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Structures for collaboration and networked adaptation 
– Emerging themes from the COVID-19 pandemic1 
 
 
Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic is a creeping and slow-burning crisis, characterized by extreme 
uncertainty, ambiguity and complexity and presenting and unprecedented need for response across 
sectors and political-administrative levels. While there has been an explosion of research papers into 
the national strategies for handling the pandemic, empirical publications on the local and regional 
management is still scarce. This paper presents early empirical insights into key collaborative functions 
in Norway and Sweden, with an ambition to contribute to a research agenda focusing on the 
collaborative practices of pandemic crisis management.  

Our findings point to a set of themes that are all related to emerging collaborative structures that fill 
holes in preestablished structures for dealing with crises, and that have been important for being able 
to effectively deal with the pandemic. At the municipal and regional level, we see more examples of 
well-adapted collaborative practices than we see the wickedness of the problem causing inertia and 
paralysis. However, the emergence new structures do indicate a need to adapt organizational 
structures to the existing problem structure, and the duration of the current crisis allows for significant 
evolution of collaborative structures within the various phases of the pandemic. The lessons that can 
be drawn from this reveals a need for reconsideration of some of the basic assumptions of crisis 
research and practice, in particular the so-called similarity principle that is a cornerstone of emergency 
preparedness organisation in many countries, including Norway and Sweden.  
 

1. Introduction 
The COVID-19 pandemic presented an acute situation and an unprecedented call for effective crisis 
response for nations around the globe. They were being brutally tested on their adaptive capacity – 
the inherent abilities of institutions to empower social actors to respond to short and long-term 
impacts, by means of planned measures and/or through encouraging responses from society (Gupta 
et al. 2010). The pandemic presents a (hopefully) unique “natural experiment” in which data can be 
gathered both in situ and over time. This places the field of crisis research not only at the centre of 
attention for decision- and policymakers, but with a window of opportunity to advance the research 
front.  

There is a burgeoning literature on the way public authorities have responded to this challenge (e.g. 
Di Mascio et al., 2020; Janssen & van der Voort, 2020; Moorkamp et al., 2020; Rasul, 2020; Ruiu, 2020; 
Boin et al., 2021; Eriksson et al., 2021; Penta et al., 2021; Petridou & Zahariadis, 2021; Pollock & Steen, 
2021). However, the available empirical analyses mainly provide insight into the national level of 
analysis. As the spread of infections can be massively different within nations, the adaptive capacities 
of municipalities and regions play key roles in the management of the crisis, within the strategies 
developed on the national level. Therefore, considerable research attention should be devoted to this 
level of analysis.  

In this paper, we present central themes emerging from intensive studies of crisis leadership and 
management in Norwegian and Swedish municipalities and regions. At the time of writing, the 
pandemic is still ongoing and the grand narratives of failures and successes are yet to be made. By 

 
1 The work is part of “Coordination, response and networked resilience (CORNER)”, funded by the Research 
Council of Norway  (2020-2024), grant no. 315624. 
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presenting our analysis while the crisis is still ongoing, our aim is to communicate what we believe is 
an important line of research. Therefore, we present results that are more indicative than conclusive, 
at a stage where they can inform other researchers studying the pandemic of themes worth exploring 
and thereby contribute to more comparative and cumulative research. We 

We have performed in-depth studies of municipal and regional crisis management in Sweden and 
Norway, focusing on the strategies and adaptive capacities of local and regional crisis leadership. While 
doing this, we have observed intensified use of preestablished collaborative structures, 
reconfiguration of existing structures to fit new purposes, and emergence of altogether new 
structures. These structures have been key to the adaptive capacities on the local level – capacities 
that largely can be seen as features of networked relationships. In this paper, we describe some of the 
structures that have emerged in the process of adapting to the COVID-19 crisis, the competence and 
social capital in play within these structures, and the actors' reflections around what the lessons from 
this collaboration mean for organizing both in crises and normal situations. 

