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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore, over the course of the current pandemic and the 

corresponding contact restrictions, changes to client communication practices in 

professional services and the lessons that can be learned from the process. The overall 

aim is to explore how business consultancies have developed crisis responses around 

client communication, what their experience with these measures were and on the basis 

of this, to evaluate which could be used in order improve crisis management and 

preparation in the future or improve practice in general.  

While much has been said about communication about a crisis, current research lacks 

information on crisis management around client communication, especially in the 

business sector the thesis investigates and with a focus on interactive communication 

modes. There is also very little material on what is likely to become improved practices. 

The present thesis seeks to address this gap.  

Adopting a Critical Realist paradigm and an abductive research logic, a case study on the 

consulting industry was conducted, with qualitative interviews as the main source of 

primary data and thematic analysis as the method. Interviewees were professionals from 

different types of consultancies from Germany, Austria and Switzerland. The industry 

was chosen because for it, regular client contact and continuous close coordination are 

key, and this exchange has been done in person in the vast majority of instances.  

Key outcomes are a framework of recommendations for client communication in a crisis 

and first insights into how current crisis management measures might affect the 

workplace design after the crisis ends. Recommendations highlight in particular the 

importance of infrastructure and preparation, the need for rapid and pragmatic decision 

making, the usefulness of a project by project approach where possible, the central role 

of stakeholder involvement and the potential need of also supporting clients.  

This contributes to theory by presenting a more comprehensive framework on 

communication with clients in a crisis than hitherto published. It contributes to practice 

by providing a set of implementable recommendations for upholding and managing said 

communication. This might also be applicable for crisis communication with other 

stakeholders than clients and beyond the consulting industry. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Context  

The COVID-19 crisis brought many constraints, like the ones imposed in Germany based 

on pandemic plans by the Robert Koch Institute (RKI, 2016; 2020). This changed ways 

of interacting, e.g. through strict restrictions on personal contact. This also applies to the 

work environment. Home office and teleworking solutions were widely adopted as 

immediate solutions (Stürz et al., 2020). 

Earlier crises like SARS in 2003 already had a large impact on business worldwide, 

despite the fact that comparatively few people actually died (Laws and Prideaux, 2006) – 

the COVID-crisis has a far larger effect (Bolden, 2020). Governments and companies 

have been forced to switch to crisis management modus. In some countries like Germany, 

new regulations even impose home office solutions or give employees the right to ask for 

them (dpa, 2021). Consequently, important lines of communication have been disrupted, 

mainly around personal contact. 

However, this personal contact has always been seen as important, especially for 

industries like professional services, where close client contact is vital for project 

management, sales or client relationship management (Rosenthal, 2015; Meyssonnier and 

Zakar, 2016; Wang et al., 2019). Digitalisation changes the way of providing services 

(Rieke and Feldmüller, 2019), but it remains unclear how well companies were prepared 

for the crisis and how they learned to cope. 

One question around this is how client contact practices have changed, and whether these 

will be useful in future crises or even as viable exchange process alternatives once contact 

restrictions end. There is a gap in the literature on this aspect, and the thesis seeks to 

address this and therefore is a work on one specific aspect of crisis management: how to 

cope with ruptures in communication with ones’ clients effectively.  

1.2 Motivation 

When restrictions related to the COVID-crisis set in, serious disruptions set in, not 

leastaround communication. As a former business consultant of over twelve years, self-

employed and later with Accenture, the question of how professional services companies 

like consultancies coped was of interest: their service delivery of which relies heavily on 

– ideally unimpeded – communication. Present work was also impacted: as a lecturer at 
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a German private university still engaged in occasional consulting work, personal 

communication, now seriously hampered, was an important part of day-to-day work. 

On top of that, the crisis made the originally planned project for the doctoral thesis 

impossible. This would have involved action research regarding the application of agile 

management methods to a specific type of consulting. Earlier consent by the consultants’ 

clients regarding access to their premises was retracted, and the original intention outlined 

in the research proposal became impossible to realise. Research on crisis management 

when personal contact becomes difficult or impossible was a logical, related and relevant 

alternative. 

1.3 Background 

Coombs and Holladay (2012) names as the third phase of crisis management a post-crisis 

one, dedicated to analysis and learning, and Laws and Prideaux (2006) describe the 

important task of crisis reporting, defined as a learning-facilitation mechanism that helps 

in planning for future crises. Making pre-planning easier and more effective promises to 

have value: new crises already loom, like “Disease X” in Africa (Kiley, Formanek and 

Kottasova, 2020). Some research suggests that diseases though long gone can have very 

long term after-effects (Almond, 2006) and even old plagues like the bubonic one might 

flare up again (Ziegler, 2014). Other risks are also present: climate protection and 

environmental issues gain importance, may trigger crises and there is current research on 

how risk management and crisis preparation could be designed in more sustainable ways 

(Settembre-Blundo et al., 2021). 

While governments have plans for pandemics and many authors write about the economic 

impact and economic risk mitigation (e.g. Baldwin and Weder di Mauro, 2020), there is 

not much literature on how companies cope. The focus lies on general observations or 

recommendations around home office- and telework (e.g. Berg, 2021 or Priyono, Moin 

and Putri, 2020). In addition to that, there are sources on specific issues and industries 

such as solutions for libraries (Kosciejew, 2020), safety plans for Universities (Passaro, 

2020), how family businesses cope (Kraus et al., 2020) or crisis management in the hard 

hit tourism industry (Pillmayer, Scherle and Volchek, 2021). 

Some literature on the aspect of client communication and experience emerges, but much 

is centred around Business-to Consumer (B2C) communication, for instance in tourism 
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like Bonfanti, Vigolo and Yfantidou (2021), Cheng Chu Chan et al. (2021) or Barnes et 

al. (2020), who argue that positive costumer experience, while difficult, is still possible 

to ensure. They even talk about customer “delight” and communication plays a very 

important role in achieving it. The authors conclude that companies have to adapt their 

service processes but fail to tell how this should be done. 

While most sources agree on the importance of technology, the majority of authors 

concentrate on the crisis’ impact and immediate effects more than on recommendation 

for actions. Thus, even though the current pandemic is not the first crisis leading to 

restrictions around personal contact, research on customer communication crisis 

management and recommendation on how to tackle any resulting issues appears to be in 

its infancy. This research seeks to address the gap around dealing with client contact 

issues and investigates for emerging improved practices, thus contributing to remedying 

the lack of research around the topic of client contact management in times of crises.  

1.4 Overall Research Approach 

COVID-19 is a “social event” (Teti, Schatz and Liebenberg, 2020, p. 1), and so far, there 

is little material on how the crisis was experienced and what people took away from it for 

the future. Looking into aspects of communication in a crisis and what is being 

experienced as successful and valuable is a matter of social construction and personal 

interpretation by the interviewees. Still, there should be allowance given for an underlying 

reality, and be it just the hard-fact changes of the environment due to the COVID-crisis. 

Therefore, the work is based on a critical realist paradigm, using an abductive research 

logic.  

Accordingly, a sectoral case study with semi-structured, qualitative interviews as the 

main source of data was conducted. A large part of research on the topic was published 

by consultancies or industry bodies, and this has been used as a secondary source. The 

consulting industry has been chosen as the industry investigated because of traditionally 

requiring close personal contact which has been significantly disrupted. For pragmatic 

reasons of closeness and an existing network, the DACH region was chosen under the 

assumption that results can be applied throughout HICs. 
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Data are structured and analysed using Thematic Analysis (following the approach of 

Braun and Clarke, 2006), and based on the results the thesis strives to answer the question 

whether improved practices around client communication in times of crises emerge. 

1.5 Objectives and Research Question 

This thesis is not only about tactical crisis response (Jaques, 2012) but is designed to help 

in risk mitigation, preparation and better coping with any future crisis because of 

contingency plans being in place, thus contributing to what Jaques dubs “crisis 

leadership” (p. 368). The management of the COVID crisis is thus also an important 

learning experience, an aspect which this thesis investigates. 

The overall aim is to explore how companies have developed crisis responses around 

client communication, what their experience with these measures are and on the basis of 

this, to evaluate which could be used in order improve crisis management and preparation 

in the future or add improvements to practice in general. Consequently, the thesis seeks 

to answer the following research questions: 

 What were the crisis management responses to restrictions around client contact? 

 Which of these measures can be useful for future crisis management? 

 Why is this so, which aspects contribute to these measures’ usefulness? 

 Which changes are likely also to be retained in general and what are the 

implications and benefits of this? 

The final outcome of the thesis is a framework of practical recommendations. This is 

fitting with DBA research, investigating both theory and practice (Bareham, Bourner and 

Stevens, 2000), and linking research to workplace issues (Fink, 2006). Despite of the fact 

that recommendations are based on data from the consulting industry, they are expected 

to prove valuable more widely, at least for professional services firms if not even beyond. 

1.6 Structure of the Thesis 

In an initial literature review, this thesis first presents the theoretical background of crisis 

management and the requirements of professional services firms around client contact in 

chapter two. Following this, in chapter three, crisis management during the COVID-crisis 

and specific responses to contact restrictions are being discussed. In response to practice 

as recommended in critical realist research (Wynn and Williams, 2012), this includes a 
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detailed description of the context of the phenomena under scrutiny. Chapter four 

summarises the implications for this thesis, and from this derives a conceptual framework 

for communication in a crisis as well as the research question. 

Chapter five presents the philosophical stance taken for this thesis as well as the research 

strategy and design, following the structure of the “research onion” (Saunders et al., 

2019). This includes a detailed description of data collection and analysis, using Thematic 

Analysis, as well as reflections and decisions on sampling, saturation and the coding 

approach taken. 

The chapter closes on issues around ethics, reflexivity and overall quality of the research 

as well as a summary of the research design. Chapter six describes the pilot study and the 

subsequent data collection and coding, while chapter seven presents the themes and the 

findings connected with them. Themes are grouped according to their relation to crisis 

management phases and main related topics, and each presentation of a group of themes 

is followed by an initial discussion. Chapter eight supplements this by an integrative 

discussion of the findings, looking at both what the thesis itself contributed and what was 

confirmed from earlier works. From this, it builds the further analysis and the framework 

of recommendations for future crisis management as well as conclusions around post-

crisis adaptations of the business communication environment and the workplace in 

general. Chapter nine begins with taking up these results and clearly presenting what the 

present research contributes, both to literature and to practice. It then concludes on 

considerations regarding limitations and suggestions for future research. 

1.7 Key outcomes and contribution 

Key outcomes are a framework of recommendations for client communication in a crisis 

and first insights into how current crisis management measures might affect the 

workplace design after the crisis ends. Recommendations highlight in particular the 

importance of infrastructure and preparation, the need for rapid and pragmatic decision 

making, the usefulness of a project-by-project approach where possible, the central role 

of stakeholder involvement and the potential need of also supporting clients.  

This contributes to theory by presenting a more comprehensive framework on 

communication with clients in a crisis than hitherto published. Most literature addresses 

the topic of communication on a crisis, this thesis complements this by covering 
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additional elements of communication in a crisis. It also contributes to practice by 

providing a set of implementable recommendations for upholding and managing said 

communication. This might also be applicable for crisis communication with other 

stakeholders than clients and beyond the consulting industry. 
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2. Crisis Management and Client Contact Requirements 

2.1 Introduction: the COVID-19 Crisis 

From early 2019 on, a SARS virus variant, COVID-19, spread, possibly from China 

(Chan et al., 2020), across the globe and, while apparently mostly contained in the area 

in focus, is still spreading, in a third to fifth wave, depending on the region (WHO, 2020; 

2021; 2022). It is very virulent, can easily be transmitted through droplet infection and 

leads to serious, potentially lethal, respiratory complications (Quiagen Corp., 2020; 

WHO, 2020). A further challenge are new mutations springing up on a regular basis, as 

is common with this type of viruses (Ruiz Estrada, 2021). 

Governments and companies quickly took measures in order to mitigate risk and contain 

the spread. This led to serious economic consequences, and consequently a heated 

discussion on how to best contain COVID-19. However, some authors also look at long 

term changes and their – potentially even beneficial – impact, e.g. Steiner (2020), who 

argues that digitalisation will greatly benefit from the crisis. Bapuji et al. (2020) think 

that the crisis has shown what can be done in the workplace when using technology, 

leading to the emergence of new business models. So far, though, there are practically no 

publications that deal with improved practices for future crisis management. The 

following examines these issues, focusing on the German speaking part of Europe, using 

it as a blueprint for countries with a similar economic structure. 

So far, only a limited number of academic papers on COVID-19 measures and their effect 

exist. Thus, this review also makes use of use of newspaper and web-page articles. While 

attention has been laid on using sources with well researched contributions, the content 

of many articles does not meet academic requirements. This has been considered when 

discussing the materials. Appendix 12 contains a detailed list of type of sources used.  

Any existing sources, however, emphasise the deep impact of the crisis and the problems 

for businesses to cope with contact restrictions, which is why this chapter looks at what 

crisis management and leadership can achieve and what contact requirements this needs 

to address. 

2.2 Crisis Management and Crisis Leadership 

Crises are no rare occurrences: Zerfass et al. (2013), for example, show that 70% of the 

participating companies had experience a crisis over the course of the last year (Schwarz, 
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2016). Pang, Cameron and Jin (2009) find, that these can also be very emotional events, 

triggering feelings like sadness or fright, which in turn influence reactions to the crisis. 

In one of the most used models on crisis communication (Kent and Boatwright, 2018), 

the SCCT (see section 2.2.3), Coombs (2007b) also includes emotions in the underlying 

crisis situation model. A crisis is thus both a factual and an emotional event, an important 

factor in critical realist research. 

In a much-cited definition of a crisis, Venette (2003, p. 43) defines it as a transformation 

where “the old systems can no longer be maintained”. Thus, alternative systems will be 

needed, and ideally, have been prepared. However, Mikušová and Horváthová (2019) 

show that many businesses do not prepare, either because they judge the measures too 

costly and/or of unclear value or just because of not knowing how. This thesis is about 

crises in organisations and how they cope with a specific aspect, so this is an important 

factor, as the aspect of preparedness and its effect on crisis management is a relevant 

aspect for choosing crisis responses.  

Merendino (2016) names three factors of a crisis: 

 A threat to the organisation – Bundy et al. (2017) extend this to stakeholders 

 The element of surprise and 

 A short decision time 

Surprise does not mean that one cannot prepare for a crisis to eventuate, but the timing 

remains unclear. A crisis is disruptive (Bundy et al., 2017), whether self-inflicted (when 

the people solving the problem might even have created it themselves (Jaques, 2012) or 

produced by extrinsic factors. When intrinsic, the problems lie within the organisation, 

and imperfections tend to lie in a lack of preparedness or wrong pre-crisis assessments. 

Jaques positions these as issues of strategic leadership, as opposed to tactical response by 

operations managers.  

What also has to be taken into account is the fact, that a crisis does not only affect the 

organisation, it also affects its surroundings. Business and society are interrelated, and 

the COVID-crisis affects this relationship, including interactions which, hitherto 

considered granted, have changed (Bapuji et al., 2020). This means that for this thesis, by 

virtue of being a wide-ranging characterisation, the definition of a crisis by Venette is a 

fitting one. 
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2.2.1 Crisis Management, its Phases and Aims 

Coombs and Holladay (2010, p. 20) define crisis management as “set of factors designed 

to combat crises and to lessen the actual damages inflicted” through which one “seeks to 

prevent or lessen the negative outcomes of a crisis and thereby protect the organisation, 

stakeholders, and/or industry from damage”. This is related to change management, and 

Heide and Soimonsson (2011) see both disciplines as dealing with episodic events which 

can be controlled. They see great similarities and add that companies who are good at 

managing change are well prepared when having to manage crises. 

According to Coombs (2010), crisis management is also related to issues management, 

which deals with “problems ready for resolution” (p. 54). The relationship is reciprocal: 

issues may create crises and vice versa. There is also kinship with risk management, risk 

being a potential to inflict harm and thus something which may develop into an issue or 

a crisis. Some argue that the COVID-crisis is special insofar as it means risks with 

unknown likelihood and consequences (Klucka, Gruenbichler and Ristvej, 2021), and a 

crisis adds new risks and issues to the ones that might have created it (Vos, 2017).  

Crisis Management International (2021) contrasts the necessary crisis management with 

risk management by describing the former as comprehensive, also taking into account 

what happens after surmounting the crisis, including recovery measures. Accordingly, 

Coombs and Holladay (2010) and Bundy et al. (2017) describe three phases: the pre-crisis 

one (mainly prevention and approach definition), the response or event phase and a post-

crisis phase dealing with learning and revision.  

Jaques (2007) proposes an alternative model, circular and with the first phase split in two: 

crisis preparedness and crisis prevention. He criticises the three-stage model as too 

simple, but Frandsen and Johansen (2011) hold against this, that the simpler model is 

perfectly applicable heuristically and has proved useful. Gaspar et al. (2020) believe that 

stage models in general do not reflect the complexity of the social phenomenon of a crisis 

and are too longitudinal, but their proposed crisis threshold and layers (CLT) model is 

much more complex than the stage-based ones. Thus, the CLT can help to better 

understand certain crisis occurrences, processes and management options, but being 

presented as a matrix it does not lend itself to structuring an overview of crisis 

management like the present. This thesis therefore uses the three stages model and focuses 
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on crisis event management proper and some elements of post-crisis analysis and learning 

as shown in figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Stages and Positioning of crisis management in the environment of related 

management processes  (author’s representation)   

 

As crises do occur on a regular basis – Perrow (1999) argues that crises, dubbed 

“accidents”, are “normal”, hence the importance of preventive measures – crisis 

management is circular in nature. Thus, post-crisis phases will go on into the next pre-

crisis ones. One can only react to a disaster after the event, but next to purely reactive 

responses, existing contingency measures – which should have been prepared – can be 

applied (Laws and Prideaux, 2006). These are also based on lessons learned from earlier 

events to the documentation of which this thesis strives to contribute. 

Crisis management has several central aims, and one important goal of crisis 

management, starting in the pre-crisis phase, is creating resilience, by reducing risks, 

making sure to understand issues and thus mitigate crises (Vos, 2017). Keya (2015), 

referring to Weiner (2006), asks for pre-crisis issue audits in order to achieve this. 

Organisational resilience is “the maintenance of positive adjustment under challenging 

conditions, so that the organisation emerges from these conditions strengthened and 

resourceful.” (Vogus and Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 3418). The opposite would thus be 

vulnerability. Retain resilience is the main goal in the pre-crisis phase next to preparing 

specific crisis counter measures, and thus also important for this research. 
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In the crisis event phase, another key goal is to be able to continue making business 

(Coombs, 2010). Crisis measures and communication need to be activated quickly and 

partners’ concerns be taken into account (Vos, 2017). This is an important challenge for 

managers, who need to set behavioural standards in communication depending not only 

on the company’s goals but also on stakeholder expectations (Simcic-Brønn and Brønn, 

2011). Customers are very important stakeholders, and upholding service quality is 

another central aim. Coombs (2014a) points out that within crises, major problems often 

turn around customer service, and Jaques (2012) underlines the importance of leadership 

enforcing standards and process in managing the crisis and also managing in the crisis, 

in order to achieve these two goals of the crisis event phase. 

Another important aim is reputation management, which stands at the centre of many 

works on crisis management and communication (Coombs, 2010), which Hambursin and 

Coyette (2011) complete with the phase three aspect of restoring trust after a crisis. As 

the COVID-crisis affects everyone, reputation management as a goal was not at the 

forefront of the aspects of communication this research investigated. However, how well 

a company managed to cope with the crisis, including how well it continued to 

communicate with its clients, might influence reputation and trust. Such facets are 

therefore included in the discussion of results. 

When managing a crisis, many stakeholders, both internal and external – amongst which 

clients do figure prominently – have to be involved. Rendsburg and de Beer (2011) cite a 

definition by Freeman (1984, p. 46), that stakeholders are “any group or individual who 

can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organisations’ objectives”, and add that 

stakeholders become ever more involved, up to a level when they become co-creators of 

corporate knowledge. Such complexity can only be managed successfully when crisis 

management follows a distinct plan, well defined communication channels and uses 

bespoke teams (Coombs, 2007a), ideally supported by a pre-defined communication 

system (Kartikawangi and Dahesihsari, 2020).  

Post crisis, organisational learning and rebuilding are the main aims, and over all the 

phases spans stakeholder management, both internal and external (Bundy et al., 2017), 

although the latter can also be defined as a supporting process instead of a goal of crisis 

management itself. Organisational learning needs of course to be translated into 

enhancing preparedness for the next crisis (Mikušová and Horváthová, 2019), making 
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experiencing crises part of being able to better be readying one’s organisation for the next. 

(Larsson, 2010) confirms this with findings showing that experience is very important for 

effective response to disaster. Figure 2 shows the main goals in the three phases: 

 

Figure 2: Phases and corresponding main goals of crisis management (author’s 

representation)   
 

2.2.2 Pre-Crisis Management Phase: Mitigation and Preparedness 

Given that there is always the risk of a crisis, organisations need to mitigate and to 

prepare. Coombs (2014a) argues that having a plan, a dedicated team / dedicated 

structures and responsibilities in place and to designate a spokesperson is “best practice”. 

Jaques (2007) cites Fink (1986) who shows that companies with no proper planning 

experience longer crises than others. Jaques also underlines the importance of senior 

management commitment and support from the preparation for a crisis on. Stück (2009) 

stresses that involving all the parts of an organisation is key to the success of crisis 

preparation, and so is the early involvement of all stakeholders (Bundy et al., 2017). 

Next to structures – and ideally also accompanying documentation such as manuals 

(Jaques, 2007) – measures also need to be trained and simulations should be run. A single 

pre-crisis phase as in Coombs (2014a) presents this more clearly than Jaques (2007), who 

for instance somewhat confusingly allocates training to both his pre-crisis phases 

(preparedness and prevention), one more reason why this thesis uses the three-phase 

model. However, he adds an important aspect to Coombs’ approach: making sure the 

necessary physical infrastructure is in place. This was a major aspect in managing contact 
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restrictions in the COVID-crisis, where extensive technology infrastructure was needed 

from the start (Vargo et al., 2020). 

A key element of crisis preparation is also to be able to recognise a crisis or its potential 

emerging early on. Roselieb (1999) believes that most crises announce themselves and 

proposes to install organisational early warning procedures around internal and external 

communication, amongst other things by building a trustful environment in which 

employees may talk freely. Jaques (2007) asks for constant scanning and links these 

measures into issue and risk management, identifying and prioritising and developing 

counter measures, and regarding crisis like the COVID one, Lipsitch et al. (2009, p. 112) 

call challenges like an influenza pandemic “predictable” and organisations have learned 

from experience. While crisis recognition is not in scope for this thesis, the aspect of 

learning for the future is. 

All these measures address the crisis management goal of building resilience, a set of 

processes established in an organisation and of principles anchored in the processes which 

are designed to make an organisation be successful (Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003), p. 104). 

Burnard, Bhamra and Tsinopoulos (2018) establish a resilience matrix with the axis 

dimensions of preparation (reactive and proactive) and type of adaptation (rigid or agile) 

and argue that the best preparation for any disruption is the establishment of agile 

processes and a proactive approach, which they dub “resilience focused”. The alternative: 

reactivity matched with rigid adaptation, is risky and the results of this thesis address this 

regarding client communication. 

There is also an organisational aspect to building resilience. For instance, several studies 

give evidence that companies with fewer organisational units, being more flexible or 

agile, manage crises more effectively than others (Mirandilla, Chia and Peters, 2008) and 

existing infrastructure also plays a role (Mehrotra, Znati and Thompson, 2008). Ensuring 

preparedness is therefore a holistic task, and Shannon (2006) believes that organisational 

and operational preparedness is also a question of an organisations’ mind-set (Jaques, 

2012). There is, however, also a size aspect to preparedness: Johansen, Aggerholm and 

Frandsen (2012) find that large organisations tend to better prepare. What remains open 

is whether this also depends on the types of industries and whether service companies 

better prepare. Consequently, with regards to client communication and related IT, this is 

an aspect this thesis also addresses. 
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Not in scope, but an element of context, is the fact that the above said matches with the 

contrasting of resilient and rigid responses in Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) and their call 

for checking for maladaptive processes in the organisation, and their subsequent 

elimination. To this embedding of resilience as part of crisis management and 

preparedness for change, Bundy et al. (2017) add the observation that a whole string of 

crisis management research advocate that organising for reliability also helps building 

capabilities which help preventing and managing unexpected events. Such cultural 

aspects are closely linked with communication, and Vos (2017) argues, that in order to 

better be able to attain the goals of ones’ crisis management, collaboration is key. This, 

of course, also means communication. 

2.2.3 Crisis Communication and Communication in a Crisis 

Communication in a crisis, the topic of this thesis, cannot be seen independently from 

communication on (or about) the crisis. Most literature, however, is about communication 

on the crisis (Schwarz, 2016; Mata, Buil and Gómez-Campillo, 2021) – and how this 

supports crisis management – as well as about channels. This thesis focuses on personal 

contact and its alternatives, the different channels that were used and recommended 

before and during the COVID-crisis are therefore very relevant. Crisis communication 

encompasses all that addresses the situation, in any phase, and is about the “what?”, the 

“how?”, and the “who to whom?” questions (Coombs and Holladay, 2010), both for 

communication on and in the crisis.  

In the pre-crisis phase, critical issues are establishing cultural frameworks and resilience 

(Vos, 2017), which includes information about issues and risks (Mazzei and Ravazzani, 

2015). In accordance with the goals of crisis management, the focus in later phases 

switches to ensuring business continuity, service quality and reputation. Crisis 

management limits the harm a crisis can inflict, both on the organisation and its 

stakeholders, and crisis communication is a central element of it (Coombs, 2014b). Even 

though this thesis is not about crisis communication in the sense described so far, but 

about communication solutions in a crisis, the topic of crisis communication shows some 

overlapping, and this research also looked for crisis communication related data patterns. 

Crisis communication is not just the “mouthpiece” of an organisation, if it is to be 

successful it must facilitate sense making together with all stakeholders (Simcic-Brønn 

and Brønn, 2011). It has strategic as well as tactical aspects, although most literature looks 
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at the strategic aspects or at channels such as social media, like Cheng (2016) or the 

communication on the crisis (Sigala, 2012) and its risks (Ruiz and Rodríguez, 2022). This 

thesis covers the tactical aspect of in-crisis communication. 

Aggerholm (2008) shows that the content of communication is either informational or 

focused on value/emotions, dependent on the objectives it is meant to support (Mazzei 

and Ravazzani, 2015). While in the COVID-crisis, protecting organisational reputation 

does not lie at the forefront of the goals of crisis management, it is still important to look 

at the situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) as described by Coombs and 

Holladay (2002) and later detailed further (Coombs, 2007b), who define it as a framework 

for protecting an organisation mainly from reputational risks around a crisis.  

Thus, these aspects of communication to stakeholders (like clients) on the crisis influence 

communication solutions in the crisis as well, as the choice of the means of 

communication cannot be separated from content. Typical crisis responses could be 

apologies, denial, informal communication, compensation, justification, scapegoating 

and more (Coombs and Holladay, 2010). Kent and Boatwright (2018) add that not all of 

these responses are ethically sound and do not see scapegoating as a successful response 

strategy. This is especially true with clients. 

Another important aspect is the difference between internal and external communication. 

Rendsburg and de Beer (2011) believe that because of the close interaction between an 

organisation and its external stakeholders, there is not much difference. Evidence shows 

that internal communication moves from special channels to a more holistic approach, 

and that external communication covers some functions of traditional internal 

communication by encompassing topics of general interest. This growing together is 

supported by evidence in Opitz, Chaudhri and Wang (2018), who show how employee 

social media communication becomes part of the whole picture of an organisations 

communication and can be both harmful or helpful. Once this has been managed, internal 

communication also needs to cover the aspects an organisation wishes to see 

communicated externally.  

An increase of the use of social media was expected from the start of the pandemic 

(Camilleri, 2020), and this on top of other means may increase employee engagement 

(Sievert and Scholz, 2017). This can also be increased by using relational communication 
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next to purely informational (Einwiller, Ruppel and Stranzl, 2021). As this thesis is 

looking at communication by employees to clients, these aspects can be relevant. 

As Frandsen and Johansen (2011) point out, employees probably feel a sense of 

commitment and belonging and can also be mobilised as senders. Ultimately, through 

good communication, so might even external partners such as clients, whose 

communication with third parties reflects on an organisations’ reputation. As to the means 

of communications, attention is also laid on electronic forms. Romenti, Murtarelli and 

Valentini (2014) find that organisations adapt their online dialogue forms to crisis types.  

There is only very little literature on the use of different means of communication in a 

crisis and its effects remain unclear (Cheng, 2016). This might, however, be one key for 

improving current practice, which is why this thesis looked for evidence of it in the data 

collected. A further important specification is the mode of communication this thesis is 

investigating. As shown in figure 3, communication varies with role and number of 

senders and receivers (Guo and Sanchez, 2005). One-way communication, especially the 

content companies with to convey, is an important part of communication on and in the 

crisis, but the core of communication with clients, especially in professional services, 

remains interactive. As discussed in the following section, people who initiate 

communication wish to convey messages, but also interact in order to form working 

relationships and co-create content (Adu-Oppong and Agyin, 2014). Therefore, the focus 

lies on interactives modes of communication. 

 

Figure 3: Main communication modes and focus of the thesis   
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2.2.4 Crisis Event and Post-Crisis Phases of Crisis Management 

When a crisis eventuates, leadership has to react, ideally proactively, including an 

immediate assessment of risks, both extrinsic, like COVID, and intrinsic (Jaques, 2012). 

The first thing of course is crisis recognition, followed by the activation of the crisis 

management systems prepared before (Jaques, 2007). When responding to the crisis, Seitz 

(2020) stresses the importance of optimism and motivating employees, which requires 

acting and reacting very visibly.  

This also has to do with credibility and trust, and Claeys and Cauberghe (2012) advocate 

early communication of eventual problems, before stakeholders learn about them from 

other sources. Coombs (2014a, p. 4) calls this approach “stealing thunder”, and it includes 

any issues, not only the ones related to crisis response. Thus, communication about 

actions like COVID-response also needs to inform about indirect effects such as long 

term market changes, as does Lufthansa (2021), giving information on expected negative 

developments around business travel.  

Larsson (2010) also writes that experience is key, which is why having a crisis history 

helps – as does setting up significant capabilities from the start instead of introducing 

measures piecemeal. Leadership is perceived as central (Jaques, 2007), and there are calls 

for leadership to be “more on the edge” and focus all attention on the crisis, all the while 

allowing time for everyone to prepare and adapt to crisis management measures such as 

electronic forms of communication (Noyes, 2020). In what way the channels under 

investigation in this thesis can be used for this purpose also was an aspect of this research. 

Emotions play a role as well, and Jin, Pang and Cameron (2010) see mainly sadness and 

fright in natural crises (such as the COVID-one) and detect very different possible 

strategic responses, from defensive and ambiguous to accommodative and factual. Denial 

and mortification might set in as crisis management “strategies”, and such issues, based 

on emotion, need to be addressed. This shows how important decision making is in a 

crisis. Mirandilla, Chia and Peters (2008), focusing on the process of decision making 

rather than the outcome, argue that it is very challenging in a crisis and depends on how 

managers make sense of the crisis and related risks. While Coombs (2019) sees analytic 

forms of decision making, Lamia (2018) believes that in some instances, non-analytic 

decisions can even be the better ones. Thakur and Hale (2022) see what they call an 

“accommodative” approach to crisis response and decision making as the most successful 
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one in the current pandemic. Looking at how and why companies take decisions on how 

to respond to communication challenges was therefore important as well.  

Bundy et al. (2017, p. 1671) see the internal perspective dominate crisis management 

(and literature around it), and a “fix the problem” approach, but conversely, Mirandilla, 

Chia and Peters (2008) find that external stakeholders strongly influence – or are even 

actively involved in – the decision making process from the very crucial early hours of a 

crisis on. This speaks against too strong an internal focus, and the effect of client feedback 

was also looked at in this research.  

2.2.5 Reacting to and Learning in a Crisis 

So far this section has mapped out how important the topic of learning is for building 

resilience, reacting properly to a crisis and for staying credible when communicating on 

a crisis. However, and more relevant for this thesis, it also helps to be better when 

communicating under crisis related restrictions, in the crisis. Seitz (2020) emphasises the 

fact that in a crisis, organisations are forced to change, thereby being forced to try out 

new things and thus, to learn.  

Presented with new challenges, organisations also learn about at what point they spend 

time at work for the sake of being busy, just because they have to prioritise and eliminate 

certain activities (Noyes, 2020). Ideally, leaders are the best learners and draw others with 

them and learning thus also occurs during the event. Adaptations to ones’ crisis 

management should occur, evidence of which also was looked for. 

Learning, as well as stakeholder and reputation management, continues to be crucial in 

the post-crisis phase as well. While organisations strive for returning to business as usual, 

the crisis still needs to be managed. Coombs (2007a) cites for instance delivering 

promises (e.g. on results or information), but also analysing the experience and 

integrating any lessons into future crisis preparation or mitigation, to which one can add 

incorporating new insights into an organisations’ everyday processes where possible and 

useful. Indeed, Larsson (2010) postulates that learning from extreme events is of the 

utmost importance for future crisis management. At the same time, internal 

communication not only needs to inform but also to rebuild trust, for which electronic 

communication can also serve as an effective channel (Hambursin and Coyette, 2011). 
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While the internal perspective is important, there is also an external one to learning, the 

one of social evaluation, which is to be managed both throughout the event and the post 

crisis phase (Bundy et al., 2017). Although in a crisis like COVID-19, reputational risks 

are limited because of the organisation not being to blame (Jin, Pang and Cameron, 2010), 

this aspect needs attention and accordingly, Coombs (2014a) proposes several reputation 

repair strategies. However, Park (2017) insists that communication after the crisis is not 

only about reputation management. 

For Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003), resilience is also about the ability to recover, and 

managing business resumption and crisis impact are important parts of the third phase of 

crisis management, as is evaluation relating thereto and resultant modifications (Jaques, 

2007). While many recommendations and ideas for crisis management can be found in 

the literature, this research however confirms that, as Coombs and Holladay (2010) point 

out, most of the literature on crisis management is strategic and less focused on tactical 

advice. This is a gap the closing of which this thesis can contribute to. 

2.3 Client Contact Requirements in Professional Services  

One of the major issues around COVID-19 restrictions is that client communication has 

to be reinvented. This confronts companies, especially professional services ones, with 

new challenges as seen in an example on financial services (Welsch, 2020). In 

professional services, communication is key (Zelenka, 2016), and some authors even 

argue that face-to-face contact is a necessity, show a link between client contact and client 

satisfaction or discuss personal contact as a quality criterion for clients (Rosenthal, 2015; 

Meyssonnier and Zakar, 2016; Momparler, Carmona and Lassala, 2015). There is also 

the importance of personal contact for sales (e.g. in Wang et al., 2019). In order to better 

understand the issues, it makes sense to first look at the consulting industry, the example 

studied in this thesis. Such a description of the context or the “structure” under scrutiny 

is also good practice in critical realist research (Wynn and Williams, 2012). 

2.3.1 The Consulting Environment 

Deelmann (2019b, p. 33) defines consulting as “a professional, contractually appointed 

process of an intervening attendance by a consulting system for the description, analysis 

and solution of the client system, with the goal of transformation.” Thus, consulting is 

part of the so-called “professional services”, of a high knowledge intensity (Williams, 
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2019) and requires intense interaction between consultants and clients, mainly under the 

form of a project with a time limit (Deelmann, 2019b).  

While in-house consultants might not be contractually appointed because of their being 

part of the organisation they consult, what is said in this section also applies to this type 

of consultancy because of the similarities in all other respects (Scheurlen, 2019). The aim 

of the service of a consultancy is to create value for a client, and most authors agree that 

this works best when clients are involved in this creation (who does what depends on the 

respective capabilities and available resources) and enabled to continue doing so once the 

consultant has left (Oesterle, Buchwald and Urbach, 2019; Sturdy et al., 2021).  

Typically, the main areas of consulting are categorised as such: strategy consulting, IT 

and technology consulting, organisation consulting, process consulting, HR consulting, 

financial consulting and a number of even more specialised fields (Fritz, 2019). Auditing 

is also sometimes defined as consulting and despite a potential conflict of interest, most 

of the large auditing firms have consulting arms (Carmona Ibáñez, 2020). Most countries 

require these services to be at least clearly separated from each other. As specialisations 

vary, so do the types of projects, in size, length, form of compensation, focus and goals 

as well as the amount of client involvement (Wickham and Wilcock, 2008). Regardless 

of types, in order to have a positive impact on value creation, a consultancy needs to 

manage its service quality. Figure 4 shows the determining factors: 

 

Figure 4: Elements or determinants of consulting quality (aggregated from Wickham and 

Wilcock, 2008; Oesterle, Buchwald and Urbach, 2019; Nissen et al, 2019)   
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According to authors like Oesterle, Buchwald and Urbach (2019), social expertise is 

increasingly important for value creation, as it influences collaboration quality, which in 

turn is a prerequisite for successful co-creation. These descriptions are of course relating 

to an ideal type, and Kraus and Mohe (2007) points out that in order to understand 

consulting and specific consultancies, a researcher has to generate empirical descriptions 

based on practical experience: consultancies do not act uniformly, and the nature and 

quality of client relationship also differs.  

There is also much criticism around consulting, for instance that consultancies tend to try 

to sell standard products and models instead of bespoke solutions and do not always 

deliver sufficient value (Sturdy et al., 2021), that many consultancies lack innovation 

skills (Williams, 2019) or that consultancies do not adapt to demand changes and cannot, 

for instance, deliver the necessary technology experts (Piumelli, 2019). There is also 

criticism that there is decreasing differentiation between consultancies (Treichler, 2019), 

but this can be addressed by communication and relationship management – one of the 

many reasons why relationship management, thus communication, is key in this industry. 

Until the COVID-crisis, the market was on the side of the consultants. Deelmann (2019b) 

calculates a CAGR of 9% since 1963, and the market is huge. The different professional 

associations in the DACH countries count and present differently, but the total turnover 

of the industry is of the order of EUR 50bn, with around 20.000 companies (albeit many 

small ones) and they employ some 200.000 people (BDU, 2021a; BDU, 2021b; ASCO, 

2020; WKO, 2020). The market is dominated by the top ten consultancies (generating 

about 22% of total turnover in Germany), and next to international companies some larger 

German firms play an important role (Fritz, 2019). However, there are several very 

successful small or medium sized so-called “hidden champions”, mainly in Germany, by 

far the biggest market of the three (Dittl, 2020).  

Typical consultants have a university education and are normally portrayed as hard 

working, career oriented, knowledgeable and very focused people, although for some, 

working in consulting is a temporary stage as a start into working life (Fritz, 2019). 

Despite of different specialisations, the consulting industry “social system” (as in 

Bhaskar, 2008) is thus relatively homogeneous where approaches, values and personal 

goals are concerned. Clients are other businesses of very different sizes and across all 

industries (Nissen et al., 2019), which means that the topic of this thesis is exclusively 
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about Business-to-Business (B2B) communication. When it comes to exploring personal 

experiences, these are all set in a business environment.  

Adjusted for effects of the COVID-crisis, the market still grows and recovery is expected 

(BDU, 2021a). Main drivers of this are increased demand from the public sector (Sturdy 

et al., 2021) and especially technology, as digitalisation and virtualisation threaten 

business models. However, they also present new opportunities and the demand for 

support is very large according to, amongst others, Treichler (2019), who postulates a 

change from traditional knowledge and resource-based buying from the best or from the 

cheapest towards clients looking for a best match. The combination of service value 

factors does increasingly count, and buyers have a lot of choice. 

Deelmann (2019a) sees digitalising for consultants as either as a topic to consult clients 

about, as a means to enhance ones’ own efficiency or as a driver to even change service 

delivery modes or the business model. This affects all companies, and consequently, there 

is a shift in demand. Technological change not only threatens the business and delivery 

models of clients but also of the consulting firms themselves. Competition changes, and 

so does cooperation and communication with clients (Nissen et al., 2019).  

Pressure to change is great and affects even large service firms. Urbach (2020) cites the 

example of Lufthansa Systems, an in-house consultancy, which had to adapt to changing 

customer value expectations. On the other hand, changes can be an advantage for adaptive 

companies, and adaptiveness is part of what this thesis investigates. However strong the 

influence of new technology and the related new forms of communication might be, 

virtual and electronics tools are still only being used for certain tasks such as document 

management, video conferencing or training, and there are still only few “digital 

enthusiasts” (Nissen et al., 2019, p. 323). Thus, there is a trend towards a combination of 

classic and digital consulting and communication rather than purely towards digital 

solutions, which makes the current technological evolution part disruptive, part evolutive. 

For consulting, Treichler (2019) sees a general shift towards technology and non-

technology consulting converging – under current circumstances, one topic cannot be 

imagined without the other. When adapting, the outlook for consulting is generally 

positive, and changing is part of a consulting company’s expertise (Wickham and 

Wilcock, 2008). In addition to that, the market is large and customers loyal. Sturdy et al. 

(2021) find that companies which have worked with consultancies extensively in the past 
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are likely to continue doing so. The COVID-crisis, however, set in, and consultancies are 

obliged to manage this additional challenge. 

2.3.2 Main Crisis Management Requirements in Professional Services 

Consulting, and with it professional services as a whole, have comparable communication 

patterns and can be assumed to have similar crisis management requirements. As 

discussed in section 2.2, in the crisis event phase, the main aims are ensuring business 

continuity, keeping up service quality and reputation management. This section focuses 

on the requirements for the first two of these goals, because, like shown earlier, reputation 

management in a natural crisis will mainly be done through steering through the crisis 

well. 

This also means laying attention onto communication. Georgieva and Allan (2008) find 

that for project managers – a central role in professional services – managing customers, 

other stakeholders and general communication is as important as managing the project 

tasks themselves. Organisations react by removing damage and by trying to stay open (or 

reopen after a lockdown) through installing safety precautions (Smart et al., 2021). 

However, major crises might demand stronger and long-term reactions of strategic 

relevance, like service innovation (Heinonen and Strandvik, 2020) or outright changes in 

the business model, as for instance Breier et al. (2021) describe for the hospitality 

industry. Kraus et al. (2020) believe business innovation to be a strong and common 

response to the COVID-crisis, and – while normally evolutionary – takes new forms 

during crises. John and Thakur (2021) already discuss under what circumstances changes 

are likely to be retained. 

The professional services industry was already under pressure to change before the 

COVID-crisis, mainly through technological change. Already 20 years ago, researchers 

like Evans and Volery (2001) already saw advantages in using technology in areas like 

business development and consulting. They describe for instance the possibility of 

“asynchronous” consulting, i.e. the consultants’ contribution being pre-recorded and 

retrieved by the client at a different point in time, and technological possibilities have 

evolved considerably since.  

On top of that, the markets have evolved and client expectations change. Piumelli (2019) 

sees increasing demand for service providers offering more stock taking and joint solution 
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development, and Treichler (2019) names commoditisation as a major trend and 

challenge for service providers. This will also require changing, and a crisis may serve as 

a catalyst (Heinonen and Strandvik, 2020). For the professional services industries, and 

with a focus on technology driven change, Deelmann (2019a) sees three strategic options, 

ranging from adapting a hybrid model with elements of both classic and electronic service 

delivery, over spinning off one of the two options, to the full pure-play technology 

solution. One has to note that not moving into technology-based service delivery is simply 

not regarded as an option. 

Another response might be changing customer segments, and Smart et al. (2021) describe 

examples like hotels moving away from targeting business travellers as they did before. 

Yet, this is not as easy in professional services, where most researchers point out the 

importance of deep and long-standing client relationships (e.g. Scherzer, Scherzer and 

Dwyer, 2013). Berkovi (2016) even insists that organisations need to build a 

comprehensive system of communication with their clients in order to build the necessary 

trust and loyalty. Crises, however, disrupt this, and this thesis investigates how companies 

coped. Most professional services companies might have the advantage to already have 

good supporting technology infrastructure in place. Deelmann (2019a) argues that 

through this fact, especially consultants have an advantage over most of their clients, who 

lag far behind in this respect. Whether this is so is a relevant question for this thesis. 

Another important aspect of business continuity is selling and differentiating from others, 

the more important as general shifts in values, markets and tools (Treichler, 2019) come 

together with the effects of the crisis. Because of crisis related challenges, companies 

change their internal processes. Already before the crisis, digital natives challenged the 

ways projects worked (Weissenfeld, 2019). However, Krenek (2018) finds that even 

digital natives still expect at least some face-to-face contact at their workplace instead of 

purely electronic communication. This in turn also means additional challenges for 

contact and communication with all stakeholders.  

2.3.3 Crisis Management Around Communication with Stakeholders, Focusing on 

Clients 

As seen, there is potential for disruption of entire service industries through digitalising, 

and this also holds true for communication (Pemer, 2020), especially in “frontline” 

professional services work. While readiness, also technological, is relatively high in 
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professional services, a service climate can dis-incentivise the use of digital means of 

communication. If this is wanted or needed, it will need incentives by the company. By 

far the majority of people in consultancies still prefer face-to face communication (over 

60%, only 4,1% prefer digital solutions), and about one third would choose hybrid forms, 

depending on factors such as topics, people, content or client preference (Nissen et al., 

2019). 

Simcic-Brønn and Brønn (2011) argue that organisations need to adapt their 

communication and behaviour to stakeholders’ expectations, to which Vos (2017) adds 

that the focus of communication in a crisis should be on collaboration. Not all 

communication can, however, be managed actively: in times of crisis, social media 

quickly become very active which can go as far as spreading rumours, conspiracy theories 

and calls for unwanted action (Gaspar et al., 2020). Companies need to observe this and, 

where possible, adjust their communication strategies to counter negative effects. 

Businesses also have to manage their employees’ communication to ensure that they 

communicate the desired content in the desired ways (Pekkala, 2020). Exploring possible 

solutions to this issue is part of this thesis.  

Berkovi (2016) sees client relationship management and client service as main 

differentiators for professional service companies, and according to Barnes et al. (2020), 

while customer “delight” is possible even in the COVID-crisis, interpersonal exchange 

accounts for more than half the positive experiences of clients in a service context. This 

is easier through personal contact (Fisher-Turesky, Smith and Turesky, 2020), and 

communicating through digital means around knowledge intensive work is challenging 

in general (Pemer, 2020). However, this is difficult for informal client contacts, which 

are an important part of communication, especially in service industries. The main goals 

of informal contacts are building trust and emotional bonds as well as ensuring a better 

flow of information through communication which is, while not necessarily friendly, less 

bound by conventions on form and content (Taminiau, Ferguson and Moser, 2016).  

