as one of four 

types as a function of structure and tasks (Brouillette & Quarantelli, 1971).  

 

Figure 5. Model of "bureaucratic adaptations" (Brouillette & Quarantelli, 1971), previously presented in Figure 4. See 

2.7.3. for further description. 

Based in the results of this thesis, all four types of bureaucratic adaptations have been 

evident in inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 pandemic. Type I inter-

organizational structures have acted as foundation for the other three types. These 

structures are common between agencies of the same types and are often described as 

“networks”, formed by agents with similar roles in their respective organization, e.g., the 

social directors of the municipalities within the researched county. In its idle, everyday 

state the county’s cooperative network for crisis response can be characterized as Type I 

given that they meet regularly during similar forms to discuss similar questions.  

When the crisis arrived, these established inter-organizational structures initially 

expanded or extended into Type II and Type III structures. These changes occurred 

through intensified communications within the established communication patterns. The 

cooperative forum for crisis response can for example be thought of as initially extending 

into Type III when switching to an active mode, by keeping its structure but responding 

to the imminent tasks. Most structures (both intra- and inter-organizational) can be seen 

as having expanded into new structures given the need for distance work and meetings. 

The municipalities and regional care organizations also established new structures to 

keep routine tasks going, for example through the inter-organizational effort of 

establishing new routines in care operations to limit the spread of virus.  
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Over time, it has become increasingly clear that the ordinary structures are not sufficient. 

The time span of this crisis has forced an integration of everyday organizational 

structures and crisis response structures, thus most structures at work today (1 year into 

the crisis) can be seen as Type IV, having emerged in response to the entirely new 

context of operation. It is in these Type IV structures that the adaptive capacity of the 

crisis response system is evident, and it is the key capacity of the system given the 

unpredictability of crisis events. During the pandemic, these emergent structures have 

largely emerged through novel combinations of existing structures, evident e.g., in the 

coordination of protective equipment where the County Administrative Board acted as 

the coordinative link between regional and municipal care organizations in a novel 

structure that was created through the established regional cooperative function.  

Figure 6 illustrates (in a very simplified manner) how the established structure of a 

regular cooperative forum for crisis preparedness during everyday situations act as a 

foundation for emergent structures during crisis response (on a regional level). During 

normal conditions, the crisis response organizations communicate (regarding crisis 

response issues) primarily through the cooperative forum with regular meetings. During 

crisis, this forum takes on its active state as an orientation and coordinative function. 

Through cooperation in this structure, novel tasks are identified, and adaptive 

coordination clusters are formed on the boundaries between actors suitable for the given 

task. The adaptive, emergent structures are formed through intensification of 

communication between the cooperating actors, often carried out by the established task-

specific clusters of representatives from the involved organizations. Examples from the 

pandemic include cooperation between the region and the county administrative board 

regarding testing and between region and municipalities in relation to vaccinations. 

 

Figure 6. Simplified picture of inter-organizational boundary structures during regular times compared to Covid-19 

pandemic. 
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5.1.2. Aligning goals and theories-of-action in inter-organizational 
boundary work 

Cooperation is primarily about understanding each other across organizational borders. 

But to go from understanding to action, the communication needs to entail a common 

goal. When key aspects of this underlying goal remain implicit, it seems that the 

respective organizations base their understanding of the goal in their own mission 

statement, thus having slightly different expectations upon what cooperation should be 

and accomplish. For example, the County Administrative Board’s primary duty regarding 

cooperation is establishing a forum for communication and collecting information for an 

image of the situation. When this becomes the underlying goal, the County 

Administrative Board might be seen as overly passive by for example the Region, given 

their underlying goal of establishing practical functions for handling specific crisis 

related issues.  

The key to successful inter-organizational work can be said to be the alignment and 

common understanding of the involved organizations’ views of reality in relation to the 

actual challenge. It is widely acknowledged both in the literature and the interview data 

that this is essentially a communicative effort. The following discussion will focus on the 

main challenges in this communicative effort, and what that means for the learning needs 

in relation to inter-organizational boundary work in crisis response.  

There seems to be two primary challenges at play here, both of which can be explored 

through the different theories included in this thesis. The first relates to the challenges for 

the individual organizational actors and their movement between different system 

levels/organizational contexts. Johansson discussed possible challenges associated with 

this dynamic:  

“Wenger (1999) suggested that learning consists of the components practice, identity, 

community, and meaning. From Wenger’s point of view, learning is tightly 

interwoven with the learner’s community. From an intra-organizational point of view 

this is fairly straightforward. However, in an inter-organizational context, problems 

arise as the components community and identity become blurted and vague as there is 

no apparent community of practice, and hence no professional identity to recognize 

and pursue as a learner.” (2020, p. 5).  

