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The academic field of crisis communication is more relevant than ever due to the digital
media revolution, setting new standards for how to manage criticism and crises. This pa-
per presents a systems theoretical approach to crisis communication in the age of digital
media with a special regard to social media. The paper shows that the recent changes in
the media environment require that organizations be more observant, reflected and re-
sponsive to the public opinion. Correspondingly, organizations need to engage in strategic
impression management with the aim to be, or to be observed to be, more consistent with
their communicated values and strategies, thus managing to appear as trustworthy in a
hyper-dynamic social surrounding world. Copyright © 2017 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

Crisis communication is a field that has grown
within the academic field of organizational anal-
ysis over the last 30 years. The field deals with
how organizations can best explain themselves
to stakeholders and the public when a crisis
occurs. This is whether the crisis is self-imposed
or externally imposed, but where the organiza-
tion meets criticism for its behaviour in relation
to the crisis. Most of the literature in the field is
unscientific and characterized by experience-
based, prescriptive consultant lists that explain

how organizations should manage crises and
their communication in relation to them. Since
the early 1990s, this literature has received an
academic counterpart where actual theoretical
frameworks are outlined, by which more descrip-
tive analyses of what gives success in which situ-
ations can be conducted. The first and most
original in the academic crisis communication
field is William Benoit, who later scholars have
crafted their theories around. Benoit (1995) essen-
tially draws on classical rhetorical theories on the
management of the question of guilt, which is
then applied to the organizations’ crisis commu-
nication. Benoit (1997: 179) presents a list with
five major crisis communication techniques:
denial, evasion of responsibility, reducing offen-
siveness of event, corrective action and
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mortification (apologize for the act). Benoit’s
work is used in many specific analyses, not only
by himself but also by many others, such as
Jesper Falkheimer (2007), who analysed crisis
communication in Sweden in the aftermath of
the 2004 tsunami disaster. Another one of the
internationally recognized in the field is Timothy
Coombs, who provides a list of seven main types
of crisis communication. The list is very similar to
Benoit’s, but where Benoit is sender oriented in
his approach, Coombs (1999) is more receiver ori-
ented (Johansen and Frandsen 2007: 271–273).
Denmark was relatively late in getting started
with crisis communication, and in turn, one of
the best academic contributions is by the two
Danish researchers Winni Johansen and Finn
Frandsen (2007). In their model, they seek the
rhetorical arena, to be both sender and recipient
oriented, which they understand using the con-
cept of the multi-vocal.1

Although the field of crisis communication has
thus received an academic field, it still seems to
be lacking a solid sociological foundation. There
is no further elaboration or integration of the
essential concepts of risk, trust, conflict, public
opinion, mass media, social media or communi-
cation. Here, Niklas Luhmann’s theory of social
systems seems obvious, not least because
Luhmann’s theory is based on communication.
Such a sociological observation of the crisis com-
munication field could work as complementing
and providing the field with theoretical depth
and sharpness, and not least help to distance
the field’s predominance of prescriptive lists of
what to do in order to avoid taking responsibility.
To view the crisis between organizations and
their surrounding social world using a systems
theoretical framework would maybe help to
cross the border and observe that organizations
must adapt to that environment and perhaps
learn something, enriching both the organization
and the society. Such an angle as effective commu-
nication would probably be called by Habermas
(1984) an instrumental and/or strategic form of
communication.2 It seems to be a basic

conception underlying the field that if an organi-
zation can manage to communicate effectively,
i.e. according to the lists of how-to-do, it can
recover from any crisis with an intact reputation
—and that is it. This paper will, in all its brevity,
try to establish a complementary theory by draw-
ing on a number of Luhmann’s concepts. It can-
not stand alone but is a supplement that helps
with systems theoretical concepts that can coun-
teract the simplifications, which is accomplished
by the idea of effective communication.

CONTRADICTION AND CONFLICT

Inspired by Luhmann, we now turn away from
the concept of crisis and instead use the concept
of conflict because this concept always implies at
least two actors. For Luhmann (1995), conflicts
are triggered by contradictions. Luhmann (1995:
370) attributes the doctrine of contradictions to
immunology. The system of society protects not
against change, but against no longer environ-
mentally adequate behaviours: ‘The immune sys-
tem protects not structure but autopoiesis, the
system’s closed self-reproduction’ (ibid., 372). A
conflict occurs when a contradiction is communi-
cated (ibid., 388). Conflicts arise, then, when
communication takes up a contradiction in itself
and contradicts it, or in other words, when one
communicative element is linked to another com-
municative element by contradicting it. It is not
the differing interests, but that they are commu-
nicated that is a conflict. Any communication
produces a bifurcation between yes and no to
proposals of meaning, so that conflict and con-
sensus constantly are reproduced as alternatives
(Luhmann, 2007: 306). However, a no does not al-
ways produce a conflict, for example, one might
walk out of a store again without buying. But a
no often sharpens the tone, and provokes, and
one is tempted to see the other person as an
opponent. To tune into the other person commu-
nicatively as an opponent gives birth to the con-
flict as a system driven by a negative double
contingency: ‘I will not do what you want if
you do not do what I want’ (Luhmann, 1995:
389). One acts aggressively, defensively or protec-
tively, giving the other only limited variation