Especially around business development, networks are important, both around clients and 

in general, and much of this is informal. Awazu (2004) believes that this can even lead to 

a competitive advantage for a company and service professionals do frequently engage in 

this kind of networking, and Taminiau, Ferguson and Moser (2016) show differences 
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between genders in the approach to it. This means that for this thesis, data had to be 

collected from both men and women. 

For B2B sales or certain types of marketing events, Wang et al. (2019) see that face-to-

face contact is more efficient than electronic communication, and in this context, 

Richardson and Kelliher (2015) underline the importance of face-to-face contacts for the 

maintenance of professional networks. Knowing people informally also helps to 

understand their skills and knowledge and their organisations, very useful information in 

service industries (Taminiau, Ferguson and Moser, 2016).  

Project management work so far also required contact and ideally personal 

communication (Chalamish, 2020). This is especially true for the “agile” form, requiring 

intense communication (Messenger, 2014). Organisations are even more challenged 

when aligning their IT organisation with agile principles (Ng, Navaretnam and Lee Qiong 

Wei, 2020). Project management is thus strongly affected (Pirozzi, 2020), which raises 

the issue how professional service companies cope around selling, relationship building 

and management as well as leading ongoing projects, especially as many projects are 

carried out by mixed client-consultant teams. Anders (2021) argues that managing 

projects online successfully is possible when taking certain peculiarities into account, but 

while the current generation of new project managers, “millennials”, are very technology 

oriented, the human element will stay crucial around project leadership and change 

management (Sedlmayer, 2016).  

Consultancies emphasise the importance of personal contact for building understanding 

and trust in projects, including informal contacts such as meeting in the coffee corner 

(Accenture, 1997). Around this, Stevens (2014), emphasises trust and Meyssonnier and 

Zakar (2016) see contact at the core of any service management, even though in their 

study they deplored a lack of result orientation even when contacts were good. This might, 

however, not be conclusive: Madureira (2005) thinks that the importance of personal 

contact is not always equal and depends on the functions of the people involved. 

On the other hand, Veres and Varga-Toldi (2020) demonstrate that, at least in consulting, 

communication and contact are important criteria of perceived service quality. 

Accordingly, Donath (2020) shows that project success is not only measured by the magic 

triangle of cost, time and quality but increasingly by clients evaluating the process quality 

and how much stakeholder interest has been taken into account in this process.  
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Here, Momparler, Carmona and Lassala (2015) see an important factor regarding 

customer satisfaction, and point out that satisfaction with the project team, a subset of the 

firm, is also very important and probably also related to personal sympathy. The 

disrupting event of a crisis like the COVID-one represents a major challenge for 

professional service companies, and this thesis looked at the solutions companies find for 

maintaining what personal contact was used for before the restrictions. 

2.4 Conclusion: Positioning of the Thesis Within Crisis Management 

The thesis focuses on the consulting industry in the DACH-region as an example, a 

pragmatic choice founded on the existence of a personal network. The DACH region is 

characterised by a common language for the vast majority of its inhabitants, much shared 

history and traditions, similar economic and legal structures and near-identical, very high 

Human Development Indices, so that it can be considered as a relatively homogeneous 

region within Europe. However, because of the similarities of consulting work across 

countries and also because most larger consulting companies operate internationally, it is 

expected that the results can be applied in any HIC. Thus, within the overview of crisis 

management elements as described by Mikušová and Horváthová (2019), the thesis is, 

with a focus on client communication, positioned as shown in figure 5: 

 

Figure 5: Crisis management elements touched by the thesis (adapted from Mikušová and 

Horváthová, 2019)   
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In this post-crisis (or at least well into it) analysis, the results are expected to help 

supporting and enabling the design of strategic (crisis leadership) defence, including 

enhancing the conditions for preparation, through this making sure better prevention 

mechanisms can be installed. Larsson (2010) states that drawing conclusions and learning 

for future crises happens two ways: by exercises or training and by working with issues 

from prior events. So far, general approaches to crisis management and communication 

in a crisis have been discussed, and the relevant elements of crisis management were built 

into the conceptual framework described in section 4.2. However, before being able to 

finalise this framework it is necessary to look at the application of crisis management, 

namely the specific reactions of governments and businesses to the pandemic.  
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3. The COVID-crisis and Responses to Contact Restrictions 

3.1 Introduction 

When analysing the reactions, it is important to understand what triggers them. In critical 

realism, this triggering stems from so-called “entities” (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016) 

which are and part of an underlying reality. Social construction, according to Critical 

Realists, is based upon this reality. Therefore, the present research now dwells upon the 

COVID-19 crisis as a triggering entity and upon its impact in some detail. 

Academic papers have started to appear. Some focus on the economic side of the issue, 

government reactions and regulatory questions, as Baldwin and Weder di Mauro (2020); 

Sokołowski (2020); McKibbin and Roshern (2020). Others look at impact and 

countermeasures at company level (e.g. Bhattacharyya and Thakre, 2021; Herrmann and 

Frey Cordes, 2020). While the focus of this thesis lies on the reactions and new procedures 

in businesses, it is important to understand the overarching system they operate in. 

Therefore, the first part of this section looks at how governments reacted before the next 

one examines what companies did.  

3.2 Public Crisis Management and Risk Mitigation Measures During Pandemics 

The COVID-19 crisis is by no means the first pandemic. Influenza, coming in many 

forms, is claiming many lives every year, albeit not on the scale of the Spanish Flu of 

1918 (Taubenberger and Morens, 2006; WHO, 2020). Plagues such as H5N1 (“Bird 

Flu”), A/H1N1 (“Swine Flu”), Ebola and even the still frequent Cholera have also claimed 

many victims (Hempel, 2020), but no virus since the Black Death has spread as fast and 

as fully as COVID-19 (Callaway et al., 2020), worsened by the unpredictability of 

dangerous mutations (Ruiz Estrada, 2021). This makes it different. Still, an important 

starting point when faced with such a crisis is what one could take away from earlier ones. 

3.2.1 Lessons Learned from Earlier Pandemics and Large Crises 

In order to understand the situation governments, companies and individuals need to take 

decisions in, an analysis of the COVID-crisis and potential counter measures is needed. 

This is especially important as it is argued that despite earlier experience, the world was 

not prepared for a large-scale pandemic (Klain, 2016), and the economic impact of the 

current one is huge – GDP losses in Germany, for instance, are already higher than in the 

financial crisis of 2008/09 or at the time of the demise of the “new economy” in 2002 
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(Student, 2021). Many of the measures taken were based on what was taken away from 

earlier crises, be it at global level, learning for instance from Ebola (Ó Grada, 2020) or 

SARS (e.g. Chen et al., 2009), and people took lessons away from their experiences, like 

by improvising isolation wards for COVID-19 patients based on experience from the 

Swine Flu Epidemic (Vonow, 2020).  

Therefore, much of what was experienced around the COVID-crisis until now should not 

have come as a surprise. The Ebola crisis showed that early warnings are key, with the 

WHO playing a central role, plus that quick behavioural changes help to contain the 

spread (Fangerau and Labisch, 2020). The H1N1 Swine Flu led to learnings which were 

incorporated in the German governments’ plans for pandemics (Stück, 2009), and 

research showed the impact of SARS COV-2 on the economy (Siu and Wong, 2004) and 

on the stock markets (Chen et al., 2009). It was clear from earlier experience that such 

effects could last long into the time after the crisis (Michels, 2010). A quick end to the 

pandemic was not to be expected: while antibody effects on very closely related viruses 

gave hope (Röltgen et al., 2021), it was clear in 2020 that time was needed before an 

effective vaccine could be developed (which by the end of the year it was, see Ruiz 

Estrada, 2021). 

It was thus known that the impact could be major. For instance, Zi and Wang (2020) 

already predicted severe and long-term effects in May 2020, and social issues were also 

to be expected (Alfani, 2020b). That protective or crisis management measures will have 

a major effect especially on the economy and the work environment was expected from 

the start (e.g. McKibbin and Roshern, 2020; Bünning, Hipp and Munnes, 2020), with 

scenarios on massive GDP losses drawn. There was also no doubt about the fact that some 

industries such as travel or tourism would be hit harder than others (Pine and McKercher, 

2004), which might but does not necessarily have to be a lasting phenomenon (Eliasson, 

2022).  

It became apparent from early spring 2020 on that COVID-19 lead to significant excess 

mortality (Gramsch-Stehfest, 2020) and that, as outlined by the RKI (2020), contact 

between humans had to be resolutely reduced to an absolute minimum. Glezen (1996) 

adds hospitalisation as a measure, but this indicator also soared (WHO, 2021; 2022). 

Accordingly, governments announced measures up to complete lockdowns of entire 

regions.  
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However, Braun (2009) also cites the fact that the swine flu crisis of 2009 was dubbed a 

pandemic, but quickly receded so that “pandemic” might not have sounded very 

dangerous anymore. While Alfani (2020a), based on earlier experience, expected 

COVID-19 to deliver a major economic and social shock, this might not have been clear 

to everyone. Such effects might have led the leaders of large nations to discount the 

COVID-crisis as harmless, despite a large number of cases (Wallace, 2021). Some earlier 

crisis management decisions were also wrong: in 2005, the WHO did not recommend 

masks as a protection against infection, an opinion which has since been disproved 

(Jefferson et al., 2011). 

Measures around the management of plagues have mainly concentrated on avoiding 

further spread (Cwik, Rabitsch and Stieger, 2020), although some attention was laid on 

establishing preventive measures, up to claims to establish what Hein (2006) called 

“Global Health Governance”. Governments have established plans for early 

communication and pandemic management (BMI, 2014; RKI, 2016) – there is even 

special software supporting public health planning (Eichner et al., 2007) or resource 

planning systems for pandemics (Stein et al., 2012). While some lessons from the 

handling of earlier pandemics have even been disregarded so far by many governments, 

like installing disinfection locks during the Ebola crisis (Smiljanic, 2014), most countries 

have imposed severe restrictions on contact between people. Despite all this, governments 

encountered their own communication problems (Wodak, 2021) and many of their actions 

were still regarded as not synchronised across countries, not clear and not restrictive 

enough (Osland et al., 2020). On top of that, there are calls to coordinate reactions to the 

COVID-crisis with other necessary crisis management measures, e.g. around climate 

change which also will have an impact on communication, especially around travel 

(Donati, 2020). As this has a major impact on how companies are able to manage the 

crisis, it needs to be discussed. 

3.2.2 Current Restrictions and Public Crisis Management by Governments 

At any level, the COVID-pandemic has triggered a crisis fitting the definition from 

Venette (2003): systems can no longer be maintained, mainly because of contact 

restrictions. All countries had to react, the Austrian and Swiss Ministries of Health 

quickly issued recommendations, and Germany amended the existing plans with an issue 

specifically dealing with the COVID-crisis (RKI, 2020). They all put information 
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gathering and exchange to the foreground of strategic pandemic management, and the 

RKI plans specifically refer to international characteristic of the crisis and the crucial role 

the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) and the WHO have to 

play. Indeed, the WHO is working on what is called a worldwide “Pandemic Contract”, 

designed to improve countries’ preparation for further spread and new crises (Volmer, 

2021). 

Some countries adopted a strategy of denial (Watson, 2020; Pilkington, 2020), but most, 

amongst which the DACH countries, reacted by starting national crisis management, 

although Steiner (2020) calls the early weeks a period of “frantic improvising”. There 

was much information, not all necessarily correct (Pattuglia, 2020). At first, and like in 

many other countries, the focus of restrictions lay mainly on shops, public buildings and 

transport, leaving measures around the workplace mainly to the companies, leading to 

many different solutions (Bünning, Hipp and Munnes, 2020).  

Researchers were quick to warn about recession (Heiniger and Vuichard, 2020), and 

governments offered support like through the German “short-work” model (similar to the 

UK “furlough” solution) plus several additional measures, mainly financial, meant to 

support companies in their efforts to contribute to safety – and survive the impact of the 

crisis (Deutsche Welle, 2021). Additional measures included adapting the public 

infrastructure to the new rules, like accommodating it for the new distancing rules, 

quickly done despite of the large extent of these projects (Pirozzi, 2020).  

Most calls were for a strong, but still pragmatic and flexible, regulatory response, also at 

sectoral (e.g. energy, health) level (Sokołowski, 2020). Extensive safety plans were 

established everywhere. Governments regularly make a number of suggestions on how 

companies should cope, but until early 2021 limited themselves to suggestions around 

how businesses could reduce the number of employees of the floor or any other instance 

of contact between humans (Fromm, Haas and Wilke, 2021). The reduction has happened: 

Bünning, Hipp and Munnes (2020) see different developments around reduced contact in 

the office, from working from home through short-work or furlough to outright job loss.  

Some countries like Germany have introduced compulsory home office solutions, giving 

employees the right to ask for such for their protection, but there is still much left to the 

employers’ discretion (dpa, 2021), despite heavy fines for the breaking of such rules 

(Kafsack, 2021). The population accepted this readily, and research shows that most 

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en
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employees were positive about rules supporting working remotely (Statista, 2020). 

Despite all measures taken, the economy is hard hit with forecasts up to a GDP reduction 

of 9,2 % across the EU (Crowley and Doran, 2020). The DIW (2021) reports the German 

GDP to have shrunk by nearly 5% in 2020 and only having recovered slightly in 2021 

(DIW, 2022). On the other hand, while many companies suffer, as with any crisis, some 

winners can be expected (Chen et al., 2009), for instance the biotech industry. 

Society also reacts, and Bapuji et al. (2020) see people helping each other and emphasise 

the importance of getting all stakeholders to work together. Governments in the DACH-

region chose a centralised, firm top-down approach (Dostal, 2020), and on the whole, 

people follow a governments’ health protecting recommendations. Jones, Philippon and 

Venkateswaran (2020, p. 18) even call this compliance “altruistic” but point out that this 

need to be supported by incentives – without, however, saying which. In any case, this 

factor contributes to reducing the impact of the shock of the crisis. 

Park and Hong (2009) show that in a crisis like the COVID-one, the media normally 

support the crisis management and play an informing and mediating role. However, most 

measures and laws (e.g. the German Protecting Against Infections Act) were taken or 

made without much calling upon experts. The German government stayed largely 

ignorant of the crisis until February 2020, and in March even still sold protective masks 

to China (Dostal, 2020). Currently (early 2022), there is still uncertainty around the 

effects of new virus variants and the question how COVID is going to develop and 

whether it might become endemic (Coulardeau, 2021). 

Overall, there is ample criticism about the lack of leadership, including trans-nationally, 

even at a small scale like the DACH-region (Stahl, 2020). When looking at earlier 

pandemics, experience shows quick economic recovery (e.g. Siu and Wong, 2004), which 

might have led to underestimating certain effects. What is not discussed either is which 

of any measures taken against the crisis could become a permanent feature, something 

this thesis examines for client communication solutions. Some countries have coped 

better than the DACH-region so far, and beyond tackling general economic issues, there 

is no overarching crisis management (Osland et al., 2020). Thus, dealing with most issues 

is being left to the businesses themselves. 
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3.3 Crisis Management at Company Level: Reactions of Businesses to COVID   

Businesses had to react, and, as encouraged by governments, an obvious immediate 

reaction was to make employees work from home wherever possible (Suhr, 2020; 

Weichbrodt and Schulze, 2020; Biester, 2020) – successfully so, as it led to a measurably 

lower number of cases in regions where this was done extensively (Janson, 2020). Home 

office or remote work is not new, and there are ample publications on advantages and 

disadvantages or on how best to implement it (Global Workplace Analytics, 2019). 

Having a substantial number of employees working from home seriously impedes 

communication, both internally and externally (Grunau et al., 2019). Thus, very quickly, 

the focus when implementing new ways of working lay on improving 

telecommunications (Baert et al., 2020; Herrmann and Frey Cordes, 2020), although 

some expected companies to also take more responsibility for society as a whole (Paech, 

2020). Karayaz and Kaptan (2016) see a general lack of crisis preparation, also around 

project management. That companies first concentrate on the obvious is therefore not 

surprising. 

Most of the sources used for this thesis make no difference (or if they do, it is blurred), 

but telework is not necessarily the same as working from home. While a combination is 

possible, this thesis, following Curzi, Fabbri and Pistoresi (2020), treats home office (or 

remote) work as defined by location and telework as defined by means of communication. 

While there are many sources on the technical aspects of telework, fewer academic papers 

on process experience and lessons learned seem to exist. Before examining these most 

relevant aspects for this thesis regarding businesses’ crisis management, the general 

options need to be looked at. 

3.3.1 Possible Crisis Management Options and Impact on Business Models 

As discussed in section 2.2.4, business may have to react through adapting business 

models and through service innovation (Breier et al., 2021), and when Heinonen and 

Strandvik (2020) examine the strategic options, they name several thematic categories of 

service innovation is a crisis. Some, like health, entertainment or delivery innovations 

(like using robots or drones), physical distancing innovations (e.g. installing revolving 

doors), plus remote education, COVID-experience or public innovation (like space for 

the homeless) are out of scope for this thesis. Remote presence innovation, social 
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connection innovation and professional consultation innovation, however, are options for 

the industry under scrutiny. 

Priyono, Moin and Putri (2020) believe digital business model transformation to be the 

main option in the COVID-crisis but concede the need for a business model which can 

actually be transformed. They add availability of the necessary knowledge and resources, 

which many small and medium enterprises (SMEs) lack (WatsonIII, 2020). Thus, while 

Steiner (2020) asks businesses to show for what he calls “digital courage”, to try new 

things (e.g. virtual performances in theatres), and innovations like live streaming in order 

to market hospitality offers (Zhang, Wang and Zhang, 2021), Vos (2017) highlights the 

need for awareness of and access to the right technology as a prerequisite to such 

adaptation to a crisis. Therefore, the approach companies choose to using this technology 

is important for this thesis. Current examples already show changes in client 

communication, like marketing shifting to social media (Femenia-Serra, Gretzel and 

Alzua-Sorzabal, 2022), which might be lasting. 

Many professional services firms are SMEs, so this is relevant to see that fact that many 

SMEs have created resilience through common values and organisational culture (Dana, 

Del Baldo and Dumay, 2021). When discussing different ways smaller firms react to the 

COVID-crisis, Kraus et al. (2020) stress the importance of safeguarding communication 

(and also point out that business models and company culture may be challenged in the 

pandemic). 

Innovation through technology is not only about communication, but the further 

discussion focuses on this aspect. Some consultancies simply recommend to stay in 

contact with clients and be patient (Bearden, 2020), but the COVID-crisis needed more 

than riding out the storm. Embracing digitalisation and remote forms of working is a 

logical consequence, the more so as it is supported by a higher acceptance of digital 

communication by the customers as well (Kraus et al., 2020). 

3.3.2 Working from Home (WFH) as an Instrument of Crisis Management 

Working from home, sometimes called “agile” work in the sense that employees can 

choose where to work from at any given time, presents both employers and employees 

with several advantages around cost, time and motivation (Global Workplace Analytics, 

2019), but by definition it reduces personal contact. There also is much criticism around 
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health aspects or the strain WFH puts on families (Ludwig, 2019; Eddleston and Mulki, 

2017), caveats around the implementation of it (Baruch and Nicholson, 1997; Apke, 

2019), statements that mainly employers benefit (Amerland, 2018; Brenke, 2016) or even 

flat denial of any positive effects (Knuewer, 2020; Kreuter, 2020).  

WFH is not new: IBM for instance has already concluded agreements on the topic with 

its workers’ councils in Germany in 1991 (Gröschen, 2015). While many papers see the 

implementation of agile working models as a management tool, including influential 

research on the benefits of working from home (Bloom et al., 2014), before the COVID-

crisis, there is not much in evidence about such solutions as an element of crisis 

management. Exceptions are an article by Donnelly and Proctor-Thomson (2015) which, 

however, concentrates on WFH as a measure to counter effects of a natural disaster, and 

Lang, Clauwaert and Schuhmann (2013) discuss working time allocation.  

Most literature on preparedness for or reaction to earlier pandemics revolves around 

public measures and health issues only (e.g. Yeskey, 2009; Merson et al., 2008), and 

national contingency plans. There is consensus, though, that statistics prove 

decentralising to be an important means to mitigate contagion risks (Jones, Philippon and 

Venkateswaran, 2020). On top of that, employees may not wish to come to the office if 

they feel threatened at their workplace, and WFH is an answer (Stück, 2009). 

Opinion on WFH and its benefits is divided. Evaluations predate the technology for 

remote work, but topics such as potential savings and a better balance of private and 

working life versus accessibility or issues around communication with clients and co-

workers have been weighed against each other for long (Williams, 1995; Baruch, 2000). 

Most research indicates that employees feel more productive when working from home 

(Oxtoby, 2020), and it can be implemented without much resistance (Haave and Volt, 

2021). In the DACH-area, WFH solutions are seen as a positive innovation by much of 

the workforce (Statista, 2019). Bloom et al. (2014) ascertained a marked performance 

increase and some other advantages of WFH such as reduced attrition. They cite risk 

aversion by managers as the main reason why it had not been introduced earlier. 

Other researchers come to different conclusions: not only can the introduction of WFH 

lead to implementation problems and related productivity loss (Waizenegger et al., 2020), 

Filges (2021) finds that, while employees feel otherwise, productivity is actually lost. 

This is due in part to problems with IT and communication, also in on-going operations. 



 

 37   

 

Weimer (2020) brings into consideration that the effects might relate to employees’ 

personalities: not everybody is suited for working away from the team or company. 

Google saw productivity decline with the introduction of WFH (Bauer, 2021) – evidence 

on productivity is thus inconclusive. 

Some prerequisites need to be established. For instance, the job needs to be suitable for 

WFH and the necessary infrastructure, including sufficient space, needs to be in place 

(Klein, 2020). Dingel and Neiman (2020) believe that more than a third of all jobs (in the 

US) could be done from home, which matches the fact that in mid-2021, about 30% of 

all employees in Germany worked from remote locations (Borowski, 2021). However, 

more than 40% of respondents stated that their jobs were not suited for WFH, and when 

it would have been possible, some 27% deplored that employers still block any changes 

(Mergener, 2020). This, however, changes in the present crisis (Suhr, 2020). 

Many companies already have experience with virtual teams and WFH solutions and find 

that levels of group cohesion or management control do not necessarily have to suffer in 

such a work environment (Cinca, 2011). One of the main differences is the focus on tasks 

instead of interaction. That WFH can be introduced to a much larger extent than was usual 

before the COVID-crisis has been proven many times, and Rysavy and Michalak (2020) 

describe how, despite having to switch to WFH overnight, their team managed to keep 

on working together successfully, using appropriate technology. This aspect is thus 

crucial to continuing to communicate during times of contact restrictions. 

3.3.3 Crisis Management by Introducing Telework 

Because of many new applications enabling it, telework is intertwined with WFH 

solutions and has multiple aspects. The thesis also looked at what types of means are 

being used, how it is done and whether there are any improved practices to be taken away 

from current experience. What it did not look at are specific tools – talks with practitioners 

have shown that the various possible choices keep copying useful features from each other 

and new versions are being released continually, see the MicroSoft (2022) update 

histories. Any paper on this might therefore be outdated long before being finalised. 

With the beginning of the crisis, more has been written on the topic, very quickly 

concentrating on telework, especially where regular communication is an integral part of 

a job (Belzunegui-Eraso and Erro, 2020) and where possible (Bünning, Hipp and Munnes, 
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2020). However, while telework spread fast across the DACH-region (Stürz et al., 2020; 

Müller, Lalive and Lavanchy, 2020), many companies have been ill prepared with more 

than half lacking the necessary technical infrastructure (Suhr, 2020) and different types 

of employees, e.g. younger ones, react differently to new ways of working (Andresen et 

al., 2020).  

Another aspect is the degree of penetration of new, electronically supported remote ways 

of working, both in companies and in countries, where it can vary from below 5% in 

Germany to 14% in Finland (Lichtblau, 2020). Messenger et al. (2018) identify that 

already in 2017, 17% of employees in the EU use telework at least in part, and prior 

experience influences how well an organisation might be prepared for being forced to 

expand telework, a relevant aspect of crisis management around communication. 

Like with WFH, most research started before the current crisis are about employee 

satisfaction, efficiency and cost issues (Smith, Patmos and Pitts, 2015; Curzi, Fabbri and 

Pistoresi, 2020; Charalampous et al., 2019), changes in behaviour (Metallo et al., 2021) 

and about technology, like Golden (2009), who focuses on IT as the enabler. Some like 

de Wet and Koekemoer (2016) also find words of caution: the increased use of IT and 

electronic communication threatens to blur the borders between private and working life. 

As the thesis focuses on telework aspects rather than the locational WFH ones, such 

aspects helped understanding the solutions interviewees described. 

While reactions to more telework have been positive so far (Baert et al., 2020), some, like 

Wiles (2020) claim that to be successful with new technology driven means of 

communication, an organisation needs to be well prepared. This links into the 

prerequisites of good crisis management as argued by e.g. Bundy et al. (2017) when 

describing pre-crisis measures. The stage is set: supporting technology is available. It is 

argued that the “Generation Z”, the newest in the workforce, will embrace any tool that 

might help to become more flexible (Cabell et al., 2022), better separate life and work, 

clearly define tasks and set working times themselves (Maas and Mass, 2020). That being 

available anytime despite not physically being present is seen as an item of increased 

flexibility does surprise, but the generation of “digital natives” seems to experience it so.  

The ability to do telework is seen as a prerequisite to introducing new concepts such as 

“New Work” (Bergmann, 2019), and while benefits are expected to be greater and 

regulatory limitations smaller in private businesses than in public administration (Staar, 
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2019), it is used in any type of organisation, and increasingly so. While the process has 

been sped up by the COVID-crisis – the Allianz group for instance, has permanently 

introduced telework for some 40% of its employees – it is still mainly driven by economic 

considerations (Herz, 2020). Smaller companies apparently need immediate benefits 

before introducing new types of work (Meroño-Cerdán, 2017), but the crisis also forces 

this type of companies to react (Berg, 2021). 

According to Messenger et al. (2018), telework increases motivation in employees, e.g. 

because of a reduction in commuting hours, which is why the EU is poised to promote it. 

On the other hand, Smith, Patmos and Pitts (2015) caution that satisfaction with telework 

is a question of personality.  Kölbel (2020) finds that teleworking employees regard 

themselves as being at least somewhat more productive than before, and the focus of 

teleworkers lies more on results than on social networking. However, the necessary 

infrastructure needs to be available, and organisational measures such as regular team 

meetings are needed.  

People also have very different access to the necessary technology, to the point that bad 

connections can lead to social inequality through the lack of access to information or 

education (Klain, 2015). Thus, when introducing telework, the attention needs to lie on 

these aspects, as well as the choice of supporting software. This can be complex. Rysavy 

and Michalak (2020) describe using a set of seven different applications in order to be 

able to continue working in their team and Franta (2017) emphasises the need for a 

communication plan which makes sure all stakeholders are included in any new forms of 

communication. Wiles (2020) also argues that, next to technology and HR measures, 

internal communication play a prominent role. Priyono, Moin and Putri (2020) conclude 

that different types of companies will have to choose different – and not all equally fast 

– paths toward digitalisation, but there is little literature around telework as an instrument 

of crisis management. Focusing on client communication, this work at least partly 

addresses this gap by investigating the role telework can play within communication in a 

crisis. 

Many expect that with the reactions to the current crisis and new processes introduced, 

the work environment will change (Engels, 2020; Kramer and Kramer, 2020; Spurk and 

Straub, 2020) and electronic communication will further increase its’ importance, even 

after the crisis (Gupta, 2021). This also was an aspect the study looked into – improved 
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practices in times of crisis might turn out to be excellent solutions in any situation. 

However, Vos (2017) points of that technology has a strong effect on people, including 

norms and values, and therefore, an evaluation of its limitations is necessary.  

3.3.4 The Limitations of WFH or Telework and the Phenomenon of “Zoom 

Fatigue” 

Telework does not only have advantages, Borowski (2021) for instance shows that 

through employees spending less on services close to their workplace and through 

travelling less, German GDP loses some EUR 15bn. While these factors are important, 

others are more relevant for this thesis, such as what telework can and cannot achieve 

from the point of view of businesses, especially around communication designed to 

address the goals of crisis management: keeping in business and maintaining service 

quality. Much of this depends on how employees deal with it, and on what Nissen et al. 

(2019, p. 332) dub “digital maturity”. 

While, already into the crisis, Kölbel (2020) establishes a high degree (over 80%) of 

satisfaction with crisis-induced telework solutions, many issues around telework only 

arise or surface later into the process. People might feel negative effects, such as isolation 

(Schneider, 2019), and especially vulnerable personalities suffer from this (Usher, 

Bhullar and Jackson, 2020). Elements of communication are lost, and while some, like 

humour, might not immediately seem important from a business point of view, users miss 

them (Serttaş, 2021).  

Teleworkers having worked in an office before are forced to change their ways, and even 

though they understand that it is a necessary element of crisis management, they may feel 

pressure and even anxiety (Waizenegger et al., 2020). Ludwig (2019) believes that the 

border between work and private life becoming blurred by agile working and health 

problems can arise. Stressing factors, however, also depend on the private situation of 

people: for instance, WFH is especially difficult with children around (Müller et al., 

2020). This might change with the waves of the pandemic (Manchia et al., 2022).  

Employers need to take such factors and related health risks into account (Mewes, 2020), 

and Van Yperen, Rietzschel and De Jonge (2014) stress the importance of individual 

employees’ need, e.g. for autonomy or for belonging to a group. Consequently, de Wet 
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and Koekemoer (2016) expect managers to help their employees balance private life and 

IT supported work. 

Indeed, introducing telework is a challenge for management. New forms of work might 

have the advantage of being mobile, flexible and distributed, but this is an issue when 

having to manage teams working remotely (Bosch-Sijtema et al., 2012).  Vartiainen and 

Hyrkkänen (2010) see three collaborative environments: 

 The physical workspace 

 The virtual (meeting) space and the  

 Social (interacting) space 

Managers are challenged to bring these together, as normal telework arrangements only 

cover part of these spaces. This increases management complexity (Bosch-Sijtema et al., 

2012), requiring more time than traditional ways (Schmitt, 2020). This aspect is also 

relevant for this thesis, as is the fact that opinion on productivity in telework varies, and 

management ability to control the working attitude of employees it cannot see is limited. 

Nor is everyone suited for or satisfied with telework, and some people might even feign 

work (Weimer, 2020).  

Productivity might also be lost to work with limited value at best (which Prophet (2021) 

calls “fake work”), both by managers and employees. This demands constant calling 

results and priorities into question. The best results, from a motivational and a 

productivity perspective both, are possible when telework complements office work 

(Messenger et al., 2018), but to which extent remains unclear. This also was looked at in 

this thesis. 

In reaction to the aforementioned issues, Waizenegger et al. (2020, p. 439) calls telework 

a “double edged sword”. On one hand, it can help people like project managers to be more 

organised, and team collaboration might also be improved, but what she calls “virtual 

meetings fatigue” might set in. People find virtual communication overwhelming and 

intrusive and deplore that socialising and network management can only happen through 

virtual channels. This is picked up in recent research by Bailenson (2021), who calls the 

effect “zoom fatigue” with four major factors, see table I. 
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Table I: Factors of “Zoom fatigue”  

 

Telework and virtual meeting software are useful tools and found a large number of new 

users during the crisis – for instance, Zoom gained 470% of customers in 2020 (Mora, 

2021) and MS Teams has hundreds of millions of daily users (DigitalIW, 2022) – but they 

need to be managed.  Bailenson states that just because one can use such tools, one is not 

forced to always do, and recommends occasionally using alternatives (Ramachandran, 

2021). Managers will, however, have to learn from own experience as well. Fauville et 

al. (2021) have developed a “Zoom Exhaustion and Fatigue” index, but so far this will 

only help researchers and the authors give no recommendations on practical application. 

These findings and recommendations were borne in mind when analysing the data 

collected for this thesis. 

Another stress generating aspect may be self-inflicted pressure by people who work 

remotely (Schneider, 2019), potentially leading to longer working hours. The EU is 

planning to regulate this. On the other hand, Curzi, Fabbri and Pistoresi (2020, p. 14) do 

not find confirmation of this “autonomy paradox” and believe that stress in telework 

stems more from having to manage greater complexity and many stakeholders with 

insufficient means.  

Factors of "Zoom Fatigue" and possible mitigation

Gazing In a normal configuration, meeting virtually means continuous eye gaze at close 

distance, from which in normal life one would turn away, as it feels more intimate 

than people wish. Mora (2021) states that the typical grid of faces also 

psychologically feels like a prelude to a fight, from one a human being would rather 

like to flee. This can be moderated by switching to a view with only one person on 

the screen, but some of this effect can always be felt.

Nonverbal 

communication issues

Another problem is, that nonverbal communication in virtual meetings is different 

and more complex. Less of it can be seen, which leads some people to very 

consciously setting nonverbal signals, often exaggerating, and overcompensating by 

speaking more loudly is also common. Pluta (2021) adds that there might be 

gestures which are not directed at participants but at people who are with the 

person moving, another irritating and potentially misleading factor. This issue 

increases with growing numbers of participants. It can be mitigated by turning to 

audio only from time to time, but that might in turn mean missing important 

nonverbal communication.

Seeing oneself What also irritates, distracts and stresses participants is the fact to see oneself, as if 

constantly looking into a mirror. This can also be managed by changing the settings, 

but at some stages, one becomes visible for oneself again.

Limited mobility Bailenson (2021) also sees a problem in limited mobility, people being stuck in 

front of their screen, which can lead to loss of brain mobility and creativity. He 

cites Opezzo and Schwarz (2014), who show that people who move perform better 

than others who just keep sitting and recommends moving around, be it only by 

getting oneself a coffee.
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Other factors include the possibility of emotional issues because of contact restrictions 

(Lemke, 2021), the total lack or (personal) client contact (Wittmer and Martin, 2010), 

disadvantages for personal career management because of lack of visibility when absent 

from the office (Richardson and Kelliher, 2015), and no ad-hoc conversations for team 

building and knowledge sharing (Waizenegger et al., 2020). The literature does not offer 

many solutions for these issues yet. Some health-related publications offer 

recommendations, like making sure to keep routines and build in some diversions from 

work, but little is known about lasting effects (Haus, 2020). Therefore, the questions what 

stem from current changes and whether this can address some of the crisis related 

problems remain widely unanswered, and this thesis seeks to address this by exploring 

possible reactions to the issue and first experiences. 

3.3.5 Regulatory and Data Security Issues 

The crisis management measures, thus also any post-crisis adaptations and improved 

practices, also face regulatory limitations. Some of them might be changed, but as long 

as they are not, they have to play a role in any consideration on what to take into the 

future. The main topics are data security, especially around WFH or mobile work, and 

labour legislation. On top of that, no company in the DACH-area may impose changes of 

the current arrangements with employees. The working time especially may only be made 

more flexible under certain, rare, circumstances. This requires the consent of the 

employees and in many cases workers’ councils or unions involvement (Claesvorbeck, 

2020).  

Moving towards new forms of work means treading on legal new ground, also around 

how to control and manage employees (Lichtblau, 2020). External stakeholders might 

also have a say: an employees’ landlord may even veto a WFH solution (Klein, 2020). 

When agreeing to remote work, employers and employees both have to be aware of the 

fact that they can still be held responsible for work related health and security issues 

(Claesvorbeck, 2020), and insurance issues are complex and, in some instances, not even 

regulated yet (Schneider, 2019). Consensus is important, and all the parties need to take 

restrictions into account – employees may, for instance, not stay away from their office 

preventively, but employers on the other hand need to ensure safety (Scheppe, Koschik 

and Ivanov, 2020). 
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The same principles hold true for data security: while companies need to implement clear 

rules for data security, employees also need to help protecting data, for instance by not 

using suspicious information channels (BSIT, 2020), and many details have been 

regulated, like not keeping Amazon Alexa devices close to computers (Naucke and 

Schweska, 2020). With an increased number of employees working remotely, cyber 

security risks have multiplied (Wright and Latif, 2021). Ideally, employees should not be 

using private equipment, and employers need to make sure of secure data transmission 

(e.g. through encryption and secure VPN connections) as well as storage and updated 

software versions (Schmitt, 2020).  

Data security issues do not only turn around loss of data or cyber criminality, but they 

also touch the overall design of information storage (Engels, 2020), and Holdampf-Wedel 

and Pauly (2020) recommend to break up data “silos” and switch to team or customer 

oriented breakdowns, all the while ensuring that information will always be available 

centrally and does not follow the location of distributed work. 

There are more details: when using personal equipment or materials, the question of 

sharing cost arises, and defining what actually is work related might not be obvious. Thus, 

Verma (2020) recommends clear, contractual agreements. Naucke and Schweska (2020) 

also believe that any introduction of flexible work should be accompanied by extensive 

training, which links into recommendations around any crisis management measures 

(Bundy et al., 2017). All these issues can be overcome, but rules and regulations might 

have limited the options the participants in this research had to introduce crisis 

management measures around their client communication, especially when done 

remotely. 

3.4 Long Term Impact of the COVID-Crisis on the Future of Work and the 

Emergence of Improved Practices 

One of the reasons for researching new improved practices and thus lasting changes is, 

that most earlier crises have led to different ways of dealing with many issues. Some 

scholars even argue that major plagues directly led to world-changing events such as the 

colonisation of America (Plachetka, 2020; Vögele, 2020). Of a more immediate concern, 

Donnelly and Proctor-Thomson (2015) describe home-based working as a result of 

natural disasters and early academic papers already speculate about COVID-19 effects on 

project management (Özgüler, 2020) or leadership and change management (Bolden, 
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2020). As shown in 3.3, the design of the workplace as such is under scrutiny, and the 

crisis can thus be an opportunity. New relationships between an organisation, society and 

individuals are likely (Bapuji et al., 2020), and when attaining the crisis management goal 

of operational resilience an organisation can become stronger through it (Vos, 2017). 

3.4.1 “New Work” and Hybrid Solutions 

The world of work is changing, and a much-used term is “new work”, coined in 2004 and 

more of a recommendation and philosophical standpoint than a vision of the future 

(Bergmann, 2019). It calls for replacing two thirds of classic work with more 

“meaningful” activities, with employees managing themselves (Bendel, 2020). The term 

is, however, often used for the changes of the work environment in general, mainly 

relating to greater flexibility and increased goal orientation or just as a synonym for 

distributed or agile work (Menden, 2021). 

While not the topic of the thesis, related developments are important because they define 

the setting, the structures in a critical realist world (Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016), with 

mechanism such as the COVID-crisis as one of the underlying causes of current and 

future changes. How managers see new work might also influence decisions on specific 

crisis responses. Both these aspects are important when making recommendations for 

future crisis management in this thesis, especially as there already are tendencies to 

clearly go beyond WFH and telework.  

Backovic, Koschik and Scheppe (2021) see companies prepare the step after simple 

WFH, designing technology-supported hybrid (office/other) workplaces flexible in time 

and location, which employees may even help to design. They cite from an interview with 

Gunkel, predicting an “activity based flexible office” for the so-called VUCA-work 

environment (volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous). Even recruiting and 

onboarding solutions increasingly become hybrid (Breitenhuber, 2021). Academic 

publications on what will happen after the pandemic remain sparse, but consultancies 

publish own research and postulate a future with more focus on the outcome of work 

rather than time worked, accompanied by matching result-based remuneration 

(Riemensperger et al., 2020). 

The focus of existing literature lies on digitalisation and its effects (Engels, 2020; Steiner, 

2020), but so far mainly on technical issues and that digitalisation will grow faster than 



 

 46   

 

expected. It is clear that technology will play an important role in designing the future 

workspace, and the crisis has even sped up developments around artificial intelligence-

based workplace solutions (Müller, Lalive and Lavanchy, 2020). Riemensperger et al. 

(2020) believe that this, plus machine learning, will shape the workplace, and this 

development has influence of the organisation design and the shaping of responses to 

future crises as well (Bapuji et al., 2020). 

The attitude of organisations towards these changes is positive (Fangerau and Labisch, 

2020), and despite new challenges, managers become ever more positive about flexible 

working solutions (Berndtson, 2020). What has been implemented so far has led to 

savings, an expanded hiring pool because of less geographic restrictions and the 

possibility to better prepare for emergencies (HR-Specialist, 2020). Accordingly, 

recruiting looks increasingly for talent able to manage new developments (Koschik, 

2021). Apparently, this matches the expectations of “generation Y” around increased 

flexibility and more fulfilling tasks – the specific expectations remain unclear, but while 

there is a wish to be able to separate work and other activities (Piumelli, 2019), new work 

with its separation of work and place blurs the differences. This thesis also examined 

potential generation issues around workplace design.  

The crisis presents an opportunity to redefine the relationship between an organisation, 

individuals and society through addressing changing workplaces, none the least in the 

interest of health and well-being (Bapuji et al., 2020). However, productivity also remains 

in focus. Bauer (2021) for instance describes the changes Google is in the process of 

introducing for permanent use, in part already planned before the crisis but influenced by 

it. Large team pods replace open plan offices, outdoor offices and “campfire” meeting 

sites complement it and the canteen switches to take away solutions – all designed to 

protect, but also increase motivation and at least not lose productivity, which however 

slightly fell with the introduction of these measures.  

Toh (2020) describes the “six feet office”, which permits distancing, and predicts a major 

change on the commercial real estate market, especially as less space might be needed. 

These developments are not in scope for this thesis, but that people likely prefer hybrid 

solutions to purely home office ones is relevant. Space saving co-working spaces are 

being designed, and companies might turn to renting equipped office space for specific 

undertakings (Robelski et al., 2019).  
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3.4.2 Effects of the COVID-crisis 

Riemensperger et al. (2020, p. 7) state that “space needs to connect”, thus addressing the 

need for well-functioning communication – especially true in a crisis (Hambursin and 

Coyette, 2011) They also describe trends towards “biophilic” (close to nature) designs 

and “green architecture” (p. 34). While work will be everywhere, employers try to make 

it agreeable to employees (Bauer, 2021), and the latter, in flexible work environments, 

also try to manage their time according to their requirements (HR-Specialist, 2020).  

COVID crisis responses have accelerated developments which also match the 

requirements of both employers and employees, and a “back to normal” is very unlikely 

(Backovic, Koschik and Scheppe, 2021). After-crisis audits are likely to assess which 

changes were improving the situation and will therefore be lasting (Mikušová and 

Horváthová, 2019), a process of analysis which already has started and of which this 

thesis is part of. Indeed, there already were some post-crisis effects to be observed 

between crisis waves, when people hoped that they might return to work as before (Hill, 

2021), and management areas like human relations are constantly adapted on the basis of 

learning in the pandemic (Zacher and Rudolph, 2022). 

The processual aspect of service delivery, including external communication issues, while 

not completely disregarded, still needs to be examined in more detail. Earlier examples 

show that one can expect lasting changes beyond technology and workplace design 

resulting from the pandemic, and lessons were learned for the next crisis. Barnes et al. 

(2020) state that companies must react by adapting their service processes to new needs, 

but do not tell how this should be done. Bhattacharyya and Thakre (2021) find a number 

of isolated measures such as using WhatsApp in the communication with customers, and, 

Kraus et al. (2020) point out that companies find many ways to adapt to the crisis and 

expect certain changes to even be adopted long term. In the case of strategic changes, but 

also around communication issues, this looks increasingly likely (Merx and Mersch, 

2021), but more research is needed to affirm this assumption.  

Thus, the thesis aims to address the gap around crisis management of client 

communication by looking for lessons learned and resulting improved practices, both for 

the crisis and the future in general. Seitz (2020) argues that current crisis management 

measures will lead to the development of new competences and skills, and in Özgüler 

(2020), Taylor names COVID-19 as the strongest driver behind the digitalisation of 
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communication. Major changes of the working environment are being expected as part of 

the “new normal”, the changed situation after the crisis (Asonye, 2021; Sailer-Wlasits, 

2021), and thus, the thesis looks at which improved practices are relating to crisis 

management and which may affect general practice. 

3.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that the challenges around managing communication in a crisis, 

are manifold and that the choice of infrastructure and processes depends on several factors 

such as preparedness, access to technology, prior experience and the management 

approach. It is also influenced by aspects of communication on the crisis, thus the content 

that a company wishes to convey, as well as by the type of stakeholders one wishes to 

reach out to. It is also difficult to separate strategies for internal and external 

communication (Wiles, 2020). 

WFH and telework as well as electronic communication platforms are being widely 

adopted, and there is a lively discussion around the virtues of each, but there is hardly any 

literature dealing with their specific use as a crisis management measure and the success 

of this. While not in scope of this thesis, topics like having to adapt business models in 

the crisis or a company’s attitude towards and experience with elements of new work or 

digital communication also influence the decisions taken around reacting to any crisis 

related restrictions So do regulatory, technical, health, safety and security issues. 

The topic of specific ways to tackle restrictions around communication in a crisis, 

especially around client communication and what can be learned in the COVID-crisis 

(and how) is largely missing in existing literature, and therefore, the next section 

summarises the relevant gaps and findings of the literature research and uses this to derive 

a conceptual framework to guide the subsequent analysis.  
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4. Conceptual Framework and Research Question 

So far, literature on specific reactions to crises and experiences with the measures people 

have taken, are limited, especially regarding the COVID-crisis. This thesis responds to 

this and looks at one specific aspect: the reaction of businesses around solutions for – 

mainly interactively – communicating with their clients in a B2B environment. As the 

crisis is still ongoing, the attention lies on the crisis event phase and the measures taken 

within, as well as what can be taken away for the future, i.e. first post-crisis analysis and 

learning. 

4.1 Relevant Aspects of the Literature Research for the Thesis 

As described in chapter 3, companies, during the crisis event mainly strive to avoid 

disruption through their crisis management measures. Communication is critical, as all 

stakeholders have to be involved, and companies need to manage trust and reputation. 

These latter aspects of communication on the crisis are widely covered in the literature, 

but this is not the case for communication in the crisis, which focuses less on the content 

and more on means of communication and processes. This is interrelated (Mazzei and 

Ravazzani, 2015) and thus forms a whole, including internal communication (Rendsburg 

and de Beer, 2011). The focus of the literature lies, however, on strategic issues rather 

than tactical ones (Coombs and Holladay, 2010). This thesis covers some of the latter on 

the topic of – mainly interactive, see section 2.2.3 – modes of communication in the crisis. 