The results of this study support Johansson’s (2020) speculations. As it seems, the 

emergent collaboration clusters do not form something that is perceived as new, explicit 

professional contexts, and participating individuals thus turn to their respective 

organizational context for their professional identity construction and sensemaking. In 

other words, the representative actors bring to the inter-organizational context the theory-

in-use of their own organizations, meaning different values, strategies, and assumptions. 

They will thus extract different cues by which they make sense of the situation and 

construct an understanding of the challenge at hand.  

From this follows a challenge of aligning the theories-in-use of the actors involved in the 

inter-organizational context. This challenge includes understanding the theories-in-use of 
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other actors (which may be under intense change, further complicating matters), 

identifying compatibility with one’s own theory-in-use in relation to the task, and 

establishing common understanding in communication around these aspects. If this 

understanding is not achieved, involved actors run the risk of grounding communication 

in a false assumption of understanding where different nuances of concepts are referred 

to using the same terms.  

This second challenge was especially difficult in the coordination of vaccination of the 

elderly population. The issues seem related to the fact that, for agents belonging to the 

regular operations of a Swedish public agency organization, the transition to an emergent 

inter-organizational context becomes one of switching from an established, routine-

focused structure to an adaptive structure. This was the case for the municipal actors in 

this context. The regional representatives however had backgrounds in developing crisis 

response capabilities for the healthcare sector, thus used to settings demanding adaptive 

behaviors. In trying to find a joint way forward, the different organizational 

representatives had such fundamentally different theories-in-use that for a long time they 

did not manage to establish why they could not understand each other. The municipal 

representatives were searching for solutions to manage vaccinations within the current 

operational structures of their organization, while the regional representatives wanted to 

develop an adaptive, collaborative way forward that could handle vaccinations more 

effectively than the established structures of the municipality’s healthcare services. 

How these obstacles were overcome is not expressed with any real clarity in the narrative 

accounts of the interviews. The general response was “long discussions” or “tight 

communication”, lacking any information of the contents and qualities of that 

communication. This supports the proposed need to observe the enacted living story of 

the inter-organizational work to really understand what communicative behaviors lead to 

important breakthroughs, thus being most valuable for learning.   

5.1.3. Inter-organizational learning for adaptive behavior 
In their guiding document for inter-organizational crisis response, the Swedish Civil 

Contingencies Agency argue that “learning is about an end effect” (2016, p. 152, authors 

translation), reflecting the idea of learning primarily in the sense of a product. For the 

purposes of this thesis however, what is in focus is rather learning as an ongoing process, 

intertwined with the product being more effective crisis response. The proposed view of 

the crisis response system as a CAS directly refutes MSB’s idea of learning. MSB’s 

statement assumes an end state, a state where inter-organizational cooperative capabilities 

have been “learned”. This assumption requires a stable environment to ever be true. 

Given that learning in a CAS is a continuous process of individual actors updating rules 

for action and interaction in relation to each other, no such thing as a stable environment 

exist in relation to which an actor’s learning can stand. Thus, learning for inter-

organizational work must be seen as a process, always adapting to the immediate and 

external environment. 
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In this view, inter-organizational learning can be understood to incorporate two senses. In 

the first sense, inter-organizational learning can be understood as the ongoing 

sensemaking process within an emergent inter-organizational structure. The effectiveness 

of the resulting adaptive behavior is dependent upon the degree to which the actors 

manage to learn about each other’s theories-in-use and thus aligning their understanding 

of the current situation. Given the definition of organizational learning processes as 

sensemaking in response to surprises, managing a particular crisis can be seen as one big 

learning process.  

The second sense of the term inter-organizational learning is the kind of post-crisis 

learning described in 2.5.4. of multiple occurrences of organizational learning from inter-

organizational experiences. This is essentially an endeavor of learning to learn, meaning 

that the goal of post-crisis learning is to strengthen the general ability of learning in the 

moment in an inter-organizational response structure.  