1 I have not given an exhaustive overview of academic crisis commu-
nication, for example I have left out Heath (2006).
2 For a comparative discussion of Habermas and Luhmann’s sociol-
ogies, see Leydesdorff (2000).
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possibilities as, for instance, to form coalitions
and search for resources for resistance
(Luhmann, 2007: 308). When conflicts arise, they
take over for a while the autopoiesis, i.e. the con-
tinuation of the communication (Luhmann, 1995:
389). In this way, conflicts are social systems
formed out of occasions that are given in other
systems not in the form of subsystems, but in
the form of parasites (ibid). For a time, they draw
all attention and all communication contributions
to themselves, whereby they block the host sys-
tems. Conflict systems are highly integrative be-
cause they draw all action into the context of an
opposition within the perspective of opposition
(ibid.: 390). Thereto, Luhmann (2007: 308) points
to this with a formal definition of integration,
which says that ‘integration is a restriction of in-
dividual freedom’, and can clearly see that con-
flicts are likely to integrate: ‘For as an opponent,
as an enemy, one in a conflict has far less varia-
tion possibilities, far fewer behavior possibilities:
One must be careful, one must consider how to
sharpen one’s own weapons, and how to do the
opponent’s weapons blunt, how to protect one-
self, how to prevent and how to attack’ (ibid.:
309). Conflicts die out when they no longer can
attract contributions, when contributors all get
tired and bored of arguing and stop struggling
—time goes by, one moves on to other themes
(Luhmann, 1995: 392). Conflicts are thus commu-
nicative processes in the social system, and their
function is an immunization against the probabil-
ity of cessation of the system’s autopoiesis (ibid.:
384). The court plays a special role, as it on the
one hand increases the opportunities for conflicts
and simultaneously works against a violent set-
tlement of conflicts (ibid.: 375). For Luhmann,
conflict plays an important role in the social
world, as in the immune system, but at the same
time, it is clear that conflicts also have destructive
effects on host systems. Conflicts take up the host
systems’ resources and attention to which the re-
lationship between the contending organizations
is harmed (ibid.: 390).
Crisis communication is defined as a double

crisis (Johansen and Frandsen 2007: 79), first
somebody observes something as a crisis, some-
thing goes wrong, then there is a communication
crisis where an organization is attacked and

defends itself rhetorically. Here, I define a crisis
as a system external observation, an observation
of the surrounding world, made by a communi-
cation contributor, which alerts the community
to a phenomenon to be acted in relation to. The
phenomenon may be a tsunami, a SAS aircraft
that crashes during landing, drawings of Mu-
hammad, an oil spill or a young giraffe that is
slaughtered in a Danish zoo. In the first instance,
the crisis is an internal communicative event, a
communicative indication of a system external
event that is observed (communicated) as a crisis.
After that, the crisis may cause a conflict if the
communicative contribution is linked to by a
new communicative element contradicting (ne-
gating) a person’s or organization’s handling of
the crisis. If the emergency preparedness in rela-
tion to a tsunami is criticized, or if the steps taken
by SAS in relation to an aircraft crash are criti-
cized, and this communication continuously at-
tracts communication contributions, a conflict
emerges as an autopoietic system. The Muham-
mad cartoons may in this perspective be seen as
a first communication element, while the com-
munication of the ‘no’ to them is the contradic-
tion that gives birth to the Muhammad conflict
(the cartoon crisis) as an autonomous system. It
is clearly seen how the conflict integrates any
statement concerning the crisis into the conflict,
and how all contributors are forced into the re-
duced options—as in the Iraqi conflict, so clearly
defined by George Bush: ‘you’re either with us,
or against us’. The crisis communication concept
in this context can be defined as organizations’
rhetorical efforts (contributions) with regard to
emergent conflict systems. The question now is
how the social landscape in which the emergent
conflict systems are produced and reproduced
can be observed.