Before the crisis, consultants responded to client communication expectations and needs 

by tailoring a combined relationship and project management that traditionally involves 

much personal contact. The literature shows that this type of contact, while restricted 

under the COVID-crisis, is seen as crucial for certain tasks and topics, including trust 

building and relationship management (Berkovi, 2016). Ideally, a consultancies’ 

communication strategy should also lead to follow-up projects (Wickham and Wilcock, 

2008). As companies react, so do clients, and the literature research shows journalists, 

professional associations and academics to work on analyses and guidance on how to 

cope, using surveys but also first experiences from practitioners.  

Such information plus in-house experience leads to a learning process, which is 

influenced by the level of both the economy’s (Jones, Philippon and Venkateswaran, 

2020; Lipsitch et al., 2009) and the company’s preparedness (Overby et al., 2004), but 
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also the existence of tools and processes which can be used into the crisis. Bearing the 

focus on interactive client communication in mind, table II shows the open issues around 

crisis management decisions which have been identified and are explored in this study. 

Table II: Open points from the literature research and their relevance for the thesis   

 

The literature also yielded some additional insights such as the need to collect data from 

both genders or different types of consultants and to look at the aspect of emotions when 

looking at decision making. On top of that, published material on third party experience 

with communication solutions, such as “Zoom fatigue” (Bailenson, 2021) can be tapped 

in. The central point, however, was to investigate what companies did, why, and what 

they learned from it, addressing the open issues not yet fully covered in existing literature. 

  

Potential influencing factors for the crisis management 

decisions around the topic

arose in 

section(s):

Relevance for the theoretical framework and the research 

question

How do goals of communication on the crisis influence 

the  decisions on communication in the crisis?

2.2.1, 2.2.3 Relevant for topics and content and for the governance of it 

by the (crisis) management

What role does internal communication play? 2.2.3 Might influence both content and channels

What role does the need for business model 

innovation/adaptation play?

2.3.2, 3.3.1 Relevant for decisions on tools and channels

Had the company already begun to introduce (more) 

digital offerings?

2.3.1, 3.3.1 Aspect of preparedness, also relevant for decisions on 

means and processes

How well was the company prepared for the crisis in 

terms of crisis management measures?

2.2.4, 2.2.2, 

2.3.1, 2.3.2

Aspect of preparedness, also relevant for decisions on 

means and processes

What was the level of awareness of/access 

to/experience with relevant technology?

2.3.2, 2.3.3, 

3.3.1, 3.3.4

Aspect of preparedness, the infrastructural setting, mainly 

relevant for the choice of means (tools, channels)

How open is the company to new and digital forms of 

work?

3.3.3, 3.3.5 Cultural aspect,  influences how new solutions will be 

ambraced, if already open to "new work" or similar

Are certain industries or large companies better prepared 

than others, and what does this yield?

2.2.2, 2.3, 

3.2.1

Structural aspect of preparedness

What are the client's expectations? 2.3.2, 2.3.3 Cultural aspect, responsiveness to clients/stakeholders' 

needs, ability to adapt 

How well are clients prepared and does this play a role? 2.2.4, 2.3.2, 

3.3.3

Check for the fit of solutions for communication with the 

relevant external environment

How were the decisions taken and what role did 

stakeholder feedback play?

2.2.4, 3.3.4 Relevant for solution design, adaptation and the learning 

process

What role does the regulatory environment play? 3.3.5 Might be a limitation to what can be done, includes data 

security, health and safety aspects

Experience with measures taken Relevance for the theoretical framework and the research 

question

How well are the needs of client communication 

addressed and managed?

2.2.3, 2.3.2, 

2.3.3, 3.3.1

Refers to the importance of personal contact, co-operation, 

trust, relationship management and reputation 

management

What type of channels and tools were used and how well 

did they work?

2.2.4, 2.2.5, 

3.3.4, 3.4.1

Key aspects of improved practice, also for limitations of the 

solutions, also checks for increases in e.g. social media use. 

This includes hybrid work solutions as well

Did the solutions address the needs of managers, clients 

and other relevant stakeholders such as employees in 

general? 

2.3.2, 2.3.3, 

3.3.3, 3.3.4

Checking against relevant crisis management goals at team 

or individual level, looks for connections with internal 

solutions, avoidance of disruption

What was learned for the future, and how? 2.2.5, 2.3.3, 

3.2.1, 3.3

Central question for the thesis, relevant regarding learning 

in and after the crisis, improved practices and resilience 

Can crisis management lead to a competitive advantage 

for adaptive companies?

2.3.3, 2.3.1 Additional aspect to the effect of reaching the relevant 

crisis management goals
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4.2 Resulting Framework and Research Question 

Within the context of the professional services or consulting industry, its clients, plus 

other stakeholders like the government with its rules and regulations, the thesis 

investigated the process of reacting to a disruption, the COVID-crisis – gathering 

experience, analysing and learning and finally adapting. It focuses on – mainly interactive 

- client communication in a crisis, with the aim of identifying improved practices, which 

can be used both for preparing for future crises or, if possible, become a permanent 

feature. The conceptual framework for communication in a crisis, using consulting as an 

example for an industry, is shown in figure 6: 

 

Figure 6: Conceptual Framework   

 

Continuous learning leads to the development of solutions in a process of adaptation 

(Seitz, 2020). The solutions, crisis management measures, which result in the 

development of improved practices are the focus of this research, which is therefore 

placed in the post-crisis phase (Bundy et al., 2017), with a focus on post-event 

organisational learning, thus enabling managers to better cope with any upcoming 

disruptions. 

Thus the overall aim of the study is to explore how companies have developed crisis 

responses around client communication, what their experience with these measures are 

and on the basis of this, to evaluate which could be used in order improve crisis 

management and preparation in the future or add improvements to practice in general.  

Accordingly, the following research questions need to be asked: 

 What were the crisis management responses to restrictions around client contact? 
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 Which of these measures can be useful for future crisis management? 

 Why is this so, which aspects contribute to these measures’ usefulness? 

 Which changes are likely also to be retained in general and what are the 

implications and benefits of this? 

The thesis will, based on the responses to the research questions, produce a framework of 

practical recommendations. Despite of the fact of them being based on examples from the 

consulting industry, these recommendations are expected to prove valuable for at least 

the professional services industry as a whole, if not even beyond. 
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5. Research Methodology 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the philosophical stance taken for this thesis as well as the research 

strategy and design, following the structure of the “research onion” (Saunders et al., 

2019). After outlining the critical realist stance and its implications for the epistemology 

and research logic, the qualitative research strategy and the case study research design are 

derived, also explaining the criteria for the choice of the units of analysis. 

The chapter moves on to discuss the rationale for the method of data collection and 

analysis, for which Thematic Analysis was chosen. Thereafter follow reflections and 

decisions on sampling, the application of saturation principles and the coding approach 

taken, as well as the structure of the research according to critical realist research stages. 

The chapter concludes on a discussion of ethics, reflexivity and quality before wrapping 

up the research approach taken. 

5.2 Philosophical Stance 

When writing about the emergence of potential improved practices, one is writing about 

peoples’ beliefs, based on their experience. Thus, reality, as experienced by interview 

partners, springs foremost from their minds. However, according to Bhaskar (1978, 

1998a, 1998b), there is a reality that exists independently from the human mind. A purely 

social constructionist view as described by Berger (1966) might not consider the 

economic or even medical realities around the topics. Also, constructionist or 

interpretivist approaches may be prone to distorting effects or held back in their 

possibilities for interpretation through for instance idealism or ideology (Fleetwood, 

2014).  

On the other hand, authors like Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 13) do reject an alternative 

like critical realism because of it being too detached from values and thus the 

ideologically “good”. Thus, a thorough reflection on ones’ beliefs is critical if the research 

is to have meaning and validity. 

Guba and Lincoln (2005), setting qualitative work in a non-positivist environment, warn 

that any result can be challenged on the basis of its underlying paradigm. A methodology 

chapter best starts with a framework of what led to the methodology and methods used 

(Müller and Klein, 2019). Even though the different elements of ones’ stance are 
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interdependent throughout all layers, because of its clarity this thesis follows the structure 

the “research onion” (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 130) in presenting the underlying paradigm 

and methodological approach of this thesis.  

 

Figure 7: The six-layered research onion (Saunders et al., 2019) 

 

5.2.1 Reflections on Ontology and Critical Realism 

Starting requires some initial reflections on the ontological basis, and this work is about 

experience and conclusions drawn thereupon. Social dynamics, resulting from human 

action, are a result of personal interpretation and on top of that, any human claims or 

beliefs are related to social and cultural influences (Smith, 2005). This means that one 

cannot know in detail what determines the outcome of a piece of research (Noonan, 2008) 

– reality is not a fixed object. This had implications for the research strategy and design, 

and sampling had to include different people, as far as this is possible in the rather 

homogeneous environment under scrutiny. 

This is a relativist ontology, and Rashid et al. (2019) argue that it is a prerequisite for a 

qualitative case study. However, dogmatic relativism means that no “universal truth” 

exists at all (Smith, 2005, p. 750), to which others respond that for instance in critical 

realist thinking, what is real is not reduced to how one can find out about it (Fletcher, 

2016). Reality is possible, even if one accepts that human experience and the rendering 
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of it is a social product (Bhaskar, 1998a). Neorealist authors like Hammersley (1990, 

2013b) avoid “classical” realism – which rejects relativity about knowledge (Williams, 

2016) – but view results as relative to particular social and/or cultural practices, looking 

at plausibility and credibility as criteria for evaluating research. A researcher will try to 

find what is “real” and “true”, but not only does opinion on what that means differ, 

postmodernists may even think that a declaration of truth is not possible, as it is defined 

by social conventions (Gergen and Thatchenkery, 2004). Subjectivist approaches in 

general, which according to Ratner (2005) dominate qualitative research, tend to claim 

that one cannot know what is real, if it exists at all. Critical realism offers a way out of 

this dilemma by accepting the “ontological drift” between what is physically and socially 

real (Archer, 1998b, p. 189). 

While it might be difficult to find and measure, there is a visible reality out there. Bhaskar 

(1998b, p. 30) postulates for instance the existence of real things existing in a “world 

without men”, thus not dependent on being socially constructed, and proposes different 

levels of reality (sometimes called strata). The “real”, in the critical realist world, is much 

determined by causal structures or generating factors, reasons which then give rise to 

empirical events (Groff, 2000) from which one then might be able to assume the 

preconditions to be present (Archer, 1998b). According to Outhwaite (1998), social 

reality is: 

 Intransitive, meaning existing independently of descriptions. This is the basis of 

being able to actually explain social matters (Archer, 1998b), 

 Characterised by relatively enduring underlying mechanisms (“transfactual”), 

which makes a story behind observations possible, and 

 Stratified according to Bhaskars levels of reality,  

all the while subject to being changed by “agents”, who do not necessarily create but 

transform or reproduce (Fleetwood, 2014). While they should at least be having an idea 

on their actions, agents might be oblivious of any underlying structures, but which 

nonetheless are there (“real”) (Outhwaite, 1998). Critical realism sees the interaction 

between agents as a primary “mechanism” (something that causes an “event” in the actual 

domain) for change, but they also form stability via “structures” (Ryan et al., 2012). When 

looking at social structures, one therefore must allow for the actions of agents. 
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All this shows that research depends on our values and stance and knowledge is therefore 

relative to the people involved, their culture and surroundings (Williams, Rycroft-Malone 

and Burton, 2016; Bhaskar, 2008).  So is any learning process and the development of 

improved practices, but there is also causality based on real occurrences and real 

experience: the social world is based on the physical, and the social constructions interact 

with it.  

This interaction makes reality an “open system” (Bhaskar, 1998b, p. 20), and Wynn and 

Williams (2012) sum up critical realist literature by presenting “structure” as being 

defined by several factors and their interaction. This structure, in turn, can influence the 

mechanisms (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014), and the example of critical realist research 

in Fletcher (2016) shows that something can be an entity, but at the same time a 

component to another structure. Hoddy (2018) directly relates mechanisms (and the 

resulting events and experiences) to the three Bhaskarian levels of reality. Fleetwood 

(2014) and (Archer, 1998a, 2010) add the actions of the transforming agents. Based on 

these sources, figure 8 shows an overview of reality as an open system: 

 

Figure 8: Overview of reality as an open system and the determinants/components of 

structure in critical realism  
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The (causal) mechanisms, which critical realist research is investigating, together with 

events and experiences are related to the three domains of reality (Bhaskar, 1998b). 

Fletcher (2016) uses an iceberg metaphor where only experiences, thus the empirical, are 

directly visible. She reinforces the idea that, unlike in nature, social structures and activity 

are interdependent. Starting from the sociological research problem that humans 

constitute society, which in turn forms said humans, Archer (2010, p. 225) shows that 

these (“morphogenetic”) cyclical interchanges as described in figure 8 are constantly 

changing and endless, while allowing for basic structural properties which are integral to 

the social constitution.  

Identifying structures therefore is difficult (Bhaskar, 1998b) – which has repercussions 

on epistemology – but explanation is possible. Conclusions may not, however, be 

universalised and results have always to be seen in context. Despite accepting an 

independent reality, trying to marry the real and constructed domains of the world, the 

strata of the empirical, the actual and the real (Clark, 2008, citing amongst others Bhaskar, 

1978), acknowledges the impossibility of ever being certain. Critical realism, however, 

goes beyond ontology (Fleetwood, 2014), and an important question always is whether 

what one sees is what there is. Choosing the right approaches to analysing is therefore 

crucial – as is reflexivity (Sobh and Perry, 2006). Outhwaite (1987, p. 37) remarks: while 

critical realism is bold ontologically, it is epistemologically cautious. 

5.2.2 Epistemology and Research Logic 

While theory might be relative to subjective interpretation, real structures, for the critical 

realist, are not (Groff, 2000). The question is how to bring the real, the generative 

elements, to light (Outhwaite, 1998), and realist research has to take different concepts of 

interpretation into account. Critical realism has some elements in common with 

constructionism (or postmodernism and similar approaches) but does not focus entirely 

on social knowledge dependent on its identification – or fabrication – by man (Saunders 

et al., 2019). There is part of our reality which is not entirely socially constructed, 

however, when one researches, it is done in a “value laden” way (Bhaskar, 1978). This 

epistemologically still permits opinion, attributed meanings and contextual interpretation 

as well as entailing a reflexive axiology as opposed to a detached, “objective” one.  

Alternatively, one could simply adopt pragmatism. Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) and 

Creswell and Clark (2017) state that pragmatic researchers can choose a philosophical 
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approach and a methodology dependent on the problem they are working on. Some beliefs 

are similar to the ones of critical realist, e.g. that there are both real and constructed 

phenomena, but truth in pragmatism is only what “matters” or has an effect (Williams, 

2016). Researchers have a very wide margin of choice of methodology and methods, 

which makes it difficult to come up with a clear rationale apart from them being likely to 

produce the desired results (Kaushik, Walsh and Lai, 2019). 

Sullivan, Gibson and Riley (2012) propose what they label the “methodological kite”, 

making epistemology & ontology, the research question, data collection and analysis one 

system, considering interdependencies and influence between all of these aspects, 

regardless of what one starts with. Critical realism offers an excellent way of designing a 

research project as a logical, harmonious and comprehensive whole. 

However, due to the complex (and constantly changing) reality, critical realist research is 

what Healy and Perry (2000, p. 1195) call “modified objectivist”, i.e. findings will only 

be probably true, and the world is only apprehensible using probabilities, although not 

necessarily statistical ones. Reality is determined by multiple factors; thus one can only 

look for potential mechanisms (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014). While critical realist 

researchers are value aware (Healy and Perry, 2000), they have to work cautiously, be 

aware of the fact that some facts cannot be observed (Gray, 2014) and take many potential 

causal powers, their dependencies and relationships into account (O'Mahoney and 

Vincent, 2014) 

The epistemological view in critical realism is therefore a “stratified” one, following the 

recommendations along the three domains (Edwards, O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014). 

Objectivism can be applied, but only to the domain of the actual (what occurs) and the 

real domains, the underlying structures with a potential to cause changes (Bhaskar, 1978). 

Where aspects of these domains become visible, objectivist research becomes possible 

(Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). This does not apply to the realm of the empirical (the 

domain of things perceived, see Clark, 2008). In those instances, the axiology may 

consequently move to objectivist views of a, then real and not constructed, phenomenon. 

Thus is made sure that the differences between natural and social reality (in the existence 

which, of course, one has to believe) are being taken into account (Archer, 1998b).  

There are other caveats. Kaidesoja (2009) states that critical realists are bound to using 

the agents’ conception of phenomena, then from this infer conditions for the said 
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phenomena. In addition to that, some patterns – empirical regularities – can be found by 

other means of analysis, sometimes even statistical, to become less abstract. Thus, at least 

some triangulation might be necessary, which adds to rigour of any research anyway 

(Flick, 2002a).  

For these reasons, applying a critical realist paradigm in epistemology requires caution 

and thoroughness. Taylor (2018) warns that while a critical realist stance may help to 

exclude the danger of dogmatism inherent to social constructionism, the researcher will 

need to make sure not to get wrong what is real. On top of that, the “real” can change, 

there are transitive elements to knowledge (Bhaskar, 1998b), the already described 

“agents”, humans, transform things (Fleetwood, 2014). 

Via the “mechanisms” mentioned above, which may be unobservable and just to be 

implied, critical realist research tries to explain rather than predict (Wynn and Williams, 

2012), acknowledging the value of subjective interpretation by the actors. Therefore, 

Archer (1998b) argues for an explanatory research programme which cuts through all the 

strata of the aforementioned dimensions. Outhwaite (1998) only sees knowledge emerge 

when there is no better alternative to an explanation, which is not always easy, especially 

when there are multiple possible explanations. Wynn and Williams (2012) recommend 

checking for the one with the best explanatory power, but this is a matter of judgement. 

Zhao (2020) shows that while crises may be seen as social constructions, social context 

also is important, which means there is an underlying reality to it. Interpreting data in 

critical realism takes all aspects of social structure into account, including emotions. This 

is important in crisis research as crises also are highly emotional events (Pang, Cameron 

and Jin, 2009). 

The next decision to be taken is the one for an appropriate research logic, which fits the 

research topic as well as the philosophical stance (Saunders et al., 2019). When looking 

at how companies design their crisis management around communication with clients and 

whether improved practices emerge from it, one is exploring, describing and, where 

possible, looking for explanation – the “correct objective” of social science according to 

Fleetwood (2014, p. 210). At this stage, crisis management around the topic under 

investigation is not well established as of yet, and consequently, there is not enough 

material to be able to formulate hypotheses or promulgate theories. Thus, a deductive 

approach does not work, and nor is an inductive one appropriate: viewpoints are the focus 
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of the analysis. This speaks for adopting abduction as a research logic (Rashid et al., 

2019).  

Abduction gives “best explanations” for researched phenomena (Douven, 2017) and 

Shank (2008) calls it the “default mode” of generating knowledge. While there is also 

criticism – amongst which abduction being likened to guesswork is the most prominent 

(Awuzie and McDermott, 2017) – the same authors show in a persuasive way that they 

did come up with a good evaluation of a new infrastructure systems’ viability. Similar 

successful application of this logic can be found in other works, many of which using 

case studies, e.g. Dubois and Gadde (2002) or Dobson et al. (2012). These were used as 

examples for this thesis. A domain-wise selective objective/subjective critical realist 

approach (the “odd dualism” in critical realism, see Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016) with 

an abductive logic provides an anchor for what comes next.  

However, critical realist research requires an additional stage, the retroductive one, which 

is based on the results of abductive thinking. Retroduction tries to identify the causal 

powers and tendencies that have generated the research objects (or anything that was 

observed) and includes the relationships of such powers into the analysis, thus being 

placed at the core of critical research generation of knowledge and explanation (Wynn 

and Williams, 2012).  

Retroduction thus helps identifying the “mechanisms” in critical realism (Ryan et al., 

2012), looking, in a sort of metacausal research, for the underlying mechanisms by 

searching for the conditions in which such mechanism can take effect. Marks and 

O'Mahoney (2014) formulate this as asking what must be the case so that the findings of 

the research could actually be possible, a formal step in any critical realist study (Hoddy, 

2018). This means, that a researcher not only looks at regularities but also at where these 

apply. “Like produces like” only works if the structure around it stays the same, and while 

the mechanisms are what takes an effect, the context (structure) determines the outcome 

and has therefore to be taken into account (Tilley, 2000). 

5.3 Resulting Research Strategy and Design 

5.3.1 A (near) Single-Method Qualitative Study 

The choice of methodology and method also has to be based on the (social) ontology and 

be explanatory of it in order to get to practical results (Archer, 1998b). There is to be a 
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wide choice: it needs to answer to the need to investigate context, mechanisms and 

outcome, looking for causalities (Williams, Rycroft-Malone and Burton, 2016), but 

generally, critical realism is seen as pluralist and inclusive when it comes to methodology, 

as long as the commitment to the concept of emergence is visible (Hoddy, 2018).  

Teti, Schatz and Liebenberg (2020) think that qualitative research best fits situations as 

the current COVID crisis, and, like in much critical realist research, the present one looks 

beyond statistics: it is about experiences, appraisement and resulting decisions. They add 

that such an approach better covers for “unexpected consequences and surprising 

outcomes”, thus playing an important role when trying to understand social effects of the 

crisis. Thus, this study adopts a qualitative design.  

While multi-method research might be useful in order to triangulate results, i.e. to look at 

them from different angles – a typical approach for realist studies and adding to the quality 

(Healy and Perry, 2000) – this thesis will, because of lack of available materials and the 

impossibility to use certain approaches, adopt a single method research strategy. 

Examples for approaches made nigh-impossible by COVID restrictions are action 

research or on-site observation. However, this research tapped into some additional 

sources of information such as publications by consultancies. 

5.3.2 A Sectoral Case Study with a Cross-Sectional Design 

Before moving on to the reasoning for choosing the research design, a multiple case study 

one, for the sake of clarity a word about semantics is needed.  Case study research is 

called differently by different authors, sometimes even methodology (with case studies 

as the method, Yin, 2018). This study calls it the “research design”, and it appears to be 

the most appropriate design for several reasons. Instrumental case study (as opposed to 

intrinsic, when the research objective pertains to one specific case) is useful in order to 

provide understanding about an issue and might even allow generalisation (Stake, 2005). 

For Yin (2018) it is an appropriate choice when focused on the contemporary and the 

researcher has no control over the events, which here is the case.  

Such research does not necessarily have to be exploratory, the descriptive and, where 

possible, explanatory aims of the thesis can well be reached with this approach (Yin, 

2018), and it fits “how” and “why” questions as well as “how do” ones (Rashid et al., 

2019), linking well into typical questions in critical realist research (Edwards, O'Mahoney 
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and Vincent, 2014). In addition to this, Healy and Perry (2000) imply that certain case 

study techniques offer excellent responses to quality and validity considerations in critical 

realist approaches.  

On top of that, case study research, focusing on detailed description in an iterative process 

(Khadimally, 2015), trying to understand social phenomena in terms of what people do 

and think about, lends itself very well to an abductive research logic (Rashid et al., 2019). 

Thus, it is not surprising that O'Mahoney and Vincent (2014) find that case studies are 

frequent and useful in critical realist research. Müller and Klein (2020) look at research 

around project management, closely related to the topic of this thesis. They also find that 

research looking for new practices in and after the COVID-crisis benefits from collecting 

data through case studies. 

Ridder (2017) postulates that case studies must be designed differently according to the 

aims of the research and presents a number of options, of which the “no theory first” 

design, based on Eisenhardt (1989; 2021), matches abductive logic best. As it starts 

uninfluenced by prior theory, captures the richness of observations well, is well suited for 

understanding processes and has been used successfully in order to see what organisations 

have learned (e.g. in Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2014), this design is ideal for the present 

thesis, also because it matches broad and open research questions (Ridder, 2017). While 

being context bound, the critical realist approach to case study analysis helps to find 

explanations through exploring complex (social) settings in full (Welch et al., 2011). 

The case, for this thesis, is the consulting industry, for reasons of feasibility focusing on 

the DACH region. As a sectoral study, it explores the reactions of the industry by looking 

at individual companies and the variations of their crisis responses. Several units of 

analysis, individual companies, were therefore needed (and make the analysis more 

compelling in terms of validity), which makes this a single case embedded design (Yin, 

2018).  

Given that, as described in 5.3.1, multimethod designs or much triangulation was not 

possible, looking at multiple units of analysis (UoAs) helped to gather at least some of 

the complementary data one would expect from triangulation. This links into the 

argument of Sobh and Perry (2006) that contingency is important in critical realist 

research to facilitate the contextual analysis, including analysis across data sources. Data 

was gathered within an amount of time which can still reasonably be called concurrent, 



 

 63   

 

including the pilot study just above one year, which makes it a cross-sectional study (as 

opposed to a longitudinal one which studies developments over time (Bryman, 2016)).  

5.3.3 Selection of the Unit of Analysis  

Sobh and Perry (2006) insist that in the interest of replication, units of analysis (UoA) 

should be selected carefully in order to well reflect mechanisms and structures. Yin 

(2018) argues that choosing carefully makes sure data collection yields either similar or 

contrary results for predictable reasons: literal and theoretical replications, linking into 

critical realist expectations that every observation should have a causal explanation (Sobh 

and Perry, 2006). In an example of how this could be achieved, Hurell (2014) shows how 

important it is to reflect well on the target (“population”) before going into actual 

sampling. 

This thesis is investigating the measures that have been taken by companies, which means 

that these consulting companies are the actual UoAs. However, in most case studies, 

several sources of data are tapped in per UoA – it is not so for this thesis. This study is a 

cross-sectoral one and gathers data from different companies to understand variations 

across them. In order to understand these, data collection focuses on measures taken and 

less about variations in personal perception or individual application of company-wide 

solutions. Therefore, interviewing more than one participant was not expected to yield 

very different or enhanced results, and the focus lies on looking at the different 

approaches particular companies chose to address communication restrictions. 

Consultancies in the DACH-area are in focus, but to respond to the aforementioned 

recommendations and to the quality criteria set for this thesis, this group of companies 

and people has been divided into different types of consultancies, and different types of 

consultants also were targeted. This is meant to ensure a wide variety of experiences and 

viewpoints as advocated amongst others by Healy and Perry (2000) – multiple 

perceptions are needed and can represent supporting evidence for each other.  

In order to differentiate between consultancies, this thesis classifies them according to 

criteria used by the German Association of Consultants when presenting research results 

(e.g. recent market figures in BDU, 2021b), plus criteria found in literature on consulting 

such as Wickham and Wilcock (2008) and Fritz (2019). The main differentiating factors 

between participants are experience, hierarchical/career level, age and sex. As the first 
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three criteria correlated very highly, only hierarchical levels (as in MConsultingPrep, 

2021) are being used in this thesis. Smith and Elger (2014) point out, knowledgeable 

people are not necessarily limited to management. Hence, people from all hierarchical 

levels form part of the study. Gender can also play a role because women and men, and 

perhaps others, might experience similar things in a different way and therefore relate 

them differently (sometimes also because of different beliefs, see Flatschart, 2017). This 

adds to the variety sought for. The criteria, subdivisions (and codes for these) are shown 

in table III: 

Table III: Differentiation criteria and codes for interview participants 

 

The reason for introducing these criteria is that different sizes or an international 

orientation might lead to different solutions. Large in this context means more than 50K 

employees, or more than 7,5K when specialised, but some companies were categorised 

based on importance in their respective segments. To illustrate this, Accenture, a “full 

service” company with about 460K employees is then as much an “LG” as Bain, 8000 

employees only but a world leading strategy consultancy. Roland Berger (2,4K, 35 

countries) is “MG” – regional means only one continent and/or less than 10 countries. 

However, Kienbaum in Germany, 1K, 16 countries, but according to internal sources with 

90% of the business in the DACH-region and/or with German companies, would be MR. 

Companies were anonymised, for instance the first interviewees’ employer is being called 

“Company One”. 

5.4 Interviewing as the Main Method for Data Collection 

Data collection had to fit what Vincent and O'Mahoney (2016) describe as a “detached” 

approach of case study research (as opposed to “engaged” ones like action research). Yin 

(2018) presents six sources of evidence that can be used in case studies, but two of them, 

direct and participant observation, are not possible because of current pandemic-related 

contact restrictions, and archival records and physical artefacts do not exist, which leaves 

interviews and documentation. 

Gender

Large, global LG Full service FS Senior partner/owner L1 Female F

Medium, global MG Mainly strategy ST Juinior partner L2 Male M

Large, regional LR Mainly technology IT Senior project manager L3 Other O

Medium, regional MR Mainly process/org. PR Junior project manager L4

Large, national LN Mainly HR HR Full consultant L5

Medium, national MN Other specialised SP Entry level(s) L6

Small SM

Inhouse consultancy IC

Geography Service offering Career level
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5.4.1 Rationale for Using Interviews 

Some documents are available and consulting companies are in the process of publishing 

studies on the topic of (at least in part) crisis-related changes in the workplace (e.g. 

Riemensperger et al., 2020; Backovic, Koschik and Scheppe, 2021). Part of the content 

touches on the topics of crisis management and client communication, so where possible, 

such documents were used in the analysis, also because, as discussed in 5.3, multiple 

sourcing can enhance the quality of the study (Yin, 2018). However, there are only few 

such papers, so interviews had to be the main source of primary data. Interviewing 

practitioners is especially useful when subjective viewpoints have to be analysed, as is 

the case with this thesis (Flick, 2002b).  

An established professional personal network ensures the availability of the necessary 

number of interview partners. A pilot with four interviewees (already selected according 

to the criteria for the main study) was conducted and showed that interviewing can lead 

to meaningful results. However, Miller and ter Hove question interviewing as a data 

collection technique, as they create an “artificial and […] forced” situation which is not 

necessarily adequate for the intent (in Baker and Edwards, 2012). Even stronger criticism 

comes from Potter and Hepburn (2005) who describe two sets of problems with using 

interviews. There are inescapable ones, but there are also what they call contingent 

problems which can be remedied, like too little attention in the analysis on the 

interactional aspects, e.g. what the interviewer elicits from an interviewee, or non-verbal 

communication.  

Such issues can be addressed by careful design, aiming for reliability, validity and where 

possible replicability (Bryman, 2016), closely watching the criteria Yin (2018) 

recommends, especially regarding validity and reliability.  More is discussed in detail in 

section 5.9. Ma, Seidl and McNulty (2021) also offer experience on how to overcome the 

challenges of interviewing what they call “business elites”. Still, Potter and Hepburn 

(2005) also name a set of problems that the interviewer cannot easily solve, like the 

“coaching” of the interviewee and the shaping of answers by the interviewer. The 

potential “co-constructed” character of interviewing needs attention and has an influence 

on validity, this is, however, a question of degree (Hammersley, 2013a). Such issues can 

be tackled – while not completely remedied – by taking oneself back as much as possible 
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as an interviewer, which is suggested anyway (Braun and Clarke, 2013; King and Hugh-

Jones, 2019).  

Also, from a critical realist point of view, social construction does not apply to the extent 

Potter and Hepburn (2005) imply, and interviewing is widely used in critical realist work, 

albeit within the context of the paradigm (Smith and Elger, 2014). For the critical realist, 

interviews open access to rich information on events, experiences and underlying 

phenomena. Thus, believing that the criticisms are important, but interviews still are an 

appropriate means of data collection in this context, and effective if done right, qualitative 

interviewing with semi-structured interviews was adopted as the main way to collect data.  

5.4.2 Specific Interview Design 

Interviews need to be planned in a way that encourages participants to get into a flow of 

speech – the dialogue with the interviewer will need to evolve in order to let topics emerge 

and to build knowledge, Outhwaite (1998, p. 293) calls for “keep(ing) them talking”. 

Keeble-Ramsay (2016) lets interviewees tell or complete stories in order to find out about 

their perception of changes. This thesis does not use this method as it would be difficult 

to explain the usefulness to the specific target population. Still, the interview guide is 

designed to get participants as close to telling stories as possible. 

Some structure, to guide the storytelling, and even very specific questions about what 

interviewees and their organisations learned during the crisis were needed. One aim of 

the data collection exercise is to find out what crisis management yielded, the heuristics 

or learnings which broke the routines hitherto established, plus any implicit topics people 

might not be fully aware of (Bingham and Eisenhardt, 2014). 

Braun and Clarke (2013) remind that the research question (or parts of it) may not be the 

interview question, and the design had to be thus that the answers to the interview 

questions help gaining access to what the researcher wants to know (Roberts, 2014). 

While supporting the conceptual framework, it does not have to follow its structure. 

Furthermore, it was important to take into account that the participants were all 

professionals who consider themselves part of an elite, with the issues of knowledge and 

domination this entails (Ma, Seidl and McNulty, 2021). The questions also needed to be 

helpful in capturing and understanding emotions, a factor which also influences coding 

as described in section 5.7 (Kouamé and Liu, 2020).  
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These reflections led to a semi-structured design (as defined by Bryman, 2016). 

According to recommendations by Braun and Clarke (2013), opening questions were used 

in order to build first rapport with the interviewee, and the interviews end with closing 

(or clean-up) questions. Sobh and Perry (2006) recommend asking whether interviewees 

believed any topic or question to be missing, thus addressing the issue of potentially 

missing information (Corbin and Morse, 2003). In general, a flexible structure is vital for 

qualitative interviewing (Howitt, 2010), and the interviewer must therefore actively 

encourage free talking and manage the flow of the conversation, doing what Fontana and 

Frey (2005, p. 717) call “creative” interviewing, turning the interview into a “negotiated 

accomplishment”. This needs to be done in an empathic way, Showkat and Parveen 

(2017, p. 7) call it participating “in the respondents’ dialogue”.  

This is especially important in research like this thesis, where potential themes are being 

explored, rather than a hypothesis being tested. The flexible application of the interview 

design through a conversational approach also allowed to probe for informant reflexivity, 

an important goal of critical realist interviewing (Smith and Elger, 2014). Hence, the 

interview guide (the “skeletal” list of questions and instructions (Howitt, 2010), see 

appendix 3) contains a mix of some closed and many very open questions with built-in 

flexibility to prompt for more along the way.  

5.5 Sampling and Saturation  

How the unit of analysis is defined and which participants were chosen from the sampling 

frame (people available for selection (Bryman, 2016), in this case an extensive personal 

network) is described in 5.3.3. Interview participants should ideally have as many 

different views and experiences as possible of the topic under scrutiny (Creswell, 2006). 

Hence, they were chosen for the likelihood of offering valuable insight (Ridder, 2017). 

This is a so-called non-probabilistic approach: the probability of being chosen from 

amongst the sampling frame cannot be determined (Denu, 2018). The participants are 

chosen for the expected relevance of their information for the research question. Hence, 

the sampling strategy is “purposive” (Bryman, 2016). Given that the present study is 

explorative and descriptive and not designed to generate theory, alternatives such as 

theoretical sampling (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) are not an appropriate solution. Sampling 

also goes beyond convenience sampling (simply choosing among the readily available, 

Denu, 2018). Rather, the choice of the thesis’ area of research as such, the DACH-region, 
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is the convenience choice. While containing elements of expert sampling (Etikan, 2016), 

management solutions and how and why they were generated, not expertise, was in the 

foreground of what information was collected (Meuser and Nagel, 1991). Snowballing – 

finding interviewees through other participants (Bryman, 2016) – happened once and was 

used because the individual in question fitted the overall sampling strategy. 

Several participants were needed, as one cannot expect patterns to emerge from too small 

a number of interviews. However, it is difficult to assess up front how many interviews 

are needed. There are many examples, and some information, such as the range of 

sampling sizes in qualitative research reaching from one to over 700 (Guetterman, 2015), 

is essentially unhelpful. However, as described, using the chosen sampling approach 

means that the number of necessary UoAs can emerge.  

There are different views, however: Lincoln and Guba (1985) see saturation reached when 

the collected information becomes redundant, and Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006, p. 

65) see it as “the point in data collection and analysis when new information produces 

little or no change to the codebook”. In Baker and Edwards (2012), Bryman see 

homogeneity as an important factor: the more homogeneous the population, the less 

interviews are needed. Cuganesan and Free (2021) show that one does not necessarily 

need a large batch of interviews – they found interviewing people from different 

hierarchical levels more useful than a multitude of more similar subjects, and thus, this 

also was applied here.  

Braun and Clarke (2019b) challenge the concept of saturation altogether, especially when 

using what they call “reflexive thematic analysis” (p. 201, for TA see 5.6), but add that 

in general, meaning extracted from data is the result of interpretation. Low (2019, p. 135) 

adds that “analysis is never complete”. However, Braun and Clarke admit that a 

researcher can make a situational judgement, and they suggest making a guess of the 

probable sample size based on factors like the breadth of the research question, the 

method of data collection, the diversity of the sample or the project scope – this can 

always be reviewed later. This concept is not far from saturation. 

Thus, one can only decide on whether data collection may stop after at least some 

analytical effort. A pragmatic recommendation is to simply “shoot for twelve” in a first 

instance (Adler and Adler in Baker and Edwards, 2012, p. 9). Given that the environment 

is relatively homogeneous and the thesis is focussing on a relatively narrow aspect of 
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crisis management, which results in wide variations of experience and opinion being 

unlikely, twelve interviews were planned. As it happens, it is also a very common starting 

point in many a qualitative work (Braun and Clarke, 2019b). 

5.6  Thematic Analysis as the Analytical Method  

When discussing the phases of qualitative data analysis, Baptiste (2001) describes first 

tagging the data as the start of the analysis phase, then grouping the tags and trying to 

make sense of them. Indeed, while Rashid et al. (2019) insist that data collection/field 

work and analysis evolve in parallel, one needs at least a set of data large enough to make 

a meaningful tagging exercise possible (like coding, the step between data collection and 

analysis). This can be the starting point for the “making sense” effort. Baptiste (2001, p.8) 

talks about grouping “tags” or codes into – among others – “themes”, and the analysis of 

such themes is one of the most common methods for data analysis in qualitative research 

(Bryman, 2016). 

While thus thematic analysis was known for long (Aronson, 1995), Braun and Clarke 

(2013) note that with the article on Thematic Analysis (TA) by themselves (2006) it 

became an established method. While some works do not include it explicitly in lists of 

qualitative analysis approaches (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2012), Smith, Bekker and Cheater 

(2011) even refer to TA as a methodology. “Method”, however, is more. It looks for 

patterns, which critical realist research turns around identifying and explaining 

(O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014), plus tries to identify so-called demi-regularities 

(Fletcher, 2016). TA is thus a suitable approach – all the more as Braun and Clarke (2006) 

argue that TA is very flexible and compatible with many paradigms, including critical 

realism, where any result can only be a probable one anyway (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 

2014).   

Consequently, although Karlsson and Ackroyd (2014) deplore a lack of methodology 

clearly assigned to critical realism, TA is a feasible approach for this work. Therefore, 

the answers to the research question were looked for by searching for themes and their 

describing and defining factors – which Vaismoradi et al. (2016, p. 102) dub “categories”. 

Before finalising the themes, Braun and Clarke (2013) also group codes into topic 

domains or “sub-themes” which were aggregated to form the final themes. 
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When first introducing TA as a method, Braun and Clarke (2006) highlight the 

importance to take a number of decisions. One is about the philosophical stance, described 

in section 5.2. For this thesis, the relevant decisions are shown in table IV: 

Table IV: Decisions to be taken before starting to apply TA 

 

Thematic analysis moves forward in stages, see figure 9, starting with the familiarisation 

with the data until the final write-up.  

 

Figure 9: The six phases of thematic analysis according to Braun & Clarke (Muhwava et 

al. (2020), p.3) 

Decision to be taken Solution for this thesis

Defining, what counts as a theme Different criteria may apply, and Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasise that is 

is a judgement matter. For this thesis, number of occurences of a data item 

cannot be the defining aspect, as it does not fit the search for deeper meaning 

in the experiences of participants (Sobh and Perry, 2006). Prevalence, 

measured not only by numbers but also by the depth and extent of what 

participants told around the type of data will be the defining criterion. 

Bryman (2016) cites Ryan and Bernard (2003) when recommending also to 

look for - among other factors - similarieties and s´differences or missing 

elements

Deciding whether to look at a rich 

description or a detailed account of 

one aspect

Within the focus of the thesis, and according to CR standards - the "thick" 

description of what is found (Ryan at al., 2012), the first otion is chosen.

Choosing between inductive or 

theoretical TA, i.e. bottom up with 

no pre-existing coding frame or 

more analyst and theory driven

The "inductive", data driven way better fits the search for a rich description 

as well as CR principles, with the reservation that as described above, the 

approach will be more abductive, and, after a first round of coding without a 

frame, a second round of axial coding is applied, as recommended by among 

others Hoddy (2018). More on coding follows in the next section.

Choosing whether to defines 

themes by semantic criteria (looking 

for explicit, visible meanings) or 

latent ones, investigating what lies 

behind the semantic data content

This thesis is looking for patterns or demi-regularities (as in Fletcher, 2016) in 

order to find not only the best soltions for the aspect of crisis management it 

investigates, but also reasons and the embedding of any mechanisma and 

events in their context, whcih is why latent themes have to be looked for.
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In this context it is important to see that, as Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasise, themes 

do not emerge. They depend on their conceptualisation by the researcher and the research 

focus, and thus are created from the data (Braun, Clarke and Rance, 2014; Braun and 

Clarke, 2019a). The emergence of findings thus happens from the themes, not as the 

themes.  

Braun and Clarke later refined the method, mainly in order to make some assumptions 

not explicitly stated in the initial definition clear, also acknowledging that TA might not 

be as universally applicable as first stated. Especially the forms of applications they 

recommend best fit the values of qualitative research, and researcher creativity is called 

for (Braun and Clarke, 2019a). 

TA was divided into three approaches (Braun and Clarke, 2018): 

 Codebook TA, using a structured codebook on the basis of some familiarisation 

with the dataset, used to document the occurrence of certain topics, 

 Coding reliability TA, more open, with the codebook applied to all the data, 

 and reflexive TA, with an open, flexible and looping approach to generating 

codes  

The reflexive approach is recommended, especially when searching for latent themes, but 

also in general because of it leaving more room for interpretation and the search for 

meaning beyond the obvious, while codebook TA better fits positivist approaches, if at 

all (Braun and Clarke, 2019b, 2019a). Reflexive TA is therefore the approach best fitting 

the typical investigation for demi-regularities (Fletcher, 2016). TA is not without 

limitations, and Braun and Clarke (2006) explicitly mention several pitfalls. They also 

emphasise repeatedly the importance of reflecting initial decisions and, based on them, 

apply the method very consistently. This aspect is discussed in detail in section 5.9. 

5.7 Setting the Base for Building the Themes 

5.7.1 Coding Foundations and Alternatives 

Coding is a crucial step in the analysis of qualitative data and needs to fit epistemology 

and methodology. Saldaña (2016) sees it as a heuristic exercise which is designed to 

assign describing tags, “codes”, to chunks of the data analysed, with the aim to be able to 

define (or identify emerging) categories and ultimately themes. As discussed in section 

5.6, there are different approaches to looking for patterns and defining categories, like 
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similarity, frequency, correspondence or other (Bryman, 2016), and as categories are 

unknown at the start, Creswell (2006) recommends coding for whatever catches the 

researchers attention. Hedlund-DeWitt (2013, p. 3) cites Charmaz (2006), describing 

codes as “the bones of the skeleton”, yet to be built. 

Coding can start early, even while transcribing and is cyclical in nature – like with TA, 

researchers have to repeatedly retrace their steps. Keeping a codebook is also 

recommended (Saldaña, 2016), and was done. A researcher codes with the research 

question in mind, and Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (2011, p. 146) propose a list of questions 

a researcher might ask oneself when coding, e.g. what people try to accomplish, why, 

how or under what assumptions. Albeit at least in part cyclical, coding is a process. Figure 

10 shows its phases: 

 

Figure 10: Phases of coding (based on Saldaña, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2013; Bryman, 

2016; Sobh and Perry, 2006 and Hedlund-DeWitt, 2013) 

 

For each phase, there is a number of methods to choose from. Discussing these is beyond 

the scope of this thesis, Saldaña (2016) describes 28 first and second cycle methods. 

Along the process, analytical memos were written, similar to journals allowing the 

researcher to reflect and review coding choices and processes (Rogers, 2018). Saldaña 

(2016) sees the focus on the emergence of codes and categories, and Charmaz (2014) 

proposes to simply write what comes to mind first, and to worry about naming and 

prioritising it later in the process. This thesis followed these recommendations. 

There is criticism on coding. Bryman (2016) describes the danger of losing context when 

taking parts out of the total set of data, and fragmentation of data bears the danger of 

losing the narrative flow. Saldaña (2016) also lists criticisms such as coding being 



 

 73   

 

mechanistic and distances researchers from data, and he acknowledges that coding is not 

the only way to analyse qualitative data. However, it is a tried way of getting to themes 

(Braun and Clarke, 2018) and reflexivity can help to address many of the issues. It is 

therefore, judicially, used in this thesis as the analytical tool for theme building. 

5.7.2 Decisions on Coding and the Use of Supporting Software 

According to Saldaña (2016), there are many options for first cycle coding. Amongst the 

more likely approaches for this thesis, descriptive coding, while having many possible 

applications, mainly uses nouns, which might not be appropriate for a research topic 

turning around action. On the other hand, process coding is too focused on action, mainly 

using gerunds, and verbatim coding also presents issues – especially as the interviewees 

have different mother tongues and thus express things differently.  

This thesis takes a critical realist stance, but causation coding, looking like a potential 

answer in this case, does not fit the openness critical realist research advocates (Hoddy, 

2018). In addition to that, looking for causes is not the focus here. A holistic coding 

approach is recommended for beginners as it tries to break the data into broad topics first, 

before refining, but “initial” (Charmaz, 2014) or open coding is a more fitting choice for 

this research as it is very flexible and open-ended (Saldaña, 2016). Initial coding divides 

data into chunks it then examines and compares, allowing the use of other methods such 

as process coding within. It therefore also follows what Hedlund-DeWitt (2013) believe 

to be a good approach to analysing qualitative data: taking a first, inductive step – which 

then is to be followed by a second, deductive (or in the case of this thesis, abductive) one. 