5.1.4. Summary 
This thesis has described the Swedish Crisis Response System as a complex adaptive 

system. The purpose of this conceptualization is to provide a basis for understanding how 

a system of stable, routinized agency organizations can produce adaptive responses in 

crisis situations. It is suggested that the adaptive capacity of the SCR system lies with the 

inter-organizational interactions, here named the boundaries between the actors of the 

system. To further understand the behavior of the SCR system within this 

conceptualization, the nature of the boundary relation needs to be understood.  

It is suggested that the inter-organizational boundary structures can be described using 

the sociological framework of bureaucratic adaptation proposed by Brouillette and 

Quarantelli (1971) (see Figures 4 & 5). Within this frame, organizational and inter-

organizational structures can be seen as one of four types as a function of structure and 

tasks. The inter-organizational boundary structures producing adaptive crisis response are 

primarily of Type IV – new structures in response to new tasks. Noori et al. (2016) has 

argued that these structures emerge as specializations around or in response to a given 

task, a pattern that has gained support by the narrative accounts on e.g., protective 

equipment and vaccinations in this thesis.  

Emergent cooperative structures are neither dependent on nor independent from the daily 

and crisis specific established structures. With well-functioning static or recurring 

structures as a basis, the process of establishing an emergent function can be smooth and 

efficient. In a situation where the established structures fail or does not work as expected, 

ephemeral structures can function as ad hoc solutions. Appropriate crisis response can be 

established faster when existing structures act to support the forming of emergent 

structures through established communication paths.  

The primary challenge in making a type IV inter-organizational structure efficient in 

producing its intended response lies with understanding across organizational borders. 

The narrative accounts of inter-organizational work presented in this thesis suggest that 
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the representatives involved in inter-organizational structures, rather than establishing a 

common theory-in-use through to understand the challenge at hand, construct their 

understanding of the situation in the theory-in-use of their respective organizations. As 

such, reaching a suitable crisis response in these inter-organizational structures involves a 

major communicative challenge, where actors can often speak of different things using 

the same terms, thus not understanding why they cannot understand each other.  

From this, two notions of inter-organizational learning can be inferred. The first sense is 

the ongoing learning through which a suitable crisis response is established. This 

involves both learning about the theories-in-use of the involved actors and learning about 

the characteristics of the situation at hand. In its second sense, inter-organizational 

learning can be seen as a capturing and making use of the inter-organizational 

experiences with the purpose of strengthening inter-organizational capabilities of crisis 

response organizations.  

5.2. Learnings from the Covid-19 pandemic 
What can be learned from inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 pandemic to 

facilitate learning of cooperative capabilities within the crisis response system? 

As illustrated in section 4.3, the Covid-19 pandemic is beyond compare in relation to the 

types of events that the crisis response system has been designed to handle, both in terms 

of time frame and extent of impact. Neither the crisis response structures, nor the daily 

organizational structures have been sufficient to handle the new challenges posed by this 

crisis, and through cooperation new structures integrating these otherwise parallel tracks 

have had to be formed. This involves both internal integrations of different C2 structures, 

and emergent inter-organizational structures for handling specific boundary tasks. These 

integrative structures have entailed bridging different legal frameworks and 

understanding each other when approaching a problem from entirely different 

perspectives (theories-in-use).  

5.2.1. Re-imagining the Swedish Crisis Response System 
The characteristics and challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic has been different from the 

archetypal image of a crisis event to an extent such that the crisis response system in its 

usual sense have not been sufficient. The pandemic response has forced the integration of 

regular societal institutional functions with the crisis response system in an entirely 

unanticipated manner. As such, the pandemic has forced a re-imagining of the Swedish 

Crisis Response System and its basic structures.  

The integrations of crisis response and regular operations have highlighted a host of 

problematic structures and insufficiencies. On a small scale, specific structures and 

functions prepared for crisis response have proven faulty or insufficient in their current 

form. For example, a proposed solution for the care of covid-patients in a short-term 

cohort accommodation prepared in cooperation was initially shut down only to resurface 

a month later and being established. In this case valuable time was lost due to a lacking 

connection between the cooperative function and decision makers.  
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Further, a lack of crisis preparedness in municipal healthcare organizations have been 

expressed by both regional and municipal representatives. The explanations differ 

between perspectives of why this is, primarily in terms of responsibility. However, there 

seems to be agreement in that cooperation between regions and municipalities needs to be 

strengthened, both for regular operations to run smoother and to provide a better 

foundation for future crises.  