RISK AND THE EMERGENT CONFLICT
SYSTEMS

To clarify the organizational latitude, we now
consider the concept of risk. Luhmann (2005: 21)
defines the concept of risk by distinguishing it
from danger seen as the counter concept of risk.
The distinction implies that uncertainty occurs
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in relation to future losses, which gives two pos-
sibilities: if the potential loss is observed as a con-
sequence of a decision, we talk about risk,
because the loss is attributed to a decision, on
the other hand, if the potential loss is seen to be
caused by external factors, is attributed to the
outside world, we talk about danger (ibid., 22).
One is always in danger: of course one can decide
in relation to one’s own actions, but only in the
sense that one’s actions place one in a dangerous
situation. That one chooses to walk down one
street over the other when going home from
work and is hit on the head by a roof tile is a dan-
ger and no risk, as there is not accepted any risk
to achieve any benefits—you have just chosen be-
tween two equivalent possibilities. If risk is going
to be attributed to a decision, it must be possible
to distinguish clearly between alternatives with
regard to possible losses, so that one subse-
quently can regret a decision (ibid., 23). For in-
stance, you know that there is a risk of falling
roof tiles on the shortest route home, but regard-
less you decide to go this route rather than a lon-
ger but safer one. The distinction between risk
and danger enables a selection of both sides of
the form, but not at the same time. Selecting risk
makes it possible to forget the danger, like the se-
lection of danger makes it possible to forget the
profits a risky decision might provide (ibid., 24).
In addition, it is of course also a decision not to
decide (ibid., 28), which is why organizations al-
ways want to be observed (judged) in light of
their decisions. Organizations are systems
consisting in decision communications (ibid.,
188; Luhmann, 2006, 63), and any of their com-
munications are risky because something may
be overlooked, which later can prove to be rele-
vant (Luhmann, 2005: 189).

Crisis communication appears so that an orga-
nization’s decisions (its risk calculations) are ob-
served by others as a danger, which is
communicated as a crisis and must be observed
by the organization as a conflict between it and
those who criticize it. Risk Management is a sec-
ond-order self-observation—the organization
must select something and nothing else in light
of the probability of loss. It must be observing it-
self in relation to unknown futures and thus re-
flect on its own decision communication. Its

own internal immune system must be intact, so
that internal conflicts can emerge and run and
liquidate behaviours, which are no longer ade-
quate—before the societal immune system comes
into force and the organization has a conflict with
its surrounding world. But whatever ways the
organization establishes to reduce uncertainty,
e.g. collective decisions, project descriptions, ex-
ternal experts, internal specialist departments
etc., it may not achieve more than to defend its
decisions with that it did everything to qualify
them. It is an illusion that risks can be brought
under total control (ibid., 192).

In a risk perspective, conflict systems emerge
within organizations with the function of acting
as an immune system when decisions (risk) are
observed as a threat to the organization. Like-
wise, conflict systems emerge between organiza-
tions and their external social world when
organizations’ decisions (risk behaviour) are ob-
served as a danger by social systems in their en-
vironment, which can be seen as an activation
of the societal immune system. Organizations
with a strong immune system will in this per-
spective be more adaptable than systems that
are less confrontational. Likewise, it must be as-
sumed that organizations with a weak immune
system are at higher risk of exposure to the soci-
etal immune system than systems that are more
reflective and can handle and perhaps even initi-
ate internal conflicts.

TRUSTAND EMERGENT CONFLICT SYSTEMS

Trust is another key concept in relation to crisis
communication, because the organization on the
one hand, through its crisis communication, tries
to gain trust and on the other hand must consti-
tute trust to certain decisions itself, e.g. the trig-
gering of certain public opinions, that external
parties will come to rescue and/or will sympa-
thize with its crisis statements. The reflective con-
cept of trust is, according to Luhmann (2000b,
1979: 19), confidence.3 Both concepts refer to
expectations that can lead to disappointment.

3 In Luhmann (1979), Vertrautheit is translated into familiarity and not
confidence.
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Confidence is the most common, e.g. that the car
does not break down, or that one will not be vil-
ified in the press. We cannot think of everything;
organizations and we have a limited attention
span. Decisions lose their decision actuality and
become habits in a world we are confident with.
The decision actuality is often only re-actualized
in conflicts. If we do not consider alternatives
when we decide, it is related to confidence, while
trust requires a risky situation (reflexivity). If one
selects an action over others due to the probabil-
ity of being disappointed by others’ selections,
then we have a trust situation. In the case of con-
fidence, one will react to disappointment with ex-
ternal attribution. In the case of trust, one must
consider an internal attribution and perhaps re-
gret the selection of trust. It is not about probabil-
ity calculation, but about whether the
disappointment depends on one’s own previous
selections or not (Luhmann, 1995, 2000b, 1979).
There is not an independent function system of

trust, but in a functionally differentiated society,
all function systems depend on trust, as a re-
sponse to the risks and uncertainties this form
of community causes. There are many selections
to make and nothing is certain—the present fu-
ture will not just be transformed into an equally
formed future present (Luhmann, 1979). If one
were to provide a code for trust, it would be trust
⌉ distrust. An example would be a family often
walking in Copenhagen Zoo. The family has a
confidential relationship to the zoo, but then
reads in the newspaper that the zoo has behaved
in a way that the family cannot accept, after
which they stop coming in the zoo. The family
has started to be reflected in relation to the zoo
and have changed their confidential relationship
to a relationship of trust and thereto selected mis-
trust. It may now be that the zoo succeeds in
explaining themselves in a manner whereby the
organization wins the family’s trust and it begins
to come in the zoo again. Luhmann (1979) linked
the achievement of trust to self-representation,
respectively, the history of self-representation, so
that the one who shows consistency over time
will be able to gain trust: ‘He who stands by what
he has allowed to be known about himself,
whether consciously or unconsciously, is worthy
of trust’ (Luhmann, 1979: 39). Trust relates to