Hoddy (2018), because of the focus of critical realism on regularities on one hand, deeper 

meaning on the other, advocates a very open coding approach, followed by axial coding. 

This is defined by Saldaña (2016) as coding for categories or sub-categories (the “axes”), 

which this steps links together, the categories deriving from earlier stages of analysis. 

Axial coding is thus an extension of the first cycle of coding, especially for initial coding. 

Sobh and Perry (2006) believe that critical realism does not need all the details in peoples’ 

perception, so a single axial coding cycle can suffice. Ridder (2017, p. 286) supports this 

and believes, that this approach in enough to “capture the richness of observations”. Yet, 

this would mean that the axes only stem from the framework, which in turn might narrow 

the choices down as compared to having, at least as an additional source, a first coding 
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cycle. A problem might also be that not all patterns or axes can be found in the conceptual 

framework, which is why this research started with a first round of initial coding, followed 

by an axial cycle, which fits the TA investigation for patterns of shared meaning from 

which themes can be developed (Braun, Clarke and Rance, 2014). This course of action 

therefore takes the requirements of both critical realism and TA into account. 

Regarding computer support, while Saldaña (2016) recommends starting by coding 

manually, especially as an inexperienced researcher, Wicks (2017) points out that 

computer aided coding (CAQDAS) is standard and very helpful in all but very small 

research projects. Still, there are cautionary voices. Sobh and Perry (2006) believe that 

while software may be helpful in indexing perceptions, the effort might not be worth the 

while and there is a danger of reduced sensitivity of the researcher about relationships in 

the data. Using CAQDAS can put repetition or frequency to the foreground, which 

precludes certain ways of conducting qualitative analysis (Baptiste, 2001), so it is 

important to take into account where software constrains the analysis, especially as 

frequency is not a central criterion for the development of themes in this thesis.  

On the other hand, Wicks (2017) emphasises that CAQDAS does not stand in opposition 

to “manual”: it is still the researcher who does the coding, and software is only a tool 

which assists the researcher looking for patterns and to keep record (Yin, 2018). Braun 

and Clarke (2013) also agree that there are important upsides such as adding to 

transparency of the coding process, adding to efficiency and increasing rigour if applied 

right. For these reasons, CAQDAS, or more precisely NVivo 12, was used, albeit not for 

all coding related tasks, see the detailed description of data analysis in section 7.3. The 

actual creation of themes was again done manually. 

5.8 Critical Realist Research Stages 

This thesis, largely following the phases of TA as well as the formal stages of a critical 

realist project (Hoddy, 2018), see appendix 4. It starts with building an initial description 

of the research object, moving on to data research design and conduction, including the 

pilot study and the main study interviews. Based on these sources, the search for “demi-

regularities” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 11), trends and patterns is next. The results of this step, 

which also follows the methodological critical realist principle of deep explication of 

structure, events and context (Wynn and Williams, 2012) is then used in the next ones, 

the stage of abductive and retroductive analysis and finally concretisation and 
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contextualisation, including validation (Hoddy, 2018). This answers the requirements of 

corroboration and validation within critical realist methodological principles. 

Sobh and Perry (2006) present the phases from another perspective, with two overarching 

stages. The first is exploratory and framework building, the second is looking for 

confirmation of the frameworks. One of the main issues with the second stage is that 

research might not yield the same results in different contexts, depending for instance on 

the rapport between interviewer and interviewee. Managing this requires rigorous 

application of methods and stringent control of validity and quality. While somewhat 

different, all these approaches support an explorative approach typical for critical realism, 

in this specific case of crisis management research going from “what is X” to “how does 

it work and why” as stated by O'Mahoney and Vincent (2014, p.9), who cite the formula 

from Pawson and Tilley (1997): “mechanism + Context = Outcome” (p. 8).  

In principle critical realist approaches demands that the researcher studies the literature 

before starting the data collection to set the stage for the next steps, but Sobh and Perry 

(2006) argue that the literature research also needs to “enfold” data collection and analysis 

and thus never stops. This advice is being followed and its utility confirmed by the fact 

that ongoing literature research led to new works on issues around dealing with the 

COVID-crisis. For instance, Pluta (2021) mentioning user problems with prolonged use 

of conference software led to further investigation and additional sources. 

5.9 Reflections on Ethics, Reflexivity and Quality 

5.9.1 Ethical Issues and Reflective Considerations 

No specific application of methodology and method may start before making sure that 

ethics, reflexivity and quality assurance have been given thought. The present research 

was conducted according to recommendations from the EU and the American 

Psychological Association (European Union, 2013; APA, 2017) and respects the 

European data protection rules from 2018, GDPR, and the corresponding UK Data 

Protection Act 2018. The Heriot Watt University Data Protection Impact Assessment was 

carried out and ethics and data protection approvals granted.  Notwithstanding, more 

reflection on ethical issues was needed in order to make sure that potential ethical issues 

were considered as the research was conducted. 

https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation-gdpr/accountability-and-governance/data-protection-impact-assessments/
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In her introductory article on ethics, Rich (2013) introduces the concept of prima facie-

rights. Based on an observers’ values, certain things are “good” at first view. There are 

also voices which postulate that research can and should not be value neutral as a matter 

of principle (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Lacey, 1997). This allows a first glimpse at the 

complexity of ethics, but certain standards for researchers on how to go forward in 

research have developed. The code of conduct of the APA (2017, pp. 3-4) lays out general 

principles, namely: 

 Research should be beneficial, ideally also to the research subject  

 No harm may be done 

 Integrity, e.g. honesty and the avoidance of fraud 

 Justice and fairness and 

 Respecting peoples’ rights and dignities 

This is then detailed in a large number of ethical standards. Translating general principles, 

authors like Christians (2005) name as traditional rules of ethic researching informed 

consent, no deception, assuring privacy and confidentiality and accuracy, to which 

Creswell (2009) adds that also the research problem and purpose might present issues. In 

a paper on ethics in interviewing, Allmark et al. (2009) stress rules like avoiding harm, 

consider politics and power structures and caution about an eventual dual role of the 

interviewer, potentially leading to over-involvement. 

Indeed, the fact that an interviewer cannot be a pure observer and research subjects are 

not just detached providers of information means that the values and ethical beliefs of the 

people involved influence research (Baptiste, 2001) and moral convictions are also 

important (Christians, 2005). Even so, a totally detached, value-neutral approach is not 

only very challenging, but it might actually not be desirable at all. Smith (1992) calls for 

the researcher taking a moral stance. Thus, a totally reserved and unconcerned approach 

is difficult to imagine. 

For the present work, many aspects dealing with the vulnerability of research subjects do 

not apply, business consultants generally do not belong to a vulnerable group of people. 

However, there are important measures to be taken, like using pseudonyms, informing 

participants on all necessary details of the research project, its scope and purpose. Process 

consent needs to be ensured (Allmark et al., 2009), and Creswell (2009) recommends 

giving much detail on the research itself.  
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Data protection considerations meant keeping all electronic data within the influence of 

HWU and its data security measures, keeping all paper-based data in a lockable cupboard 

on a floor only accessible to the faculty of the author’s employer and deleting any data 

transferred electronically immediately after reception. Consent forms explaining the 

research were used (see appendix 2) and participants have also been briefed before the 

interview starts.  

Participants remain anonymous, with only indispensable information disclosed. 

Transcripts were reviewed by the interviewees and for the sake of clarity, validity and 

accuracy, research results are shared with them. Following recommendations by O'Toole 

et al. (2018), any recordings of interviews will be deleted after the viva voce, and 

participants were duly informed of all these measures. Participants can also withdraw 

their consent anytime, as happened with Participant 11.  

Thinking about ethical standards automatically links into the topic of reflexivity, which 

is closely connected. Smith and Elger (2014), linking into Archer (1998a), argue that 

while interviews are a valuable means of data collection for critical realist researchers, 

special challenges regarding reflexivity apply. Reflections around the reflexivity of 

research subjects need to be considered when trying to get to the bottom of social or any 

“real” structures. Some of these have already been addressed in chapter 5. Fontana and 

Frey (2005) also argue that when interpreting interview results, one has to understand the 

role and impact of the researcher.  

There are even allegations that case study research is always biased by the researcher, but 

Teegavarapu, Summers and Mocko (2008) refute this by stating that this can be addressed 

by using falsification logic, different sources of data or triangulation. However, some 

issues remain, for instance, the author being a consultant might lead to taking certain 

things for granted and thus biased interpretations.  

Studying what one knows well carries the risk of self-involvement, lack of distance and 

of using prefabricated opinions (Berger, 2015). On the other hand, Ryan et al. (2012) 

think that because any knowledge, according to critical realism, is theory-laden, a 

researcher may use own experience as a source of data. In order to avoid all these pitfalls, 

the present work was carried out following the example of Craddock et al. (2019), using 

a reflexive journal throughout.  
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5.9.2 Ensuring Quality 

Quality assurance has to take into account several layers of the research onion as 

described in section 5.1 and map it with the critical realist approach, thus ensuring the 

relationship of quality assurance and research strategy (Bryman, 2016). The quality 

criteria for qualitative work must be taken into account, and Cohen and Crabtree (2006), 

updating Lincoln and Guba (1985), present the four criteria of 

 Credibility, the “truth value” of the findings: “do results reflect the truth?” - as 

much as possible, as any explanation of the truth is fallible (Fletcher, 2016) 

 Transferability (or applicability): findings have to be applicable in similar 

contexts 

 Dependability (or consistency): given a similar environment, findings can be 

repeated 

 Confirmability (or neutrality): results must come from the research objects and 

without distortion 

To ensure this, a researcher has to apply a number of techniques, and Cohen and Crabtree 

(2006) describe for instance audit trails or reflexivity. Other sources, however, structure 

differently: Frost and Bailey-Rodriguez (2019) or Bryman (2016) use different terms and 

add the – sometimes overlapping – concept of validity. Internal validity, for instance, 

turns around causality and is therefore especially important to the critical realist 

researcher with the focus on agency and a retroductive approach (Rutzou, 2016).  

There is also a stakeholder view of quality, meaning that the interests of interviewees also 

need to be taken into account (Howe and Eisenhart, 1990). Yin (2018) proposes to test 

case study designs for construct and the quality criteria, and this has repercussions on the 

research design, data collection and analysis. Nowell et al. (2017) concentrate on quality 

around TA and group several criteria and techniques under the label of “trustworthiness”. 

They then map these and some additional techniques against the six phases of TA (see 

5.6). For research on crisis management, Bundy et al. (2017) emphasise the importance 

of internal and external stakeholders, which leads to the contextual analysis so important 

to critical realist researchers.  

Healy and Perry (2000) establish a set of critical realism related criteria, overlapping, 

however, with most of the criteria already mentioned. Wynn and Williams (2012), citing 
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Runde (1998) advocate research techniques for validation of results, like empirical 

corroboration. They also strongly advocate using triangulation, but while not possible 

here, Sobh and Perry (2006) add that this can at least in part be achieved by asking 

different questions, to which one can add asking several different people. 

A table with an overview of all the recommended techniques their application in the 

present thesis can be found in appendix 1. Finally, one of the main methodological 

concerns from a critical realist perspective is, that causality, the “why” question as 

advocated by Healy and Perry (2000), is not the central focus of this thesis. However, the 

application of the techniques as mentioned in the table and the example of other work 

with a focus on “what works” (Williams, Rycroft-Malone and Burton, 2016, p. 7) 

addresses this. 

5.10 Conclusion: Final Research Design 

In sum, based on a Critical Realist paradigm, an abductive research logic was adopted for 

a qualitative study using a sectoral case study approach investigating the consulting 

industry in the DACH region as a model. The consulting industry was chosen because of 

it traditionally requiring close personal contact which was significantly disrupted during 

the period in question. The DACH region was chosen for pragmatic reasons of closeness 

an being a relatively homogeneous sub-region of Europe, with the assumption that results 

can be applied throughout HICs. 

This study uses a cross-sectional design targeted as a unit of analysis professionals from 

different consultancies. In order to ensure diverse views and experiences, participants 

from different genders, hierarchical levels and types of consultancies were chosen. This 

was especially important as because of COVID-related restrictions, many other data 

collection approaches were impossible, and triangulation was limited to using relevant 

publications by consultancies. 

Twelve qualitative, semi-structured interviews were planned (in the end, thirteen were 

conducted), with four in the pilot phase and the remainder thereafter. Thematic analysis 

(following the approach of Braun and Clarke, 2006) was the method of analysis. Data 

were coded in two rounds, one of initial and one of axial coding, in order to allow 

arranging them into categories and subsequently themes designed to enable answering 
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the question whether improved practices around client communication in times of crises 

emerge. 
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6. Data gathering and Initial Analysis 

This chapter describes first the pilot study and the lessons learned and initial findings 

from it. The following sections treat the subsequent further data gathering and the 

preparation of the data analysis through applying the decisions on coding detailed in 

section 5.7.2. 

6.1 Conducting a Pilot Study in the DACH Consulting Industry 

6.1.1 Process and Rationale 

Next to testing instruments, a pilot serves to confirm overall feasibility by looking for 

potential issues and checking on the likelihood of achieving the desired outcomes of 

method application. Other reasons are designing the research protocol, checking for the 

resources needed and training the researcher (Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2002). Braun 

and Clarke (2013) recommend among others to look at sequencing, wording, whether 

probes work and whether answers might be distorted. Because ideally a pilot is already 

as close to the final design or study protocol as possible (Abu Hassan, Schattner and 

Mazza, 2006), the application of the method and the data collection instruments were 

reflected in detail before designing the pilot.  

In addition to that, data for the main study can already be gathered. While there is a risk 

of using pilot data in case the pilot helped discover issues, e.g. with the interview 

questions (“contamination”), this is often not a great issue in qualitative research, hence 

frequently done. It was done for this thesis by re-coding the pilot interviews and using the 

data in the main study. An additional benefit of pilot studies is that they help enhancing 

reflexivity by making the researcher think early on about the mutual influence the 

interviewer and their partners have on each other, and consequently on the results of the 

interview (Braun and Clarke, 2013). 

Given that the aim of the main study was to interview twelve people, four participants in 

the pilot (P1 to P4) were a reasonable number. Overall, the pilot interviews showed that 

the piloted questions led to a set of data that could be analysed as planned, with many 

insights beyond the obvious. The sequencing of the questions also proved to be 

appropriate when, as was done, the interviewer reacted flexibly on remarks from 

interviewees. However, several important ideas for changes in the questionnaire were 

taken away, leading to the version which can be found in appendix 3.  
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The guide was shortened and changed from a list of questions to a more open structure 

with one parent question by topic and some optional prompts or sub-questions. The result 

of these changes led to better participating (as an interviewer, see Showkat and Parveen, 

2017) and to allow interviewees to lead the way and be more compelled to share their 

stories. The prompts, in turn, allowed the interviewer to stay on top of the process and 

keep managing the interview.  

6.1.2 Initial Findings  

In order to be able to judge from the pilot whether not only the method is applicable, but 

also whether the results will yield insights useful to practitioners and go beyond simply 

confirming existing literature, some evaluation of preliminary results was essential (Van 

Teijlingen and Hundley, 2002). This already yielded some topics beyond what was 

expected. For instance, three out of four interviewees talked about having to help clients 

because some were unprepared for crises and did not have the necessary equipment in 

place. Working together under the new auspices was difficult because for instance: 

“…it was more challenging for many of our clients who did not have that infrastructure 

because they usually have their office building, people work there every day, in that office, not 

everyone has a laptop and not everyone has Teams, not everyone has a smart phone.” (Participant 

Three) 

Because of the need of co-creation, which at first glance is a “mechanism” in the sense of 

critical realism, agents created “events” to help the clients, and this could go quite far: 

“I showed them the entire process and adapted it to Zoom. And, yes, and then, when he 

accepted that, I also trained the different people who took part in this project, because for them 

it was also new to work with Zoom … I had to show them how to download it, how to open it, set 

up an account, these basic steps, because they’ve never used it before. [Finally,] I wrote a manual 

and I also tried to instruct so-called group leaders.” (Participant One) 

All interviewees also discussed solutions for these problems, from breaks to including 

entertaining elements in a meetings’ agenda, and the need for creativity was stressed 

repeatedly. Current issues like fatigue in electronic communication were touched upon, 

and thus the preliminary results suggested that both useful and novel solutions would be 

identified in the next stages of this thesis. Of course, all the answers have to be taken with 

a pinch of salt. Hipp et al. (2020) have shown that the answers to retrospective questions 
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are not necessarily fully reliable. A larger set of data was needed to get a clearer picture 

on themes and crisis management responses. 

Finally, as a further result of the pilot, feedback from the participants suggested that more 

than one interviewee per consultancy would not lead to much additional information – 

the measures taken were similar within one company across departments, teams and even 

borders. Therefore, only one person per company was interviewed in the main study. 

6.2 Data Gathering Through Further Interviews 

6.2.1 Participant Selection 

In order to ensure variety, the aim was to find at least twelve participants from different 

companies, different types of consultancies, different hierarchical levels and ideally 

including at least one third of women. Getting access to the necessary number of 

participants was not problematic because of the extensive existing network in consulting 

that could be tapped into. All participants but one case of snowballing (actually, the wife 

of one of the other participants) were contacted by phone or using social media (LinkedIn, 

Facebook), and out of seventeen people contacted, thirteen consented to being 

interviewed and recorded. The mix of participants aimed for could be achieved, the group 

comprising former colleagues at university and work, current business partners and 

former students of the author’s. Table V lists the participants: 

Table V: List of interview participants 

 

As compared to the goal of one third, the data of only three women (25%) could be used. 

Especially above the level of junior manager, the industry is dominated by males, so 

access to potential female participants was limited. On top of that, one of the interviewees, 

Participant 11, withdrew her consent because of concerns regarding a potential breach of 

Participant Gender Position Size Area of operations Services Code as described 

in 5.3.3
1 M Full consultant Medium Regional (4 countries) Mainly process/organisation 1-MR-PR-L5-M

2 F Senior project manager Medium National Other specialised 2-MN-SP-L3-F

3 M Junior partner Large Global Full service 3-LG-FS-L2-M

4 M Junior project manager Large Regional (30+ countries) Mainly strategy 4-LR-ST-L4-M

5 M Senior partner/owner Small National Other specialised 5-SM-SP-L1-M

6 F Senior partner/owner Medium National Other specialised 6-MN-SP-L1-F

7 M Junior project manager Medium In-house, national Mainly technology 7-IC-IT-L4-M

8 M Senior project manager Medium Global Mainly process/organisation 8-MG-PR-L3-M

9 M Junior project manager Large Global Full service 9-LG-FS-L4-M

10 M Full consultant Medium National Mainly strategy 10-MN-ST-L6-M

11 F (*) Entry level(s) Large Global Mainly strategy 11-LG-ST-L6-F

12 F Junior partner Large National Mainly HR 12-LN-HR-L2-F

13 M Senior project manager Medium Regional (9 countries) Mainly technology 13-LR-IT-L3-M
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company rules. The only information from this interview that could be used was that 

people who have started working with a company after the restrictions set in cannot 

contribute to a comparison with the situation before and have only little insight into 

decisions around crisis management. They can only judge how hey experience these 

measures (“events” in the critical realist system), a point of view shared by other 

participants. 

Thirteen interviews were conducted. While twelve were planned, an additional one with 

a participant whose profile completed the existing ones was needed in order to cover all 

the criteria shown in table V. On the other hand, the later the interviews were coded, the 

less new codes did they yield (see appendix 5), so that, while bearing in mind the 

limitations of the concept of saturation as described in section 5.5, it was reasonable to 

assume that only a very limited amount of new information would be obtained from 

additional interviews. 

An accompanying case study database (as described by Hoddy, 2018) was created and 

contains the (anonymised) data of interviewees, selection criteria, information on when 

and how interviews were conducted (via Microsoft Teams), links to videos and transcripts 

(also stored in the Heriot-Watt Teams account), quotations and all relevant documents 

around the analysis, e.g. the coded interview versions and the code book. 

6.2.2 Conducting and Transcribing the Interviews 

Interviews were done electronically as personal meetings were not possible under the 

COVID-related restrictions in place. Location and setting of an interview are important 

(Richardson, 2021), but using MicroSoft Teams meant that no setting could be organised. 

On the other hand, all participants having been in familiar environments for the interview, 

most at home, they actually enjoyed relaxed and comfortable surroundings. Still, while 

some new findings suggest that cognitive content may be richer in video sessions 

(Ramachandran, 2021), non-verbal communication gets lost or might have a different 

meaning in an electronic context. Clarke (2006) also stresses the importance of rapport, 

trust and freedom of stress, better built when interviewing in person. 

Hence, while only electronic meetings were possible, the interviews were conducted like 

a conversation, with some humorous incidental remarks. Although there were no strong 

personal feelings involved as the topic was business, the sharing of feelings and 
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experiences was attempted, as advocated by Corbin and Morse (2003). Ideally, all 

participants should reach a good level of “comfort and readiness” before the end of the 

interview (Booth and Booth, 1994, p. 421). According to feedback from the participants, 

obtained when asking on the telephone whether the interview transcriptions were correct, 

this was achieved to a satisfying extent. 

While a topic for reflexivity, it might also have helped that the interviewer had consulting 

industry experience. Prior knowledge of certain issues, the ability to understand jargon, 

to make believable “small noises” (Sobh and Perry, 2006) and to recognise what probably 

is most important to interviewees seems to have helped ensuring a good flow of 

communication. On top of that, using MS Teams made recording easy as it is part of the 

application and the quality of the recording is exactly as one hears, so that immediate 

reaction to sound quality problems is possible. 

Special attention was given to listen for signs of reflexivity (Smith and Elger, 2014), 

trying to avoid talking too much and rather building a mental picture of what was being 

said (Howitt, 2010). Consequently, only few notes were taken. This reliance on the 

recording and its transcription meant that the interviewer could not go back to many own 

notes during the interview, but it allowed to fully concentrate on the participants’ 

testimonies. Creswell (2006) cautions about interviewees straying, but this did not 

happen. Rather, two of the participants needed considerably more encouragement to keep 

talking than the other eleven, and on the whole, answers looked to the point. 

All interviewees were briefed on the process beyond what they already knew from the 

consent forms, and feedback was encouraging from the start, both on the topic and the 

appropriateness of the approach. Consent to being recorded was a prerequisite but never 

denied, and all transcripts were sent to the interviewees for approval. The length of the 

interviews varied – in the case of Participant 5 because of time constraints, but mostly 

because all questions from the guide had been asked and interviewees, prompted for 

additional comments, felt they had contributed all they could. As table VI shows, 

interviews lasted 52 minutes on average. 
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Table VI: Duration and length of transcription by interview 

 

The four pilot interviews were transcribed manually in order to further familiarise with 

the data, and so were two more interviews. After this, the in-built transcription software 

of MS Teams was used. While the use of it reduced the amount of time needed, this effect 

was not as pronounced as it would have been for native English speakers: the software 

frequently misinterpreted what participants said because of their (German) accent, 

recording e.g. “cleanse” or “clans” when “clients” was said. 

On a more administrative level, when transcribing the interviews, it transpired that, 

because of some specific information given by the interviewees, it might possible to 

identify their companies and maybe even the individuals despite anonymization. 

Therefore, no transcripts are attached and quotations were selected carefully in order to 

avoid this issue.  

6.3 Preparation of Data Analysis Through Coding 

As discussed in 5.7.2, an approach with a first cycle of initial coding and a second one of 

axial coding was chosen, see figure 11. As axes should not stem from the conceptual 

framework but should support it (Ridder (2017), also discussed in section 5.7.2), the 

results were mapped against the framework as a further step in checking the quality of 

the analysis. 

Duration in minutes Length of transcript in lines Participant

Interview 1 87 772 1-MR-PR-L5-M

Interview 2 62 518 2-MN-SP-L3-F

Interview 3 83 720 3-LG-FS-L2-M

Interview 4 38 400 4-LR-ST-L4-M

Interview 5 27 314 5-SM-SP-L1-M

Interview 6 42 478 6-MN-SP-L1-F

Interview 7 46 384 7-IC-IT-L4-M

Interview 8 40 442 8-MG-PR-L3-M

Interview 9 43 454 9-LG-FS-L4-M

Interview 10 52 510 10-MN-ST-L6-M

Interview 11 42 417 11-LG-ST-L6-F

Interview 12 67 787 12-LN-HR-L2-F

Interview 13 50 599 13-LR-IT-L3-M

679 6795

Average 52 523
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Figure 11: Coding cycles and steps  (see also appendices 6 and 7) 

 

6.3.1 First Coding Cycle: Initial Coding 

First, the pilot interviews were submitted to a formal round of initial coding (as in 

Saldaña, 2016), which, after merging duplicated ones such as “meeting duration” and 

“electronic meetings longer”, yielded some 110 codes. Following the decisions taken on 

the TA approach, the focus lay on “latent” as opposed to semantic codes (Braun and 

Clarke, 2019a). The interviews from P5 to P13 were coded next, and as new ideas for 

codes emerged along the way, the first four interviews as well as the three that were coded 

next were re-coded with the new codes in mind. The idea was to check whether some 

ideas that were recognised later might have been missing in early coding. The first 

interview was actually re-coded twice in order to make sure that the data were fully 

understood. 

Another reason for checking results again was the fact that no interviewee was a native 

speaker of English, but the interviews were held in that language. While all participants 

speak English very well, the fact of having another native language can lead to similar 

ideas being expressed in quite a different way, with the additional danger of using 

“germanisms”, i.e. German syntax or (wrong) literal translations of German words. 

Therefore, it was appropriate to read and re-read the interviews very carefully and 

applying codes after reflection on potential different meaning behind what at first would 

seem obvious. This approach (and in one case a telephone call asking for clarification) 

was useful, as some phrasing was not interpreted correctly in the first round. On top of 

that, this step was carried out with self-reflection: especially for a former consultant, some 

statements might be better understood, but on the other hand, because of being used to a 

certain type of jargon, there was the danger of implying meaning where none was hidden. 
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The first 110 codes formed the basis of a codebook, which, however, was not applied 

rigidly to the other transcripts so as not to become too influenced by earlier coding 

(respecting the caveat regarding reflexive TA from Braun and Clarke, 2019a). 166 codes 

resulted from initial coding, and they were then again checked for similarity or even for 

being identical in meaning. Their number was reduced to 125, with altogether 1,462 

references from the transcripts, and the resulting code book was then used in the next step 

of grouping the codes in order to develop the axes for the second cycle of coding. 

6.3.2 Second Coding Cycle: Axial coding 

In a next step, the codes were then manually grouped according to topics, a step which 

already means looking for categories but in this case with a focus on identifying potential 

“parent codes” (Fletcher, 2016, p. 14) which can then be used for defining the axes. The 

resulting 53 parent codes were then grouped and 36 axes were defined (appendix 7 

contains a list of the axes). 

To make sure that the findings do not contradict the assumptions which have led to the 

conceptual framework, the resulting axes were then mapped with it. To better illustrate 

this, the coding process has been documented by photographs, see appendix 6. As can be 

seen, all but one of the axes could be assigned to elements of the framework, the exception 

relating to switching back to normal after the end of the crisis. Reciprocally, all the 

elements of the conceptual framework had axes associated with it. Thus, this quality 

check confirmed that the framework on communication in a crisis as described in section 

4.2 is indeed a fitting guideline for the research work of this thesis, and that at this stage 

the collection of data looked comprehensive. 

As can be seen from the process description, coding already is part of data analysis and 

does contain elements of judgement and interpretation, especially when merging or 

grouping codes. Nonetheless, regardless of potential – and unavoidable – bias as well as 

errors researchers, being humans, make (Saldaña, 2016), the results were a viable basis 

for further analysis. 

While the axes were entered into NVivo, it proved easier to use the axes and the already 

cut out references and to regroup them manually. Because re-allocation of references as 

well as their use for more than one axis was expected (some of which already was 

identified during the definition of the axes, see appendix 6), a second set of references 
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from all the transcripts were cut out. These snippets were then assigned to the axes, a 

process during which, for the sake of clarity, four axes were split and another three 

identified. This fits the observation of Low (2019) that codes develop and new ones do 

constantly emerge. NVivo was then used again in order to, transcript by transcript, look 

for references that might have been omitted, but as nearly all text had been coded, only 

one was found. 

At this stage, familiarisation with the data was quite extensive and it was felt that it was 

time to move on to defining the themes themselves. It was also clear that the themes 

would not just be identical with the axes, nor even groups of axes, but clearly distinct and 

sometimes cutting across axes, so that the next step of generating findings could be 

started. 
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7. Findings and Initial Discussion 

Following the method of TA, the next step was to identify themes, bearing in mind that 

for a theme to be defined, the importance of an idea in relation to the topic under scrutiny 

is key, and not the number of occurrences. This was done with rigid method application 

as well as a second round of reviewing themes and sub-themes, needed before coming up 

with the final thematic map (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Braun, Clarke and Rance, 2014).  

With this in mind, the codes from the second cycle of coding (the axes) were first grouped, 

and special attention was given to the constituents of an axis, be they codes from the first 

cycle or even individual references, some of which could be assigned to more than one 

code, axis or theme.  

Bearing in mind the focus of this thesis on interactive communication (see figure 3) and 

on learning experiences leading to improved practices, they were then used in order to 

define the themes. The following sections are then devoted to the presentation of the 

findings and an initial discussion by set of themes (see figure 14). The chapter ends on a 

description of a validation of the findings with participants. 

7.1 Identification of Themes 

7.1.1 Designing the Initial Thematic Map 

Before analysing the data and grouping relevant themes, it was necessary to reflect which 

topics were to be distilled from the data. To this end, and bearing the research question 

(in section 4.2) in mind, open points from the literature research (see table II), were 

mapped with the elements of reality according to critical realist thinking as shown in 

figure 12, identical with figure 8: 
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Figure 12: Overview of reality as an open system and the determinants/components of 

structure in critical realism 

 

This allowed the researcher to both define themes that help answer the questions and 

identify which elements of reality they pertain to. Critically, this process allowed to 

identify how, and ideally why, themes influence the structure under investigation, the 

consulting industry in the DACH-region. Thus, experiences and events described in the 

data as well as information on additional structure, rules and practices, plus interpretation 

of the language (explicit and implicit) were expected to lead to understanding the 

interaction of these elements and what they triggered around the choice of crisis 

management measures. 

In line with the abductive logic as discussed in section 5.2.2., the resulting matrix (see 

appendix 8) was then used to determine in which areas themes might be defined, data 

permitting. Of course, it could not be ruled out that the data also contained relevant 

information on topics that were not thought of before, and from the early stages of the 

analysis on, some information from the data was placed in a separate group, labelled 

“miscellaneous” as proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
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In a final check, groups of references were finalised. These were similar to the codes from 

initial coding but adjusted for the results of axial coding and thus partially regrouped and 

allocated to the axes. The latter were then used for phase three of thematic analysis, the 

first round of theme definition. In a series of steps, groups of axes were formed, and to 

make sure the meaning of the data was always clear, reference groups were also ready for 

examination and verification.  

Interim results were then mapped against both the topics from the open points from the 

literature review (added to the matrix in appendix 8) and the crisis management phases 

as described in 2.2.1. They were then grouped, and some groups were distinct but 

pertained to a superordinate topic. These were then defined as themes and the groups as 

sub-themes. This process is documented with photographs in appendix 9 and the resulting 

initial thematic map can be found in appendix 10. 

7.1.2 Review of Themes and Finalising the Map  

Following the phases of thematic analysis as described in section 5.6, themes were 

reviewed again to check that “candidate themes” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.91) were 

distinct from others, homogeneous and sufficiently well supported with data. This was 

achieved by checking all the reference groups assigned to the axes which, in turn, formed 

the themes, see appendix 11. It also confirmed the structure using both overarching 

themes and related sub-themes. While being distinct, sub-themes supported the 

superordinate theme, but it was felt that they did not carry enough meaning by themselves 

as to merit being defined as themes.  

The analysis was conducted both bottom up and top down, and for the bottom-up analysis, 

individual references from the interviews were used. For the top-down one, it was verified 

whether themes and sub-themes work, supporting the conceptual framework, fitting the 

elements of crisis management under investigation, providing answers to the research 

questions and clarifying the elements of reality according to critical realism. This was 

confirmed and led to the final thematic map shown in figure 13. 
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Figure 13: Thematic Map (axis numbers in italics denote that some related references 

were shared between themes)   

 

Through this step, groups of themes became visible: the themes were clearly distinct, but 

some pertained to the same crisis management phase or turned around a common topic. 

Therefore, this chapter is structured following these groups (see figure 14 below). While 

the analysis showed that results on discursive entities (see appendix 8) were limited, all 

other topics of reality in critical realism were addressed. The data were a rich source of 

information on influences on, causes for and experiences with improved practices on 

crisis management around communication. On top of that, the data on improved practices 

around crisis response contain information on how the learning processes during the crisis 

also led to building resilience for future disruptions, thus illustrating the circular nature 

of crisis management as described by e.g. Coombs (2014a). 

Despite of the very restrictive rules set by the governments, consultancies so far have 

weathered the crisis well. Several participants, well into the crisis, summarize it thus: 

“Well, for us, luckily business was, business shifted a little bit but was overall not 

impacted as much as we had feared at the beginning. So, I think firstly we learned that there is 

quite some resiliency in in our business...” (Participant 8) 

“…we’re hiring like mad and we wouldn’t if we had the impression that our consultancy 

services wouldn’t be needed as much anymore.” (Participant 2) 

Following examples like Nicholas and McDowall (2012), the following sections enter 

into a dialogue with the data, in order to look at why this might be so and which factors 
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have led to the consulting industry thriving despite the fact that the way consultants have 

been working so far have been disrupted. Sections 7.2 to 7.4 describe the findings by 

group of themes and give an interpretation. Indeed, the structure itself is already part of 

interpreting the data, as the order in which they are presented and grouped shows how 

different themes and sub-themes are connected and influence each other, in the sense of 

the analytic story described by Silverman (2017). As explicitly recommended in critical 

realist discussion of findings, participants are quoted very frequently (Sobh and Perry, 

2006). Each set of themes is followed by an initial discussion chapter, linking the findings 

to the literature and preparing the integrative discussion and the recommendations 

presented in chapter 8. Figure 14 shows an overview of the structure and the interrelations 

between themes and sets of themes which have to be taken into account when discussing 

the findings. 

 

Figure 14: Structure of chapter 7 following the themes and their interrelations   

 

7.2 First Set of Themes: Crisis Antecedents, Interdependencies and Cultural 

Aspects 

This section presents the findings around the first set of themes as shown in figure 14 and 

includes an initial discussion thereof. The structure of this and the next two sections 

follow the structure in their respective introductory tables, here table VII. It is important 

to note that subordinate topics are not identical with sub-themes as presented in figure 13. 
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These were groups of axes which were used in the analysis leading to the themes. 

Conversely, the subordinate topics shown here are the result of structuring the findings. 

Table VII: Set of Themes 1 as the overarching view and elements beneath 

 

The relative easiness with which consultancies seem to have been able to introduce crisis 

management measures successfully is surprising when considering that most said there 

were no comprehensive plans for an occurrence like COVID-19, or at least they were not 

aware of them: 

“Question: Did your company have a plan for such a thing as the pandemic?  

 P1: To be honest, no. (laughs)” (Participant 1) 

 “We manage every crisis on what is needed.” (Participant 12) 

Some companies had plans, but participants suggest that to a large extent, crisis 

management was based on pragmatism and intuition: 

“Yes, there were crisis management plans that, as was for many companies, were not 

designed for such a long, ongoing, global crisis. But you know, it was quite clear from the 

beginning how we would work.” (Participant 8) 

Yet, consultancies managed to ensure business continuity, and in order to understand 

this, this section first examines the influence of the starting situation, the culture, other 

facilitating or inhibiting factors and the crisis type itself. 

  

Set of themes (overarching view) Themes Subordinate topics

Crisis Antecedents, Interdependen-

cies and Cultural Aspects

1 - The Starting Situation and 

Preparedness are Important

The Role of Personal Experience

Importance of the Type of Clients and Their 

Expectations

Importance of the Degree of Resilience, 

Preparedness and Adaptable Processes 

Importance of Available Infrastructure

2 - Immediate Reaction and Longer-

term Change

Major Disruptions Require Quick Reactions

Crisis and Opportunities

3 - Identifying Facilitating, Inhibiting 

and Otherwise Influencing Factors

Neutral Influencing Factors

Facilitating Influencing Factors

Inhibiting Influencing Factors

4 - Influence of Cultural Aspects Company Culture

Individual and Private Issues

Co-Operation and Co-Creation With Clients

New Elements of Culture and Behaviour 
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7.2.1 Theme 1: The Starting Situation and Preparedness are Important 

Most participants repeatedly stressed how much influence the initial situation their 

companies found themselves in had on how well they could cope with the crisis and which 

immediate crisis management measures had to be taken. Next to the rules and regulations 

set by the governments (see section 3.2), the aspects of this situation can be structured as 

follows: 

 Personal experience of the interviewees and their colleagues 

 The type of client or project, resulting types of client contact before the crisis and 

client expectations 

 The degree of crisis resilience and preparedness, including adaptable processes  

 Available tools and infrastructure 

7.2.1.1  The Role of Personal Experience 

The data did not yield information on personal experience with major crises or crisis 

management outside of the current pandemic. While it is being argued that such 

experience is helpful and important for the choice of crisis management options (Larsson, 

2010), this cannot be ascertained in this thesis. However, the data show that other 

experience does play a role. Some of it is related to cultural aspects, discussed around 

Theme 4, others turned around the use of useful processes and tools. 

Half of the participants described the changes as important but on the whole not difficult 

to cope with. This can have a number of reasons, foremost of which experience with 

alternative forms of communication: 

“… we are used, even before Corona, to work a lot with video communication and in the 

office for example we have a 24-hour video connection with everybody and it's like he's sitting 

physically next to you … and even if our people work from a home office … he's online with 

everybody else.” (Participant 5) 

“…it was already quite normal for us. Me collaborating for example with colleagues in 

our office, there with colleagues in OTHER LOCATIONS. It was quite normal to have video 

conferences every day anyway, clients being spread out over the globe as well.” (Participant 8) 

The transition to digital ways were thus easy, and one can expect many of these solutions 

to stay, an aspect which is discussed further in section 7.4. However, while the attitude 
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towards such form of communication is positive, the preferences for personal 

communication are clear: 

“Some meetings cannot be replaced, or workshops, but also: it's possible to work in a 

virtual environment, so those are the two key learnings. You can do a whole project from A-Z for 

one year in a virtual environment, it's possible. But it's easier if you have the client interaction on 

a personal level.” (Participant 9) 

“Especially for an in-house consultant … it is good to know what is going on, what’s 

happening … learn to know what your clients are doing and so on, you’re able to better connect 

the dots in the company … one of the things that is suffering in an only digital meetings-culture…” 

(Participant 7) 

Hence, there is relevant information which is not formally communicated and has 

therefore to be picked up through other channels such as meetings in the coffee corner, 

channels which the crisis closed.  Participants also emphasise that being present makes 

sure the client keeps the consultant and the project in mind and that personal presence can 

lend importance to a meeting. Participant 12 even said that without any personal 

interaction, change would simply not happen. Despite of the fact that the testimonies of 

the participants did not make clear to what extent their companies were open or even 

friendly to change, there was a clear need to find solutions. 

7.2.1.2  Type of Clients and Their Expectations 

It was clear to all participants that whatever reaction to the crisis was chosen, it would 

have to consider the different types of clients and projects. Regarding clients, much 

depended on their openness to change and level of preparedness for necessary measures 

like electronic forms of communication. Low levels were found mainly with traditional 

companies or the public sector: 

“…they [the clients] were much less prepared, I was lucky inasmuch as my client was in 

a good position to go into the home office … they were well equipped, other public sector bodies 

found this much harder.” (Participant 2) 

 “… when the pandemic started, everything was put on hold and they said: „oh my god, 

we can’t have any meetings anymore“ and „they are not effective“, and the clients, they were 

really afraid of everything.” (Participant 1) 

At the other end of the scale, some were very proficient, but these were mainly start-up 

and technology companies, which unsurprisingly had already installed good 
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infrastructure and tools before the crisis. On the other hand, also some traditional 

industries were well prepared: 

“They are used to having crisis plans because there are larger crises than Corona that 

can hit an energy company. So there are crisis procedures, crisis responsible people and they 

quickly also set up task forces that concentrated on regulations for their workforces, media to 

help their workforces, to return to work, to manage work from home, etc. etc.” (Participant 12) 

These differences – and a task force approach, which will also be discussed around Theme 

Five, had an influence on client preparedness and crisis resilience, and the participants 

named several factors accounting for differences, including very different levels of ability 

to change across departments or even dependent on individuals, such as generation or 

education: 

“Clients were also not very prepared. The first challenge was the internal setup, so they 

were really overwhelmed with the new situation, having the people at home not using the office 

anymore and the second challenge was that you still have to manage third parties, like consulting 

firms.” (Participant 9) 

 “It's physical, hard-working guys and girls who in the past just knew their tools, which 

were screwdrivers and others, and who then had to switch to electronic media for certain tasks. 

And this was from our perspective not feasible…” (Participant 12) 

This shows that crisis managers need to understand who the agents are –  the people acting 

and having an influence on how well crisis management measures are introduced and 

work – and ideally also how to support or train them in case of need. Another factor was 

the type of client contact. As described in section 2.3, many consultancies work at least 

some days every week at the client’s site, with Monday until Thursday and then one day 

at the office or at home as the most common form. This is also dependent on the type of 

projects and the resulting levels of co-operation and co-creation required. Even although 

the crisis was not over when this was written, some clients wish to get back to the ways 

they are used to: 

“Client contact: in terms of talking to clients that is pretty much daily so I'm in 1, 2, 5 

calls with clients every day. I have client email exchange every day, and client contact - being at 

the premises of the client - well, that used to be quite normal … and it's only slowly picking up 

again that clients actually asked for us to be on their premises.” (Participant 8) 
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However, some project teams already used electronic communication and co-operation 

tools frequently even before the crisis, either as standard procedure or as a workaround: 

“There was always the issue of someone is getting ill, a plane was cancelled or there was 

re-prioritisation, so if we didn't do it … face-to-face, we would switch to a digital communication 

anyway. So that it was not a crisis thing, it was just an adjustment.” (Participant 6) 

The data show that the people are important, but also the relationship between them. For 

consultancies, this was mainly the client relationship: 

“…with this long-standing client relationship, it was very easy to switch from physical to 

virtual.” (Participant 12) 

“…it's important to differentiate between people you have a relation with in terms of an 

existing contract that we were talking to, or new business, where you're trying to make new 

contacts. These are two very different communication challenges.” (Participant 13) 

However, many companies were confronted with client reactions and expectations which 

were challenging during times of contact restrictions, and many clients wished to stay in 

their offices as long as possible. Even the public sector, quite restrictive towards the 

citizens, was at least close to ignoring some restrictions, and this was experienced by 

some participants as undue pressure. Contact restrictions were in place throughout most 

of the period the interviews were conducted in, and the participants’ companies wished 

to comply: 

“I have a client who hates video communication, I lost a project ABROAD because we 

couldn't travel ad I told the CEO who wanted to buy this company, an Austrian CEO and I told 

him, hey, let's do it by video conference and he said, OK, if you want to kill the project right away, 

then go ahead and do it with the conference.” (Participant 5) 

“I also know of instances where the client was just requesting this for a proposal pitch, 

where the people went on site, they wanted to meet the people they would be working with 

personally...” (Participant 3) 

This puts pressure on the consultants who, because of their exposed role, need to be seen 

as complying with the rules, and respondents reported not to have breached any, 

regardless of risks associated with not complying to clients’ requests. On the other hand, 

some clients closed down more than they had to under the regulations valid at that time, 

another impediment for ensuring business continuity in a project. 
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Thus, overall, which crisis management measures a consultancy took depended on how 

work had been done before and was at least guided by client expectations, which the data 

suggest were only fully understood after the first lockdown measures. This suggests that 

for the future one may want to discuss these expectations with the client when designing 

business continuity plans for a crisis. 

7.2.1.3  Degree of Resilience, Preparedness and Adaptable Processes  

One of the main issues companies had to react to was the reduction of client contact, 

which, as discussed in section 2.3, is judged as being crucial to success, a point of view 

shared by all participants, especially when creating results together: 

“As you know we’re a professional services provider, so our „product” are our people and our 

consulting services … in our profession, it’s critical since we are always also working together 

with our clients … typically, especially the bigger programmes are set up in a way that we are 

also working in joint teams.” (Participant 3) 

Personal contact also has a motivational aspect for many consultants, also for relationship 

building (Participant 2 called it “social glue”), and it is also seen as important for people 

management, an aspect also taken up when discussing Theme 6: 

“I like especially … to interact with them face-to-face. Not in a digital way. That's the 

kind of work I really like. And yeah, that's why I get up every morning to do this kind [of work].” 

(Participant 10) 

“…if there’s something that you can never do too much of, it’s really communication with 

your people… just to say „hi“, and on a Friday just to thank them for the week and just to have 

this „Schulterklopfer“ [an approving, albeit somewhat condescending, pat]. (Participant 3) 

It can be inferred from the data that in order to manage what was thus far addressed 

through personal contact, a company needs to have adaptable processes. While, as will 

be shown when discussing themes 7 and 8, alternatives to personal contact will not be 

able to address any situation, some resilience to forced change as well as flexible 

processes were present and helped. As described in 7.2.1.2, clients would for instance 

have different requirements and structures and project structures also differ, so that 

consultancies are used to changing and adapting, which creates resilience through being 

used to coming up with new ideas on a regular basis: 
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“Anybody can do it [work with electronic tools] and it's not that hard … It's some kind 

of training on the job … it's really about the mindset.” (Participant 10) 

“…for us to have a site visit online, we did that once with the camera instead of walking 

through that site … and we could ask questions in the meantime ...  Let's improve those things 

and let's be positive about it”. (Participant 8) 

Distributed structures and processes were also something nearly all participants – and all 

of their companies – had experience with, especially in consultancies with different 

locations or working on projects with more than one location. Therefore, while formal 

crisis plans were frequently lacking (see the introduction to 8.2), consultancies had built 

resiliency to the effects of change which helped from the start. 