Interestingly, both local autonomy and central bureaucratic governing was problematized 

in the interviews. Concerning regional coordination, the autonomy of municipalities was 

recurringly stated as one of the biggest challenges from both the region and the county 

administrative board. Multiple antenarrative accounts was about clarification in national 

governing and directives regarding the roles and regulations of municipalities. Further 

critique regarding a lack of directives from national level concerned the role of the county 

administrative board. As illustrated in chapter 4, the county administrative board do not 

usually work with healthcare related issues. As such, they were perceived as hesitant 

early in the pandemic, a problem significantly relieved by governmental directives 

regarding the coordinative role of the county administrative board.  

In summary, this author interprets the needs as being improvements in the clarification of 

roles and responsibilities of different organizations, determined on a national level. This 

is not to be confused with a centralization of command and control where decisional 

mandates are concentrated to a hierarchical top-level. As demonstrated for example with 

the delay of establishing isolated cohort accommodations for covid-patients, such a 

change would most likely harm the adaptive capabilities of the system as a whole. Rather, 

this should be understood as strategic leadership by “tagging” as suggested by Boal and 

Schultz (2007). The clarification of roles and responsibilities in relation to the new 

circumstances is assumed to aid the adaptive capabilities on regional and local levels. By 

assigning roles and responsibilities from the national level, one less issue has to be solved 

through agreement in cooperation, but rather the cooperational communication can focus 

on handling the tasks at a more practical level faster.  

5.2.2. The strengths and weaknesses of daily cooperative structures 
One thing that has become evident during the pandemic is that the daily cooperative 

structures can be both a very strong asset in the event of a crisis, given that they function 

well in ordinary conditions, or create great difficulties, in cases where problems are 

present already during everyday conditions. This can be a very useful learning, since it 

provides the potential of identifying crisis-related issues beforehand, practically 

predicting challenges and fixing them before the crisis occurs.  

Interestingly, both aspects were best exemplified in relation to the same inter-

organizational structure. Within the function created for the vaccination of elderly, the 

municipal representatives have experienced a great advantage in having had an 

established cooperative network of medically responsible nurses before the pandemic. 

Given that they were only 3 actors representing 10+ municipalities, this seems logical.  
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The other side of the coin was evident in the relation between municipal and regional 

representatives. Even though cooperation and collaboration take place between municipal 

and regional care organizations in the everyday operations, when trying to establish a 

common strategy they got stuck. Entirely different views on how to relate to existing 

legal frameworks got in the way, because the central issue in this case was one that had 

not been solved on a structural level beforehand.  

The potential of this learning lies in that the better inter-organizational work functions in 

the everyday operations, the better the prerequisites for crisis response. Thus, seemingly 

small issues that can be surpassed with one-time ad hoc solutions might be the source of 

major problems when blown up to society wide proportions. In the light of this 

experience, every such annoyance in everyday operations should be solved imminently 

upon discovery.  

5.2.3. Proactivity, flexibility, and power of action 
This learning concerns key capabilities in inter-organizational cooperative settings as 

highlighted by interviewees. Proactive behavior pertains to the act of suggesting or 

offering help to another actor in cooperation, without having to await an explicit request. 

It was expressed by CAB1 that this has been an aspect in need of development in relation 

to crisis way back since the tsunami in 2001 (and probably before that). It might be 

difficult to identify what one can contribute, and thus a key aspect of communication in 

cooperative forums is to identify what aspects could relieve the load on a specific actor. 

For example, in relation to protective equipment it was identified that the administrative 

burden that suddenly landed upon the region was something that could be handled by the 

County Administrative Board instead. In this way, the region could go back to focusing 

on what they have expertise to do. This might be the key thing to look for in a holistic 

sense. How do we cooperate so that each organization gets space and time to do what 

they do best? 

One way of providing these circumstances is the forming of task-specific emergent 

structures. To keep these structures swift and flexible to changing circumstances, the 

composition should be as small as possible while incorporating the needed competencies. 

Further, the representatives holding the needed competencies needs to be trusted with 

handling their task. The more people involved in an adaptive structure, the more 

communication is needed before decisions, and by extension, actions can be reached. If 

this was not the case, everything could just be handled in the county’s general 

cooperation forum.  

Recurringly in the interviews it was referred to the vast amounts of dialogue that was 

needed to reach agreement in cooperation. This really poses important questions for 

future research. Can this communicative need be reduced? If we assume that the 

communicative need is a function of task complexity and prior inter-actor understanding, 

then the answer should be yes. The communicative challenges illustrated in the results of 

this thesis suggest that this could very well be the case, with the understanding of each 
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other’s theories-in-use being appearing as central to the effectiveness of inter-

organizational work.  