continuing one’s self-representation and feeling
bound by one’s own history of self-representa-
tion. In a dynamic environment, this does not
mean that one can just remain as one usually is
in the literal sense, but rather that one succeeds
in adapting oneself to the dynamic environment
in a uniform and stable manner, e.g. following a
set of values. One must therefore adapt within
acceptable limits and show continuity in behav-
iour under difficult and changing conditions
(Luhmann, 1979). Crisis systems emerge and pa-
ralyse organizations when parts of the surround-
ing world lose their confidentiality with an
organization and mistrust is selected.

Taking into account the concepts of conflict,
risk and trust, organizations always have to con-
sider crisis communication when deciding. A
given decision must be defendable, taking into
account the risks of future crises, in such a way
that it is probable that the organization keeps
the trust of its stakeholders. When emergent cri-
sis systems are observed from the perspective of
trust, organizations’ histories of self-presentation
and values become visible and evaluated in rela-
tion to present opinions about these values, and
the organizations’ congruence with these values
in its historical self-presentation. Of course, orga-
nizations cannot know the future present, but
continually they can re-actualize the actuality of
decisions and take into account what is focused
on in the present in their social environment. In
addition, they can organize in accordance with
the principles of value management to display a
congruent history of self-presentation that makes
it possible to defend present actions in the future.

ORGANIZATIONS AND FUNCTION SYSTEMS

Risk-taking and trust provide advantages at the
societal level. The advantages are especially with
regard to temporary benefits. In the modus of
risk, possibilities are tested that would not be
tested without risk-taking, and which nobody
can know beforehand will succeed or not. When
risks are taken and result in success, new social
structures are produced, and new possibilities
are created, for instance, investments in a new
kind of medicine that keeps bodies alive and
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psyches happy and lets the risk-taking organiza-
tion earn money and gain a positive reputation.4

Contemporary society is built on trust, e.g. trust
in the value of money, in scientific results and in
legitimate political power (Luhmann, 1979: 49).
Also, it takes trust to have money in the bank,
children in the kindergarten, your body in the
traffic etc. Both trust and risk require reflectivity,
i.e. awareness and communication about alterna-
tives with different consequences for the present
and future. Organizations feature (temporary)
preferences for a specific function system—com-
panies to the economic system because it is the
bottom line that counts, schools to the education
system as it is teaching/learning and exams that
count, and parties to the political system as it is
votes that provide power.5 However, in the func-
tionally differentiated society, an organization
must be able to communicate in all society’s dif-
ferent symbolically generalized communication
media (SGCM). A company therefore must be
able to communicate in the SGCM of science
when it tries to convey the probable effects of a
new product, in the SGCM of education, when
it tries to recruit suitable candidates, and for ex-
ample in the SGCM of the judicial system where
it tries to stay on the right side of the law.6 On
this basis, organizations build internal complex-
ity in the form of various departments and roles
to be able to communicate in the different func-
tional systems’ SGCM. Each of the function sys-
tems is in closed in the fact dimension and can
only distinguish communications in one SGCM
such as money or truth, but never more—they
are all one-eyed, but in return they are open in
the social dimension, so everybody can contribute
to them and be included. This also means that ev-
ery person and organization that wants to be in-
cluded in the contemporary society must be
able to handle the function systems and their
codes. It is just the opposite with regard to orga-
nizations. They are open in the fact dimension and

must be able to communicate in all SGCM, but in
turn they are closed in the social dimension, so
that only members can contribute to their
communication.

Organizational communication, and in partic-
ular crisis communication, in this society must
prepare for observations from the angle of any
function system. In addition, morals and ethics
must be taken into account—even though they
have not generated an autonomous function sys-
tem, because of substantial disagreement about
what is acceptable and what is not. But perspec-
tives of moral and ethics are always lurking and
released as observation optics from different
organizations, movements and parts of the
fragmented public.