 
1.1. Background – crisis management principles in Sweden and Norway 
Sweden and Norway are in many respects highly similar countries. In addition to speaking more or less 
the same language and having a history of close relationship, the two countries have similar 
institutional structures and consist of rather homogenous populations. On matters of societal security, 
there is also close collaboration, illustrated by the fact that the two countries share a similar set of 
principles for crisis management. These principles2 state that  

1. the authority, department or agency which is responsible for an area on a daily basis, is also 
responsible for the necessary emergency preparedness and crisis management in this area 
(the principle of responsibility) 

2. that the organisational arrangement should as far as possible be the same in crises as in 
ordinary circumstances (the principle of similarity) 

3. that crisis management should take place at the lowest possible organizational level (the 
principle of proximity).  

After the terror attacks in Oslo in 2011, a fourth principle was formalized in Norway. This is the principle 
of collaboration, stating that the public authority, private enterprises or government agencies have an 
independent responsibility to ensure the best possible cooperation with relevant actors and agencies 
throughout the emergency management cycle (Meld. St. 5 (2020-2021)). This does not have status as 
a formalized principle in Sweden, but the responsibility for collaboration is described in regulations 
and seen as part of the principle of responsibility (MSB, 2018). Collaboration can therefore be seen as 
a working principle also within the Swedish crisis management system. . 

The countries also have a similar distribution of authority between the state, regional and municipal 
levels, although there are differences in which concrete tasks and responsibilities are assigned to the 
different actors. This makes the two countries quite comparable in terms of institutional 
arrangements. However, there is one difference that makes a difference between the two countries’ 
approach to managing the COVID-19 crisis. In Norway, the principle of responsibility is synonymous 
with ministerial rule – the minister is by definition the highest leader of the ministry, meaning that the 

 
2 https://www.regjeringen.no/no/tema/samfunnssikkerhet-og-beredskap/innsikt/hovedprinsipper-i-
beredskapsarbeidet/id2339996/  
 
https://www.krisinformation.se/detta-gor-samhallet/mer-om-sveriges-krishanteringssystem/krishanteringens-
grunder  

https://www.regjeringen.no/no/tema/samfunnssikkerhet-og-beredskap/innsikt/hovedprinsipper-i-beredskapsarbeidet/id2339996/
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/tema/samfunnssikkerhet-og-beredskap/innsikt/hovedprinsipper-i-beredskapsarbeidet/id2339996/
https://www.krisinformation.se/detta-gor-samhallet/mer-om-sveriges-krishanteringssystem/krishanteringens-grunder
https://www.krisinformation.se/detta-gor-samhallet/mer-om-sveriges-krishanteringssystem/krishanteringens-grunder
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ministers will be highly involved in managing crisis. In Sweden, ministerial rule is prohibited by law. 
This means that the minister is to refrain from intervention in the day-to-day activities of the agencies, 
thereby placing the government agencies in the driving seat of crisis management. This is an important 
explanatory factor of the two countries landing on quite different national strategies for handling the 
pandemic (see Nesse & Frykmer, 2021). 

Although there are significant differences between the countries, including differences in national 
strategies for managing the pandemic that will no doubt be subject to significant research efforts in 
the years to come, the regional and municipal levels in the two countries are highly similar. In this 
paper, we will therefore not go into details on the differences between the country, but rather 
emphasize trajectories of crisis management that are similar across the two contexts.  

3. Theoretical considerations 
A pandemic is an “all-inclusive scenario”, being by definition transboundary, involving or influencing 
all parts of the public and private sectors and cutting across political-administrative levels. In other 
words, horizontal and vertical coordination and collaboration are bound to be key ingredients in the 
management of such a crisis. Therefore, our theoretical starting point will be the main strands of 
research into such collaboration.  

The challenge of wickedness  
The adaptive capacity of municipalities and regions must deal with both vertical and horizontal 
collaboration and coordination challenges. An important vertical coordination challenge lies in the 
need for communication around the central authorities’ guidance, support and procedures, both 
toward the municipalities and the public. The horizontal coordination challenge stems from the fact 
that successful handling of the situation requires collaboration across sectors and 
geographic boundaries between municipalities and regions. Such collaboration has proved to be a 
“wicked problem” in previous studies of societal security and emergency preparedness 
(e.g. Christensen et al., 2016). The concept of “wicked problems” emerged more than 40 years ago 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973) and is now a topic in many disciplines, such as policy science, public 
administration, ecology and economics.  