5.2.4. Summary 
The special circumstances of the pandemic have created possibilities for unique learning 

regarding the capabilities of the crisis response system. Above all, the long timespan of 

the pandemic has put the crisis response system under an entirely new type of stress. The 

result has been a need to integrate crisis response structures with everyday structures of 

the involved organizations. This has been very challenging and might spark a 

reimagination of the foundational structures of the crisis response system.  

Through the emergence of these novel integrated structures, strengths and weaknesses of 

everyday inter-organizational structures have been highlighted. It is speculated that 

improving the ability to identify and solve issues in such structures can create a better 

foundation for crisis response. Further, the need for proactive behavior of all actors 

involved in cooperative forums is emphasized. This proactive behavior refers to the 

offering of help to actors carrying a heavy workload, without them having to explicitly 

ask. This is assumed to foster faster establishment of adaptive inter-organizational 

structures.  

Once adaptive inter-organizational structures have emerged, they need to be given the 

necessary trust and mandates such that their work has the intended effect. To keep the 

work of these groups swift and powerful in their decision-making ability, they should be 

kept small, including only the strictly necessary competencies. In addition, these 

structures have to be given the necessary time to establish a common ground from which 

to respond to the task at hand. The requirement for a large amount of tight and frequent 

communication seems difficult to get around in inter-organizational work.  

5.3. Boundary Stories  
How can boundary stories be empirically defined and constructed to capture learnings 

and experiences from inter-organizational boundary work during crises? 

In section 2.6.2., a theoretical two-part concept of boundary stories and boundary 

narratives was suggested by the author of this thesis, based in the ideas of Boje (2008). 

Boundary stories are according to this conceptualization understood as the enacted living 

story of an inter-organizational boundary structure. Boundary stories are volatile, 

divergent phenomena emerging through the complex interplay of different story 

sensemaking processes (Figure 2). Boundary stories can never be elicited in full, however 

the conceptual idea can help guide empirical investigations.  

Based in this conceptualization, the “building blocks” (Figure 3) of boundary stories are 

seen as incorporating observed accounts of the enacted storying in-the-now and narrative 

accounts from the diverse perspectives of the involved actors. This entails empirical 

assumptions regarding how to elicit these building blocks. It is assumed that the enacted 

storying can only be observed, and that the narrative accounts can only be told after-the-

fact.  
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This study has been limited to exploring the individual narrative building blocks of 

boundary stories. The following discussion will focus on how these narrative accounts 

support the suggested theoretical concept, the usefulness of storytelling theory and the 

potential of boundary narratives to support the types of inter-organizational learning 

discussed in 5.1.  

5.3.1. Boundary narratives 
What the boundary narratives as constructed from only narrative accounts contribute is a 

demonstration of the learning potential of boundary narratives. They do well in 

illustrating experienced challenges, differences in theories-in-use, communicational 

obstacles, and breakthroughs – all aspects of inter-organizational work that can contribute 

to learning. What is lacking is the actual learning content – accounts of how obstacles 

were overcome, the characteristics of cooperative practices that actually led to 

breakthroughs. In this view, this thesis contributes an empirical basis for claiming the 

learning potential of boundary narratives, while illustrating the importance of observing 

the enacted living story as it plays out to fulfill that learning potential. 

For boundary narratives to be useful as pedagogical tools for developing inter-

organizational capabilities they need first and foremost to be centered around one specific 

challenge. From the pandemic, this could be for example the coordination of protective 

equipment or the vaccination effort.  

Second, it needs to represent the theory-in-use for each involved organization. Here, it 

needs to be clear and explicit that these representations are snapshots from the specific 

event, and that it is (probably) not an accurate representation of the current theory-in-use. 

The purpose is not to strengthen knowledge of other organizations, but knowledge about 

how to bridge differences between organizations in emergent inter-organizational 

structures. In a pedagogical sense these different parts could advantageously be used 

stepwise. For example, like the following:  

1. Introduce the background scenario (global pandemic) 

2. Describe the specific challenge at hand (lack of protective material locally, 

regionally, and nationally) 

3. Reflection: how might/should the task be handled? What organizations needs to 

be involved? What might be cooperative obstacles? How do you think different 

organizations will approach the task? 