7.2.1.4  Importance of Available Infrastructure 

On the whole, participants were satisfied with the infrastructure available, most 

consultancies being well equipped with technical infrastructure and modern conference 

or seminar rooms, and this was seen as a prerequisite for quickly switching to alternative 

electronic forms of communication as needed in the crisis: 

“I mean it is of course easier to set up if the technical if everybody has the technical 

capabilities to do it, for example everybody needs a laptop, everybody needs a web cam and so 

on, …” (Participant 7) 

Where not all the necessary equipment was available, this was quickly remedied: 

“We had all the equipment, we had all the, well, our video conferencing system was 

scaled up very fast …” (Participant 2) 

“…we were allowed, actually, to try to find the best possible solution in order to tackle 

the problems. And therefore, we got all the kind of capacities we needed, we also got the money 

which was necessary … as I described before, they were really supportive … you can imagine 

that costs a lot of money.” (Participant 1) 

Some technical challenges existed, especially around connecting people working from 

their homes, but they had been overcome by the time of the interview being conducted: 

“And then from time to time within the first months, I would say, people got used to really 

working in a global environment and then there were a lot of challenges with MSTeams as well, 

because licenses were missing and things were not working well … And it's sometimes a little bit 
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complicated ... Internet is not working. Connection is too bad. Could happen on a daily basis.” 

(Participant 9) 

While apparently no infrastructure had been installed in preparation for a crisis, it made 

sure that consultants had experience with in most cases several communication and 

collaboration tools. Next to simply reacting to communication restrictions, this even 

permitted improvements by using new solutions: 

“…do it a digital way with some collaboration tools, for example like Miro or Mural. It's  

very good and this these tools transformed the analogue into a digital approach in a pretty good 

way.” (Participant 10) 

“And, this is something that really is beneficial and you have … the option to meet really 

on short notice, right? So, we have an urgent question, can we meet? Right now, you have the 

flexibility and also the technology to do so.” (Participant 4) 

More on this aspect of opportunities for general process improvements will be discussed 

around later themes, but it is clear that the potential for some of this already was present, 

it just was not used as much as it could have been: 

“I think we used it, not that extensively because we met in the office ... If everybody is 

coming to the office, I don't sit down on my PC and talk to you when you're in the neighbouring 

room … So we used it…only if we had to.” (Participant 12) 

“…and the reason why people do did not really do all these things before the pandemic 

was reluctance, tradition, gut feelings, mainly from the client side, just not what people were used 

to. (Participant 8) 

However, being able to react quickly to the disruptions through the crisis gave consultants 

a head start, as most clients’ infrastructure lacked behind. Still, some participants thought 

further improvements were needed, most not implemented as of early 2022. 

7.2.2 Theme 2: Immediate Reaction and Longer-term Change 

It was clear that companies would have to react quickly in order to be able to ensure 

business continuity, one of the foremost goals in the phase of crisis response (Coombs 

and Holladay, 2010), especially as communication was disrupted immediately: 

“…the level of interaction … was really cut to the minimum. Unless it was focused around 

how the customer was sorting out their own communication channels, customers we're not 

interested.” (Participant 13) 
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From the start of the crisis on, this threatened the business models of consultancies, as 

projects were put on hold, processes became more complex, business development 

became difficult or even impossible and client demands also changed: 

“We sell a lot of expertise, but we realized during the pandemic we didn't really sell the 

youngsters easily [anymore].” (Participant 12) 

 “…a lot of decisions were put on hold during the pandemic, and the decisions focused 

mainly about operational survival rather than business change. So a lot of the sales activity 

dropped off, most on [i.e. caused by] the client side.” (Participant 13) 

While not sure about the duration of the crisis, consultancies thus immediately realised 

that the impact would be major. 

7.2.2.1  Major Disruptions Require Quick Reactions 

Changes in amount and type of client contact were one of the major challenges for any 

professional services company, and some only realised the extent of the importance of 

their ways of working after the crisis hit. To the question about the amount of personal 

contact in a project, Participant 2 answered: 

“I probably would have answered „not much more than ten percent“ until last year, and 

I now realise it must have been a lot more. It must have been, you know, the chat on the corridor, 

you bump into each other … and you chat away for five minutes, I probably didn’t count this sort 

of interaction, and now I see it’s actually very important … really missing.”  

While at the beginning of the crisis the amount of contact with the clients was more than 

before in some cases, mainly due to working together in setting up workaround solutions 

for communication, once work on projects was resumed experiences differ. Some 

participants saw less contact, some saw little change, some even somewhat more, but it 

was clear that the crisis drew a lot of focus onto this topic, also because some ways of 

communication covered different needs than others and were disrupted: 

“It's always a little bit crazy, but you really need to get to the personal level and therefore 

you need calls which are not business calls.” (Participant 9) 

 “I think the biggest thing is to underestimate how much communication goes on. It's 

unscripted. And unstructured. So again, I draw the case where you've got an established group 

of people working together, they can survive missing out communications, because the parties 

understand each other … over time, that degrades.” (Participant 13) 
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Personal contact, in the sense of physical face-to-face contact, was, however, nigh 

impossible for most of the period starting in early 2020, with some periods of eased 

restrictions and increasing freedom for people who have been vaccinated and/or tested 

(Bundesamt für Gesundheit, 2021; Liedschulte, 2022), but remaining difficult: 

“Indeed, for some selected key meetings I travelled on site to the clients’, especially in 

summer when it was less critical, now it became more restricted … I think the majority of our 

projects is now done remotely, where possible.” (Participant 3)  

“This changed completely. Usually, as a consultant, you worked on premise … and now 

it’s the other way `round: everything is happening online, with various tools.” (Participant 6) 

These are major changes and make working with the client more difficult than before: 

“I would have - even for one hour … to the USA - would have jumped in the plane and 

gone to their place. Even if you asked for a one-hour meeting.” (Participant 5) 

“… it definitely requires more planning, more forward thinking to actually place those 

meetings a month, two months, five months from now in your calendar.” (Participant 8) 

On top of content creation or planning related issues, most participants also stress the 

impact on social interaction, which is seen as a necessary part of any consulting project, 

and they see negative effects in internal communication and the consulting life in general: 

“It’s [private, personal interaction] not precious … in the short run, but it is in the long 

run! It connects, it’s a kind of social glue, it makes you more tolerant, it helps with alignment – 

are we all following the same goals and targets, are we aligned with the client, … does a company 

just consist of a set of projects and a set off colleagues I personally like to work with … or is a 

company more than that?” (Participant 2) 

“It’s really like a fully different consulting life that we a e facing right now. No team 

events, I mean like the Christmas party, you know, with a tuxedo in a fancy location, and the last 

one was cooking together with your partner via Teams. So, this is how much our life has changed, 

all the happy parts of my life, like being at the client’s site from Monday till Thursday and then 

flying to Mallorca … this is not possible anymore.” (Participant 4) 

The contact restrictions as described in sections 3.2 and 3.3 thus had to be addressed, and 

the obvious solution was to switch to electronic means of communication, which needed 

some preparation but also some education and adapting: 

“We tried to substitute it [personal communication] with digital events, we tried to… 

make everybody conscious that this problem exists and that everybody should ask themselves what 
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special circumstances is this person working with me in, how can I be more patient, how can I 

offer help… We made this a particular focus of our last digital team event, but I must say: it would 

be so much easier if we could just get together physically…” (Participant 2) 

Introducing electronic means of communication, or rather, as seen in 8.2.1, using them 

more, helped but also presented new challenges. For instance, quickly discussing a topic 

with the client was easier before, when on could see the client in the office or just call, 

but: 

“Picking up the smart phone and just calling for one question I feel is more or less gone. 

It's rather setting up a Teams meeting for every subject or topic that is out there, maybe it's 

because everyone is blocked and if you try to call on the cell phone, someone will probably pick 

up and say sorry, I've got a video call.” (Participant 9) 

Consequently, the quality of results was also seen to decline through the additional effort 

needed in order to adapt and because of the changes were seen as less effective: 

 “I don't know if it's very effective, but on the other hand, when you do all your meetings 

in one day or 5, 6, 7, 8, ten [electronic] meetings in two or three days... Maybe the quality will 

get lower, of the on the results you deliver, so you have to decide what is better.” (Participant 10) 

Implementing changes was not easy, and the new ways were sometimes experienced as 

stressful, also because of a larger workload than before: 

“…the thing is: the workload you have would grow up to the maximum. So I think you 

would have video call after video call and you don't have this opportunity again too slow a little 

bit down to prepare yourself.” (Participant 10) 

“…because the quality never really is real life quality. Because of the funny faces, funny 

backgrounds, funny noises, etc. … all of that, and you always look straight into the screen, and 

you do this 12 hours a day, I think you get fed up!” (Participant 12) 

Not only were most consultants not able to work at the client’s site anymore or meet in 

person, similar restrictions applied to working in the office, which created additional 

problems: 

“Of course, even if they are still working a lot from home there will be more contact in 

the offices [hopefully, after the crisis] because right now we are, 99% at home.” (Participant 7) 

“…it was some kind of hard when to communicate or to interact with somebody, when 

the kids were there or the delivery man ringed … and the focus was not as high as normally when 

you are in a closed room with no outside sounds.“ (Participant 10) 
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However, some respondents were positive about this development and, while preferring 

the pre-crisis ways, also saw advantages for their personal balancing of working and 

private life: 

“I mean, actually the only good thing about it is that I’m able to manage my household 

next to my workload, but this is just me. I got more efficient, but that’s basically all. And the 

second thing is I do not have to get up on Monday morning at 4:30 … And I developed a positive 

Corona habit. I started now running … but, pffff, I don’t know… I can’t see anything more 

[positive about the crisis] than that.” (Participant 4) 

While thus a major challenge, a large crisis can have positive effects and might open 

minds and doors to change. 

7.2.2.2  Crisis and Opportunities 

According to many respondents, some of the changes introduced had positive effects, 

especially around innovation, and it created new opportunities for testing and learning: 

“And fortunately, because of COVID, there has been a wave of digitalisation and even a 

non-digital native … switches to video communication. And that eased up our job, made it more 

efficient and made meetings especially across border much easier and much quicker.” 

(Participant 5) 

“I think we now really saw where our construction sites are.” (Participant 3) 

It seems that in most cases, the crisis has broken up resistance to change, not only with 

clients which, on average, are being pictured as less innovative than consultancies. The 

consultants themselves, or their management, was lured out of what participants describe 

as complacency, seeing a reaction… 

“…which does suggest that a lot of change either wasn't being done before because it 

was either not needed, or people chose not to do it. Now, I believe … the pandemic has created a 

compelling event that has forced people to change, and I think cleared out the idea that change 

is very difficult and is always very hard. Change has a cost, but compelling events like for the 

pandemic make change happen as a consequence. Without it there will be a tendency to: „let's 

just keep going, doing the same until such time as we have to change“.” (Participant 13) 

In many cases, crisis management measures around communication were, if not equal to 

personal contact in all instances, still successful in the eyes of most respondents, and 
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processes that were introduced in the crisis showed that more was possible than had been 

anticipated: 

“Corona has proven to us is that it is possible to work in this kind of projects fully 

remotely, so nobody goes „oh, you need to be here“, because otherwise we wouldn’t be able to 

work now, to finalise or projects. I proved it several times: it’s possible.” (Participant 4) 

“…it was really well handled I would say, and they allowed us to do as we thought fit. 

So, this was what I really liked about this, and also helped our company to become more 

innovative. Hopefully our management is going to stick to that and trust their young colleagues 

more than before.” (Participant 1) 

Some respondents also mentioned that not only the ways of their employers but also their 

personal perspectives changed over the course of the crisis, and thus, it was recognised 

early on that lasting changes might happen and that there is an opportunity to learn for 

the future and better prepare for future crises, which might be needed: 

“So around the whole communication piece, I think the pandemic should make people 

think about a broader “what's happening in the world and how do we plan for it as an 

organisation” … because if I think if it wasn't for the financial subsidies pushed forward by many 

governments around the world, far more companies would have gone bankrupt.” (Participant 13) 

Another finding was that the COVID-crisis also offered business opportunities. Several 

respondents reported having been able to sell services around alternative ways of 

working, like companies 2 and 4 supporting clients in the public sector on how to handle 

crisis related topics or the following example: 

“What we have done, also kind of leveraging the new challenges from the pandemic … it 

actually was an opportunity to also create some new offerings to support our clients to cope with 

this new challenge. All these questions: „How do I work in a remote setting?, How do I lead 

virtual teams?“, etc. We kind of very quickly created this and turned it into an offer and used it 

as a door opener to approach our clients and also to make new contacts, we published a study, 

well, the typical things consulting companies are doing…” (Participant 3) 

Consequently, a company might wish to look around itself, for opportunities arising but 

also for any factor which influences decisions on how to handle disruptions. 
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7.2.3 Theme 3: Identifying Facilitating, Inhibiting and Otherwise Influencing 

Factors 

All respondents referred to influencing factors at some stage, and while they did not 

structure them themselves, there are three types: neutral ones, which may or may not 

influence crisis management in a negative or positive way, then facilitating and finally 

inhibiting factors, all of which have to be taken into account. 

7.2.3.1  Neutral Influencing Factors 

Next to client expectations and the consultancy structures and infrastructure, discussed in 

8.2.1, the main factors which were named by the participants were the following: 

Government and regulation. 

As discussed in section 3.2, governments offered wide-ranging support to companies, but 

also issued regulation restricting contact which challenged and even threatened the 

business models of a number of industries. This was also felt indirectly, through 

influences on the clients: 

“That's where it influences my client. That's what influences my company. And as we here 

in Austria, just decide on vaccination or testing at the workplace, we needed nearly two years to 

come to this conclusion.” (Participant 12) 

The type of the crisis. 

Crisis magnitude is an issue, but also the type of crisis and which processes or elements 

of infrastructure it touches. As some respondents pointed out, most of the current crisis 

management measures depend on the availability of the internet – without it, the impact 

of the crisis would have been considerably worse. A crisis can be a known phenomenon 

such as a war or the energy crisis of the 1970es, but new types of problems are looming 

too: 

“I think it has created in our customers that need to actually go: „Hey, there's some 

things we need to think about now, and if I could add climate change into that, there are so many 

– also external - influences that the comfort of running a business is probably most likely to be 

shaken up over the coming years.” (Participant 13) 
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Client types. 

According to the respondents’ experience, some types of clients were easier to deal and 

work with in a crisis than others, a topic also addressed above around the question of 

preparedness. A typical statement was for instance: 

“…in the public sector it’s a bit harder to find the person in charge, the person 

responsible, they tend to [go] I’m not responsible, he is or that board is and it’s hard to find an 

actual person [responsible].” (Participant 2) 

Participant 8, working mainly with large clients in the energy sector, saw clients well 

prepared but slow to react, on the other hand, company 6 works also with many young 

companies and start ups and found their clients at least as flexible as themselves. 

However, the influence of the client type was not always as clear: 

“we at COMPANY3 usually are working with the big corporations, yes, with Germanys 

top 30 listed companies and so on, and other consultancies might have a stronger focus on 

„Mittelstand“ [SMEs] or smaller, so it would be interesting to see: are they experiencing different 

challenges … and how the relationship building is there.” (Participant 3) 

A crisis manager will therefore have to assess the situation carefully in order to be able 

to judge the influence of client types correctly. 

The people. 

What one can do apparently, and not surprisingly, depends on the people involved, and 

how knowledgeable, educated or flexible they are. Participant 12 for instance stressed an 

educational issue when trying to introduce electronic training, and (relatively young) 

participant 6 was surprised to see how some people struggled with the use of electronic 

means of communication the crisis forced upon them. There also is a generational issue: 

“Sometimes age is a challenge. There are more senior clients, they used to have their 

teams usually preparing the data and then sending it via email, but now they need to do a lot on 

their own, they need to set up calls, they need to maybe prepare, share the screen, even want to 

show something, and want you to change something, so they need to give control. And it's 

sometimes complicated, and of course the infrastructure itself might be challenging…” 

(Participant 9) 
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Participant 12 adds that “the youngsters are closer to systems”, and there are also different 

habits when using the infrastructure available, e.g. smartphone versus tablet or computer. 

On top of that, participant 11 points out, that some of the younger consultants only know 

the situation post restrictions and are therefore already used to and very proficient with 

electronic means of communication. However, the issue can be solved by training and 

use: 

“… not just the digital natives are able to work with collaboration tools or something 

like that … I think when another crisis or something like that will happen again, it's really about 

the mindset. We have it now, and everybody can do it.” (Participant 10) 

7.2.3.2  Facilitating Influencing Factors 

The data showed positive learning experiences, and some of the respondents pointed out, 

that the new ways adopted during the crisis made things easier: 

“…people don't come together physically so often, but this is potentially even an 

advantage, because now, we have media in place at every desk, which was not the case in the 

beginning ... So this might even be an advantage of electronic communication, that now we do 

meetings in larger groups to spread information that before were not so easily spread….” 

(Participant 12) 

“…it really facilitates working together if you HAVE TO work remotely, and we all do 

have to right now… and you’re more flexible… for example in COMPANY 7, if you wanted to 

talk to the workers’ council in the past that would have required you to set up a meeting 

everybody hat to drive to, probably from all over Germany, to a certain location, then sleep in a 

hotel, and meet, and then you can show them stuff... You can get these people together much 

easier and just show them something easily [remotely]…” (Participant 7) 

This mainly turns around the advantage of increased use of electronic means, the 

availability of additional infrastructure and the reduced need to travel, topics which will 

be discussed in more detail, mainly in the sections on Themes Five and Nine. However, 

in line with the abductive/retroductive approach described in section 5.2.2, there is a need 

to explore what led to the underlying decisions and why this is the case. Theme Three 

yielded some information on what facilitated and what inhibited crisis management 

leading to the decisions taken in response to communication restrictions. 
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Close Relationships. 

As will be seen in the section on Theme Seven, involving the major stakeholders into a 

company’s crisis management is at least helpful, and around client communication, a 

close relationship, ideally long standing, helps: 

“The face-to-face communication comes about primarily when there's a problem... 

Again, the more they're around in existing commercial relationship, the more you have a basis 

on which to anchor the non-face-to-face communication. In new business, it makes it very 

difficult to build bridges to stakeholders.” (Participant 13) 

Albeit long standing relationships thus are a facilitating factor, there are more which help 

ensuring a smooth transition into the crisis event phase, such as  

Common Goals. 

Several respondents emphasise the importance of common goals, and while this 

ostensibly is always the case in a common project, reality is different and political and 

personal goals might prevail. It is, however, crucial to act in concert: 

“They [client project team members] completely see the point. They … see the facts, the 

same problems, and they agreed on this common team event I just talked about.” (Participant 2) 

“… it's [remote communication] also easier if you have a few joint goals. For example, 

with my long-lasting client I have a lot of people I never met in person, with or without COVID, 

and still it works well because we kind of have a joint goal that we both agree on. So I think 

once there is this joint objective, it enables you also to work in a virtual world, relatively 

productive.” (Participant 12) 

To this, others add the helpfulness of common ground also in non-business-related topics, 

because this makes working together generally easier. 

Sufficient time available. 

Another factor is the availability of a sufficient amount of time, and Participant 1 

attributes his success in introducing his measures to 

“I was like the first man to actually try it out and to have a lot of time to get more used 

and to better get to know the product, and how to actually execute projects with Zoom.” 
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Time is important, as any new process “needs some time to develop” (Participant 8), and 

Participant 5 adds that clients expect consultants to visibly devote time to solving their 

(common) problems. Most respondents report they hat the time they needed. 

Flexibility 

Referring to their company, and clients, participants stress the importance of being ready 

for and willing to adjust to the situation: 

“…we are very flexible in the way we work so… for the rest we worked out of the home 

office or our office spaces so, I would adapt. There is no other way.” (Participant 9) 

Thus, the data show the importance of cultural aspects, and this therefore needs to be 

detailed further. The relevant discussion can be found in the section on Theme Four. 

7.2.3.3  Inhibiting Influencing Factors 

Respondents also stated that some of influences, both external and internal and not 

necessarily inherent to the crisis management or change processes do impede, and the 

data showed four main factors. 

The amount of work involved. 

A change process can be difficult and long, and changing and learning takes time and is 

tiring, especially during the early months into the crisis: 

 “I mean the first projects, they took a bit longer in terms of the hours you worked per 

day, but just because of communication. I mean, when you are the project manager in this kind 

of projects, I normally start calling people at 8 a.m. and finalise calling at 8 p.m. – and then I 

start with MY part of the report…” (Participant 4) 

For most of the respondents’ companies, it took a substantial amount of time to adjust to 

restrictions: 

“I think the process took maybe 9 to 10 months. So maybe November 2020 we had our 

studio. I said earlier we had … the digital tools like Miro and Mural. And yeah, we transform 

the whole the whole process… in a – communication – way the clients can work with and we 

can successfully finish the project.” (Participant 10) 

While needing a long time to introduce new processes might also have had to do with 

inhibiting factors or simply inefficient management, it still seems to have been the rule 
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and the amount of time and work needed affected both the number of crisis management 

options available as well as motivation. Participant 13 mentioned for instance boredom 

and fatigue, and Participant 10 saw some issues still unresolved in late 2021: 

“You have to stretch the schedule more and more when it's just digital, and when you 

put in meeting after meeting. I think it's gonna get really worse…” 

The data thus suggest the need for careful planning and making sure that the necessary 

time and resources are available in order to address the crisis quickly enough to not only 

ensure business continuity but also manage the motivation of all stakeholders. 

Team and project structures. 

Unsurprisingly, respondents agreed that introducing change was easier in small structures 

and when working with not too large a number of stakeholders, and as shown, long 

standing relationships also helped. However, reality was different in most projects, 

especially when consulting large entities. A special challenge was set by having to work 

in mixed teams: 

“In general it's easier to manage in smaller projects, but we are … supporting global 

clients, so the teams are always big and then the mixed team is a challenge of course, but I don't 

see another way to structure it because you need the mixed teams...” (Participant 9) 

This shows that this issue is difficult to be overcome, and for several reasons working in 

mixed teams is generally seen as an asset in consulting (Wickham and Wilcock, 2008), 

so that managing this factor will mainly be done through allocating more time and 

resources to mixed team projects. 

Data security issues. 

This factor also limited crisis management options when it came to the selection of tools: 

“First of all, we have some data protection guidelines, and some communication 

platforms like for instance Zoom are not allowed with COMPANY3, essentially due to data 

privacy, so you cannot use all the platforms.” (Participant 3) 

On top of that, some clients, foremost amongst which the public service, have introduced 

their own rules, tools and restrictions. 
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“…for very important meetings we had to use the video conferencing system provided 

by PUBLIC BODY, which had to be booked, and we felt very safe with the collaboration 

platform, because that was corresponding to high standard of data protection.” (Participant 2) 

There were also some issues, mainly around electronic communication, that so far have 

received little attention, for instance the fact that when people are using background 

effects and do not show the actual room they’re sitting in, other participants in a call 

cannot know whether anybody else is present and listening. Many participants reported 

how their companies managed data security issues, e.g. by encrypting data, which could 

be done even while sharing them with a client via common communication platforms, but 

having to transmit sensitive content electronically remains an area of concern and has to 

be addressed in any decision on remote communication. 

Negative or fatalistic attitude. 

This is another cultural aspect and is detailed in the next section, but it is clear that a 

negative attitude is a hindrance. This can range from conscious inactivity through fatigue 

to outright rejection of changes, although the latter was not reported by any respondent 

as having happened in their companies. With clients, however, the whole range of 

negative attitudes was seen, including fatalism: 

“They don't have an opinion on it, so most of them were: “OK, we can‘t change it so we 

will do [what management asked them to do] ... So the focus on this project was not as high as 

normal.” (Participant 10) 

Such problems can be overcome, and the most effective seems to be positive experiences 

with the new ways: 

“If you would have asked me a year ago, I would say, oh, it's so tiring, but that would 

have been the answer because we were just not used to do it so often - now, I see a lot of 

advantages…” (Participant 6) 

The topic of fatigue can be related to the use of electronic means of communication as 

described in section 3.3.4, also addressed in the section on Theme Eight. Additionally, it 

could pertain to to frequent changes, something which most people do not experience in 

their daily lives outside of crisis situations. In summary, beyond the starting situation (see 

8.2.1), table VIII lists the influencing factors identified in this section. 
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Table VIII: Overview of Influencing Factors for Crisis Management Decisions 

 

That there are four factors per column is coincidental. In view of what can be found in 

the literature, it is possible or even likely that there are more influencing factors beyond 

the above and the ones discussed around Theme One, but those are the ones the present 

set of data yielded. 

7.2.4 Theme 4: Influence of Cultural Aspects 

As discussed in section 5.2, the structure or entity somebody is working within exerts a 

strong influence, and from most respondents’ point of view, the culture of their 

employer’s meant openness to new ways of working even before the pandemic, also 

around communication: 

“Even before COVID we had the demand for a more flexible working environment, 

more flexibility to also work from home, flexible work models, part-time, remote, taking leave of 

absence, and all this…” (Participant 3) 

This was not necessarily so with clients, which is why this section on cultural aspects will 

examine the effects of company culture as well as employee related issues before looking 

at co-operation and co-creation of content with clients, followed by findings on cultural 

and behavioural changes triggered by the crisis. 

7.2.4.1  Company Culture 

The general openness of consultancies to change is accompanied by a willingness to learn 

and develop, oneself as well as the organisation: 

“Be prepared to pull out guidelines and show how you could reorganize the project. 

Guide the client, take the leads in sharing experiences and of course best practices, how it could 

be done in a virtual environment... because we learned it, and now we need to further develop it 

to be prepared if something like this would happen again.” (Participant 9) 

This flexibility, however, cannot be taken for granted, being able to implement changes 

demands empowerment, and some respondents mentioned this factor explicitly, also 

Neutral Facilitating Inhibiting

Government and regulation Close relationships The amount of work involved

The type of the crisis Common goals Team and Project structures

Client types Sufficient time available Data security issues

The people involved Flexibility Negative or fatalistic attitude
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underlining the fact that the management style in their companies was employee-

centered: 

“What I appreciated a lot was a very much people centric attitude towards that, 

meaning that we've had very regular exchanges with also specialists in house, because we do 

have a large healthcare and a large life sciences sector being involved in projects around 

vaccination ... always trying to support us there, the employees, to cope best, with putting family 

first if you're having troubles with your kids not being in school, etc.” (Participant 8) 

Apparently, these cultural aspects led to transitions that were experienced as smooth, 

participant 12 for instance mentioned that “…when I discuss it with you, I realize how we 

all already are used to this situation.”. This allowed consultancies to come up with 

creative and efficient solutions, both in project work and around business development in 

the crisis: 

“I think you have to be creative about your formats, that you’re offering to get in 

contact with your clients, whether this is one on one, with this kind of teaser campaigns where 

you bring an exciting topic to them.” (Participant 3) 

7.2.4.2  Individual and Private Issues 

The structure is the hotbed of any agents’ – here consultants’ – flexibility and creativity, 

but the data also showed that private and personal concerns and preferences play a role. 

While all respondents adapted to the situation and used electronic communication 

throughout, some do not like spontaneous video calls or see video as a medium for 

scheduled meetings. Others describe themselves as open to anything and always looking 

for improvements. However, many respondents also report clients and colleagues to 

increasingly resent the restrictions around the crisis, up to a point of trying to work around 

them: 

“If you’re talking to sales guys, the’re missing their flights to Bangkok, the talking to 

CFOs and so on, but they have done it over the phone often anyhow, so it depends on who 

you’re talking to but I have not the feeling that they like it.” (Participant 4) 

“I think a lot of people are heavily fed up with these regulations [internal and external] 

– and don't care.” (Participant 12) 

On top of that, there are issues around private life, and while some enjoy having to travel 

less and thus having more time for their families, others deplore this situation and miss 
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the excitement of regular business travel, seeing it as an important part of life as a 

consultant, although some argue that this is becoming less important to newcomers to the 

industry. Thus, much depends on ones’ personal situation: 

“…it will depend a lot on how self-driven you are as an individual, because if I can 

concentrate then it‘s perfect, but if I'm somebody who is not so well equipped to work on one’s 

own, then … the result might be totally different … It also depends on the personal situation: if 

you've got 4 kids at home, it's entirely different [again].” (Participant 12) 

Respondents also missed face-to-face meetings because of the motivational aspect of it, 

and the novelty effect of new forms of communication was also lost: 

“…a client meeting on site also gives me a lot of energy because I'm very excited about 

visiting places, especially when it's a new company. The only on site meeting I had this year was 

in the steel industry, and those are such fascinating processes … and that's what I mean when 

talking about a balance. It might be more stressful to get there, but it also just gives you more 

energy...” (Participant 8) 

“It would be really tough for me [no face-to-face meetings] … because that's what 

makes consulting to us, to get in touch with the people over years. And that really necessary 

part would fall away.” (Participant 10) 

“Even in a non-business in a in a social environment, if you have five or six friends who 

you regularly visited, I found that what started as „we'll all get together on a zoom call“ after 

six to nine months started petering out.” (Participant 13) 

While the personal situation of employees cannot be influenced directly by crisis 

managers, these findings show the importance of addressing these issues beyond what 

corporate culture already does. As mentioned, respondents felt that this had been done, 

especially around consideration for the employees’ family situation, but especially in a 

long running crisis, keeping people motivated remains a constant challenge. 

7.2.4.3  Co-Operation and Co-Creation with Clients 

This topic has both a cultural and a processual aspect, and the latter is addressed in the 

sections on Themes Eight and Nine. When it comes to projects, participants saw good co-

operation as a crucial prerequisite to success, “the only way” as participant 10 put it, 

especially as a group rather than as individuals: 
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“…that has caused me to actually re-evaluate that social interaction: that mixing of 

people, the ability to act as a community rather than: there's a whole series of individuals, is 

actually far more important than I thought at the beginning of the pandemic. (Participant 13) 

While information could easily be exchanged via electronic means, the creative side was 

more of a challenge, with also necessary emotional aspects of co-creation missing: 

“…if the person has a feeling he or she is being seen, and is not just a wheel in a 

machinery but is somebody who also brings in all the personality, and their sentiments and their 

knowledge into the task at hand.” (Participant 2) 

“…co-creation which you do face-to-face … in very crucial points of a project … For 

example, right now I'm working with the client on their social media plan and strategy. There 

was a meeting related to a different topic where we exchanged some ideas to get the vibe of the 

client.” (Participant 6) 

“It's achievable over a video link, I just don't think it is anywhere near as productive.” 

(Participant 13) 

Some respondents also saw personal meetings outside of the business environment as part 

of working on solutions together, and actively seeking such encounters as part of their 

company culture: 

“…there's a big catch, because if people stop meeting personally, stop dining out 

together, stop drinking a glass of wine together … as soon as problems arise, … there is no 

fundamental basis anymore for sorting out [issues]” (Participant 5) 

However, there do not seem to be many solutions. Some electronic tools for co-operation 

are thought to address some issues and enhance creativity, but respondents were at a loss 

when asked how personal contact could be replaced if for instance the crisis would last 

forever. All wanted to come back to face-to-face meetings at least around some issues, 

and this aspect of choosing more consciously which type of communication is the most 

effective for which type of topic is a crucial one when designing how to work together 

after the crisis – a matter discussed in detail in the section on Theme Eight. 

7.2.4.4  New Elements of Culture and Behaviour  

The data also show that the culture around communication changes when electronic 

means of communication are used principally or – during some phases of the COVID-

crisis – exclusively. Some project team members or client contacts communicated far 

less, interacted in different ways or were quieter than before when using tools such as MS 
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Teams or Zoom, and many chose to hide themselves by turning the camera off, especially 

in larger meetings: 

“There are people who always use their camera and there are people who really don’t. 

I think it’s probably 50:50. And, of course, if meetings get really big, there are always people 

who don’t like to show their face.” (Participant 7) 

“It's really dangerous that you'll lose the people who are just dialling in and sitting 

there, and after two minutes everyone is shutting down his video, the exact moment you have 

lost the people. (Participant 9) 

This can partly be addressed by using interactive tools or allowing moments of quietness, 

but it requires a large amount and a different type of concentration on the part of the 

consultant: 

“…these are little things, which part of your body should be visible and not, whether 

you talk with hands or not, whether the audio connection is good – and you should test it 

beforehand – so it's a lot of little things.” (Participant 5) 

“I have to make a conscious effort to see the person and not just the task which the 

person is supposed to do.” (Participant 2) 

On top of that, electronic meetings can be frustrating: on one hand, one might be at home, 

but it is still impossible to leave and do other things when the meeting is boring on 

ineffective. This would be impossible in the office anyway, and is therefore not missed, 

but at home it seems to be frustrating. Some respondents described this as people 

developing a different, electronic personality, which also is difficult to distinguish from 

the normal one, and difficult to manage for the organiser of an electronic meeting: 

“So, there was all of a sudden this kind of, a bit of a distance, because it was a new 

situation for them, maybe they didn’t know what to say exactly and also the entire atmosphere is 

completely different…” (Participant 1) 

“[some people] really liked to hear themselves talk, and it was very difficult to get in 

between there … But I think they would never have had the discipline to stick to the rules 

anyway.” (Participant 7) 

When looking for the underlying reasons for this, it is likely that, apart from the 

personalities of the people involved, one explanation is the difference between 

electronically executed and face-to-face-managed processes. The former tend to be more 

task oriented and small talk or gossip would have to be made “an explicit agenda point” 
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(Participant 2) if wanted. Rules in electronic meetings tend to be more specific and are 

generally enforced more vigorously than in personal gatherings. For instance, using the 

“raised hand” symbols in communication tools and waiting to be called is a normal rule, 

but unlike in personal meetings, there are no ways to communicate by non-verbal means 

like scoffing, shaking heads or moving hands. Thus, in electronic communication, not 

being allowed to speak means total impossibility to communicate at all, except for facial 

expressions when cameras are turned on. Participant 12 concludes that “it is more difficult 

to use electronic communication when it either becomes more emotional or problematic”. 

On top of that, some ways to express oneself as well as spontaneity are also lost and the 

absence of – also non-verbal – feedback, leads to insecurity: 

“Feelings or information or miscommunication, everything can sort of fall into a black 

box.” (Participant 6) 

“…when you indeed want to discuss some ideas in front of a whiteboard or a flip chart, 

you just stand up to do a quick drawing to also, kind of visualise your ideas – in a virtual call, 

you have to get this across more verbally.” (Participant 3) 

“If I say something in a meeting of which I’m not sure whether it’s a good idea to say, I 

glance at my boss or my colleagues I trust and see, or try to detect their reaction. That’s harder 

to do online.” (Participant 2) 

How people co-operate and communicate has thus changed, and one of the elements to 

take away from the findings is that crisis managers need to consider that changing tools 

and processes affect behaviours and possibly also attitudes. Observing these differences 

consciously will allow managerial reactions to unwanted changes. 

7.2.5 Discussion 

This section discusses the findings around the first set of themes, yielding as the main 

results those shown in table IX. Some are general insights, others improved practices 

and/or resulting recommendations found in the data. General insights are factors which 

both influence the improved practices and the way the workplace might be shaped in the 

future. These results, together with the ones relating to the second and third set of themes, 

will be picked up again in the integrative discussion in chapter 8, ultimately leading to 

the recommendations in section 8.3 and the expectations around lasting changes described 

in 8.4. 
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Table IX: Main results from the analysis of the first set of themes 

 

One of the main learnings is to be pragmatic and to allow the organisation to adapt to the 

problems raised by crisis related restrictions. The findings largely confirm the literature 

on the learning process, e.g. Larsson (2010). Crisis managers, at company and at project 

level, first look for anything out of the ordinary, then organise the analysis and the 

decisions on measures taken around related issues (Stake, 2005). The focus lies on the 

“fix the problem approach” described by Bundy et al. (2017), and decisions are taken on 

the basis of what is available, then looking for what else needs to be made available. As 

expected, ensuring business continuity was the central goal of early crisis management. 

Consulting requires much of complex communication, and as presented in section 2.3, 

besides conveying results, much is about building trustful relationships and building 

structures in which client and consultant can work together in order to co-create results 

(Wynn and Williams, 2012). The consulting quality aspects of technology or functional 

expertise (see figure 4) can be addressed relatively easily, but others such as 

innovativeness or social expertise need a different depth of communication. This 

addresses the open question of how the goals of communication influence the crisis 

management measures (see Table II), and it is clear that the two-way, discussion-oriented 

communication needed in a consulting project has aims quite different from a one way, 

broadcasting-type messaging like press releases. 
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What was possible in order to achieve the goal of making two-way exchanges possible in 

a straightforward way depended heavily on regulations. Unfortunately, these were 

constantly changing with COVID-waves and because of lessons learned by the 

government (Brandl, 2021). Interestingly, consultancies do not seem to have been 

strongly affected by these changes. Manchia et al. (2022) see a surprisingly high level of 

personal stress resiliency in COVID-times, and WFH solutions and remote working in 

projects were established to reduce contact. Not only did this work for consultancies, also 

because of valuable prior experience, respondents also report this for their clients. 

Apparently, employees coped well with the new challenges, and their managers, even the 

ones who were previously doubtful, first accepted the unavoidable and increasingly – as 

already experienced by Berndtson (2020) – acknowledged the advantages of flexible 

workplace solutions. Experience with and pre-crisis attitudes towards “new work” and 

electronic communication influenced decisions and, if positive, paved the way to quick 

solution design. 

While both clients and consultants wished to retain as much face-to-face contact as 

possible, this was done within the constraints set by government rules. This addresses the 

open point on the role of regulations: while on the whole having been efficient in reducing 

the spread of the pandemic (WHO, 2022), they were experienced as erratic and an 

impediment to working as effectively as before. Even so, they were accepted and 

respected. Opportunities to meet in person were exploited, but concentration lay on 

building project management and delivery structures which work independently of the 

possibility to have other contact than through electronic means. 

Although client contact and communication had to change, it was still upheld so that there 

were no issues of emotional issues due to lack of it (see Wittmer and Martin, 2010), nor 

do the findings confirm a feeling of unhappiness because of restrictions as expected by 

Lemke (2021). This does not mean that there were no such feelings, but it testifies to 

consulting as an industry having some built-in resilience and flexibility, and that the 

related active management of crisis related issues helped. A confirmation of this is the 

fact that most respondents showed satisfied with the way their companies managed the 

crisis, and the importance of such flexibility is also found in other, contemporary studies 

on crisis management (Thakur and Hale, 2022). 
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Interestingly, while it is argued that written communication can play an important role in 

a communication strategy (Hambursin and Coyette, 2011), there is no evidence in the 

data that this channel was ever in focus of crisis management. There is also little 

information on the recent use of social media beyond for general information of the public 

by governments (e.g. Tosyali and Tosyalı, 2021; Ruiz and Rodríguez, 2022) or because 

it is being used as a medium to carry misinformation (de Miranda, De Oliveira and 

Cerqueira-Santos, 2022). It is mentioned in passing, but it does not seem to have played 

a role in the way consultancies addressed crisis related communication problems.  

The expectation that it will become increasingly important in crisis communication 

(Cheng, 2016; Camilleri, 2020) is at least not obvious for the type of solutions 

professional services companies need. The findings thus confirm the impression formed 

from earlier studies as well (Coombs and Holladay, 2014), that social media, at least in 

their present form, will not play a major role in B2B communication. 

Understanding facilitators and impediments to ones’ measures is important, and this also 

confirmed by looking at recent experience in crisis management by governments (Wright 

et al., 2022). Deciding on crisis response measures, for instance, meant to take into 

account client and project types, so that solutions could not have been uniform across 

projects. In general, any solution would also have to depend on the type and magnitude 

of a crisis. This and prior experience, important in crisis management (Bundy et al., 2017) 

and in working with electronic solutions (Maas and Mass, 2020), were vital, and so was 

electronic communication infrastructure.  

Companies with fast broadband internet and powerful and modern video equipment could 

react faster, supporting the expectations of Mehrotra, Znati and Thompson (2008) that 

first responders can create advantages for themselves. This was true in general, but while 

some companies are very advanced in their design of the workplace (Bauer, 2021), others 

are not. As consultancies were on average much better prepared than their clients 

(confirming the pre-crisis assesment of Deelmann, 2019a), the possibilities to introduce 

some of the measures was hampered. This issue could be addressed by designing crisis 

reaction plans together. 

At project level, this is normally done, also because of the risk management elements any 

well-managed project takes into account (Anders, 2021), but there is still a dependency 

on what the client organisation can do and is willing to make available. Findings also 
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show that as Noyes (2020) argues, sufficient time needs to be made available for all 

players to learn and to prepare for new electronic communication. Not everybody is 

equally proficient when it comes to working with IT tools, and the processes of adaptation 

can also be influenced by the personal situation of employees. As the findings suggest, 

this also must be considered, increasingly so in times of a crisis. 

In this respect, as discussed in section 3.3, the COVID crisis served as a facilitating 

influence, and the digitalisation effects that were expected from the start (Steiner, 2020), 

also in the consulting industry (Özgüler, 2020), can be seen. Whether this willingness to 

adapt and change will be taken into the times after the crisis remains to be seen, but there 

is a visible change in the mindset of managers when it comes to contemplating and 

permitting increasingly flexible employment and workplace design models, and the lack 

of “digital courage” deplored by Steiner in 2020 looks mostly remedied in 2022, also on 

the client side.  

Companies also quickly learned to identify which factors would help or hinder when 

deciding on crisis management measures. Many such factors had a cultural or behavioural 

background. While it was clear that the crisis challenges organisational culture (Oxtoby, 

2020), how exactly this might happen remained open and the cultural aspects thus were 

a point which was mostly treated cursorily in the available literature on crisis 

management. It did, however, take an important role in the present findings and their 

analysis, and the patterns in the data help understanding institutional logics, the practices, 

values, symbols etc. that give meaning to organisational activities (Reay and Jones, 2016).  

The interaction between all agents is a central factor in defining social conditions 

(Fletcher, 2016), and while Vincent and O'Mahoney (2016) caution that the phenomenon 

being studied might be difficult to isolate, it is helpful to look at which changes introduced 

in the crisis are likely to be retained and why. As also discussed in chapter 8, much of 

what consultancies judge to be useful in the long term supports a project management 

culture with a need for constant communication and co-creation. 

It is important to note that culture normally has an integrating effect with the organisation, 

but at the same time establishes boundaries and creates a feeling of “we” and “them” 

(Fleetwood, 2014). However, the findings suggest that not only are project cultures built 

in addition to corporate ones, but they also include actual outsiders, the client employees 

working on the projects. This could be one of the reasons why co-operation with clients 
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in creating crisis response was described as good, and thus why most projects could 

continue despite restrictions.  

Thus, applying retroduction to the interpretation of the findings, cultural elements already 

explain a number of influences on the way the crisis was handled. This includes the 

flexible approaches to organising oneself of people like consultants, trained in project 

management (Nissen, 2019, see also 2.3.1).  

As expected from the beginning of the crisis, the were also new business opportunities 

(Bapuji et al., 2020), and it was important to be able to offer consulting services digitally 

from the start, an experience also client could learn from, and consultants could sell 

adapted solutions. The business models were not challenged as such, but as discussed in 

section 3.3. and advocated by Priyono, Moin and Putri (2020), the delivery methods 

become more electronic throughout. While some argue that many business development 

opportunities for consultants will turn around recovery and restructuring (Student, 2021), 

there is likelihood that digitalising clients’ business models will present at least an equal 

opportunity.  

One is to note that at least for the consulting industry, the changes in business models 

through crisis effects are less marked than in other areas like the hospitality industry 

(Breier et al., 2021). Indeed, as of December 2021, industry experts expect a growth of 

the order of ten percent in the German consulting market (Baulig, 2021), a value not many 

industries can match. Thus, while the crisis presented consultancies with many 

challenges, there seems to have been a successful learning process. 

7.3 Second Set of Themes: Management Challenges, Constant Changes and 

Learning 

Table X shows this set of themes as the overarching view and themes and topics beneath, 

and thus the structure of this section. Theme 6 on management issues and challenges is a 

relatively short one and did not yield and subordinate topics. 
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Table X: Set of Themes 2 as the overarching view and elements beneath 

 

As illustrated in this section, the way people and organisations respond to crises is a 

challenging process that involves constant learning. Mistakes are being made, and 

disappointments with the effectivity of crisis response measures are frequent. This set of 

themes groups the ones on initial reactions and learning, management challenges, the 

learning process and more specifically the experiences with the means of communication 

introduced to address contact restrictions. 

7.3.1 Theme 5: Quickly Installed Initial Measures Yielded Early Results and 

Experiences 

When then crisis hit, is was clear, that measures would have to be taken quickly. However, 

there was a high level of insecurity at first: 

“…there was there was quite some pressure at the beginning to make people feel like 

that's normal, make people feel like: hey we just continue as we did before.” (Participant 8) 

Government regulations and restrictions had to be followed and, as shown, changed 

frequently, especially in the early phases of the crisis. The first reactions were thus mostly 

driven by external pressure. 

7.3.1.1  Initial Decisions had to be Taken Quickly 

Based on the general rules for companies, initial reactions turned around reducing contact 

– also internally by introducing WFH – and around pragmatically finding solutions for 

Set of themes (overarching view) Themes Subordinate topics

Management Challenges, Constant 

Changes and Learning

5 - Quickly Installed Initial Measures 

Yielded Early Results and Experiences

Initial Decisions had to be Taken Quickly

Structured Building of a Set of Measures 

Quickly Follows

Learning and Feedback Change 

Communication and Meeting Patterns

6 - Many Management Issues and 

Challenges Arose

7 - An Intense Learning Process 

Developed

Adapting and Learning Happen from the Start

Stakeholder Involvement and Partnering Help

Success and Failure Are Important for 

Understanding and for Further Learning

8 - Alternative Means of 

Communication Were Tested and 

Improved

General Limitations of Electronic 

Communication

Topics Demanding Personal Communication 

Face-to-face

Long Term Potential of Electronic 

Communication Solutions
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non-personal communication with all stakeholders. Much of this was done by trial and 

error, and not necessarily meant for long term use: 

“Yeah, we tried a lot, some examples, we created a video communication room … 

where we tried to get our methods to do it a digital way with some collaboration tools … but it's 

a very, very hard and long process. And that's what also the clients are noticing. … we’re on a 

good way, but it's really hard to transform the methods into a digital way, it's step by step but it 

lasts very long.” (Participant 10) 

“…we all knew that this was a phase, and because we were hopeful that this crisis was 

over, and when you have hope, you don't prepare for your funeral, so there was no point. That 

was surviving mode.” (Participant 6) 

Pressure to react also came from other stakeholders, foremost amongst which the clients: 

“The first response was very much: „continue work as normal“, and what drove the 

change was more to clients, closing buildings and basically restricting access to suppliers to 

their buildings. That caused a much bigger shift than any desired change on our part.” 