MASS MEDIA AND EMERGENT CONFLICT
SYSTEMS

Mass media, which Luhmann Q1(2000) regards as a
function system, is an important part of the social
landscape that the emergent crisis systems and
the organizations’ crisis communication are ob-
served in. Luhmann’s book on mass media is
called ‘The reality of the mass media’, which has
a double meaning that the mass media both cre-
ates a reality (that we perceive as our common re-
ality) and itself has a reality (their own
organizational issues). The mass media do not
transcend reality but create a reality that is pre-
sented to the audience. Luhmann (2000: 2) defines
mass media as ‘all those institutions of society
which make use of copying technologies to dis-
seminate communication’. It is the mechanical
manufacturing of a product as the bearer of com-
munication, which has led to the differentiation of
the particular function system. The mass media
system decouples itself from other communica-
tion by ruling out interaction between sender
and receiver by the interposition of technology.
To print a letter to the editor of the newspaper is
the newspaper ’s own selection. The mass media
system has its own symbolically generalized com-
munication medium which is information and its
own code: information ⌉ not information. The in-
dividual mass media organizations each manage
the code according to their own programs and

4 See Roth (2014a, 2016) for a discussion of CSR as well as the distinc-
tion between value communication and communication on values.
5 Following Roth (2014b, 2016) organizations are multifunctional, and
following Andersen (2003) they are polyphonic. Both authors argue
against the standpoint that organizations are linked to only one func-
tion system.
6 See Luhmann (2006: 117) about life story, (1989: 76) about health and
(ibid: 64) about justice.
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decisions. The mass media system consists of or-
ganizations such as publishers, newspapers and
television stations that internally determine what
is information and should be disseminated. There
are huge differences between, for instance, news-
papers in regard to what is considered to have in-
formation value. Organizations that need to
become visible in society must connect to the
mass media. However, the media organizations
are self-determined and select their own condi-
tions for what to publish and how to angle it.
The mass media are among the most enthusiastic
contributors to conflict systems and are often di-
rectly them who initiate them. In other words, in
most mass media, it has information value if it
can be insinuated or demonstrated that an organi-
zation is a danger or appears as arousing distrust.
If organizations’ crisis communications are to get
disseminated, through mass media organizations
transmission, they have to meet the criteria of in-
formation value.
With the introduction of electronic media, soci-

ety became more transparent (Meyrowitz, 1985),
which for organizations not only meant better
communication opportunities, but also that their
backstage was reduced and that their decisions
were easier to observe. This makes organiza-
tional communication more risky and places
greater demands on their self-presentation in
relation to sustainability, ethics, psychosocial
work environment, leadership, service, etc., and
thus generally seen in relation to the organiza-
tion’s decisions. Decisions will always be evalu-
ated retrospectively, and it will rarely be taken
into account what information actually led to
the risky decisions, but only what possibly could
have been known, as well as what we have in the
meantime found out (Luhmann, 2005). What
organizations communicate (e.g. brands, values
and goals) will be evaluated in regard to what
they actually do, which will be perceived as
decided.

EMERGENT CRISIS SYSTEMS AND PUBLIC
OPINION

The public must be observed as a fragmented
and not as one large discursive community; it

spreads out across the globe, in many different
social systems and media platforms (Habermas,
1984, 2006). This means that the reception of or-
ganizations in the public will not be homogenous
and that the stakeholders will not form as a sin-
gle homogeneous group. The concept of public
opinion, according to Luhmann, is described as
a certain look that sets a boundary between public
and private (Baecker, 1996; Qvortrup, 1998).
What is observed as public can be discussed
openly, it has public interest. First, a border is
drawn—for instance, it is up to Keminovas’
how they run their own business. Second, the
border is crossed—when it appears that they are
selling herbicides in South America, which are
prohibited in the EU. The public can thus be de-
scribed as an observation boundary between pri-
vate and public that draws a border, which is
immediately crossed—something is published.
It is a focus, which is moved around. Public opin-
ion is about subjects of general interest and what
is of public interest often triggers the emergence
of conflict systems. Public opinion makes the-
matic shifts, for instance, from economy to moral:
Keminovas is a profitable business, but it is im-
moral to sell banned poisons, spread by workers
without safety equipment. Public opinion cannot
be calculated in advance, you cannot know what
it is going to take up next or whatever it lands on,
or when it fluctuates: ‘First the evil Jyllands-
Posten, which mocks Muslims’, but then,
‘enough is enough with the Muslims ’. On this
background, Dirk Baecker (1996) defines public
opinion as the decision of what cannot be
decided. Public opinion is a special view that
oscillates between observing something and
observing itself: shortly after something is taken
up in the public opinion, the public begins to
observe itself: isn’t this too corny, or is this the
right angle. This is echoed in the mass media:
the electronic media take up something which
newspapers do not just comment on as a subject,
they also discuss how it was communicated, how
it was angled etc. in the electronic media
(Qvortrup, 1998). The conflict runs out of the
hands of the organization, and it quickly be-
comes other people’s opinions that are under dis-
cussion and have implications for the formation
of public opinion. As public opinion can trigger
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the emergence of conflict systems, public opinion
also after a while can stop to contribute to a given
conflict system resulting in the ending of its
autopoiesis. This happens, for instance, in con-
nection with a shift of theme, or a shift from ex-
ternal observation to self-observation, or simply
because of the emergence of a new and nowmore
interesting and current crises begins to capture
the attention of the public opinion. Organizations
can learn from all conflicts, big and long-lived or
small and short-lived, by using the external ob-
servation from the public opinion as a second-or-
der self-observation, letting the organization
observe itself and its environment in the light of
the general public (Vallentin, 2005: 38).