4. Describe how the task was solved. Include experienced challenges, cooperative 

frictions and so on. 

5. Reflection: Why do you think the described obstacles occurred? How could it 

have been handled with more ease? What prerequisite structures could have 

supported that solution better? 

5.3.2. Motivating Boundary Stories and Narratives 
Without reaching a clear formalization of boundary narratives, this thesis has 

demonstrated how collecting narrative sensemaking accounts of inter-organizational 
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work can provide insight into the challenges of adaptive inter-organizational crisis 

response. These accounts have provided empirical support for describing the inter-

organizational boundaries within a view of the crisis response system as a CAS and 

characterizing inter-organizational learning on and from these boundary structures.  

The collection and analysis of narrative accounts have also provided an empirical 

foundation for the motivation of boundary narratives as a learning tool. Given the 

ephemeral characteristic of emergent boundary structures, learnings risk getting lost as 

the organizational actors involved return to their ordinary roles within their respective 

organization. Constructing boundary narratives from elicited boundary story material is 

suggested as a suitable way to capture the complexity and quality of the inter-

organizational experiences to foster learning of inter-organizational capabilities.  

5.3.3. Summary 
In relation to the conceptualization of boundary stories and boundary narratives in 

chapter 2, this thesis has only evaluated half of the empirical foundation of the concepts. 

This author suggests that the attempted construction of boundary narratives from only 

retrospectively narrated accounts of inter-organizational work points to the learning 

potential of boundary narratives, and the importance of observing the enacted living story 

of the inter-organizational contexts to fulfill that learning potential.  

Further, this thesis has attempted to demonstrate the usefulness of storytelling theory as a 

theoretical lens for eliciting experiences and learnings from inter-organizational crisis 

response. Boje’s (2008) framework assists in identifying how the sensemaking of a given 

event differs between involved agents, by extension identifying the differences in how 

the actors construct an understanding of their lived experiences. These differences are in 

turn expected to have contributed to challenges in establishing a common understanding 

in the inter-organizational context.  

5.4. Method 
The circumstances of the pandemic made for a pragmatic choice of method for the 

purposes of this thesis. The storytelling literature suggest that stories are preferably 

elicited through observation but can also be told in interview settings. The latter was 

judged as by far more feasible. Given that boundary stories are a non-researched concept, 

an exploratory analysis method was chosen.  

From a practical perspective, conducting the interviews digitally was suitable given that it 

simplified recording for further analysis and reduced the logistical aspect to an issue of 

scheduling. With a year of digital meetings due to pandemic restrictions, setting up the 

digital interviews with the participants was largely problem free. Naturally, there are 

drawbacks of this medium, compared to a face-to-face setting, in terms of fidelity and 

quality of the interaction. A larger degree of lag in two of the interviews led to some 

badly timed interruptions on behalf of the interview leader, and an instance of total 

misunderstanding regarding the nature of a question. These can however be seen as minor 
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problems overall, with the interviews being more of storytelling by the participant than 

dialogue.  

The thematic analysis seems a good choice of analysis method in retrospect. It allowed 

for identification of key challenges, in relation to which the participants expressed 

different views. The analysis also emerged as a potential method for constructing 

boundary narratives, given that it is a useful method for sorting large amounts of 

narrative data.  

As has been recurringly suggested by this author (and gains support in the storytelling 

literature) the results of this thesis would have benefitted from observational accounts as 

an addition to the narrative descriptions from the interviews. However, it can be 

questioned whether it would have been feasible to analyze that amount of data within the 

scope of this thesis. 

5.5. Future research 
This thesis has explored the usefulness of applying a systems perspective and defining 

the crisis response system as CAS to understand the processes of responding to a specific 

crisis. It has been illustrated how this conceptualization can aid in the understanding of 

adaptive behavior in emergent structures. Further research is however needed into how 

this perspective can aid in proactive work, designing and developing the crisis response 

system. Especially interesting should be research into the idea of strategic leadership 

through “tagging” (Boal & Schultz, 2007) as a way of strengthening the adaptive capacity 

of the crisis response system as a whole.  

Future research focusing on the effects of the pandemic on the development of the crisis 

response system will be important. What effects will for example the integrations of 

everyday and crisis response structures have for the development of cooperative 

structures? Will the foundational idea of what the crisis response system entails change 

with the involved actors? Will the learnings from the pandemic be sufficiently abstracted 

or will the crisis response system be overly prepared for the next pandemic?  