(Participant 13) 

This shows how much reactions were driven rather than desired, and overall, respondents 

wanted to keep as much personal contact as possible, finding workarounds to not being 

able to use offices anymore: 

“We switched to video conferences and to more frequent telephone calls, and we’ve 

introduced a format which we called a „walk on the Rhine”. I occasionally travel to CITY and 

have a walk outdoors and discuss more difficult topics which are hard to address in video 

conferences.” (Participant 2) 

Much seems to have been done pragmatically, using existing infrastructure which, as 

discussed in 7.2, tended to be modern and powerful: 

“Well, we just started using video conferences much more and that is actually 

something that I appreciated a lot that suddenly people started turning on their video and it 

would actually feel a little bit more like you're sitting in one room, while before that you mainly 

just had phone conferences with only voice…” (Participant 8) 

Testimonies like this also show that a change in behaviour around communication started 

to happen early on, and as described in section 7.3.1.3, this continued and still happens. 



 

 128   

 

This might have been due to the different means of communication, but consulting culture 

and self-perception was also affected, and cultural choices had to be made: 

“…one of the major reasons why people go into consulting is to have ambassador elite 

status at Hilton and so on, and the flight points at Lufthansa... So … there are now quite a lot of 

people who decided to cancel their consulting life because they say: we’re working a lot, and 

we do not get the benefits we received before.” (Participant 4) 

“The first is a general cultural shift, which is moving from a face-to-face habit, going to 

meet in an office, commuting, you would actually go to where your customers are likely to be. 

So there's a habit bit, there's a social bit.” (Participant 13) 

The use of existing infrastructure and the pragmatic approach also confirms the findings 

that formal crisis management plans were largely absent and there was only little 

preparation for contact restrictions. However, respondents were largely content with the 

way their companies tackled the problems: 

“I don't know if we would do much different. At the beginning of the restrictions, we 

invested in a second video equipment in the in the office, so we improved a little bit our 

technical equipment, but other than that, what can you do?” (Participant 5) 

“Well, to be honest I was impressed how well we were able to continue working! All got 

stopped … but in contrast to other institutions, we used this time. I haven’t faced any problems 

at all. … overall, I also think the communication around the crisis, that worked quite well … 

and I think from that perspective the company was well prepared.” (Participant 4) 

Thus, the data suggest that the factors discussed around the first set of themes played into 

the hands of consultancies, seemingly being more resilient to a crisis than most of their 

clients. 

7.3.1.2  Structured Building of a Set of Measures Quickly Follows 

After the shock of the early days, consultancies were seen to increasingly take the 

initiative and follow a more structured approach than before, with dedicated task forces, 

dedicated contacts for all relevant topics and workshops with the clients: 

“It was like a task force of four people and so, everyone had a different kind of tasks.” 

(Participant 1) 

“…we had a task force for that. And the good thing is that we have a health care 

division as well… they were involved, and then we also started developing outlooks for each 
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industry and so on, but also the crisis management, the internal and the external, were both 

done by a task force.” (Participant 4) 

“…you have your programme leadership jour fixes, you have your team leads meetings, 

you have workshops that are now being run in a virtual setting, so, that’s still there. In general, 

the level of client interaction hasn’t really changed.” (Participant 3) 

Amongst other things, these groups were tasked with the important assignment of 

choosing the best communication tools amongst the large number available, 

pragmatically focusing on what was already in use at the consultants or the clients and on 

industry standards, but in some instances this involved complex selection procedures, 

defining the necessary functions first and determining which infrastructure will be 

needed: 

“…the functions you have in a meeting to do certain things etc., the chat function, 

communication, … it really facilitates working together if you HAVE TO work remotely [and] I 

mean it is of course easier to set up … if everybody has the technical capabilities to do it, for 

example everybody needs a laptop, everybody needs a web cam and so on…” (Participant 7) 

On top of that, the importance of existing channels had to be assessed, with some like the 

telephone in some instances becoming less important and others, like social media, play 

a role, but not as an alternative to more targeted communication: 

“…possible alternatives being the telephone … increasingly became video, social 

media contacts become a bit more interesting because the whole social media conversations - 

things like LinkedIn - have moved away from being primarily business conversations into being 

more of a „this is what I'm doing“-conversation, so we've seen social media channels … 

become, I think, less important from a one-to-one conversation and more as a broadband 

communication channel.” (Participant 13) 

All this was not made easier by the fact that these measures had to be aligned with what 

clients were doing, and different clients with different IT solutions at that. On top of that, 

it was necessary to bring all users up to date, using training off and on the job, a 

prerequisite to being able to work efficiently with the new means of communication: 

“The [formal] training of the tools is key to really enable people to work in an efficient 

way. You can learn on the job, but I think a certain knowledge before you really use the tool is a 

big advantage.” (Participant 9) 
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The same applied to the clients. The interviews showed that most were ill prepared and 

lacked the necessary infrastructure and resources, and thus many respondents described 

that they had to support clients, a service that some companies even managed to sell as a 

consulting project. This was mostly done formally: 

“[We] just educate them on a project basis, because what we do is: we work together 

with their tools and we use their tools. And they learn with me how to use their tools, and if I see 

a lack of tool, then still again I could consult them on improving their tool set.” (Participant 12) 

“I'm used to using Teams, Zoom, GoTo, Webex, whatever. And because of this 

experience, I knew how to handle online meetings and … we [were thus] privileged to help our 

customers getting these tools into place.” (Participant 6) 

While consultancies went about these tasks in an organised way, it was also clear that 

because of time constraints, focussing on the important and simplifying was necessary, 

and in the absence of an ideal solution, the “second best” (Participant 10) was accepted: 

“Some of it you just drop, you just leave aside because it gets too cumbersome.” 

(Participant 2) 

 “…a site visit online … wasn't fantastic, but that was the best we had and that was fine 

… let's be positive about it.” (Participant 9) 

Experience with those early measures leads to the first round of learning, starting the 

process described in Theme Seven. What is also important is to see and understand the 

changes in the ways people interact when they have to use new processes and 

applications. 

7.3.1.3  Learning and Feedback Change Communication and Meeting Patterns 

The fact that everyone was forced to adopt new ways and that certain types of interaction 

were made impossible triggered a reflection process early on. This also included thinking 

about long lasting changes and different paradigms as a basis for decision making: 

“We’ll never get back to the previous set-up, which is a good thing, but not because we 

had too much communication or the wrong kind of communication before, I’m thinking about 

climate aspects here. It’s a good thing that our company is thinking more carefully about what 

kind of occasion we make people travel for … Not because this interaction was superfluous.” 

(Participant 2) 
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When looking at the changes around electronic communication, respondents report that 

meetings have been cut down in length and that, because of the relative easiness to 

organise meetings (or “calls”) electronically, they became more frequent but tended to 

turn around less topics: 

“In the past you would have one meeting a month, with a huge agenda about what we 

need to discuss and finalise, and now it’s so easy to set things up like this so that you can just 

say, OK, let’s meet for half an hour over Teams. I put up a meeting and in the meeting, you 

come up with „Oh, what we also need to talk about is this. Well, there is no time now, let’s set 

up a meeting tomorrow, then we talk about that topic.” (Participant 7) 

This might also have to do with the fact that 

“…that's probably the challenge for longer meetings, to really capture the attention of 

everyone in the call throughout the whole meeting.” (Participant 9) 

Of course, communication did not only change with clients but also internally, and 

organising onboarding, company events but also any fun and team building activities 

changed dramatically and electronic alternatives did not always have the desired effects, 

with fatigue effects setting in here as well: 

“…fun things online … can be fun for 45 minutes, but, you know, if it's too often and too 

long, with 20 people in the same room, when you can only listen to one person. That, yeah, I'm 

not a big fan.” (Participant 8) 

“…we use the wine tastings and cooking sessions and all this stuff, but by now people 

are really fed up and really looking forward to physical experiences again.” (Participant 9) 

From the data can thus be felt a clear wish to return to the “old ways”, at least when it 

comes to certain types of interaction: 

“I think we actually made a jump to a hybrid world where you have analogue and 

digital ways of working, and the digital part is content related … and everything else, plus co-

creation, when you try to be creative together, this has to be analogue.” (Participant 6) 

A related but distinct topic is the one of travel, which is seen as a mainly enjoyable part 

of the consulting life, even if this aspect seems to become less important. It still is, 

however, and many respondents travelled between three and four days every week to see 

clients – something which the pandemic has put a quasi-total stop to. While participants 
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deplore this because the importance of face-to-face meetings is lost, they also see 

advantages around cost, efficiency and personal well-being: 

“And it's really crazy, you have no preparation time anymore, maybe when you, one 

day, Monday, you travel to CITY and do a two-hours meeting with the CEO … and then you can 

drive back. Maybe call, you work on the train or the plane, that's OK, but done the digital way 

you just sit at your desk.” (Participant 10) 

“…to it quite a big extent, my life got more efficient, so I've done, I don't know, three or 

four meetings a day, for example, which would never have worked beforehand.” (Participant 5) 

Theme Eight will turn around the topic of which issues one ideally would address face-

to-face, but currently this can only be done during phases of reduced contact restrictions, 

if at all. Thus, the situation made consultants reflect on whether their travel patterns made 

sense from a business point of view: 

“And that focus on we're not allowed to travel went a little bit to „do we need to travel? 

Is that something that we really need to be at the client site for? … And that really depends less 

on the client, really more on the project type, as I found in the past months.” (Participant 8) 

“I am going to cut out the unnecessary trips … unless of course the client says … “I 

really want that meeting”, but I think these new channels give the opportunity to question the 

client going: I need you to come to a meeting at 5:00 o'clock on Friday to: “What's it about? 

Let's do a Teams call”. And it forces people to actually come up with a far better agenda and 

reason for the meeting.” (Participant 13) 

Saving travel related cost can also increase profitability, especially in fixed price projects, 

and so the trend to question the need to travel journey by journey can be expected to last. 

Post-crisis management will therefore have to find ways to address the role of business 

travel as a motivational factor in another way than before. 

7.3.2 Theme 6: Many Management Issues and Challenges Arose 

Chapter 2 showed that management is confronted with a number of distinct crisis-related 

challenges, but there is also a call for leadership, defined as the motivating and inspiring 

skill, rather than the managerial planning and directing tasks (Nizarudin Wajdi, 2017). 

This is probably most important in the initial phases, when insecurity prevails, but stays 

important throughout the crisis and is challenging remotely: 

“[most important in leadership is] the bonding, to my perspective. It's the supervision. 

It's the performance management. It's the distribution of responsibilities, setting off milestones, 
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controlling what you have set. Coaching individuals that need leadership support. [And] 

realizing who needs leadership support is not easy if you don't see somebody.” (Participant 12) 

Intensive communication is called for, and some respondents called for a high level of 

availability from the part of their leaders, or from themselves when leading. This also 

related to the motivational issues and the attention to personal situations – leaders had to 

keep the team together, in their role of project leaders also comprising client employees. 

The more technical managerial issues, however, were equally important, some of the 

normal processes had been disrupted and the crisis also showed deficiencies that were not 

obvious before: 

“I think one of the challenges with the pandemic was there was a lot of interpretation 

on what was required … management of organisations like to organize things … they want 

control over what's going on. I think it's really important to focus more on: „what do the people 

need to do their jobs. I think the pandemic has shown that some of those structures were 

inefficient, they also demonstrated that organisations were far less connected than they would 

claim to be.” (Participant 13) 

One of the biggest challenges people experiences was the fact that unlike before, they did 

not see the people reporting to them, which meant that control had to be exerted in a 

different way, and to be relaxed: 

“…if you never meet this guy [working for you] and if this guy is always out hunting … 

it is not helpful for the organisation … control really need not be continuous physical control, 

but knowing what your people are doing and having an eye on that. Is there somebody who 

needs help [or] more responsibilities? Because that's how this individual grows, and in the 

virtual world it gets difficult to really understand where every individual is.” (Participant 12) 

On top of that, because the COVID-crisis is very long running, management also needed 

to take the different phases of the crisis into account. Rules and restrictions kept changing, 

were relaxed and tightened again, new requirements were introduced and the discussion 

on which phase of the virus development the region is in and which measures are needed 

is controversial and ongoing (Stoppel, 2022). Also internally, after experiences with 

initial measures had been analysed, the measures taken were adapted and changed 

throughout (see also the section on Theme Seven). 

All participants reported their organisations to have obeyed any rules scrupulously, and 

this is also seen as a success factor – and a requirement for any consultancy, especially 
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around protection and hygiene. Cheating was out of the question, and therefore a 

transparent decision-making process around crisis management measures was required, 

on business continuity, on changes and on exceptions: 

“…an organisation should have … some business continuity function, needs to look at a 

much broader set of issues and create some guidelines, some capabilities, which can give 

guidance as to what the organisation should be doing. IT strategy has merrily gone down the 

road of: “we‘ll outsource lots of things, we‘ll move them to data centres, we don't care where 

they are in the world”. I think the pandemic has now said: maybe we do care where they're 

going to be, not just because of regulatory reasons, but for reasons of: actually, if my data 

centre is in another country and [if] I can't reach it… I have a problem.” (Participant 13) 

Decision making around communication was called for from the first days of the crisis, 

and still are, albeit different ones. While in the early days, general rules were set, solutions 

tried out or people trained and informed, requirements have moved towards a more 

project by project or case to case approach, especially when it comes to deciding where 

people should work from or whether travel would be allowed, again involving 

stakeholders: 

“As long as we can communicate, I'm a big fan of doing that as proactively as you can, 

and work together with your clients on a solution for the current crisis.” (Participant 8) 

Respondents were mainly satisfied about how they and their companies handled 

managerial challenges, and as discussed in the last section, a calm and pragmatic style 

was adopted: 

“And that gave me a lot of confidence, that we managed through such a crisis, to 

control what you can and to relax where you can't control things anyway.” (Participant 5) 

It is clear from the results of management efforts and the fact that business continuity was 

assured, that there was a successful process of learning and adapting. This is also the topic 

of the next theme. 

7.3.3 Theme 7: An Intense Learning Process Developed 

As shown, companies adapted because they had to, but even although the level of 

preparation was not always high, the adaptation and subsequent learning process was 

done very consciously and led to constant improvement. Some of the changes were 

related to attitudes or mindsets: 
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“…we have managed to start small at some point of time and we managed to get to the 

point where we are today, and we have showed that we can do it.” (Participant 5) 

“It's maybe not exactly a solution I can present directly but I think we learned that 

when you have to change, you change - so it's it was a very really hard push for any for 

everybody to change their mind, to change their behaviour and interacting with the clients … I 

think it's some kind of a mindset that we know now…” (Participant 10) 

Accordingly, all respondents dwelt long on how and what they adapted in order to cope 

with the crisis, and what successes and failures they learned from. 

7.3.3.1  Adapting and Learning Happen from the Start 

Very early into the crisis companies simply tried new solutions, and some worked from 

the start: 

“…we had one big, very big, workshop with like 85 people. It was rather successful and 

I was also surprised that it’s possible to conduct such a huge workshop via Zoom. We also had 

group work in this workshop and I didn’t realise that was THAT effective…” (Participant 1) 

“We had to experiment with certain formats, we introduced a number of new tools as 

well, to facilitate interaction on-line … we built a knowledge base, because it was harder to find 

the person who would know about a topic [and] it wasn’t as easy as before to ask a senior 

colleague how to go about it, we substituted that by expanding the intranet…” (Participant 2) 

While some of these solutions were not suitable for all the communication purposes, they 

were at least for some, and respondents saw this process of adapting and learning as a 

strength: 

“I would focus on how it went in the past months and, and especially the lockdown 

months last year, and would try to focus on what did go well in that time, and adapt to that. I 

mean, that's one of the strengths of consultancies to adapt to changing circumstances … to have 

a flexible business model.” (Participant 8) 

The reasons given for this, and the ones one can infer by applying retroductive logic to 

the analysis, lie in the structures. As discussed in 7.2.1, clients had different approaches 

and structures and therefore struggled more. Participants describe a positive working 

environment and atmosphere, and see the pandemic as having helped to enter a new phase 

of learning and developing the organisation, but also communication: 
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“…it's more than a facilitator. It was a booster. I mean, it was the push in the right … 

direction and we experienced: oh OK, it's working, it's happening, let's do it!” (Participant 6) 

What, however, remained a challenge was mainly informal and non-business 

communication, for which the main channels such as chats in the coffee corners have 

disappeared. Some tried to tackle this issue by communicating more and on a more regular 

basis, especially with project team members: 

“…that was substituted, so we as middle management and people leaders, we made a 

point of talking to all of our team members individually and on a weekly basis, without a formal 

project context. Just: how are you? How was your week? How are you coping? Is there 

anything I can do? Is your working situation all right?” (Participant 2) 

This type of workarounds was not as effective before, but again, decision making 

involved accepting any constraints and choosing what seems to work, even if not ideal. 

A lot of decisions on communication turned around electronic means, and companies 

experienced what Participant 5 called a “wave of digitalisation”. Not all of it was easy to 

implement, and not every new process was readily adopted: 

“I still struggle with video conferencing tools, every single one of them, I think the 

quality could be better, either the picture is slow or the voice is too slow, it’s still not perfect… 

It is fine to do the scaling up as my company has done … we have a very strong internet 

connection at home, but something is still wrong, yes?” (Participant 2, one year into the crisis) 

“And we still do a lot via telephone because we are all fed up with the web 

conferences.” (Participant 12) 

Nevertheless, ten to twelve applications were named by most respondents as having been 

selected. This thesis is not the place to discuss the applications themselves, but based on 

learning experiences, consultancies and their clients seem to have found the electronic 

solutions most suitable to their needs. This included communication platforms, but also 

safe storage solutions and a number of collaboration and interactive tools. Still, the use 

of the tools had to be accompanied by proficient use: 

“The tool is always the same. What is really important and I think these are further 

skills we learned and have to further develop, is the listening skill, you really have to listen to 

the clients’ needs and wishes and make sure you build a relationship…” (Participant 6) 

The clients, however, were described as challenged by having to keep their consulting 

partners’ pace: 
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“I have a client counterpart who always had struggled to manage his own people, but 

with Corona it's even worse because now he doesn't even see them.” (Participant 12) 

“Unless it was focused around how the customer was sorting out their own 

communication channels, customers we're not interested.” (Participant 13) 

There were visible differences between client and consulting approaches, and the “why” 

of successful crisis management thus seems to lie in mechanisms and structures, but 

respondents also described the “how”. In section 7.2, the importance of the initial 

situation has been shown, with elements like prior experience, but more experience was 

gained along the crisis management process, and it was important not to try to solve the 

problems alone. 

7.3.3.2  Stakeholder Involvement and Partnering Help 

The importance of helping clients, especially when struggling, but also to have clients 

ready to also help and co-operate has been discussed in section 7.2, but stakeholder 

involvement may not stop at this, and respondents distinguish between learning together 

and taking decisions together. In this, consultancies should not be driven by either clients 

or circumstances, especially as the process of learning together was complicated and 

could be politically delicate: 

“We had the meetings … and now it has to fit a digital way. It was really, really hard … 

and everybody was going „OK, yeah, very interesting. But how can we go on with these [new] 

methods?“ And yeah, we were also confused… (Participant 10) 

“…[with clients] you need to substitute the personal interaction and build trust in a 

different form, and usually giving something for free and trying something is a good way of 

doing it.” (Participant 6) 

Respondents stress the importance of careful thinking and planning before entering into 

discussion with their clients, and where developments may lead – and whether consultants 

and clients will introduce the same long term changes after the crisis – remains open: 

“[What] we really need to keep in mind, of course, is how consulting firms will develop, 

but it will be also interesting to see how the situation at the clients will develop … from a client 

perspective that will be interesting as well.” (Participant 9) 

A clear recommendation was to involve clients into decision making, especially because 

of the impact of the crisis and the many interdependencies: 
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“[So] many things are now interconnected. So, for crisis management to work, if the 

dependencies are so high and the assumptions are so fixed, that's great, but you may find that 

your business becomes unworkable overnight if one of those things changes.” (Participant 13) 

“I think that's [developing crisis management solutions together] the only way it can 

work on a longer term … we try to adapt it also to all the other clients, but that's a really good 

way and we saw it worked. And we took it over into daily business.” (Participant 10) 

Hence, the dependence of the stakeholders of each other led to common experiences and 

decisions, but on the other hand, because of the structural and cultural differences between 

clients and consultants, some occurrences might have been interpreted differently, 

especially with regards to what constitutes success or failures. Large organisations might 

treat what is seen as a failure in a different way from consultants, and so the following 

aspect is treated solely from a consultants’ perspective. 

7.3.3.3  Success and Failure Are Important for Understanding and for Further 

Learning 

Measures were unequally successful, and given the scale and impact of the COVID-crisis, 

people were challenged, even when only looking at communication related problems: 

“…it forced a lot of people too at first thinking communication like this was great: „I'm 

going to solve everything!“, and then a dawning realization that there actually is a bunch of 

problems.” (Participant 13) 

Respondents had reflected this and named a number of failed measures or early mistakes 

that they would not try again in similar instances, amongst which the following featured 

repeatedly or were stressed as important to avoid by the participant naming them: 

 Too many meetings, trying to answer to the need of more or different 

communication by making everybody’s schedule full of (electronic) meetings or 

calls, so that at least initially, projects suffered as some tasks could not be 

completed for lack of time. Participant 13 commented: “There's no time to do any 

work if you've got back-to-back calls”. 

 Too many tools, introduced quickly, one after the other and frequently without 

proper training or time to get acquainted with them, so also 

 Not enough time or training around new ways of working 
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 Not enough thinking about how to manage motivation and morale in teams having 

to work together remotely and, in the case of many consultants, being deprived of 

rewarding aspects of business travel and entertainment  

On the other hand, some measures were successful and were retained, in some cases not 

only for the duration of the crisis, see the next section. What was described as particularly 

useful was the setting of rules in order to manage that any “project is quite complex 

because a lot of different stakeholders, a lot of different tasks, a lot of different 

functionalities” (Participant 12), rigorously enforcing compliance wherever possible. 

This was valid for deciding on where to work, how to organise around distributed projects 

and for managing electronic meetings: 

“To be on time, to mute yourself, and all that stuff people just need to get used to if they 

haven’t been working with that before … when you speak turn your camera on so that everyone 

can see you, if you have a question put it in the chat, or we bring it up in the end … so this kind 

of rules we still formally repeat at the start of bigger workshops, still today.” (Participant 3) 

Providing support and resources, including money, also was an important facet of 

attaining crisis management goals, even if respondents saw that many measures taken to 

replace face-to-face contact would not supplant it beyond the crisis: 

“The company was generous right from the start, allowing everyone to buy equipment 

for their home arrangements, eh, extra screens or whatever was needed.” (Participant 2) 

“The „how we did it“, I think that was good, we really used the technological elements, 

and the application set very well, but in terms of „how effective is that?“, I mean, in terms of 

relationship building and networking, I would only give it a three [out of ten].” (Participant 3) 

The crisis management process was thus influenced and helped by analysing the measures 

taken and learning from the results, Accordingly, consultancies developed first ideas 

about what the “new normal” (Sailer-Wlasits, 2021) might – and according to them 

should – look like. Concerning the topic of this thesis, an important part of this was 

working on the use of electronic means of communication. 

7.3.4 Theme 8: Alternative Means of Communication Were Tested and Improved 

There was agreement that once the crisis ends, face-to-face contact will have to resume, 

among other reasons because of its efficiency: 
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“The key lesson really is that personal contact is really important. It cannot be 

replaced. … You can do a whole project from A-Z for one year in a virtual environment, it's 

possible. But it's easier if you have client interaction on a personal level.” (Participant 9) 

This thesis looks at crisis management processes in general. Hence, there is no discussion 

of individual applications and their features, especially as they keep changing and electric 

communication might look different in the future. The aspects Theme Eight is addressing 

are the limitations of electronic communication and correspondingly, where face-to-face 

communication serves ones’ ends better, but also where electronic communication could 

hold value also for the time after the crisis. 

7.3.4.1  General Limitations of Electronic Communication 

There was no way around reducing contact, having people work from remote locations 

such as their homes and using electronic communications, but there is a clear feeling of 

loss around it: 

“There's so much going on between people on a gut level, you know which we may not 

even be possible to explain scientifically yet. But things are going on and we can't replace that, 

especially if you're talking about emotional things.” (Participant 5) 

Respondents felt that the workarounds were inefficient, also as it was difficult to get hold 

of people: 

“In normal times I would walk across a corridor …, I would see five or six colleagues, I 

would have interaction with them, I would have got things done, and cross from my to do list, 

which now would take me five separate appointments … scheduled over a couple of days – it’s 

not efficient!” (Participant 2) 

There were also a number of issues around important matters such as nonverbal 

communication or content lost in electronic meetings. This was due to several factors 

which were difficult to manage remotely: 

“When you’re sitting in a room with someone, you can kind of sense the vibes ... 

Walking through the halls, standing in the coffee corner, having a quick chat – this kind of 

spontaneous interactions, just by being present …and I consider them to actually be super 

valuable, that is now missing. And, I just realised how much this is missing when I attended an 

internal meeting in Frankfurt two weeks ago, because the majority of these important 

discussions happened between the sessions.” (Participant 3) 
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 “If you have this kind of [larger] Teams meeting, you are talking to, and I believe this 

is something a lot of people are quite reluctant to do.” (Participant 4) 

"I don't see who's sleeping." (Participant 12) 

“What happens is people become more elusive when you can't go and confront them 

face-to-face. So issues sometimes don't get addressed, agendas tend to slip and as a 

consequence things don't get done.” (Participant 13) 

Symbolic values also get lost, and this feeling is shared by the clients, who waited for 

lockdown rules to be relaxed in order to have a personal meeting 

“There are kind of symbolic things you do when you do it face-to-face, you shake hands 

with each other … you discuss something and you make a deal and you shake hands. You make 

it real, you give a commitment. You drink something together you show… that you're interested, 

… when you have Asian clients, right? They're very symbolic [and expect gestures showing] 

that you care and that you have good behaviour, which makes you a trustworthy person.” 

(Participant 6) 

“We even had a client visiting us … although that was content that could have been 

perfectly done online as well.” (Participant 8) 

Much of what was felt to be missing had to do with feelings, sometimes just because of 

personal preferences, sometimes because respondents felt something was missing, but 

could not captivate what it actually was: 

“It's sometimes really, really nice to exchange in person and to join meetings and to 

just walk down the floor and meet someone rather than setting up a Teams call.” (Participant 9) 

“I'm sure there are studies out there: what the difference is in interaction between a 

video meeting like the one we have now, or what happens during a dinner ... I don't even have 

the vocabulary to describe what is happening … but I think we may have to make people aware 

that there are things which we can describe and understand. Things which we may not even 

able to scientifically prove. But there is a difference…” (Participant 5) 

With the crisis going into its third year, there are also clear signs of fatigue regarding the 

alternatives to face-to-face meetings and events: 

“…we had virtual yoga sessions, we had virtual coffee breaks, we had gin tasting, we 

had … I think there was a big hype at the beginning, and the I think it kind of levelled off. So I 

would do less but more consistently, more focussed in order to not overdo it.” (Participant 3) 
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The limitations and what they mean for the work of a typical consultant as described in 

section 2.3, and focusing on interactive modes of communication, is summarised in table 

XI: 

Table XI: Limitations of having to work electronically or remotely and related implications 

 

While processes keep being adapted and more and more new applications addressing 

some of these issues get introduced (Kashyap, 2022), there are clear limitations, and 

accordingly, face-to-face communication is superior in at least some instances.  

  

Limitation Lost because of Impact

Elements of communication lost

Nonverbal communication is mostly lost In meetings > 2, small images of participants 

and only the head visible

70 to over 90% of communication is missing 

(Hegstrom (2009); Singh (2018)).

Loss of "secondary" (Participant 9) information 

(information from outside of the projects setting 

but relevant, e.g. political streams, personal 

goals, informal lines of communication)

Less of a social setting, electronic channels 

do not entice people to talk about topics 

beyond the pre-defined content/agenda 

item

Consultants might not see hidden meaning, hence 

work only on visible issues which might not be the 

real ones or present an incomplete view

Some people are frightened to be in the center 

of everybodys attention (which cannot be seen 

and managed), also, people are  in general more 

elusive on electronic platforms

As above: participants can only be seen in 

part or not at all and/or may choose to turn 

of their screens

Potentially important input is lost

Only one person, the current speaker, is in focus 

on the screen, no round table setting 

In most electronic settings, dialogues as 

people are used to in face to face meetings 

is difficult, and so is co-creation of content

Content gets lost, some results might not get 

achieved or take longer, and it is unclear clear 

who actively listens or participates

Focusing on the screen is tiring and in non-office 

environments, there are more distractions

People find it hard to concentrate and divert 

their attention from the topic more easily 

than in a business setting

While this can be addressed by speaking slower 

and shorten agenda points, participation and  

related contribution is lost

People might be elusive by choice Non-participation is made easy by not being 

visible, people can engage in other activities 

while being logged into a meeting

As above, participation is lost, but also buy-in and 

work discipline

When people work remotely, e.g. when WFH has 

been introduced, it becomes increasingly difficult 

to get hold of them

Multiple reasons: peoples' whereabouts or 

their availability is invisible, hence unknown

Inefficient, spontaneous meetings and discussions 

become difficult, taking decisions and getting 

input or approval takes longer

Dependent on infrastructure being equally good 

for everyone

Some items odf ingfrastructure, e.g. local 

internet quality, is beyond the control of the 

users

Content or even the possibility to participate is 

lost, misunderstandings are possible

Informal exchanges and motivation lost

In WFH settings, no spontaneous meetings, 

unintentional meetings and informal talks are 

possible

People working remotely All alignment in projects has to be done formally,  

thus in a planned and more time consuming way, 

but also private exchanges and personal bonding 

becomes difficult, also is an issue also for carreer 

building, business development or networking

In meetings or during training, no small talk, also 

around breaks, which are left unused for 

communication

People participating remotely No exposure to company or client culture, gossip, 

information on personalities, relationship building 

or bonding

Symbols like handshakes lost and not replaced 

(yet)

No face to face meetings    Bonding and trust building becomes more difficult

Feel-good factors lost No face to face meetings and business 

travel, both generally experienced as 

motivating

Fatigue effects (see also below) set in, lack of 

motivation

Health and security concerns

Lack of necessary movement and related health 

concerns

People stay seated in front of the screens 

during meetings and use computers more 

than before

Health and sick leave issues (Bruder, 2018)

General fatigue effects Too many electronic meetings, format tiring 

and even irritating, only electronic contacts

Weariness, lack of motivation, content lost 

through lack of attention, health concerns

Data security concerns Data storage unclear and clandestine 

recording possible

Risk of data leaks, additional cost
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7.3.4.2  Topics Demanding Personal Communication Face-to-face 

The topics of personal presence lending importance to a meeting and of face-to-face 

meetings being seen as more motivating than electronic ones have already been 

mentioned. On top of that, 

“…within the organisation or project there are lots of people involved. In order to 

engage with those people, you need to have [at least some face-to-face] communication.” 

[Participant 13] 

The question is, around which topics being able to meet in person is important or even 

necessary if possible. Some is defined by the requirements of the clients themselves, not 

wishing to address certain issues electronically or wanting control: 

 “When it is a difficult problem, when it's highly political, my experience is: it doesn't 

really work, and also for my direct client counterpart, it didn't work either…” (Participant 12) 

“…if you pay a lot of money for a consulting firm, you really want to see the people and 

you really want to see that they work on your stuff.” (Participant 9) 

In some cases, it is necessary to at least be able to get onto the clients’ site, for instance 

when doing technical due diligences or improvements. Additionally, having to meet 

people in person might also be needed when, as for instance in a pre-acquisition 

assessment, getting a feeling for how the target management works together is essential: 

“the management, when you get really the feeling how are they interacting with each 

other … you’re getting 10% out of … the normal discussion, but, really seeing them interacting, 

personally, this is what you definitely miss at the moment, when you can’t see how they actually 

are working together.” (Participant 4) 

Some of the domains where respondents argue that face-to-face meetings are necessary 

or at least vastly superior to electronic communication also pertain to processual or 

organisational reasons, such as complex or large meetings: 

“It's really hard to get a bigger group in in one [virtual] room and to do your work with 

the group.” (Participant 10) 

“A criterion is the complexity of the project. I have quite a few projects that run for 

about two months, and … how it looks like in the end is pretty clear. And for those types of pro-

jects, I don't think it's key that we are there more than once, but for others…” (Participant 8) 
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Respondents also raised the question of “importance” of the meeting in general, for 

instance around meetings regarding certain phases or results of a project, for instance 

what participant 10 called the “metaplot” of the project. Similar importance is also 

attributed to business development and first meetings with a client: 

“There are some things you need to do in a face-to-face interaction, which is getting to 

know each other, kind of the kick off workshop … and then of course, when you have important 

milestones like the opening of a new store or whatever, you have to be there. The rest actually is 

very easy to handle online.” (Participant 6) 

“Sales is a very difficult side. So whereas before you would have an opportunity to 

arrange a meeting [now] the clients were busy doing other things and easily distracted. … So a 

lot of the sales activity dropped off [and consultants were forced to] significantly increase the 

availability of everything enabling a person to be accessed remotely.” (Participant 13) 

For business development, participant 9 argues, “I think it's always important to bond 

with the client and to have a really very good client relationship”, which then “enables 

an upselling case or even a new project.”, and this building of trust links into another set 

of reasons why personal meetings remain important: the difficulties in managing 

emotional issues remotely: 

“…we learned already in the leadership programmes that you should, for example, if 

you have an emotional issue then you should better not write an email. Go to the person, talk to 

the person.” (Participant 5) 

“My direct counterpart - a cruise missile, and not manageable. Maybe this would have 

been the same thing when they would have worked physically, but the perception is: virtually, it 

was impossible.” (Participant 12) 

This also includes the necessity to have a personal relationship that allows working on 

problems together and  

“…as long as things are running smoothly in projects, that's fine. And as soon as … you 

have problems … if people stop meeting personally, stop dining out together, stopped drinking a 

glass of wine and not just talking about business things, … there is no fundamental basis 

anymore for sorting out these emotional issues … And suddenly we could sort out problems as 

soon as you sit together, and we could have never, never done that by video.” (Participant 5) 

Around emotional issues, and especially around criticism, misunderstandings might also 

occur when not being able to look into each other’s eyes: 
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“in some cases the client, even provided kind of negative feedback, which [makes sure] 

I know how the client really expresses it, or how he means it…” (Participant 9) 

In summary, one can see a number of topics or types of communication where the 

experience of the respondents strongly suggests personal contact being superior to 

electronic solutions, recapitulated in table XII: 

Table XII: Types of communication where face-to-face meetings are superior to electronic 

ones 

 

Personal meetings around these topics is what companies will try to come back to as soon 

as the crisis is over, but as this is currently not possible, companies are looking for 

workarounds: 

“I think … the contact has to be personal but not necessarily on site.” (Participant 3) 

However, participants have also made it clear that they learned about situations where 

electronic communication can replace personal one and might even be superior. 

7.3.4.3  Long Term Potential of Electronic Communication Solutions 

As discussed below around Theme Nine, consultancies will not come back to their former 

ways but rather profit from what they learned in the crisis, and some of this pertains to 

the potential of increasing the use of electronic means, especially as it was found that at 

least for some exchanges, personal meetings were not necessary: 

“This is also something I realised with the Coronavirus, and which I already asked 

myself before, that it’s actually not THAT important to be there in person, because if I need to 

discuss numbers and figures [80% of the work] I could also do it via Zoom.” (Participant 1) 

Some tasks only require relatively infrequent exchanges, for example IT development or 

other technical topics, and many respondents reported that having more regular and more 

Processual or organisational reasons

On-site assessments, e.g. technical due diligence assessments

Complex or large meetings

Reasons around certain phases in a commercial relationship needing personal bonding

Trust and relationship building

Business development

What participants judge to be very important meetings

Reasons around the management of emotions

Discussions on political or emotional issues

Problem solving
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frequent exchanges did address some of the limitations of electronic communication, and 

that while certain processes such as business development have been complicated, the 

fact that also the clients react made selling at least not impossible. Some aspects even 

were made easier: 

“When you are already in a concrete proposal process …in very many cases this is now 

also completely virtual …but it didn’t, according to my observations, impact any client 

interaction in the proposal stage negatively. So, why is that: in a proposal stage you want to test 

some ideas, you have some questions … you wish to interview them to see what really is their 

„burning platform”, and that was maybe even easier to organise in a virtual setting, I just said, 

“OK, we’re gonna set up a quick video call”, we don’t have to wait for lengthy appointment 

making, we don’t have to travel...” (Participant 3) 

Travel, or rather the avoidance of it, is an important issue as it may carry a hefty price 

tag. Not to travel might therefore appeal to both clients and the management of the 

consultancies. Even so, this is not the only advantage of the changes through the 

pandemic. Participant 5 sees that having more and tried electronic communication tools 

at hand “eased up our job, it made it more efficient and made meetings, especially across 

borders … quicker.”, and while large meetings present the problems described in the last 

section on this theme, it was possible to organise them at all, participants giving examples 

with up to 85 people: 

“So, this might even be an advantage of this electronic communication, that now we do 

meetings in larger groups to spread information that before were not so easily spread.” 

(Participant 12) 

Lastly, most respondents reported that in a one-to-one electronic meeting it was possible 

to communicate nearly as if the conversation partners were in the same room. Switching 

one-to-one communication to electronic is much less of an issue than one-to-many: 

“A video on a one-to-one basis cat can work quite well because you can see the other 

person. You can read body language. You can also see whether they're concentrating, whether 

they're doing other things while you're having a conversation, i.e. it makes it a more involved 

dialogue. In the end, electronic, also via the telephone, has been used for long years to great 

effect.” (Participant 13) 

The learning process during the COVID crisis has thus yielded many insights and 

experiences on how to manage such crises, on crisis management in general, but also on 
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new ways designing the workplaces and of communicating with stakeholders, with their 

respective advantages and downsides. One of the central questions is the extent of crisis 

management measures on the shaping of work after COVID. 

7.3.5 Discussion 

The findings around the second set of themes is discussed in this section, yielding as the 

key results those shown in table XIII. As described in 7.2.5, they were aggregated with 

the results from other sets of themes in chapter 8. 

Table XIII: Main results from the analysis of the second set of themes 

 

Many recommendations from works on crisis management and communication were 

confirmed by the findings, such as the usefulness of early reactions, building dedicated 

teams and task forces and to organise information workshops (Coombs, 2014a; Claeys 

and Cauberghe, 2012) and training as recommended amongst others by Naucke and 

Schweska (2020). Data also confirm the development from a phase of initial response in 

order to ensure business continuity towards a phase of using first learnings for a reshaping 

of first measures, early elements of the crisis event phase (Bundy et al., 2017; Coombs 

and Holladay, 2010). 

The phenomena the participants describe are mainly about context and outcomes, but they 

help understanding the underlying mechanisms (O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014), of 

General insights

Crisis management quickly develops into a process of learning and adapting, much of it heuristically.

Electronic communication led to behavioural changes, and acceptance of it, including working remotely, has strongly 

increased across all groups of stakeholders.

There are differences in the approaches to new ways of working, depending of factors like educational background or 

generation.

When communicating electronically, large numbers of people can be reached but with numbers, content gets lost. One-

to-one electronic communication is closest to face-to-face in terms of content, including nonverbal.

Many different solutions were used, but standards evolve.

Electronic communication can be expected to play a more important role after the crisis than before, with also an 

increasing amount of hybrid communication solutions to be expected.

Improved practices/recommendations

It is key to quickly (or even pre-crisis) define dedicated teams, task forces etc. and to set up exchanges like workshops 

and training.

Managers need to empathically take into account personal situations and understand differences such as generational 

issues. Communication with different groups needs to be targeted accordingly.

Management has to visibly lead, while at the same time giving autonomy to employees.

Limitations of crisis management measures, in the current case especially around electronic communication such as 

Zoom fatigue, have to be addressed.

As face-to-face and electronic communication address different needs and have limitations (e.g. more difficult trust 

bulding when communicating electronically), which communication channel to use has to be consciously evaluated.
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which important ones were related to management. The extent of the pandemic made 

crisis management a big challenge, as expected (Mehrotra, Znati and Thompson, 2008). 

This was made more difficult by changes in behaviour around communication. On the 

other hand, the change in attitudes towards electronic and remote work described in 

section 3.3 is clear, both from an employers’ and an employees’ point of view (see also 

Berndtson, 2020). The related increased acceptance (and development) of electronic 

communication makes it easier to respond to the contact restrictions, and machine 

learning, as presumed (Riemensperger et al., 2020), helps in training and informing 

employees. 

Nevertheless, it is also clear that managers need to take into account different needs, 

preferences, educational issues or personal situations, leading to different attitudes 

towards electronic communication and especially remote or agile working. Participants 

confirm that empathic communication by managers is important, as Kartikawangi and 

Dahesihsari (2020) also find. The fact that personality makes a difference when telework 

is introduced (Smith, Patmos and Pitts, 2015) still holds true. Some people need structure, 

some autonomy, some want to belong and experience emotional issues around being 

isolated from co-workers (Van Yperen, Rietzschel and De Jonge, 2014), but a proactive 

approach to these differences may allow to turn them into an advantage. Several 

respondents have explicitly mentioned how important it was that their companies 

considered employees’ individual requirements, also in the case of project members from 

clients. The data also give evidence of generational differences – as predicted around 

digitalisation even before the crisis (Sedlmayer, 2016) – but that can be overcome when 

it comes to proficiency in electronic communication.  

Hence, the assumption by Messenger et al. (2018) that electronic communication is 

mostly used by managers and professionals becomes increasingly challenged. Still, one 

can see differences in the preference for the use of certain media depending on age, even 

within the group of participants, as found by Cabell et al. (2022). What changes are young 

generations’ expectations around work and workplace design. The findings thus support 

at least some of the expectations of Piumelli (2019), and what this means for the “new 

normal” is discussed in the conclusion to the next section. 

What can be seen is that the crisis led to an intense learning experience, more so because 

of its length and impact as expected by Larsson (2010). He predicts this to happen through 
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training and actual experience when working on the problems, and the findings suggest 

that while training was important for the communication tools, most was heuristics: 

learning in an environment of incomplete information, based on experience. This is also, 

a common phenomenon also when managing strategically, and as stated by Bingham and 

Eisenhardt (2014), people are aware of their explicit learning, even if it cannot be clearly 

measured because companies learn “portfolios of heuristics” (p. 1460). What does not 

become clear is the role of what in contrast could be called “implicit” learning, but the 

changes in consultants’ communication practices are quite visible. 

Learning happened at all levels, but the data confirm Jaques (2012), who sees it as a 

crucial part of crisis leadership: management had to lead and, as shown, visibly led. What 

was focused on when learning also depended on values and culture (see especially Theme 

Four), and this confirms critical realist expectations, with the resulting structures having 

effect on application, see Williams, Rycroft-Malone and Burton (2016). The data, 

however, show companies concentrating on themselves and their immediate 

environment, but had no macrosocial interests, so far contradicting Paech (2020) who 

expects learning to have an increasingly inclusive focus. 

An aspect the findings did not yield any evidence for is the importance of the forms of 

internal communication used, or the different effects of informational versus relational 

communication as described by Einwiller, Ruppel and Stranzl (2021). Why this topic was 

not broached can only be speculated upon, but it could have to do with the relatively small 

size of the average consultancy or the fluidity of relationships in a project organisation. 

What is very visible is that through permitting remote working, leadership did show trust 

and gave autonomy to employees, a fact which is widely acknowledged (Haave and Volt, 

2021). 

However, the COVID-crisis is seen as a high-tech challenge (Rose, 2022), and 

accordingly, the choice of electronic solutions is important. Companies pragmatically 

used what was available, but practices have evolved over the course of the crisis. Early 

reports by consultancies find that e-mail is the main communication channel during the 

crisis (RAGAN Communications, 2020), but other standards for business communication 

quickly developed. For the consulting industry, choices were similar to any industry’s 

around the globe (DigitalIW, 2022). Some decisions, however, had to be taken together 

with the clients, and while making decisions on the main solutions was possible within a 
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short delay, many tools were tried out or had to be used because of clients wishes, despite 

recommendations not to use anything that is available to avoid proliferation and the 

related costs (Ramachandran, 2021).  

The electronic tools themselves also need to be managed, their use well prepared and they 

are not suited for use with any audience. For instance, while large groups of people can 

be easily included in an electronic meeting, there is a risk that people do not listen and 

ensuring participation becomes increasingly difficult with size. Participants can hide, an 

managing an event when only seeing a grid of many small faces – or even just initials – 

becomes challenging and tiring as described by Bailenson (2021). This is even more true 

when emotions are involved, and findings show that emotional issues better not be 

addressed via electronic means – unless unavoidable as is the case in the crisis.  

This triggers fatigue effects and a general feeling of exhaustion, but the loss of creativity 

Bailenson expects from moving to electronic communication was not a major issue. 

Consultancies apparently found ways to counter these effects, among other things by 

using other tools together with the communication platform itself. The data also failed to 

show where a “Zoom fatigue” measurement (Fauville et al., 2021) might find a useful 

practical application,  

Face-to-face contact is missed, and there are many factors which include missing 

elements of communication or simply issues of well-being, but also problems of reduced 

visibility in ones’ organisation, with negative implications on the ability to manage but 

also on career management (Vartiainen and Hyrkkänen, 2010). People become more 

proficient in their use of electronic alternatives and manage to address more and more of 

the issues caused by contact restrictions, but at least with the technology available today, 

some topics, especially when requiring two-way communication, are still best being 

addressed through personal meetings.  

On the whole, the findings support what was discussed around the limitations of telework 

(section 3.3.4). Participants confirm that, as described by e.g. Serttaş (2021), important 

elements of communication needed in order to establish personal relationships or trust are 

missing, despite the fact that electronic tools keep adding features designed to address 

this. This includes virtual lounges where participants can have private exchanges in the 

setting of larger electronic events. There is a difference between one-to-one 

communication and instances with many participants, with fewer losses in the former, but 
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in summary, consultants and clients miss at least some of the lost personal contact. It will 

be difficult for consultancies to answer to certain process related measures of project 

success as postulated by Donath (2020).  