EFFECT AND STAKEHOLDER IDENTITY

To understand communication crises, it is impor-
tant to free oneself from primitive basic assump-
tions about what communication is. Mostly,
communication provides an effect but not an ef-
fect that can be directed, because it is up to the
addressees to select understanding (= reception),
and this fact applies to all parties. The situation is
like when you quarrel at home, everyone would
rather quit, but no one lets others direct him or
her to stop. In the same way, an internal emer-
gent conflict system in a family continues until
no one contributes to it anymore, and so it is with
conflicts on the larger scale. In addition, the
entire societal dynamics come into action when
an organization becomes a negative object of
public opinion. Everybody has an opinion, and
the mass media willingly convey even the most
incredible views and interpretations, which in
turn themselves become the object of public opin-
ion, to which other mass media organizations’
coverage and perspectives become a competing
focus to the organization’s crisis communica-
tions. Journalists are researching, stakeholders
commenting, experts interpret consequences as
more or less self-fulfilling prophecies and the
fragmented public forms its opinions. Stake-
holders at all levels become reflective about their
own opinion and review their self-image, consid-
ering what the public opinion (the decision of the
undecidedly) will land on. The questions they

ask themselves are whether they still want to be
among those who have shares in, work in or
buy in the conflict-affected organization. Does
the affinity with the organization still fit with
the desired self-image, and is it possible to main-
tain one’s self-presentation in a congruent and
positive way, if one stays in the affiliation? The
risk of continuing to show trust to the organiza-
tion can easily seem too big, and too many peo-
ple who before the conflict had a confident
relation to the organization (an un-reflected rela-
tion) because of its positive reputation and solid
services might suddenly become reflected and
might not choose to trust the organization. The
public opinion is, however, only a meaning; if it
is to have an effect and actually harm the organi-
zation, it must be addressed within a function
system. This means that policy makers need to
legislate against the organization, the court must
judge it, the customers must stop buying its
products and shareholders sell out, before the or-
ganization actually gets injured. If the organiza-
tion has a customer base of political consumers,
lifestyle customers or is dealing with something
that involves a risk for the customers, such as fly-
ing them in machines high above the ground, it is
clear that the probability of economic, legal or
political consequences are big. Thus, the effect
of bad publicity is very differentiated, depending
on what the crisis is about and also depending on
the market area. An organization’s finances and
the trust in it is only relatively connected,
depending on whether its brand is a discount
product, a quality product or a lifestyle product,
and in relation to if the buyer segment is at all
sensitive to public opinion, or whether it is self-
defining and perhaps even lives in blissful oppo-
sition to the public opinion. Even incongruence
between communication and action is no guaran-
tee that customers let a product down—some
segments only think about price while others
tend more to be political consumers.

EMERGENT CRISIS SYSTEMS AND SOCIAL
MEDIA

Generally, digital media and especially social
media have an interactive structure for
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communication, which differentiate them from
the mass media. In social media, everybody with
an account, for instance, on Twitter or Facebook
can take part in the communication. This means
that the rhetorical arena is now much more inclu-
sive than it was before. There are numerous
examples where customers have tried to make
claims to organizations and did not get help but
then via the social media have started campaigns
triggering conflict systems saying no to the treat-
ment they got from the company. Most famous
is musician Dave Carroll who said that his $3500
guitar was broken while in United Airlines’
custody. According to him, he did complain three
times with no other response than indifference—
then he made a song and put it on YouTube, got
millions of views and then the company gave
him an apology and compensation but did not
succeed in saving their image.7 I even made an
experiment myself, when a member of my family,
a young woman living alone with her child,
received a bill for 3000 Danish kroner more than
she should have had from her telephone
company. She tried to call them, and they said
that she would get her money back in twomonths
in connection with the next bill—but she did not
have the money and had to go to the bank to bor-
row the money in order to live. Then, I wrote on
the company’s Facebook profile that the company
borrowed from its costumers and told the story.
After 20 min, the company responded that she
would get her money back right away (Tække,
2013).
Even though the rhetorical arena is now much

bigger and much more inclusive, it does not
mean that we know the mechanisms or laws of
whatQ2 Jenkins et al. (2013) calls spreadability,
which in using a biologism has been called go
viral. For both companies and people, social
media means social ambivalences, because we
do not know their communicative infrastructure,
i.e. the algorithms deciding the dissemination of
messages (Tække, 2013, 2014). Content that
succeeds in spreading over the Internet must
somehow catch interest, be something that other