Based in this thesis, it is suggested that such studies on the post-pandemic development 

of the crisis response system and the underlying rational can be conducted within a 

storytelling framework. This study has demonstrated that retrospective narrative accounts 

from different perspectives can be used to construct an understanding of challenges in 

inter-organizational work. However, a lot of further work is needed to support any claim 

of pedagogical uses of boundary narratives.  

First of all, more elaborate studies including observations of inter-organizational work is 

needed to evaluate the suggested interplay of boundary stories and boundary narratives. 

This study has focused only on half of the building blocks of boundary stories, and 

further studies testing the integration of enacted living story and retrospective accounts is 

needed. 
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Next, further work into the design of boundary narratives for learning is needed. This 

study has demonstrated the use of interviews and thematic analysis for eliciting empirical 

material for the design of boundary narratives. How this material should be packaged into 

a coherent, understandable narrative remains an issue for further investigation. This 

design work should focus on how to account for the different perspectives in a good way 

and be evaluated against the degree to which the readers pick up the key points of the 

narrative constructs.  

Another subject of further investigation is the pedagogical potential of boundary 

narratives. To what extent can these narratives contribute experiences and learning to 

organizations on a larger scale than the few individual actors involved in the inter-

organizational context? Can different learning effectiveness be achieved through different 

narrative designs? 
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6. Conclusions 
The purpose of this thesis has been to make an initial empirical contribution to the idea of 

boundary stories as pedagogical tools for inter-organizational learning. The work has 

centered around three different research questions:  

1. How can inter-organizational boundaries be described through the lens of systems 

theory? 

2. What can be learned from inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 

pandemic to facilitate learning of cooperative capabilities within the crisis 

response system? 

3. How can boundary stories be empirically defined and constructed to capture 

learnings and experiences from inter-organizational boundary work during crises? 

In relation to the first research question, it has been demonstrated that the Swedish Crisis 

Response System can be described as a complex adaptive system. This description is 

useful for understanding the interactional processes by which the crisis response system 

is able to respond adaptively to unique crises. The inter-organizational boundaries are 

described as the communicative connections between different actors within the crisis 

response system. These connections change and evolve in terms of patterns, frequency, 

and intensity in response to the demands of the ongoing crisis.  

Based in narrative accounts of inter-organizational work during the Covid-19 pandemic, 

the major challenge when trying to establish adaptive crisis response through these inter-

organizational connections has been shown to center around common understanding. 

This starts with establishing an understanding of the situation and which organizations 

that should be involved in the response and continues throughout the response activities 

with understanding which representatives should be involved from each organization, 

understanding the operational frames of the involved organizations, convincing decision-

makers of the proposed solutions and so on. 

The narrative accounts have further provided specific examples of these different 

communicative challenges, understood as being based primarily in the different theories-

in-use that the actors carry with them from their respective organizational contexts. These 

differences have been identified through analysis of the differences in descriptions of the 

same challenges from different organizational representatives. The parallels between 

CAS theory and the complexity of living story supports the conclusion that the interplay 

of the different organizational perspectives is what produces the adoptive crisis response.  

Based in the description of inter-organizational boundaries as the agent interactions in a 

complex adaptive system, and the challenge of common understanding on these 

boundaries, this thesis has demonstrated how boundary narratives can be used to collect 

and illustrate the differences in perspectives that are at the core of the communicative 

challenge. It has further been hypothesized that through observations of inter-

organizational work, the boundary narratives can be completed with accounts of what 

communicative practices leads to the establishment of sufficient common understanding.  
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In summary, this thesis contributes a demonstration of how systems thinking can foster 

understanding of the complexity of inter-organizational crisis response work. By eliciting 

learnings from the Covid-19 pandemic, this thesis adds support to the description of the 

Swedish Crisis Response System as a complex adaptive system. This description 

provides a useful foundation for understanding the inter-organizational interplay and the 

challenges associated with these interactions. It has further been demonstrated that these 

challenges can be collected and represented in narrative forms for further understanding. 

Whether these representations can aid in organizational learning of inter-organizational 

learning remains a question for further research, with this thesis supporting the need for 

such studies.   
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8. Appendix 
Appendix A – Informed Consent Form 
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Appendix B – Post-it sorting for thematic analysis. 

 

Figure 7. Initial "random" collection of codes. 

Figure 8. Codes sorted into theme. 