Regardless, digital solutions will play a more important role after the crisis, a 

development which was expected for the consulting industry early into the crisis 

(Özgüler, 2020). The findings confirm that in many instances, there will be at least hybrid 

communication solutions and the expectations that a simple going back to how it was 

before will not happen (Backovic, Koschik and Scheppe, 2021) are strongly supported. 

This might even be the case in areas where at least currently, participants do not expect 

it, such as business development. Much as this had to be done via electronic means during 

most of the year, 2021 showed growth (BDU, 2021b), a fact that also reflects well on how 

managers coped with the crisis. 

7.4 Third Set of Themes: Improvements Were Made for Crisis Management and 

thereafter, and the Environment Changed  

Table XIV shows an overview of the themes and subordinate topics of this overarching 

set of themes, again determining the structure of this section: 

Table XIV: Set of Themes 3 as the overarching view and elements beneath 

 

So far, chapter 7 shows that the experiences made will make sure the crisis entails change, 

especially as it was large and has forced companies to react at many levels: 

“Change has a cost, but compelling events like the pandemic make change happen as a 

consequence … Whenever there is a seismic change, people deal with it and then afterwards 

have a look round and go: OK, do we need to fundamentally change?” (Participant 13) 

Changes happened within the organisation, and learnings led both to improving crisis 

management and resilience. Lasting change also happened in the environment and will 

continue to exert an influence on how consultancies operate in the future. 

Set of themes (overarching view) Themes Subordinate topics

Improvements Were Made for 

Crisis Management and thereafter, 

and the Environment Changed 

9 - Practices Could Be Improved and 

Additional Resilience was Built

Improved Practices Around Crisis 

Management and Resilience Building

Other Improved Practices Introduced as a 

Lasting Solution

10 - The Crisis Changed the 

Environment, not Necessarily in a 

Controlled Way

Implications for the Future of the Workplace 

Other External Effects Beyond Companies’ 

Control
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7.4.1 Theme 9: Practices Could Be Improved and Additional Resilience was Built 

7.4.1.1  Improved Practices Around Crisis Management and Resilience Building 

There are several lessons learned that had been described in sections 7.2 and 7.3. This is 

taken up again when presenting a framework of recommendations, namely building task 

forces, establishing rules, focusing and simplifying tasks where possible and lastly, 

supporting clients in order to make sure they move at the same pace as the consultants 

when introducing crisis management measures. What also emerges is the importance of 

infrastructure, as an initial reaction to restrictions around communication, but also, in later 

phases of the crisis, established as a lasting improvement: 

At the beginning of the Corona restrictions, we invested in … video equipment in the 

office, so we improved our technical equipment, but other than that, what could you do 

[initially]?” (Participant 5) 

“We adapted to this crisis, but nevertheless I must say, a lot of people …, six months 

[into] the crisis, had no good connection of Internet at home, had no video camera available, 

had no mic available with good quality, had always an excuse: oh, sorry, my Internet doesn't 

work. Well, we learned this and now we are equipped.” (Participant 9) 

Respondents described many different individual solutions. However, as a matter of 

principle, switching to available alternatives quickly but in an organised way is the 

response that was successful during this crisis. Establishing what is needed for WFH 

solutions and so that applications can run smoothly – and making sure people get trained 

– must, however, accompany any introduction of new technology, as holds true for data 

protection and security measures: 

“…we really want to restrict sending documents … just send around the link to the 

Teams folder but not the actual document. You have e-mail encryption and all that, and even 

sometimes confidential one on one communication is easier if we have a call like we do now, 

without anyone else being [around] … able to listen to you.” (Participant 3) 

Preparation and execution of communication in the crisis also needs to respond to the 

requirements new tools and processes used, and ideally one tries to learn to interpret the 

signals and personalities that people exhibit when communicating electronically – 

different from communication face-to-face, as discussed around Theme Four: 

“…it needed special preparation … it's more challenging. It's really dangerous that you 

lose the people who are just dialling in and sitting there, and after two minutes everyone is 
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shutting down his video... So there you really need to prepare, probably need interactive tools 

… where people can jump on and really interact with the client, and ask them to move stuff 

around and have like virtual whiteboards where people are involved … So yes, for certain 

formats you really need to prepare.” (Participant 9) 

“You have to feel the emotions. Not emotion you can see, but it's some kind of thing that 

you feel. How was the host, the group? How is the group interacting with each other and how 

do they communicate? You have to check, and you have to think: OK, is that the way we will go 

on, or do we do we need a little switch on the way, and it isn’t really necessary to be in one 

room...” (Participant 10) 

At the same time, crisis managers might want to look at traditions and symbols, how they 

change and evolve and what clients expect or will miss, as described in the example of 

the importance of handshakes, especially for Asian clients. One already sees supposedly 

safer alternatives such as the fist bump emerge, or even impose itself as it has been 

described as more hygienic before (Mela and Whitworth, 2014), but even this requires 

personal contact. Likewise, communication outside of business topics needs to be made 

possible also under crisis conditions: 

“…it's always a little bit crazy, but you really need to get to the personal level and 

therefore you need calls which are not business calls. And it's really hard in the virtual 

environment because calendars are blocked … but you really need to schedule time with your 

client ... So for us it's coffee chats … not about business topics, so, rather about how he feels, all 

those small topics and questions which I would ask if I would meet the person on site.” 

(Participant 9) 

Approaches like this depend on the technology available and might look different in the 

future. However, but based on todays’ possibilities, respondents describe a number of 

similar solutions. While most recommendations are implicitly contained in the data, 

respondents also made explicit ones, amongst which to decide on communication 

solutions case by case, mainly because of the cultural and infrastructural differences, the 

different ways clients might be impacted by the crisis or the nature and quality of the 

client relationship. This means, that all this must be understood by crisis managers: 

“In theory you could also do that on screen but on a very selective basis, very 

cautiously with all the social distancing regulations now, it is still conducted on site on a case 

to case basis.” (Participant 3) 
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“…work with your clients together on a solution for the current crisis … Especially 

asking them whether they are maybe differently impacted than you might be as a consultancy.” 

(Participant 8) 

While respondents also mentioned areas of the management of the pandemic which could 

be improved, overall, they were satisfied with the way the crisis was handled. 

Nonetheless, there was some criticism around leadership when it came to upholding 

morale, and the recommendation of taking this more into account in the future is also a 

result of this research:  

“I think there could have been a little bit more thinking about how we're going to keep 

people's morale together, how people are feeling now that we've basically created a remote 

structure? The business is performing, but what about the staff? How are the staff performing? 

How are they feeling about their work? Do they still feel part of the company, or like a battery 

chicken in a cage somewhere?” (Participant 13) 

In any event, there needs to be more reflection on the part of the companies before they 

can conclusively evaluate the recent learnings. This might take some time: 

“There is a difference and I think that this is the key for the future, when wisely 

choosing between different means of communication, whether this is internal … or external 

communication with clients. This is for me the key point.” (Participant 5) 

“There will be a recovery period … where they want to get together, but businesses will 

also need to resolve the fact that for 18 months most businesses - admittedly with government 

aid - have stayed in business without that. So there's a heavy piece to look at in terms of what 

the cost base is of dealing with a lot of communication that probably wasn't necessary in a 

purely work related environment.” (Participant 13) 

Any lasting changes are expected not only to improve crisis management or processes in 

general, but some will also help to improve preparedness for the future and resilience to 

at least similar types of crises, if not crises in general, through for instance experience 

with crisis management, and some had even already been learned in earlier crises: 

 “This type of competence just improved during this crisis. And for the next crisis, I 

think if similar answers are relevant, then we can even improve these answers because there's 

still a lot to be improved: every client is in a different stage of technology, uses different tools 

and has different abilities to use these …” (Participant 12)  

“Thanks to that storm a few months ago, where suddenly all of our employees … had to 

stay home for two days, since then, we realized that our that our infrastructure is just not ready 
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for as much remote working, and they've updated that – and two months later there was the 

pandemic, and they were ready for it.” (Participant 8) 

One issue might be, that the clients lag behind, also in the adoption of changes. Especially 

in mixed projects, all parties ideally need to be equally prepared and resilient. 

Nevertheless, one difference with the time before the crisis is that consultants reflect the 

clients’ status, which at least will help in quickly defining where to support clients in the 

case of future crises: 

“I think for me, it would be the leadership and the culture aspect that our clients should 

address going forward, to be better prepared when the s..t hits the fan again.” (Participant 3) 

“I think what they now improved … your whole workforce management can be done 

virtually, but this is something you need to implement ... So, a lot of companies still have a long 

way to come to the level of technology that currently is state of the art.” (Participant 12) 

The new infrastructure and the fact that people are proficient with it will also increase 

resilience to problems, but any solution will have to be kept up to date to have a lasting 

effect, and companies have learned to plan for communication disruptions: 

“I think having the tools at hand, having the people trained, they are really familiar 

with the tools. Having the mind of the people prepared and not going back to the old habits … 

Because - everyone will get used to it again and then if something like this would happen, it 

would immediately be shock and a change management process again.” (Participant 9) 

“It’s a good idea to have contingency plans in place ... If one department is hit by a 

crisis and the other one isn’t, how to have resources at hand which can be activated in the event 

of need …I’m sure that COMPANY 2 will revise the contingency plans...” (Participant 2) 

Resilience is expected to increase through the learning of the past two years, and some 

respondents were very positive about this. Participant 5 even thinks “we increased our 

resilience for any kind of future. For each future crisis.” On the other hand, this is 

challenged by those who believe that the preparedness needed will depend on the crisis. 

Participant 12 cautions that “if the crisis is different, I doubt that we leaned too much.” 

and others agree: 

“Remote is wonderful, but it's all dependent on the Internet working. I think by going 

back to some old basics such as: have multiple avenues, multiple supply chains, multiple routes 

to solve the same problem rather than an inbuilt dependency on one thing working, because 

when that's pulled away from you, then it's normally very difficult to respond.” (Participant 13) 
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7.4.1.2  Other Improved Practices Introduced as a Lasting Solution 

As shown, some of the measures taken were candidates for general implementation, 

especially around digital solutions. This thesis, however, does not dwell on IT solutions 

adopted also for the times after the crisis: IT develops rapidly, and the fact that new 

applications and more powerful infrastructure increase resilience has been discussed in 

section 7.2. Nevertheless, there are other improved practices that seem to be lasting ones, 

and it is clear to all respondents, that there will be changes: 

“Nobody knows how long it will take, back to the normal working life, and I don't really 

know if there will be any „normal“ life as we knew it before Corona anymore. But … to change 

processes is the hardest and we had to. Everybody has to do this now. But I'm pleased and I 

think we are on a good way –  and it also works for the clients.” (Participant 10) 

The main changes and improvements that were discussed were changes around the 

flexibility of the workplace in terms of time and place. This is not a new topic and was 

addressed in sections 3.3 and 3.4, but it had been enhanced, both as a requirement and a 

possibility: 

“Even before COVID we had the demand for a more flexible working environment.” 

(Participant 4) 

“For us in the consulting business, I think we will see more flexibility to work that way 

with our clients, so I’m not sure if the typical Monday to Thursday on-site week will continue … 

So how does this future structure look like … the topic of „office as a service“, how do you also 

provide this flexibility in case you need to shut down again or you need to expand – how can 

you become more agile?” (Participant 3) 

As findings show, there is, however, a strong demand to at least come back to face-to-

face meetings for certain types of communication. This will lead to a phase of post-crisis 

learning about the best way to organise travel: 

“By now it's like completely normal to work remotely. Everything is working fine. And 

now there will be a switch back, because the first clients allow travel and actually want us to 

travel back, so it's another change coming up.” (Participant 9) 

“…understanding some of the metrics about the value of the social engagements, which 

work, and which ones don't, that would be a great way to input, otherwise you get fairly blanket 

statements you know: no flying without the chief executive say so, which could mean great for 
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cost saving, but it could actually lose a valuable opportunity, because cost is primarily seen as 

the measure of: is this meeting important and could it be done another way?” (Participant 13) 

Notwithstanding, all respondents agree that travel patterns will change and that 

companies will have to come up with clear definitions on what will be needed or useful 

and what could be done away with. The main reasons given are efficiency and cost: 

“Right now we pretty much have the ideal world because the reduction of time I would 

spend traveling … I can spend more time effectively on my desk and I only pick really important 

events I would like to attend ... I mean, there were so many bad things with COVID, but for a 

modern work life this is actually what we need.” (Participant 6) 

“…for many, also internal meetings especially, it will be really challenging to see 

whether it is necessary to travel for that. Also, from a cost perspective, yeah? Is it really 

necessary to board a plane and to stay in a hotel for that…” (Participant 3) 

In addition to this, the next section shows that changes in the environment will also 

influence the evaluation of any of the solutions adopted, especially regarding their 

usefulness or feasibility beyond their application during the crisis. 

7.4.2 Theme 10: The Crisis Changed the Environment, not Necessarily in a 

Controlled Way 

7.4.2.1  Implications for the Future of the Workplace  

Consultancies, or all companies for that matter, currently have a chance to profit from the 

experiences made during the crisis, and improve the workplace as much as the 

circumstances will permit, because 

“I think … of these digital meetings, the practical bonuses are just too good to 

abandon, so a lot of meetings will still happen in a digital way and there will also a lot more 

people working from home.” (Participant 7) 

Companies will wish to be able to actively shape what working will look like for their 

employees in the future, looking at aspects of effectivity, efficiency but also motivation, 

and many respondents, through measures introduced as response to the crisis, see positive 

effects for their and their colleagues’ work-life balance. Some consultancies started 

investigating the possibilities already early into the crisis, and see new aspects of 

flexibility: 
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“We also did a study on the future of work ... if we now see the trends and we 

extrapolate them into the future, assuming we would have no technical boundaries, how are we 

working together in 15 years ... It also starts with simple things like: what will continue to be 

physical? How does the physical workspace really provide for these new collaboration models? 

It’s not about having people sit isolated in a closed office anymore.” (Participant 3) 

This requires openness to change, and participant 10, for instance, sees the need for a 

“new mindset” for the “new normal”. There need to be evaluation criteria, however, 

amongst which respondents also name client expectations and a clear view on where 

personal contact cannot be replaced by electronic alternatives. Still, the trends are clear 

and bode ill for offerings like business travel and office space: 

“…if the quality is the same, why would you ever, as an employer, want your teams to 

work from the office again? You could just close down the office.” (Participant 4) 

Offering additional flexibility to employees also has the advantage of being able to 

position oneself better in the recruiting market, as there is demand: 

“People have so much more choices, and they're not interested in the company car, 

they’re interested in: Can I live where my family lives? Can I work when I need to work? Can I 

take care of my children and my mother and whoever needs to have time from me? ... So no, 

there is no back to normal.” (Participant 6) 

It looks as if the workplace will, where possible, develop into a hybrid between some 

space available to share with colleagues (the “office”, in the case of consultants this could 

also be at the clients’ for the duration of a project) and private space which could be 

anywhere and can be moved around easily. Accordingly, hybrid solutions are also likely 

to be adopted for individual meetings, with some participants present and some dialling 

into an electronic platform. While respondents describe such meetings to be a challenge 

to manage, they consent that it can work and becomes increasingly unavoidable: 

“We tried to do a hybrid model …but also face-to-face interaction with a really small 

core team, three to four people … Man. I was kind of impressed by this idea … It works, not on 

every project, but it works.” (Participant 10)  

Therefore, consultants will increasingly be presented with choices to be made on their 

means of communication and their form of meeting clients, and this will happen on a case 

by case basis: 
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“I'm probably going to be more selective about which medium I choose, and when I do 

travel to something…” (Participant 13) 

7.4.2.2  Other External Effects Beyond Companies’ Control 

Some changes in the environment will have no or only very indirect influence on the 

workplace, e.g. improved air quality through lockdown effects (Mashayekhi et al., 2021), 

but participant 13, for instance, notes that going to the office increasingly becomes “a 

matter of choice”, and  

“…life changes with the next generations … [and] a lot of people under 30 quit 

consulting because they don't want to stay away from home too long. They want no traveling. 

They think it's stupid. The pollution is stupid. We even had one employee during the last three 

years that did all travel in Europe on train ... if more of this type of individual come to the 

market then consulting definitely needs to change.” (Participant 12) 

There is thus pressure from the outside world, and it can be expected that corporate culture 

will adapt to this. While the preferences for face-to-face and electronic communication 

as described around Theme Eight are mostly taken for granted now, it is also possible that 

it is based more on habit than on objectivity and will be challenged soon: 

“[There is] a general cultural shift, which is moving from the idea that one would just 

simply chat face-to-face, going to meet in an office, commuting, you would actually go to where 

your customers are likely to be. So there's a habit bit… a social bit…” (Participant 13) 

The pandemic is still an ongoing phenomenon, so there might be more new developments, 

but companies will have to watch how communication in business develops after the crisis 

and whether and how preferences shift.  

7.4.3 Discussion 

This set of themes yielded a number of what respondents experienced as improved 

practices, the expectations of improvement mainly based on expected gains in efficiency 

or effectivity. An example is the change in the decision process around the choice of 

means of communication, including whether to travel or not. This is also based on 

learnings from the crisis around where face-to-face contact is superior, and where 

electronic communication can be a substitute of at least similar value. The key results 

from this section are shown in table XV. 
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Table XV: Main results from the analysis of the third set of themes 

 

The improved practices will further contribute to the recommendations described in the 

next chapter, which in turn are part of a framework for crisis management in 

communication. They also link into the changes that the COVID-crisis incited, especially 

around the way people will work in the future. 

According to the data, the current development does not necessarily lead to “new work” 

as described by Bergmann (2019), but it will lead to changes regarding workplace design, 

leading to better crisis preparedness, easier business continuity assurance and more 

efficiency. The change of the working environment that was expected from the beginning 

of the availability of stable and powerful communication platforms such as Zoom, with 

work being increasingly distributed and even mobile (Bosch-Sijtema et al., 2012) is 

confirmed, a trend illustrated by the fact that locations increasingly get evaluated and 

even advertised for their suitability for remote working (Siegel and Gold, 2022). Solutions 

thus go beyond WFH, and while findings also suggest that predictions on its rapid growth 

in the wake of the pandemic are correct, so are expectations like in Merx and Mersch 

(2021) that “working from anywhere” will also grow and be increasingly accepted by 

managers. 

This, however, will have to be managed. The data show that social interaction, internally 

and with external stakeholders, remains important, but draw no clear picture yet on how 

General insights

The learnings and changes during the COVID crisis do not lead to "new work", but to a change in the workplace design 

and more distributed work "from anywhere".

The changes introduced during the crisis, both the ones pertaining to processes and to infrastructure, can be expected to 

lead to improved future crisis resilience and add to general efficiency.

Many aspects on how the workplace in the future will look like still remain unclear or undefined, e.g. in distributed work, 

what space will be used for social interaction.

Infrastructure has been greatly improved during the crisis, but no formal crisis knowledge exchange data base or similar 

could be discerned.

Travel patterns have changed, which includes working at the clients' and face-to-face meetings.

Crisis management phases and releated measures overlap, some typical prot-crisis tasks can already be done during the 

event phase and there are several phases of learning and adapting. Learning thus happens in stages.

The next crises, e.g. the current (early 2022) global supply chain problems, already loom and preparation for these events 

is needed on top on COVID-crisis management.

Improved practices/recommendations

Learnings should not only be used in current crisis management but also in preparations for the next crisis. This includes a 

regular update of business continuity and crisis management plans.

A central repository with information on the crisis, its management and related experiences hís helpful and should be set 

up.

Companies need to be aware of the fact that crisis management phases overlap and learning, changing and further 

preparing happen continuously as long as the crisis lasts. This also helps preparing for future crises.

As a general measure beyond crisis management, the need for travel will have to be managed more actively and 

consciously than before. Experiences in the current crisis will help when making assessments on the need for travel.
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this will be addressed in distributed work environments. From the different spaces 

Vartiainen and Hyrkkänen (2010) describe as elements of such an environment, the 

physical and virtual have been addressed during the crisis, but the space for social 

interaction still needs to be defined. That people from different generations or different 

levels of education also have different needs for this interaction also will have to be 

considered. 

Training is also more easily done electronically, and faster to administer because of 

participants not having to travel. In general, communication infrastructure has been 

improved massively during the crisis. However, a crucial aspect of crisis management is 

to translate any learnings into preparation for the next crisis (Mikušová and Horváthová, 

2019; Bundy et al., 2017), and this process is not very visible yet. There is also little 

evidence of designing specific plans to counter related risks, apart from an unassertive 

awareness of potential reasons for future crises, including climate related ones. While 

literature on sustainability-supporting risk management emerges (Settembre-Blundo et 

al., 2021), consultancies still concentrate their forces on managing the current crisis. 

This absence is conspicuous, and absences can have real effects (Bhaskar, 2008), like in 

this case an insufficient level of crisis preparedness. They need to be investigated 

(Roberts, 2014), and a reason might be that the pandemic is still ongoing. However, in its 

wake, new crises like massive disruptions of the global supply chains loom (FitzGerald, 

Singer and Smit, 2021). It might therefore be advisable to integrate learnings during a 

crisis into business continuity plans as soon as they occurred. 

It is understandable that companies concentrate on managing current issues during a crisis 

as large as the present one. Notwithstanding, there are also other known aspects of crisis 

management such as the role of knowledge management and the ways of sharing recent 

experience quickly across an organisation (Jennex and Raman, 2009) which do not feature 

in the data. An enquiry about possible reasons with three participants yielded as a possible 

reason the fact that consultancies tend to have elaborate knowledge exchange systems 

and therefore do not question their knowledge management. However, these systems 

mainly cover consulting content and not managerial experience. Hence, findings suggest 

that this aspect was largely disregarded, and no change to current practices was 

introduced. 
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Conversely, travel patterns changes are very visible and all respondents see business 

travel, at least for their companies, strongly decline. This matches expectations from early 

into the crisis and may even lead to better results because of the more intense and focused 

collaboration through electronic means (Berneburg, in Özgüler, 2020), but it will reshape 

the typical pattern of consulting work. It may also have a negative effect on motivation 

for people who enjoy the type of lavish business travel characteristic for consultancies.  

Having said that, a reduction in business travel will reduce cost and also travel related 

stress and allow more time for either work or private activities. On the other hand, 

electronic communication can also be tiring and stressful and require additional 

preparation (see section 7.3.5), leading to the question whether these two effects might 

cancel each other out. 

When looking at what might change in the future around any topic, it is also clear that 

improved practices, whether used in crisis preparation or introduced or in general, need 

to be managed. The post crisis phase is one of rebuilding. Larsson (2010) argues that 

organisations need to be aware of what they have learned during a crisis, and Coombs 

(2014a) stresses the importance to also use learnings for communication and restoring 

reputation.  

Commonly, learnings get fed into crisis and business continuity plans (Stück, 2009), but 

the findings cover an additional side to the topic: the regular revising of new practices.  

According to the data, consultancies are well aware of this fact and perceive the need for 

updating. This goes beyond IT tools and includes processes and the organisation. This is 

also an important takeaway from the present analysis and will form part of the 

recommendations for the future in chapter 8. 

Another interesting aspect is the lack of clarity on which measure belongs to which phase 

of crisis management (see figure 1). Visibly, at least in a crisis as long as the current one, 

boundaries between the phases get blurred and companies undergo several cycles of 

learning and adapting. Typical elements of e.g. the post-crisis phase (see Bundy et al., 

2017) can be found repeatedly during the crisis event phase, and thus, the circle of crisis 

management apparently repeats itself several times in long crises. Hence, in a situation 

like the COVID-crisis, the resilience that is built, and which tends to make an organisation 

stronger regardless of crises happening (Vos, 2017), is instituted in several stages. 
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7.5 Validation of the Findings with Participants 

For the purpose of validating the findings, a measure of quality assurance also described 

in section 5.9, three participants were selected to review this chapter. In order to ensure 

different viewpoints, people of different specialisation, hierarchical level and gender were 

approached and agreed to give feedback: these were Participants 2, 9 and 13. In case of 

them finding issues with the content, the way it is presented and the related analysis, more 

participants would have been involved. 

This was not needed – some of the participants had different views on certain aspects or 

conclusions but judged the presentation of findings and the discussion as well-balanced. 

However, a few issues were addressed. One participant asked for making it clearer that 

communication on the crisis and broadcasting type modes of communication were not in 

focus. While this is addressed in section 2.2, some clarification was added to this chapter.  

Another participant thought the sections on the sets of themes rather long and the structure 

thus difficult to understand and also pointed out that one issue was raised twice, using the 

same references. This was taken out, and the section was shortened in order to enhance 

readability. The tables with an overview of the structure in sections 7.2 to 7.4 were also 

added so that readers can better see the structure of what follows. 

In one instance, a participant wished to have the wording of a reference from himself 

changed, but as the meaning of it was interpreted correctly and the participant agreed with 

the comments on it, the decision was taken to leave the original phrasing from the 

transcript unchanged. Some general wording issues were raised and had to be clarified 

and one topic that might have been misunderstood was presented in a different way, but 

on the whole, only very little change was needed on the base of this validation. The results 

of the participants’ feedback had all been incorporated into this chapter.  
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8. Integrative Discussion and Recommendations 

Building on the per-theme set discussions in chapter 7, this integrative discussion 

structures and clarifies the results, removes overlaps and differentiates between the 

findings as related to open points in the literature (see table II) and the specific 

recommendations for crisis management. The latter are based upon the key results of the 

initial discussions as shown in tables IX, XIII and XV and are presented in section 8.3 as 

a framework structured along the crisis management phases.  

The chapter closes on an outlook regarding potential lasting changes stemming from the 

experiences during the COVID-crisis and related expectations for work and workplace 

design in the future. The discussion presents both confirmation of earlier works and 

contributions stemming from the research in this thesis and integrates them into said 

framework. In order to make the contributions of the present exercise more clear, chapter 

9.1 will further clarify which results stemmed from it. 

8.1 Discussion 

This thesis seeks to address the gap around crisis management of client contact and 

corresponding improved practice, and findings confirm that client contact is a major 

aspect of professional services’ work (Veres and Varga-Toldi, 2020) and plays a central 

role in crisis management. The recommendations are based on the experience of seasoned 

practitioners, a response to the needs of business leaders, thus a defining criterion for a 

DBA research project. Stoten (2016) places such. The next step is to integrate the 

discussions of the findings in chapter 7 in order to be able to establish useful 

recommendations. This also makes sure that the abductive/retroductive research logic 

leads to additional insights through looking at underlying reasons to move from the 

empirical to the real and further specify and contextualise the findings (Hoddy, 2018).  

The context determines the outcome (Tilley, 2000), and the analysis shows that as 

perceived by Archer (2010), action, here crisis management, happens on the base of the 

structure, and confirms that the entities (see figure 8) have causal power themselves 

(Vincent and O'Mahoney, 2016). These elements, as far as visible in the data, have been 

looked at, and knowing that the agents then transform reality, the patterns in the data were 

examined and at this stage need to be put into a synopsis in order to be able to determine 
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why something can be an improved practice (Fleetwood, 2014), all the while bearing in 

mind that while the crisis might be about to end (Stoppel, 2022), it is not over yet. 

On the whole, the thesis confirms the crisis management phases as described in section 

2.2, but as shown, the phases can overlap and long crisis event phases lead to several 

iterations of learning and adapting. Therefore, there can be sub-phases, and in the current 

crisis, these are at least in part defined by waves of the pandemic or new virus variants 

(Ruiz Estrada, 2021). These led to alternating phases of more and less contact constraints, 

from total lockdowns to nearly coming back to pre-crisis regulations, also depending on 

regions. While Coombs and Holladay (2010) place most learning for the future in the post 

crisis phase three, this evidently already starts early in the crisis event phase proper. What 

has not been visible in the findings thus far, is the formalised analysis of lessons learned. 

Phases of less restrictions were used to increase the number of face-to-face meetings. This 

thesis showed, that the desire for this type of interaction, the preferred alternative to 

electronic communication already before the crisis (Krenek, 2018), remained unbroken. 

The main alteration to common practice is that the choices for form and means of 

communication, not only with clients, are made in a more conscious way than before. 

Companies have learned, or at least actively reflected, which alternative is best suited for 

what. Within what is possible, they apply decision criteria such as time, cost, effectivity, 

available infrastructure and proficiency of use. While many consultants miss business 

travel, one can already discern familiarisation effects. The findings demonstrate that 

changes of habit and preference, thus culture, accompany such effect. Some changes can 

therefore be expected to be lasting. 

Changes also confirm predictions like the ones by Joslin (in Özgüler, 2020) about new 

mindsets and the emergence of virtual teams as a long-term tendency. Organisational 

responses in general help to see how businesses respond to any, including social, 

problems. Observing and analysing their characteristics and their leaders, is also a cultural 

aspect (Bapuji et al., 2020). Culture, however, also adapted during the crisis, and with it 

the organisation where roles emerge. While for instance the role of “translator” between 

the field and IT which Pemer (2020, p. 17) expected to develop has not been formalised, 

the findings show field professionals themselves having done much of training and 

supporting work around the introduction of communication tools.  
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The consulting workplace of the future will be more electronically supported than before, 

even though most consultancies used these tools before, more intensely than their clients. 

The development is, however, not one towards “new work” (see section 3.4), data show 

that it will rather be “blended working” as described by Van Yperen, Rietzschel and De 

Jonge (2014), with a tendency to becoming distributed in the sense of at least partly 

separated from pre-defined locations. The role of agile processes, supporting IT or the 

use of artificial intelligence as discussed in Özgüler (2020) could not be discerned, and 

while such tools might influence the way projects will be managed in the future, data 

suggest that they did not play a role in the management of the COVID-crisis. 

The COVID-crisis was expected to lead to the development of new skills (Seitz, 2020), 

and around new ways of working and supporting processes and tools, it did. This includes 

also being aware of the limitations of new solutions, e.g. fatigue phenomena. Still, 

companies have developed working ways of working together, communicating and co-

creating. The boundaries between WFH, remote working and telework as defined in 

chapter 3 (Curzi, Fabbri and Pistoresi, 2020) disappear, and the terminology shifts 

towards “distributed”, “virtual” or “hybrid” solutions. This might be semantics, but while 

it cannot be said with certainty, the present research indicates that this is also likely to 

indicate changes in how expectations for the future change and how these changes are 

perceived by both employers and employees. 

Whether this is also a question of productivity remains inconclusive, but it already was 

before (see section 3.3). For instance, WFH in a virtual environment can help to better 

concentrate, but also distract. Thus, much depends on the personal situation and 

preferences: having to hold these against the interest of the employer and to design 

increasingly individual solutions is a trend substantiated by the findings. 

Regarding the crisis management processes themselves, while formal preparation was 

limited, much of what is recommended for crisis response in the literature was 

implemented. As one can assume academic literature to be unknown to many of the 

people responsible, this was likely based on prior experience and common sense, both 

shaping elements in crisis response (Bundy et al., 2017). Crisis experience, however, was 

apparently limited and not a topic participants dwelt on much, nor did they reflect much 

on crisis type but rather took problems on as and how they came. The thesis thus shows 

that Pragmatism played a much larger role than literature would suggest.  
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What also was important was the involvement of stakeholders, central to successful crisis 

management (Coombs, 2014a). Informing and involving internal stakeholders goes 

without saying, but the findings have confirmed that external stakeholders increasingly 

become co-creators (Rendsburg and de Beer, 2011). Consequently, as called for by 

Mirandilla, Chia and Peters (2008), external stakeholders were involved in decision 

making around crisis response and, as the analysis of the findings yielded, should also be 

involved in planning for future crises wherever there are interfaces. 

The findings also contribute to the insight that the culture peculiar to the industry, 

especially the project culture (see section 7.2) also plays an important role, ensuring a 

certain resilience from the start, also because of being used to formally manage risk 

(Karayaz and Kaptan, 2016). While participants were, on the whole, satisfied with their 

management and the leadership culture in their respective companies, this does not allow 

generalisation. The importance of leadership and trust has been discussed, and it remains 

to be seen whether a kind of virtual building of trust may emerge. For the moment, 

participants and scholars both still see the need for some face-to-face contact, for instance 

in kick-off meetings or in the case of conflict (Özgüler, 2020). 

It can be deduced from the findings that new ways of communicating and co-operating 

are currently being designed, a current process as the pandemic is ongoing. Some can 

already be seen or at least outlined, see the following two sections. Other topics remain 

under development, including ostensibly secondary but still culturally important 

questions like electronic alternatives to handshakes. New developments happen 

constantly, so keeping up to date with the literature including publications by 

consultancies will stay important. In that regard Vaismoradi et al. (2016) stress that new 

developments can still influence any results, in the case of this thesis the themes that have 

been defined. 

Despite of crisis management having, as discussed, worked well in general, specific 

information on formal post-crisis analysis and working on future crisis response strategies 

is conspicuously absent. While it can be expected that companies will wish to prepare 

themselves for the next crises, initiatives such as crisis reporting as described by Laws 

and Prideaux (2006) cannot be discerned yet. On top of that, Pang, Cameron and Jin 

(2009) caution that organisations might overestimate the quality of their crisis response. 

Therefore, it is advisable to carry out a critical review of the measures taken, not 
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necessarily in the post-crisis phase only but ideally as a task concomitant to crisis event 

management. 

While it is not certain that findings, analysis and recommendations are valid beyond the 

consulting industry in DACH, similar approaches of taking one type of companies as an 

example for similar ones are common, e.g. Kosciejew (2020), and seem useful, also 

around the topic of crisis management. Karayaz and Kaptan (2016) see an influence of 

national culture on crisis management, but there visibly is a common project culture 

across the industry, regardless of location. The framework of practical recommendations 

presented in section 8.3 is therefore expected to prove valuable for at least the professional 

services industry as a whole, if not even beyond. 
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8.2 Summary of Findings in relation to existing literature/Open points 

The aim of this research was to determine how companies have developed crisis responses 

around client communication, their experiences and potential improvements of crisis 

management and of general practice. Taking up the open points in literature presented in 

table II, tables XVI and XVII summarise the main related findings as well as contributions 

to knowledge as an introduction to the recommendations in the next section. 

Table XVI: Findings around open points on potential influencing factors 

 

 

Table XVII adds what findings emerged around experiences with the actual measures 

taken and thus also sets a base for contributions, mainly to practice including to the 

framework of recommendations presented in section 8.3. 

  

Open points in the literature on potential 

influencing factors for crisis management 

decisions around communication

Identified in 

section(s):

Mainly 

discussed in 

section (s)

Key findings

How do goals of communication on the crisis 

influence the  decisions on communication in 

the crisis?

2.2.1, 2.2.3 8, 9.1 Strong influence but implicit, goals depend on the situation, 

leads to reflections on relative benefits of alternative ways 

of communication

What role does internal communication play? 2.2.3 8.2 Little information in the findings, internal solutions might be 

used for external communication and vice versa

What role does the need for business model 

innovation/adaptation play?

2.3.2, 3.3.1 8.3, 9.1 For the consulting business, a limited role. Delivering 

electronically is a pre-crisis topic, has been enhanced but 

does not change the business models fundamentally. This 

can be vastly different for other industries.

Had the company already begun to introduce 

(more) digital offerings?

2.3.1, 3.3.1 8.2 This was the case with all companies, likely the whole 

industry, and played a role regarding initial resiliency and the 

choice of electronic solutions.

How well was the company prepared for the 

crisis in terms of crisis management measures?

2.2.4, 2.2.2, 

2.3.1, 2.3.2

8.2, 8.3, 9.1 Little evidence for formal preparedness and rules for an 

occurrence like the COVID-crisis, partly offset by good 

infrastructure, flexible structures and prior experience

What was the level of awareness of/access 

to/experience with relevant technology?

2.3.2, 2.3.3, 

3.3.1, 3.3.4

8.2, 8.3, 9.1 Generally high, which was helpful

How open is the company to new and digital 

forms of work?

3.3.3, 3.3.5 8.3, 8.4, 9.1 Generally more open than clients and with a history of use 

before the crisis, and related experience, with an analytic 

approach to choosing solutions

Are certain industries or large companies 

better prepared than others, and what does 

this yield?

2.2.2, 2.3, 

3.2.1

8.2 Some evidence that smaller companies and the service 

sector are more resilient, also true for industries with 

mature risk management systems, e.g. energy

What are the client's expectations? 2.3.2, 2.3.3 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 

9.1

Important factor, and stakeholders need to get involved in 

deciding on crisis management measures. Not 

homogeneous, however, and therefore to be managed on a 

project-by-project basis

How well are clients prepared and does this 

play a role?

2.2.4, 2.3.2, 

3.3.3

8.2, 9.1 Very different levels of preparedness, influences the choice 

of communication solutions, might demand set-up support 

and training by the consultants

How were the decisions taken and what role 

did stakeholder feedback play?

2.2.4, 3.3.4 8.3, 8.4, 9.1 Analytic, but also pragmatic approach, with stakeholder 

involvement, especially around co-creation, important
What role does the regulatory environment 

play?

3.3.5 8.2 Strongly influences crisis response, especially initially, at 

later stages something companies learn to manage even in 

an environment of frequently changing restrictions
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Table XVII: Findings around open points on experience with measures taken 

 

 

These results, as well as additional ones obtained over the course of the analysis of the 

data, could be used to establish a framework of recommendations. On top of that, they 

allowed some conclusions on post-crisis adaptations of the business communication 

environment and the workplace in general. 

8.3 Framework for Future Management and Mitigation of Communication 

Restrictions in Crises 

Some of the following recommendations can already be found in the literature and were 

confirmed by this research, some are contributions from the present findings themselves, 

see also section 9.1 on specific contributions from this thesis. They are presented here as 

an integrated framework and discussed by crisis management phase. An overarching 

recommendation is, however, to see that crisis management phases can overlap, 

especially in long during crises, and that there might be several sub-phases of learning 

and adapting. Thus, while the following recommendations are structured along the main 

phases, it is important to be aware of subsequent crisis management phase circles, as in a 

spiral. This means that during a crisis, hardly any task is ever finished and some of the 

following recommendations might have to be put into practice repeatedly. 

The following sections explain the recommendations in figure 15 and make clear which 

stem from this research, which were found before and confirmed by the present findings 

and which were, for the sake of presenting a complete picture, taken from earlier works. 

It thus addresses the fact that as addressed in section 2.2.5, literature so far mainly covers 

strategic issues and less of tactical advice such as this chapter offers. 

Experience with measures taken Relevance for the theoretical framework and the research 

question

How well are the needs of client 

communication addressed and managed?

2.2.3, 2.3.2, 

2.3.3, 3.3.1

8.3, 8.4, 9.1, 

9.3

Findings suggest that given what was permitted, consultants 

have implemented solutions responding well to the needs. 

Pros and cons of the alternatives have been reflected, this 

will help designing the communication of the future.

What type of channels and tools were used 

and how well did they work?

2.2.4, 2.2.5, 

3.3.4, 3.4.1

8.3, 8.4, 9.1

Did the solutions address the needs of 

managers, clients and other relevant 

stakeholders such as employees in general? 

2.3.2, 2.3.3, 

3.3.3, 3.3.4

8.3, 9.1

What was learned for the future, and how? 2.2.5, 2.3.3, 

3.2.1, 3.3

8.4, 9.1, 9.3 See recommendations in the next section, plus information 

on how the changes through the COVID-crisis influenced 

other areas with an impact on communication sulutions for 

companies

Can crisis management lead to a competitive 

advantage for adaptive companies?

2.3.3, 2.3.1 8.2, 8.3, 8.4, 

9.1

While probable, inconclusive as of yet, topic for later 

research

Many different ones, but standards developed and became 

the preferred solutions. As standards developed because of 

the related tools' quality, the needs were addressed as well 

as the current state of technology and current processes 

and project work standards allowed.



 

 171   

 

 

Figure 15: Overview of recommendation for crisis management in communications 

 

8.3.1 Recommendations for the Pre-Crisis Phase 

Core to this phase is the holistic task of building crisis resilience, and visibly, 

consultancies were resilient towards many of the issues created by communication 

restrictions during the COVID-crisis. In this study, several factors emerged which 

contributed to this, for instance the project-oriented culture and being used to constant, 

formalised risk management. However, this is no guarantee for the future: resilience 

needs to be fostered in order to preserve it, and this requires a thorough understanding of 

the factors it is built upon, and in consequence what can support successful crisis response 

in what type of crises. 

Conversely, such an analysis also yields factors which might impede crisis management. 

Whether they can be changed or not depends on the company, but awareness of such 

factors, recommendation A1, is an additional aspect of resilience. Preparedness also needs 

constant scanning for potential crises to be prepared for likely and specific occurrences 

(Jaques, 2007, recommendation A2). This allows companies to focus their preparatory 

measures. 

The resulting preparedness is also cultural and requires flexibility and the acceptance of 

at least a temporary loss of managerial control (Thakur and Hale, 2022). This 

recommendation A3 goes hand in hand with trusting employees to work on solutions 

around their immediate environment, and forms part of the flexible mindset Jaques (2012) 
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advocates, including a strong spirit of collaboration (Vos, 2017), and which had been 

implemented with success by the participants’ employers. 

Establishing a contingency plan and ensuring that it contains rules, responsibilities, 

contact persons and all needed documents is also part of the necessary preparation. 

Ideally, contingency plans will be established in collaboration with relevant stakeholders, 

including clients (Bundy et al., 2017). Kartikawangi and Dahesihsari (2020) explicitly 

recommend preparing a communication system for the crisis, something which findings 

suggest consultancies only set up after the start of the pandemic, albeit using an existing 

basis. In the case of professional services companies, this could even be done project by 

project, and should also include IT related topics with defined applications and ideally 

test runs (recommendation A4). IT will continue to play a major role in crisis 

management, and based on ones’ expectations it is important to put the necessary 

infrastructure in place (Vargo et al., 2020). The importance of infrastructure is evident in 

the findings of this thesis, and confirmed by current studies (Setiawan and Poerbosisworo, 

2022). 

Jennex and Raman (2009) also recommend creating knowledge management around 

crisis management. A knowledge exchange repository could for instance be set up, using 

the results of the analysis as produced in the post-crisis phase of later crises, showing 

again how circular crisis management is. Nevertheless, other sources such as experience 

from the outside, general recommendations or personal experience from new employees 

can also be tapped into (A5).  

8.3.2 Recommendations for the Crisis Event Phase 

As the main goal of this phase is ensuring business continuity, urgent reactions as 

described in the data are necessary and it is therefore key to activate responses quickly 

(also in Coombs, 2010; Vos, 2017). The findings of the present research suggest that this 

is best done not only actively, visibly and flexibly, but also pragmatically, using what is 

available and if necessary, accepting the “second best” in order to be able to introduce 

measures to immediate effect (recommendation B1). Related to this, Lamia (2018) shows 

that decisions do not necessarily need to be analytic ones: Thakur and Hale (2022) talk 

about an accommodative approach. Data confirm this, and also that certain measures 

simply have to be tried. This matches findings by Seitz (2020) that there is no alternative 

to some experiments. On the other hand, good preparation should have included test runs 
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(see recommendation A4), something which did not always seem to have happened before 

the COVID-crisis. The findings rather show an approach of prioritising, dropping 

cumbersome processes and trial and error. They also show the importance of involving 

employees, including through giving autonomy. 

Building on the preparation from the pre-crisis phase, companies need to update their 

understanding of any factors influencing crisis management measures and their effectivity 

(B2). Some of this will change with crisis type or magnitude, and it might also change 

with generations. A useful exercise could be to assess what the ideal preparation for the 

specific crisis happening would have looked like and from this, draw ideas for crisis 

management. 

The data also support the usefulness of defining bespoke teams or task forces and, as 

Coombs (2007a) recommends, spokespeople. Responsibilities need to be clear, and all 

parts of the organisation have to be involved (recommendation B3), see also Stück (2009). 

There is also confirmation of Jaques (2012), recommending that management must lead 

visibly. This includes content: companies need to manage the messages spread on 

themselves. According to the findings, this includes content created by employees when 

communicating with clients (B4), to which Pekkala (2020) adds control of informal 

exchanges on social media. Nevertheless, this does not mean hiding problems: the 

findings confirm the recommendation by Claeys and Cauberghe (2012) to address any 

issues clearly and openly. 

In addition, the data show that ideally, stakeholders have not only to be involved in the 

sense of being informed and measures being co-ordinated with them, but through actually 

co-creating crisis response (B5). In this context, Vos (2017) even speaks of having to take 

responsibility for the stakeholders, but this mainly pertains to companies having triggered 

a crisis. Stakeholder expectations need to be understood, and already Simcic-Brønn and 

Brønn (2011) recommend setting communication standards jointly. Which stakeholders 

need to be involved will depend on the industry. For instance, for many engineering 

industries, suppliers and co-creators of products will be most important, but for 

consultancies, clients are in the foreground. 

What also emerged from this study is that for companies like consultancies, given that 

client case might differ, this might have to be done on a project-by-project basis (B6). 

However, proliferation of tools and applications needs to be avoided, so that consultants 
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may wish to propose solutions to their clients (something which findings showed could 

even be turned into new business). It is also important to check on client acceptance of 

any measures, and readiness, in mindset (see also Kraus et al., 2020) but around 

infrastructure of proficiency in working with IT as well.  

This may mean taking the necessary time to explain, introduce measures and train the 

users thoroughly, but also having to help clients with implementing new applications and 

processes in order to make sure business can quickly resume (recommendation B7). This 

means training as suggested before (Jaques, 2007; Naucke and Schweska, 2020), and 

Noyes (2020) adds the need to give people enough time to familiarise with the new. In 

addition, this thesis shows the importance of guidance to make sure clients and 

consultants stay at respective levels of proficiency that allow effective co-operation. Less 

virtual companies will learn from and must be supported by more proficient ones like 

their consultants. This can include coaching, supplying manuals or running joint tests. It 

might also mean incentivising the switch to new processes or electronic applications – as 

Nissen (2019) shows, even in consulting most people still prefer face-to-face 

communication. Helping clients also deepens the relationship and, also for this reason, 

can have a business development aspect in the long term. 

As the thesis also shows, a crisis like COVID affects service delivery modes, if not even 

business models. In the case of consultants, selling amongst others communication (see 

2.3.1), service delivery had to become increasingly electronic, although not all electronic 

communication channels are equally important. Social media, for instance, did not play a 

great role in communication which went beyond the broadcasting type. In future crises, 

different tools will be used, but an additional result of this study is the fact that one has 

to take the peculiarities of any chosen solution into account, and especially what type of 

communication they support and where their shortcomings lie. With the current solutions 

for instance, large groups of people can be reached easily, but it is difficult to manage 

attention and to ensure participation in interactive communication.  