people feel that they themselves get something
out of, like social capital or social identity, mak-
ing them ‘Like’, ‘Share’ or ‘Retweet’ the content.
Comparing this medium revolution to former
media revolutions, the problem basically is that
adequate norms for the new media environment
are not developed in the first period after the in-
troduction of a new medium (Meyrowitz, 1985;
Tække, 2013, 2014). So, the societal norms for
how to communicate are still not fully developed
in relation to our new media environment. At
this moment in time, it appears just as unpredict-
able as public opinion itself! Contrary to the news
criterion of the mass media, we cannot be sure
about the criterion of ordinary people’s interac-
tions on social media. But we now—more than
ever—know that it is risky to communicate at
all in an environment where we cannot predict
how far our messages reach, who will get them
or when they will get them, if they will get them
at all. Even though organizations run a risk of not
responding positively to a complaint on a social
medium, the complainer cannot know if others
are going to backup, ignore or will see the com-
plaint at all. On the other hand, organizations
cannot know if a complaint begins to echo on so-
cial media and grow to a communication crisis.

CRISIS COMMUNICATION AND SOCIAL
MEDIA

Coombs (2012) tries with the concept paracrisis to
frame the problem, helping organizations to nav-
igate in the new media environment. Paracrisis is
defined as ‘a publicly visible crisis threat that
charges an organization with irresponsible or un-
ethical behavior’ (ibid. 409). It is only a crisis
thread, but a thread that could escalate into a cri-
sis; it is a kind of a warning. If organizations
make environmental scanning of various social
media, it will help them in identifying paracrisis.
If the organizations can identify complaints that
have the potential of becoming a communication
crisis, they can act before it grows. With social
media, the number of people with a voice is in-
creased, and, according to Coombs, organiza-
tions must monitor the number of messages
linking to the paracrisis. When responding to a

7 See Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Breaks_Guitars
(United Airlines” stock price fell 10%, costing stockholders about
$180 million in value). See the YouTube video: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=5YGc4zOqozo
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paracrisis, trying to prevent it from growing to a
real crisis, they must consider a strategy, which
according to Coombs (2012: 412) can be one of
three: refute, reform or refuse. If they refute, they
must hope for other stakeholders are going to
support their position. If they reform, they must
take into account the cost of the change and con-
sistency with organizational strategy. If they
refuse, their management does acknowledge the
challenge and hope the paracrisis disappears
due to lack of attention.

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION: CONFLICT
SYSTEMS AND SOCIAL MEDIA

From a systems theoretical view, what Coombs
calls paracrisis can be observed as small no’s to
the behaviour of an organization. If the organiza-
tion is open for them as irritations, as second-or-
der observations of their behaviour, they may
continually learn and thereby perform more
adequately to their surrounding social world.
According to Luhmann, we do not communicate
to achieve consensus but to increase our sensibil-
ity to changes in our surrounding world. If an
organization allows internal conflicts, it theoreti-
cally seen has an internal immune system that
might cache small conflicts before they grow
and become problems in relation to the external
world, i.e. trigger the societal immune system
(a conflict system on the societal level). In the
contemporary society, social media provide a
possibility for organizations to sense changes in
our surrounding world. Following the JRC Tech-
nical Report from the European Commission,8

there are many organizational benefits from
using resources on the external communication
in social media, but they all imply managerial
problems.9 Social media makes probable a
completely different relationship with customers,
users and stakeholders in general. Now, organi-
zations in a completely different way than before
have the possibility of staying synchronized with
reactions on their products, behaviour and

expressed values. Social media provide a possi-
bility of increasing organizational knowledge of
what customers, users and stakeholders think
about them and their products and for keeping
up with developments in the market and for
reducing marketing myopia.10 Either through di-
rect communication with followers on social me-
dia, or by monitoring online communities where
products and trends are discussed, organizations
might actualize these possibilities. Another area
is crowdsourcing where organizations can
consult customers directly in the innovation
phase in the design of new products. Also at re-
launching and updating products and services,
customers and users can be consulted. Such use
of social media means that both customers’
resources and their needs are enrolled in the de-
sign of products and services. Through continu-
ous interactions with customers, organizations
might have the possibility of improving customer
loyalty. When organizations continually interact
with customers, they can better ensure that cus-
tomers feel heard and provide them with
improved services. Companies can also develop
discount systems for those taking part, as well
as continuously running competitions where cus-
tomers can win products whereby those again
are kept to their relation to the organization.
Common to all these opportunities is that they
might enhance users’ loyalty as customers and
in some cases make them a kind of ambassadors
for the organization. Such ambassadors can pro-
vide organizations good publicity and attract
more new uses that can become customers and,
last but not least, maybe come to the rescue in
case of conflicts and bad publicity (ibid). Mana-
gerially seen many organizations have both
structural and cultural difficulties using social
media. Structurally, the transparency and new
possibilities for knowledge sharing and commu-
nication call for lesser hierarchic organizations:
both users and employees need to contact not a
communication worker, but the specific organi-
zation member with for instance the needed
knowledge directly (Macnamara and Zerfass

8 http://ftp.jrc.es/EURdoc/JRC78641.pdf retrieved monday 9 may
2016.
9 According to the mentioned report, there are also many advantages
from using social media in internal communication in organizations.

10 Marketing myopia is when a company views marketing strictly
from the standpoint of selling a specific product rather than from the
standpoint of fulfilling customer needs.
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2012). Also, both management and members lack
education in using social media professionally,
and there are also problems with too little time
for the costumer contact (Schultz et al., 2015).
Culturally, management have difficulties in
changing toward an open and collaborative
cultureQ3 (Razmerita et al., 2014) and gain em-
ployees trust so they dare to use social media
(Heide and Simonsson 2011). Organizations not
adapted to the new media environment lose in
sensibility and in internal complexity in relation
to match the complexity of the surrounding
environment and are in problems in the case of
a conflict. On this background, organizations
may benefit from reorganizing and performing
a management in accordance with the new more
sensible media environment. Small indications of
as well internal as external dissatisfaction might
be observed and acted on making the organiza-
tion more synchronized with itself and its sur-
roundings. This is also important when dealing
with communicated values and strategies to
make organizations calculable to their surround-
ing world and have a self-presentation and self-
presentation history consistent and congruent
with their values and strategies.11 Modifications
are continuously being built into the organiza-
tional reproduction process to strengthen its im-
mune system. In the new media environment,
such sensitivity seems even more important than
in former medium societies with lesser transpar-
ency and slower feedback loops. If the internal
immune system does not eliminate behaviour
incongruent with the current situation of the or-
ganization, its stated values and the history of
self-presentation the mostly sensitive social-me-
dia-based social environment probably will find
it out. A critic in a social medium is a contribu-
tion to the organization’s second-order self-ob-
servation, helping it to see itself in the view of
public opinion—in what could become the opin-
ion of important parts of its stakeholders. If the
organization asks about the meaning and tries
to link to the meaning, explaining itself and its
motives, maybe altering parts of its behaviour, a
constructive interaction is initiated—and trust is

either maintained within the relation, or at least
tried to be (re)established. Most conflicts grow
because organizations either link in an indifferent
or rude manner, or because organizations do not
pay attention at all. In the new media environ-
ment, organizations might benefit from being
aware of what is going on in social media and re-
spond and orientate adequately, e.g. it is a prob-
lem that organizations do not put sufficient
resources into external communications in social
media Q4(Schultz et al., 2015). If a mistake, or a dis-
crepancy with regard to the organizational
values and history of self-presentation, happens
in the external communication in social media,
the organization might benefit from answering
with reform. For example, if a campaign is in dis-
harmony with the communicated values of the
organization (see Coombs, 2012 examples). If
the meaning of the critical contribution is in dis-
harmony with the values and history of self-pre-
sentation of the organization, the organization
could either initiate second-order learning (dou-
ble loop learning, Argyris and Schön 1996) and
alter its values and strategies, or try to explain
its consistence with its basic values. This is a
managerial problem to deal with. An example
was when Arla gave an apology to the Middle
East countries during the Mohammed cartoon
crisis, which was in accordance with its stated
values. In the mean time, many stakeholders in
Denmark felt harmed by the apology and lost
confidence in Arla and selected mistrust in their
new mode of reflectivity. In this case, Arla
through their company weblog let their highest
spokesmen explain their consistency with their
values in interaction with stakeholders and won
the public opinion back despite their strategy of
refuse (see Tække, 2008). The killing of Marius
the giraffe at Copenhagen Zoo is another exam-
ple, because it was in line with the communi-
cated values, which was explained by top
management through the mass media—and peo-
ple still go to the Zoo in Copenhagen. The conclu-
sion is, that it is all about risk and trust, i.e. about
being consistent with the communicated values
and history of self-presentation on the one hand
and, on the other hand, to stay in contact with
the stakeholders through social media and per-
form self-observations through public opinion—

11 Still, this is not meant like a static identity, but like a dynamic iden-
tity that will develop in accordance with its dynamic environment.
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reflect, decide and be responsive to the critical
contributions. But if the organizations cannot
handle this, the immune system of society might
take them out of the social evolution. Now, with
the new media environment, society is more
observant and more synchronized with itself
than ever before, and only organizations that
can adapt to the new conditions will be able to
maintain themselves. In the media environment,
including digital media organizations may bene-
fit from being more consistent with their commu-
nicated values over time and/or able to alter or
modify them in such a way that they continu-
ously manage to stay observed as consistent,
and thereby worthy of gaining trust in a hyper
dynamic social surrounding world.
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