It is important to understand related implications, for instance fatigue phenomena as 

described by Waizenegger et al. (2020) or Bailenson (2021). In the current situation, 

people deplored a loss of content through using electronic means, including informal 

aspects of communication. This makes building trust, networking or business 

development more difficult, and these effects have to be understood, and the choice of 



 

 175   

 

communication channels and tools has to be evaluated very consciously (recommendation 

B8). People might also hide behind a feeling of collective responsibility. However, 

problems with reaching people can also have to do with their personal situations. 

Therefore, an additional recommendation (B9) is to make sure employees stay motivated, 

not only in general as called for by Seitz (2020), but also through consciously taking 

personal situations into account as well as differences in for instance educational 

background or generation. This aspect is addressed in the literature (Smith, Patmos and 

Pitts, 2015; Fisher-Turesky, Smith and Turesky, 2020), but it also figures prominently in 

the data. Kartikawangi and Dahesihsari (2020) stress the importance of empathy, and 

participants describe a number of instances that are not necessarily visible to employers 

but affect employees’ (or project team members’) work. In that regard, client employees 

in mixed teams present an additional challenge, and their management might have to be 

involved. 

A major contribution of this thesis is that the long duration of the COVID-crisis showed 

that when going through the process of learning and adapting, this might have to be 

repeated. Long crises or crises with sub-phases such as the COVID waves mean that the 

crisis event phase also has sub-phases. This means allowing for several iterations of crisis 

event-phase management (recommendation B10). Learnings can be translated into useful 

application during the crisis, both for future crisis management and in general. 

Contingency and business continuity plans thus need to be adapted concurrently with the 

crisis. Waiting for the post-crisis phase would mean not to be prepared for any crisis 

arising before the end of the last, such as the current global logistics disruptions 

(FitzGerald, Singer and Smit, 2021). This links into the next phase: as future crises in all 

likelihood will have different effects from the COVID-one, it is important to be prepared. 

Part of this is being able to get back to pre-crisis ways of working, so that one does not 

have to concurrently manage different sets of temporary arrangements. Therefore, this 

recommendation (B11) takes up what Sutcliffe and Vogus (2003) suggest: prepare 

business resumption already during the crisis. 

8.3.3 Recommendations for the Post-Crisis Phase 

As discussed, this phase overlaps with the other ones. On one hand, during this phase of 

analysing ones’ learnings and rebuilding the business where it was affected by the crisis, 

business resumption starts. On the other, as far as that had not been done in the crisis 
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event phase, experiences need to be analysed and all the learnings translated into future 

preparedness (Mikušová and Horváthová, 2019). This needs to be done systematically 

(recommendation C1), more than is visible in the findings as of yet, but this might have 

to do with the fact that the COVID-crisis is still ongoing.  

A critical, final review (C2) will serve as a useful reference for the future. This review is 

designed to understand the quality, effectiveness and efficiency elements of the crisis 

response. It will thus support decisions on what experience will lead to better crisis 

preparedness and which changes might be taken into general use. Coombs (2014a) adds 

that companies have to make sure they deliver any promises made during the crisis and 

communicate relevant information around rebuilding. 

This links into the experiences made with stakeholders during the crisis and the 

importance of co-operation. Recommendation C3 is to take this into the next phase as 

well and to do the analysis jointly. This will allow a smoother rebuilding, as everything 

is coordinated or even synchronised with important stakeholders such as clients. 

When retaining any changes, either for the management of future crisis or because of its 

suitability for general use, the recommendation (C4) is to make sure any process or 

application keeps being regularly updated. This is especially important for any measure 

which is being maintained as a fall-back solution and is therefore not being used regularly. 

And finally, the last recommendation stemming from this thesis is to understand the post-

crisis phase as being the beginning of the next pre-crisis one (C5). The findings have 

shown that the COVID-crisis made affected companies reflect on potential future 

problems, especially around the infrastructure needed in order to weather the current 

disruptions. While the data yielded no answers to possible future issues such as a collapse 

of the internet, it is obvious why companies wish to think about how they can prepare for 

such occurrences. 

8.4 Expected Lasting Changes and the “New Normal” 

This study showed that there will be lasting changes, not only around the topic of crisis – 

or even general – communication. It also emerged, that the so-called “new normal” 

(Sailer-Wlasits, 2021) will not be the same for everyone. John and Thakur (2021) argue 

that changes made during the crisis are more likely to be retained when users are adaptable 

and customers readily accept them. This is even more likely when clients were involved 



 

 177   

 

in the design of the changes, and consultancies tend to be, as discussed, open to 

adaptations of their means of service delivery and even their business models. This could 

mean that consultancies and similar companies are more likely to retain new ways of 

working than companies in other industries. Some might even completely switch back to 

pre-crisis ways. Participants expect this for instance for the public sector. 

So far, mainly issues related to crises plus how (and partly why) consultancies managed 

these can be discerned with any certainty. While well-working processes and applications 

around electronic communication will be retained and the infrastructure that was built 

during the crisis will at least be maintained, it is still unclear what the experience from 

the COVID-crisis means for the relationship between employer and employee. Change 

will also not stop with the end of the crisis. WFH and telework will continue to change 

with the technology available, and it is expected that employees will increasingly give 

information on their availability and create routines of work and work allocation with 

employers (Oxtoby, 2020). 

The data in this study confirm this trend and the increasing expectations, especially 

among younger consultants, to be able to shape their workplace (Menden, 2021). 

Flexibility in time and location is being asked for, but this leaves the question in how far 

employers will be able to answer to these requirements. The trend is not new, see section 

3.4, but this study confirmed that the crisis tore down barriers to change, both with 

consultants and their clients. Managers had to accept more flexibility and WFH solutions, 

and there will be resistance by employees when asked to relinquish new ways they 

cherish. New solutions like hybrid onboarding and co-creation via electronic 

communication platforms emerge and have proved successful, also in other industries 

(Breitenhuber, 2021). The same holds true for many administrative processes:  Zacher 

and Rudolph (2022) find that HR is strongly affected by changes, from hiring processes 

to exit interviews, and will have to help addressing new sources of stress such as fatigue 

effects stemming from working electronically. 

On the other hand, people used to work at the clients’ will have stress reduced by having 

to travel less. This thesis has shown that consultants will decide on where and how to use 

electronic means of communication much more consciously than before the crisis, 

expecting effectivity and efficiency gains. Findings thus suggest that electronic 

communication, well-tried after two years of using it as a crisis management measure, 
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will replace travel in many instances. This contradicts Eliasson (2022), believing in a 

recovery of travel after the crisis, but he looks at any sort of travel and transport by any 

means, so that even if correct, this might pertain to holiday travel or the moving of goods. 

Business travel is likely to shrink, an expectation shared by some of the major providers 

(Lufthansa, 2021) and intensified by concerns around sustainability and the climate 

(Donati, 2020). 

The results of the analysis in thesis also show that with changes around where people 

work and an increase of remote solutions, one can also expect changes in the real estate 

market. Even if there was not a reduced need for office space – not a result of this study 

but expected by many (Backovic, Koschik and Scheppe, 2021) – workplace design will 

continue to change. The findings showed that while working remotely and 

communicating electronically works in most instances, these solutions are not suited for 

all goals of communication. Personal, face-to-face dealings remain important, also for 

purely social interaction. This means that, in times where offices become increasingly 

virtual and with no pre-defined space for each employee (Riemensperger et al., 2020), 

space needs to be defined for these social purposes too, as advocated by Vartiainen and 

Hyrkkänen (2010). 

In summary, this thesis demonstrates how in the consulting industry in the DACH-area 

interactive business communication had to change in response to a major, long-lasting 

crisis, how this was experienced and what was learned in order to better prepare for future 

crises. What also emerged in the analysis of the data were several changes which will at 

least influence the work and workplace design of the near future. In most cases, the 

measures taken during the crisis led to increased use and more rapid development of 

electronic means of communication and co-operation. This, in turn, led to more “digital 

maturity” (Nissen et al., 2019) and people creating new digital habits for themselves.  

This included working increasingly from remote locations, and these changes in the 

working culture can be expected to contribute to a faster development of new ways of 

working. As discussed, these changes can benefit both employees and employers, but 

they also present a major challenge. Companies will have to redesign the workplace and 

the contractual arrangements with employees, and managers will be confronted with 

increased complexity in organising remote, flexible and distributed work.  
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New issues and sources of stress might emerge, and there will have to be a wide variety 

of designs to accommodate the diverse desires and expectations of different groups of 

people. As discussed, changes will also touch on health, legal and data security issues and 

even be influenced by sustainability concerns. Service adaptation and further technical 

development up to artificial intelligence will also have an effect (John and Thakur, 2021). 

The set of recommendations which emerged from this thesis and the experiences around 

communication from the companies under scrutiny also contributes to being able to so 

help addressing questions around communication when managing change. At the very 

least, however, these recommendations may be expected to help with managing issues 

around communication in the event of a future crisis. 
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9. Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the present research with highlighting its contribution, both to 

literature and to practice. It will then discuss the thesis’ limitations and finally suggest 

topics for further research and close on an outlook on upcoming developments and 

challenges for crisis management. 

9.1 Contribution 

This thesis was looking for confirmation of earlier findings around communication in a 

crisis, but foremost for novel contributions. Chapter 8 presents an integrative view of 

confirmation and contribution: in section 8.1, key results were aggregated and structured 

and section 8.2 summarises the key results regarding open issues from the literature 

research as presented in table II. This section is designed to sum up and more clearly 

highlight new additions to knowledge and to practice. 

9.1.1 Contribution to theory and literature: Communication in a Crisis and 

Emerging Improved Practices 

By looking for experiences and their variations in a sectoral study, this thesis contributed 

to theory on the management of communication in a crisis, with a focus on interactive 

modes of communication (see figure 3). By applying an abductive/retroductive research 

logic and building on the sources discussed in chapters 2 and 3, it added to existing works 

by building a distinct and more comprehensive view of the topic under investigation and 

confirmed the conceptual framework of adapting communication after crisis induced 

disruptions (see figure 6).  

The findings from the interviews were structured by sets of themes which covered similar 

topics (see section 7.1 and figure 14). The initial discussions at the end of sections 7.2 to 

7.4 prepared the presentation of a more comprehensive perspective on communication 

with clients in a crisis than hitherto published. This is partly due to the focus on 

communication in a crisis as opposed to the more common discussions of communication 

on the crisis as discussed in 2.2.3.  

This is a major contribution, since most existing literature focuses on communication on 

a crisis. The findings showed for instance the emergence of a much more conscious choice 

of communication channels than before, with an increasingly clear view on advantages 

and disadvantages of certain approaches. Social media and written communication 
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quickly showed to be mainly of use for broadcasting types of communication but less 

suited to interactive exchange. While personal exchange stayed the preferred way for 

many instances of communication, electronic alternatives were successfully used in order 

to reduce the impact of crisis-related restrictions, but it showed important to also be aware 

of its shortcomings, like fatigue effects. Even with changing technology, this approach of 

conscious choice is likely to show useful in future crises. 

Virtual teams emerge, and, unlike expected by e.g. Pemer (2017), it was evident that much 

crisis management measure implementation work was done by the field professionals 

themselves instead of supporting teams or people. This seems to have been the more 

pragmatic and effective way, and the fact that consultants did this successfully also shows 

some built-in crisis resilience. The findings also strongly suggest, that a project by project 

approach is best, as this responds to individual clients’ needs and allows to adapt to very 

different project types and organisations. 

Whether the project culture and the flexible organisation structures which are needed to 

support this actually contributed to resiliency and allowed consultancies to better cope 

with the crisis cannot be inferred from the data with certainty. It is visible, however, that 

this industry reacted quicker than most clients and was able to build on better 

communication infrastructure, and the related insights also contribute to the framework 

of recommendations presented in this thesis.  

What also transpired from the data was that the learnings from the crisis will translate 

into changes in service delivery as well. Consulting is set to be more strongly supported 

electronically than hitherto, and it looks likely that a long term retention of changes made 

during the crisis is very likely in flexible environments such as this industry. This will 

also be helpful when the next crisis sets in: crisis management also needs to address the 

preparation for the next occurrence. 

In this context, another important contribution of this thesis is the confirmation of the 

crisis management phases, with the addition that, at least in major crises, not only do 

phases overlap but there is also likelihood of several re-iterations of the phases and thus 

the necessary crisis management process. New skills develop, and the data showed that 

successful crisis management – at least around communication – profited from installing 

a process of constant learning and adaptation, with a pragmatic approach, especially 

where formal crisis preparedness (for which there was little evidence) was lacking. 
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Additionally, the findings showed that stakeholder involvement was not only as important 

as literature already suggested (e.g. Bundy et al., 2017), but that co-creation of solutions 

led to better responding to client needs and a better acceptance of any crisis management 

measures. 

9.1.2 Contribution to practice: a Framework of Recommendations and an Outlook 

for Changes in the Workplace 

Next to clarifying some open issues and presenting novel additions to theory, a further 

key outcome is the framework of recommendations for client communication in a crisis 

as shown in figure 15. Recommendations listed in tables IX, XIII and VX as well as the 

ones stemming from the integrative discussion in 8.1 were taken up and set into a 

framework. While, as discussed, findings suggest that crisis management phases overlap, 

the recommendations follow their structure because any of them can be seen to mainly 

pertain to one of said phases.  

This is a major contribution as earlier works, as Jaques (2012) deplores, mainly focus on 

strategic issues rather than tactical ones. On top of that, this thesis was able to integrate 

recommendations from earlier works which were confirmed by the findings with own 

recommendations this research contributes. 

The results of this integrative work, presented in 8.3, highlight in particular the 

importance of infrastructure and preparation including a thorough analysis of the 

situation, the need for rapid and pragmatic decision making, conscious choices of 

communication channels, the usefulness of a project-by-project approach where possible, 

the central role of stakeholder involvement with the potential need of also supporting 

clients and purposeful handling of the different crisis management phases. The following 

table shows which recommendations are new or contain significant additions to 

recommendations in earlier works. 
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Table XVIII: Own contributions of this thesis to the framework of recommendations 

for crisis management around communication  

 

This constitutes a set of implementable recommendations for upholding and managing 

said communication. It might also be applicable for crisis communication with other 

stakeholders than clients and beyond the consulting industry.  

As an additional contribution, the thesis yields insights into what measures might be taken 

into post-crisis times and how this might affect the so-called “new normal”, see section 

8.4. The long duration of the COVID-crisis made people develop new habits and 

preferences, which also affects working culture and makes it likely that at least some 

Recommen-

dation

Major 

contribution

Description

A1 yes Findings show a great importance of a thorough understanding of the factors 

influencing crisis management, both supporting and impeding, see also 

recommendation B2. 

A4 Contingency plans with stakeholder involvement and application tests are 

important, and will have to be updated during a longer crisis.

A5 While no major crisis management repositories were installed at the 

participants' employers, they are conspicuous by their absence and would 

have helped sharing crisis management experience quickly across the whole 

organisation.

B1 Flexibility in crisis response and giving employees autonomy to react at 

(tactical) level showed helpful.

B2 Based on recommendation A2, the analysis of influencing factors need to be 

updated in the crisis.

B6 yes Crisis management measures are best prepared project by project in order to 

respond to the peculiar structure of the industry in focus. However, 

proliferation of tools needs to be avoided.

B7 yes Not only do people need time and support to become able to use new tools 

and processes, it also is important to help external communication partners, 

and especially client organisations and employees one works with, where 

possible with both support and infrastructure.

B8 yes The choice of communication channels and means needs to be made very 

consciously and with an awareness of their respective advantages and 

limitations. This is also a general trend and will have an effect on the shape of 

the future workspace, see below.

B10 Given the re-iterations of crisis phases in longer crises (see 9.1.1), a constant 

review and update of any measures is needed.

B11 Business resumption needs to be prepared already during the crisis and, as 

recent events and new crises show, can overlap with new crises where 

improved processes might help immediately.

C1 yes Because the crisis still was ongoing when this research ended, there is limited 

evidence on formal learnings documentation. Even so, what was learned 

could immediately be put into use, both as a general improvement or as a 

response to new crises.

C5 That the post-crisis phase also is the next pre-crisis one is well documented, 

but this needs to be managed more consciously: crisis management never 

ends, or at least becomes risk management.
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changes will become lasting. Results highlight that while the workplace is likely to 

become more distributed where possible, “new work” as described by Bergmann (2019) 

will not be an immediate reality. Rather, the “new normal” will mainly see electronic and 

especially “hybrid” or “blended” communication solutions becoming more important, but 

not identical for everyone.  

The findings link into insights on how current crisis management measures might affect 

the workplace design after the crisis ends and show that the crisis tore down barriers to 

change. In the future, companies are likely to evaluate communication channel use, 

including face-to-face, more consciously than before, and after the experiences from the 

COVID-crisis can do this in a more informed way. Employees – and prospective 

employees – became used to new ways and expect the workplace and contractual 

agreements to be re-designed accordingly.  

Managers will have to accept these changes, and might themselves not wish to get back 

to the ways of before the crisis. However, while this will have repercussions on business 

travel or office space design, the thesis also contributes the insight, that the electronic 

alternatives to face-to-face communication are not suited for every aim, and space for 

social interaction (Vartiainen and Hyrkkänen, 2010) will still be needed. Thus, 

confirming again the circular nature of crisis management, keeping managing these topics 

might develop into risk management or not, but it will with certainty lay the foundations 

for the responses to the next crises. 

9.2 Limitations 

Many issues have already been discussed in chapter 5, when methodology, method and 

application were discussed and limitations like the impossibility of triangulation for lack 

of available data outside of interviews as well as the measures taken were addressed. 

Thus, methodological limitations have been discussed and section 5.9 and appendix 1 

describe how they have been addressed. However, some additional potential limitations, 

mainly around the actual application of the methods, were identified and are discussed in 

this chapter, together with a discussion on impact and measures taken in order to mitigate 

the risks or reduce the impact associated with said limitations, as recommended by 

Chasan-Taber (2014). 
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The recommendations in this thesis are based on experiences made during a pandemic, 

and the findings show that crisis management measures also depend on the type of crisis. 

Yet, future crises could be environmental (Donati, 2020), flaring up of other pandemics, 

always around like Ebola (Mihamba, 2021), or technical ones like a breakdown of the 

internet. Political crises have shown, for instance, that governments can massively reduce 

its availability (Zimmermann, 2022). Generalisation only has contextual value 

(O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014), and thus, any recommendation stemming from this 

research will have to be verified for its applicability in another type of crisis. In addition 

to that, issues around the data, their collection and analysis also need to be reflected. 

9.2.1 Issues Around the Choice of Participants and Sample Size 

This thesis carries the limitations associated with purposive sampling (Bryman, 2016). 

Selection criteria, while well reflected, might be wrong and unlike with probabilistic 

sampling, it remains unclear to what extent the sample represents the population. 

Participant selection was based on a personal network which, albeit wide, is limited and 

within the boundaries of the – as discussed, quite homogeneous – consulting industry in 

the DACH-region. This was addressed by sampling a group of people as diverse as 

possible within the given confinements but might give undue importance to the 

experiences of the actual participants. 

On the other hand, this industry was positioned as an example, and while there remains 

the question on whether saturation was reached, the increasing lack of new information 

with a rising number of interviews suggests that a sound base of data was collected. 

Findings and recommendation do not cover all what can conceivably be covered, for 

instance, information on the potential role of artificial intelligence as discussed in John 

and Thakur (2021) could not be found. Nevertheless, the data allowed to treat a wide array 

of issues. 

9.2.2 Issues Around Data Collection 

Different situations might lead to different results (Sobh and Perry, 2006), and one 

therefore has to see the results within the context. All but one of the participants were 

known to the author before, three were friends. The relation between interviewee and 

interviewer was thus not a neutral one. Interviews were conducted in different phases of 

the pandemic, one at a very early stage, five during the first or second lockdown phase, 4 

in periods of relaxed restrictions and the last three at the height of wave three of the 
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pandemic. Hipp et al. (2020) have shown that the answers to retrospective questions are 

not necessarily fully reliable, and thus all the answers must be taken with a pinch of salt. 

The length of the interviews was also limited by the participants’ availability. This might 

have contributed to the fact that data did not yield information on some topics such as 

personal experience with major crises or crisis management outside of the current 

pandemic. While it is being argued that such experience is helpful and important for the 

choice of crisis management options (Larsson, 2010), this cannot be ascertained in this 

thesis. 

9.2.3 Issues Around Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Coding, part of the analysis of the data, already is interpretation and fragments the topic 

under scrutiny, potentially overmuch so (Bryman, 2016). This was addressed by several 

rounds and different approaches to coding, but the next question is whether mapping the 

axes coding yielded with the conceptual framework was not pressing data into it instead 

of just a mapping exercise. There is also theme definition: researchers have considerable 

latitude when defining them and may concentrate on the topic of their research, but 

themes have to be firmly rooted in the data (Braun and Clarke, 2019a). That the author 

believes them to be is no guarantee for this being so. 

As discussed, a limitation from a critical realist point of view is that the thesis does not 

only focus on causality but mainly answers questions on the “how” of decision making, 

the success of the crisis management measures and what will survive into the times after 

COVID. It yielded some answers on the “why”, also around why certain solutions were 

selected or will be retained, but there is also the question whether mechanisms and agency 

have been identified correctly and not intermingled with elements of structure, as Fletcher 

(2016) cautions can happen. All these limitations will have to be borne in mind when 

using the results of this research. 

The data also did not yield much information on differences between companies 

regarding the crisis management approaches to communication. Reactions amongst 

consultancies look uniform, but as discussed, require access to infrastructure which might 

be easy to achieve in central Europe, but which much of the world does not have access 

to (Asonye, 2021). Thus, validity will have to be verified for not only other industries but 

also regions and is limited to HICs. 



 

 187   

 

On top of that, this thesis is researching phenomena in an ongoing pandemic which is 

characterised by several phases and changing virus variants (Coulardeau, 2021). The 

characteristics of the crisis and thus some of the implications for the recommendations 

might still change, and his reflection links into the question on where the focus of 

subsequent research might lie. 
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9.3 Suggestions for Further Research and Outlook 

Interactive B2B communication in a crisis is only one element of crisis management, and 

not equally important to all businesses. It is therefore not sufficient to look at it in 

isolation. How this aspect interacts with other elements of crisis management needs to 

further be explored, and, as shown in 9.1.3, there is also the question of who the findings 

and recommendations might be valid for. For instance, the thesis only looked at one 

context and type of structure, the ones pertaining to the consulting industry. 

Consequently, while intensive research in the known context around the mechanisms 

could be done, extensive research, which examines the effect of different contexts 

(O'Mahoney and Vincent, 2014), needs to be added. 

The findings also yielded information on several likely changes, both through improved 

practice being adopted by companies and through long lasting influence on the design of 

employment and the workplace. The COVID-crisis and related measures did not change 

this, but led to softening up cultural barriers to change and forced companies to actually 

test new processes and application in the field over a long period of time. Resulting 

experience and learning allowed to design new solutions for communication, but to what 

extent changes will be lasting needs to be explored as well.  

Some expect them to be extensive, up to postulating the impossibility for employers to 

attract candidates if no flexibility around office hours, digital support or “smart” ways of 

working are offered (Vergani, 2020). This might, however, depend on the industry and 

also the availability of infrastructure or the suitability of the work itself. Researching these 

developments and their impact, not only on forms of communication and co-operation in 

companies but also on certain markets, will complement and extend the findings in this 

thesis. It is for instance likely that offerings around office (or work) space as well as 

business travel related solutions will be impacted by effects that the COVID-crisis has 

enhanced. These changes challenge existing business models and will be regarded as a 

crisis by the providers affected. This in turn will require additional crisis management 

measures. 

The present study also raised questions around culture and changes in how employees 

perceive their work: is it rewarding, stressful, diverse or fulfilling? This is impacted by 

communication, but also by changes like reduced travel time. As seen, this can both 

reduce travel stress and create new stress around fatigue effects or additional preparation 



 

 189   

 

needed. Knowing whether these effects outweigh each other can affect decisions on the 

design of client communication. 

As discussed, the crisis is ongoing and solutions keep changing. This also means new 

sources of literature, and this will also have an impact on the findings and 

recommendations in this thesis (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Regular updates on recent 

developments will therefore be needed. Another question arising from the data is whether 

consultancies, according to the findings more flexible on average than their clients when 

it comes to changing processes or tools, will find getting back to times after the crisis 

easier, and whether professional services companies will actually retain more changes 

than other companies. 

Whether the recommendations in this thesis can be put to work successfully might be put 

to the test very soon. Economic expectations for the time after the crisis are very positive, 

the pandemic is expected to turn into an endemic status (Stoppel, 2022) and consequently, 

companies expect growth to pick up very soon (FitzGerald, Singer and Smit, 2021). As 

shown, digitalisation has seen a major boost, and thus, there is also the question whether 

this and the experiences in crisis management made recently have improved companies’ 

preparedness, but also whether managers will continue updating the infrastructural 

enhancements and processual improvements implemented during the COVID-crisis. 

Whether crisis management really was as successful as evaluated by the interviewees can 

only be finally assessed at least some months after the crisis. Successfully implemented 

solutions can be expected to help making recovery quicker, and more adaptive companies 

might have established a competitive advantage through better having weathered the 

pandemic. This can, however, only be a subject for future research, and whether such 

companies built better resilience than others will not emerge before the next crisis of some 

magnitude. 

The thesis has contributed to remedying the lack of research around the topic of client 

contact management in times of crises and gives specific recommendations, stemming 

from both own additions to knowledge and confirmation of earlier works. Times when 

this will prove useful can safely be expected: the near total stop on air travel during the 

eruption of the Eyjafjallajökull volcano and related communication disturbances (Möller, 

2020), for instance, proves that even with no pandemics happening, disruptions at smaller 

scale do happen regularly.  
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Upcoming challenges might also be very different from the ones experienced under 

COVID, and the next issues or crises are expected to stem from high inflation, supply-

chain disruptions, geopolitical conflicts (FitzGerald, Singer and Smit, 2021), even 

military ones, witness the recent attack on Ukraine, as well as climate related issues 

(Donati, 2020). The latter, especially, led experts investigating scenarios for the future to 

revise their expectations downward (Ronzheimer, 2022). 

The present research is designed to help in in future crises, through both supporting 

prevention and in-crisis management, but as shown, resilience cannot be built for any 

occurrence. When it comes to building ability to better manage future crises, much 

depends on what the situation after the crisis, the “new normal”, will look like. It is likely 

that topics like environmental sustainability will play a rapidly increasing role in the near 

future (Damme and Schmitz, 2020).  

Related considerations shape decisions on travel and the workplace as well. Findings 

showed that expectations from employees change, both at the clients and at the 

consultancies, and latest research suggests that after COVID a large group of people 

would like to keep the remote working arrangements made during the crisis (ntv, 2022). 

Even so, it might not be possible for employers to accommodate all expectations and 

requirements of prospective employees, which can weaken a company’s position when 

competing for the best people. This is a contest consultancies see themselves in. Thus, 

having to face changing expectations around workplace design and communication for 

companies in the professional services sector might be a new crisis in itself. 
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Appendix (1): Specific Measures for Quality Assurance 

The following table gives an overview of all the recommended techniques and whether 

and how they will be applied to the present thesis: 

 

 

  

To be used in phase Technique Addresses Criterion 

(according to the 

respective authors)

Mentioned (among other 

papers) in

Used in thesis How or why not?

Set up Select a "how" and "why" problem as the 

research question 

ontological 

appropriateness

Healy and Perry (HP), also 

to be found in most papers 

on CR research 

approaches, e.g. 

O'Mahoney (2016) or Wynn 

and Williams (2012)

In part The research question is about "how", thus the 

typical CR analysis can only partly be applied. 

However, the analysis will look at causalities.

Set up Self description value awareness HP Yes The thesis will contain the relevant information 

about the author in the chapters on reflexivity and 

data analysis. 

Set up Identify research issues before data 

collection

analytic generalisation, 

external validity, 

applicability, 

transferability

HP Yes This will be addressed through a detailed section 

on philosophical stance and methodology/ 

method as well as their application.

Research Design Theoretical (cases cover different conditions) 

and literal (cases corroborate each other) 

replication (Yin, 1998)

contingent validity, 

Internal validity, 

credibility ("truth 

value")

HP, Lincoln and Guba (LG), 

Yin (Y), Creswell, (1998) 

(C98)

Yes While the research will focus on one industry, 

different cases and people from different types of 

consulting companies will be interviewed. 

Research Design Deep context descriptions/Deep, thick 

description (Denzin 1989 cíted by Creswell, 

1998)/Stakeholder analysis

contingent validity, 

Internal validity, 

credibility ("truth 

value"), transferability

HP, LG, Y, C98, Bundy et al. 

(B)

Yes The thesis will address this through descriptions of 

industry specificities and, as far as possible, the 

differences between the companies interviewees 

work for and role specific issues.

Research Design Detailed research process 

description/coherence/rigour (FBR criterion)

methodological 

trustworthiness, 

audibility (Miles and 

Hubermann, 1994), 

consistency, reliability, 

dependability

HP, LG, also  Edwards 

(2014), Frost and Bailey-

Rodriguez (FBR), Nowell et 

al. (N) 

Yes Consistent with the requirements of a CR stance 

and approach, there is a very detailed description 

of philosophy, methodology and all aspects of 

method application including e.g. sampling, how 

interviews were conducted, questions etc.  

Research Design Identify research issues from the start value awareness , 

methodological 

trustworthiness, 

credibility

FBR  Yes Links into CR criteria, addressed through detailed 

description of stance and methodology as well as 

its application, plus reflexivity

Research Design Use of prior theory construct validity HP, Y Where possible Mainly around crisis management theories and 

application, less on improved practices.

Data Collection Supporting evidence Contingent validity, 

Internal validity, 

credibility ("truth 

value")

HP Where possible Interviews are the main soucre of data, but where 

possible, additional evidence will be used, either 

from the litterature or from client accounts (for 

confidentiality reasons not clients of the 

companies interviewees work for - unless publicly 

available).

Data Collection In-depth questions/persistent observation 

(the latter also has a contextual connotation)

contingent validity, 

Internal validity, 

credibility ("truth 

value")

HP, LG, Y Yes While interviews will be semi-structured and, 

according to good practice in CR research, with 

very open questions, there will be some in-depth 

questions plus a number of probing ones, either 

used when interviewees touch on certain topics or 

in order to entice them to do so.

Data Collection Multiple interviews value awareness, 

confirmability, 

neutrality, construct 

validity

HP, Sobh and Perry (SP) Yes At least 12 interviews willl be conducted.

Data Collection Triangulation, multiple sources of evidence value awareness, 

confirmability, 

neutrality, construct 

validity, credibility

HP, LG, SP, C98, Creswell 

(2009) (C09), N

As far as possible There are not many possibilities to gather data 

(also because of limitations of access or certain 

methods through the COVID-crisis), but the issue is 

to be taken into account by interviewing people as 

diverse as possible in the (homogeneous, 

however) consulting environment, this with 

regards to companies, age, sex and roles. 

Data Collection Broad/open questions value awareness, 

confirmability, 

neutrality, internal 

validity

HP, LG Yes Semi-structured interview with mostly open 
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Data Collection Case study database or protocol with 

quotations and data summmaries/ 

transparency/audit trails/Establish chain of 

evidence

methodological 

trustworthiness, 

audibility (Miles and 

Hubermann, 1994), 

consistency, reliability, 

dependability, 

construct validity, 

confirmability

HP, LG (citing Halpern 

(1983)), FBR, N, C09, Y

Yes This will be done, also because most of it is 

needed in TA anyway
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To be used in phase Technique Addresses Criterion 

(according to the 

respective authors)

Mentioned (among other 

papers) in

Used in thesis How or why not?

Data Collection Interview protocol methodological 

trustworthiness, 

audibility, 

dependability, 

construct validity

FBR, N, Y Yes All interviews will be transcribed verbatim, with 

remarks on non-verbal communication plus all 

information on times and location. This was/will 

be sent to interviewees for review.

Data Collection Referential adequacy, i.e. holding back some 

collected data, analysing the others first, then 

check whether data held back confirm the 

findings

confirmability, 

methodological 

trustworthiness, 

credibility

LG In part First results were taken from pilot (four 

interviews), this will be compared with the finding 

from the main round of interviews.

Data Analysis Use logic models internal validity Y Yes The organisational logic model (Yin, 2009, p. 190) 

is similar to the theoretical framework of the 

thesis. This will either be confirmed or adapted 

with the findings, and the CR "open system" 

appraoch and descriptions also take a logic model 

character.

Data Analysis Emphasis on causes of observed phenomena contingent validity, 

Internal validity, 

credibility ("truth 

value")

HP, LG, Y In part This is probably the weakest link between the 

thesis and its approach on the one hand and 

typical CR approaches on the other. The thesis is 

mainly about "how" something is done. The "why 

ist that so" and/or "why does it work" aspects are 

not at the froeground but on par with the "how" 

question. However, there is CR research with a 

focus on "how" (Wynn and Williams, 2012, p. 804)  

or on "what works" (Williams et al., 2016, p.7). On 

top of that, the detailed description of the context 

and its causal effects help to stay within the CR 

research framework.

Data Analysis Prolong engagement with data/with context value awareness, 

confirmability, 

neutrality, credibility, 

methodological 

trustworthiness

N, LG Yes This will be done, especially when coding and 

when looking for themes.

Data Analysis Present negative or discrepant/deviant 

information

contingent validity, 

Internal validity, 

credibility ("truth 

value")

LG, C09, Y Yes Whenever such information will be found, this will 

be done. This is also good practice in CR research 

according to O'Mahoney (Rutzou, 2016, p. 3)

Data Analysis Teamwork/Vetting by team 

members/Looking for team consensus

value awareness, 

confirmability, 

consistency, neutrality, 

credibility

N, C98 No In a thesis context, no team work is allowed.

Data Analysis Use a coding framework methodological 

trustworthiness, 

audibility (Miles and 

Hubermann, 1994), 

consistency, construct 

validity

N, Y Yes Consisteny with an abdusctive/retroductive CR 

approach to research logic, coding for potentials 

will be applied (Hoddy, 2018, p. 7-8), similar to 

axial coding as used in grounded theory, grouped 

and with "parent codes" (Fletcher, 2013, p. 13), 

which should respond to this requirement.

Data analysis Check the value of the contribution applicability, 

transferability

FBR, C09, B As far as possible This is done through gathering feedback on 

findings from participants plus looking for and 

evaluating results of the introduction of improved 

practices.

Write-up Reports for peer review/External audits value awareness, 

confirmability, 

neutrality, credibility, 

dependability

HP, C98, LG In part Through the supervision process, but in a thesis 

context, no classic peer reviews are possible.

Write-up Have informants review the data and the 

draft study report/Member Checking (Stake, 

1995 cited by Creswell, 1998)

value awareness, 

confirmability, 

consistency, neutrality, 

credibility

LG, C09, Y Yes Findings will be shared with all participants who 

agree to support this phase, and feedback 

gathered.

Throughout Clarifying researcher bias value awareness, 

objectivity, neutrality

FBR, C98 Yes This is addressed through the self-description 

mentioned above, reflexive thinking and 

mentioning potential bias in the thesis.

Throughout Reflexive journal/Document reflexive and 

theoretical thoughts

value awareness, 

objectivity, neutrality, 

confirmability

FBR, N, LG Yes A reflexive journal is/was used throughout.
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Appendix (2): Letter of consent 

Edinburgh Business School – DBA programme 
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Appendix (3): Final Version of the Interview Guide 
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Appendix (4): Research Stages  

 

 

  

Stage Tasks Remarks

Building the basis Initial literature research, including on 

philosophical stance, methodology and methods

Already comprehensive

Derived initial context and research object 

description

Main context elements: industry (consulting), issue 

(COVID) plus related measures, problems 

stemming from this, crisis management

Identification of first (or expected) "demi-

regularities"

Yields trends and existing patterns, mainly around 

crisis management and issue with measures 

employed

Pre-pilot research design Detailed research design pre-pilot

Case selection

Collection method (interview) design

Pilot sampling

Piloting Pilot conduction

Data gathering from additional sources

Coding, pilot analysis, looking for tentative themes 

or "demi-regularities"

Tentative application of research logic to pilot 

results

Main study research design Update of research design (if applicable)

Update of data collection method

Main study data collection Main study sampling A further 9 interviews

Main study conduction Includes check by participants

Update of context and research object description Already first phase of TA (familiarising with data). 

Fit into CR categories entities mechanics,...

Analysis (I) Initial coding (Phase two of TA)

Axial coding Second cycle of coding according to axes defined 

after initial coding

Search for and review of themes Phases three and four of TA, first application of 

abduction/retroduction, search for more "demi-

regularities"

Validation and definition of themes Phase five of TA

Application of abduction/retroduction

Validation/quality control 

(Analysis II)

Check for validity Alternative results, theories, information

Check for corroboration Checking interim results with participants

Apply results to finalisation of findings

Write-up Producing the report

Review by supervisor and/or participants

Finalisation of thesis

Enfolding literature research Done throughout the work
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Appendix (5): Contribution of New Codes (nodes) by Interview 

 

In coding order: 

 

Transcript Coding 

order 

Nodes used Sections 

coded 

New nodes 

Transcript 1 1 53 168 53 

Transcript 2 2 57 143 14 

Transcript 3 3 62 189 21 

Transcript 4 4 52 102 13 

Transcript 6 5 43 78 8 

Transcript 8 6 55 109 12 

Transcript 5 7 49 88 8 

Transcript 9 8 57 101 11 

Transcript 10 9 58 103 6 

Transcript 11 10 1 1 1 

Transcript 7 12 32 55 6 

Transcript 12 12 67 153 4 

Transcript 13 13 74 171 3 

Nodes and 

Sections 

  1461 160 

After merging (pre axis definition) 1462 125 

 

(the change in numbers of sections coded is due to revising some codes and cleaning out 

duplications) 
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Appendix (6): Pictures from the Stages of Initial Coding and Defining of the Axes 

(TA Phase 2) 

Arranging codes into groups and merging codes       After coding all interviews, 

after the pilot study:           printing and cutting out  

             codes and related references: 

     

 

 

Updating the code book with the results    The lockable cupboard with all trans-   

of initial coding:       cripts and the code book: 
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Defining the axes: 

Day 1: preparing the definition of axes. The codes have been reduced from 146 to 125. 

Each transparent pocket contains one code with all related references: 

   

 

Grouping codes and defining “parent codes” (Fletcher, 2016) in preparation of the 

definition of axes: 

  

 

Day 2: Sorting the sub-categories into axes, allocating to them the codes from initial 

coding. Red post-its denote allocation to more than one axis: 
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The 36 axes defined in this process (the actual axial coding yielded an additional seven 

axes): 

  

 

Mapping of the axes to the conceptual framework (see section 4.2): 
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Appendix (7): NVivo-Report: Axes for Coding Before Starting Theme Definition  

 

Manual axial re-coding and finalisation of axis codes, leading to the following list: 

Code Structure 

Thesis Axial Coding 

06.12.2021 11:33 

Hierarchical Name Nickname Aggregat

e 

User 

Assigned 

Color 

Node 

Nodes 

Nodes\\AX 1 Importance initial situation  No None 

Nodes\\AX 10 Gl attitude towards crisis mgmt  No None 

Nodes\\AX 11 Client and consultant approach different  No None 

Nodes\\AX 12 Management or leadership issue  No None 

Nodes\\AX 13 Evaluation and decision making process in crisis mgmt  No None 

Nodes\\AX 14 Stakeholder incl. client involvement in crisis mgmt  No None 

Nodes\\AX 15 a Early measures incl. helping clients  No None 

Nodes\\AX 15 b Experience with early measures  No None 

Nodes\\AX 16 Adapting and learning incl. on electronic solution  No None 

Nodes\\AX 17 Gl influences incl. govt. and generation issues  No None 

Nodes\\AX 18 Inhibitors to crisis mgmt success  No None 

Nodes\\AX 19 Helping factors for crisis mgmt  No None 

Nodes\\AX 2 a Current Level of Contact  No None 

Nodes\\AX 2 b Current type of contact  No None 

Nodes\\AX 20 Personal contact is necessary or vastly superior  No None 
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Hierarchical Name Nickname Aggregat

e 

User 

Assigned 

Color 
Nodes\\AX 21 Gl limitations of e-communication  No None 

Nodes\\AX 22 e-communication in these cases better or OK  No None 

Nodes\\AX 23 Change in communication patterns  No None 

Nodes\\AX 24 Change in co-operation or co-creation  No None 

Nodes\\AX 25 Importance of infrastructure  No None 

Nodes\\AX 26 Change in e-comm process or behaviour  No None 

Nodes\\AX 27 Fatigue in e-comm  No None 

Nodes\\AX 28 Private or individual issue  No None 

Nodes\\AX 29 Crisis mgmt mistake to learn from  No None 

Nodes\\AX 3 a Pre-crisis contact preferences personal  No None 

Nodes\\AX 3 b Pre-crisis contact preference other  No None 

Nodes\\AX 30 Crisis mgmt success to learn from  No None 

Nodes\\AX 31 Change to adopt nolens volens  No None 

Nodes\\AX 32 Improved crisis mgmt around comm  No None 

Nodes\\AX 33 Future preparedness or resilience  No None 

Nodes\\AX 34 Future of work  in gl., new normal  No None 

Nodes\\AX 35 Contact optimisation and travel  No None 

Nodes\\AX 36 Switching back after the crisis  No None 

Nodes\\AX 37 Other improvements post COVID  No None 

Nodes\\AX 38 Changes in crisis management by COVID wave  No None 

Nodes\\AX 4 a Preparedness helps - other  No None 

Nodes\\AX 4 b Preparedness helps - infrastructure  No None 

Nodes\\AX 5 Client expectations  No None 

Nodes\\AX 6 Client preparedness - relationship with structure and type  No None 

Nodes\\AX 7 Disruptions through lockdown effects  No None 

Nodes\\AX 8 Positive effects through COVID incl. breaking resistance to 

change 

 No None 

Nodes\\AX 9 Initial crisis reactions  No None 
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Appendix (8): Mapping of Open Points from the Literature Research (Section 4.1) 

with Elements of Reality in Critical Realism (Section 5.2.1) 
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Remark: while mechanisms nearly always play an underlying role, crosses in this matrix 

mean a focus in the investigation of a topic and/or an expectation to be able to identify 

mechanisms directly. 
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Appendix (9): Pictures from the Process of Initial Theme Definition (TA Phase 3) 

First stage: assigning references to groups and these to axes from the second cycle of 

coding. This stage included re-arranging, some groups of references could be assigned 

to more than one axis. 

    

Colour codes were used: Original axes pink, new and split ones blue. All reference 

snippets were assigned to groups of references, based upon and similar to the codes 

from the initial coding, but not identical. Yellow groups only pertain to one axis, green 

ones to more than one. Orange marks items which have to be reflected upon again after 

completion of assigning references to axes. 

The pink post-it, for example, shows axis number 13 on the importance of the decision 

making process around crisis management. To this axis were assigned reference groups 

number 23, 38, 77 and 84. The right post-it shows the reference group number 115 on 

forming task forces as a response to the crisis, first assigned to axis 15 on positive 

experiences with responses to communication restrictions. It was also assigned to axes 9 

and 32. 

 

This colour coding and numbering helped in the followings steps, especially when it 

came to finding supporting evidence in the references and spotting relationships 

between axes. 
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In a next stage, the axes and supporting reference groups were prepared for the first 

round of theme definition.  

In order to make sure the meaning of the data was always clear, reference groups were 

ready for examination and verification. For each group, there also was a transparent 

pocket available which contained all reference snippets. 
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Theme definition – starting with initial grouping of the axes into a kind of “proto-

themes”:

 

The results already showed some novelty in the grouping, but was still to a certain 

extent influenced by the timeline. Some axes could not be allocated to groups as of yet. 

This result was then mapped against both the topics from the open points from the 

literature review (appendix 8) and the crisis management phases (described in 2.2.1):  

  
 

The result of this mapping as well as some validation with groups of references led to a 

clearer view and some re-assigning. 
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After two more iterations, phase three of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) 

was completed (see the initial themes in appendix 10): 
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Appendix (10): Initial Thematic Map with Codes/Axes by Theme/Sub-Theme 
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Appendix (11): Finalising the Thematic Map, Allocating Axes/Reference Groups to 

Themes and Sub-Themes (TA Phases 4 and 5) 

Reviewing and refining the themes identi- Allocating the reference groups to the axes 

fied in phase 3:    forming (superordinate) themes and sub- 

      themes: 

  

 

This exercise led to the final thematic map (see section 8.1.2) as well as to one pouch 

per theme, containing sub-themes and related axes and references: 
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This example shows the hierarchy of data: first the superordinate theme, then three sub-

themes followed by the axes (pink post-its) and the allocated groups of references 

(yellow and, if shared with other axes, green). 

The transparent pockets contain all relevant snippets in order to facilitate writing up: 

 

 

When the snippets were missing, as was then case with the reference groups on the 

green post-its at the bottom of the picture, the numbering showed that the references 

could be found with the pockets for Axes 24 and 11 respectively. 

Thus, for each theme all the references were readily available, which simplified the 

process of writing up the findings: 
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Appendix (12): Literature Search and the Use of Grey Literature 

Given that the COVID-crisis only started in 2020, it was necessary to recur to “grey” 

literature. At least until 2021, many academic papers were written within a short amount 

of time, and thus the value of the content sometimes remains unclear. Therefore, 

additional sources were looked for, both through internet searches and the personal 

network in the industry.  

 

 

 

Type of source tapped on Number

Government/international organisation statistics, reports and 

publications (mainly about crisis mitigation and crisis management 

measures as well as regulations)

15

Information/ Blog/Interview pages from universities or scientific 

publishers (on current issues and methods around topics discussed in 

the thesis)

13

Newspapers, also on the web, and broadcasting corporations’ pages 

(an important source on current developments)

22

Business and technology magazines or web pages/issues (mainly about 

specific current developments and measures, plus rules and data 

security)

21

Web pages and publications from consultancies (on their crisis 

management recommendations and “new work” solutions)

10

Web pages/press releases from professional associations & interest 

groups (apart from market information and figures, little was found 

here)

7

Company web sites 4

Sum (out of 477, 19,3%) 92