Wicked problems come in many guises, but they are always characterized by a mismatch between 
problem structures that cut across sectors and levels of political-administrative authority and 
organisational structures that are based on a specialized sectoral division of labour and hierarchical 
distribution of authority (Christensen et al., 2013). Wicked problems are also characterized by 
intractability in the sense that it is hard to reach a shared framing of the nature of the problem, what 
optimal solutions are, the causal link between problem and solutions, and which adverse effects the 
implementation of a given solution might generate (Rittel & Webber, 1973). 

The COVID-19 pandemic fits well into this description: The crisis is probably the most boundary-
crossing, multi-level and cross-sectoral challenge the world has seen in peace-time, creating an 
unprecedented urgency for collaboration and coordination. At the same time, the problem-solving 
structures of normal organisation within the public sector are highly specialized. In both Norway and 
Sweden, the principle of similarity is a cornerstone of the organisation of efforts to uphold societal 
security and manage crisis. The essence of this principle is that the organisation of crisis response 
should be similar to organisation under normal conditions. While this principle has an intuitive appeal 
(one rarely has the time to invent new ways of functioning when crises emerge), it presupposes that 
the structures developed for normal operation are actually suited for dealing with an unforeseen 
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situation. With the COVID-19 case being an outlier on virtually every categorization of crisis, the fit 
between preestablished structures and need for ad hoc adaptation remains an empirical question.  

 
Collaborative governance  
While the literature is brimming with descriptive examples of coordination difficulties between levels, 
sectors and nations, the question of how to deal with such problems has not received the same 
attention. This research gap is partly addressed in the literature on collaborative governance (Ansell & 
Gash 2008, 2018). Collaborative governance is a mode of collective action aimed at achieving some 
common goal (here, societal safety/security) broadly defined as “the processes and structures of public 
policy decision making and management that engage people constructively across the boundaries of 
public agencies, levels of government and/or the public, private and civic spheres” (Emerson, Nabatchi 
& Balogh, 2012:2). This is a research approach that places great emphasis on the way different public 
and private actors engage in problem exploration, solution seeking or decision-making, by means of 
collective arenas with a single purpose (Ansell & Gash 2008) or more general collaborative platforms 
(Nambisan 2009). Although it can sometimes be suspected that establishing a forum is a mere symbolic 
measure to show that “something” has been done to compensate for poor organisation and role 
unclarities, collaborative arenas can nevertheless play an important part in the actor networks of 
societal safety and security.  

Nambisan (2009) distinguishes between three distinct types of collaborative platforms: 1) Exploration 
platforms where problem-solvers convene to frame and investigate problems, 2) experimentation 
platforms where the goal is to explore possible solutions to identified problems, and 3) execution 
platforms aiming for collaborative implementation of measures. In addition to Nambisan’s categories,  
In their meta-analytical study of collaborative governance, Ansell & Gash (2008) highlighted conditions 
under which collaborative governance was found to be more or less effective as an approach to policy 
making and management. Their analysis resulted in a model with four broad variables that influenced 
the quality of collaboration: starting conditions, institutional design, leadership and properties of the 
collaborative process (figure 1).  

Ansell and Gash (2012) 
also identified 
leadership roles within 
successful collaborative 
governance, called 
stewards (helping to 
convene collaboration 
and maintain the 
integrity of 
collaboration), 
mediators (contributing 
to managing conflict 
and arbitrating 
exchange) and catalysts 
(helping to identify and 
realizing value-creating 
potential). In addition to the leadership roles within the collaborative arenas one might imagine that 
there are several other critical functions in the broader network that facilitates successful 
collaboration, although this has not received that much attention in the literature. Examples of this 
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could be bridging and brokering between different networks and different forms of liaison roles and 
activities within networks.  

Methods 
Our analysis is based on data from a project called “Coordination, response and networked resilience 
(CORNER)”, funded by the Research Council of Norway. This is a nationally comparative study of crisis 
leadership on different levels, and the diverse interpretation and responses to the crisis and risk 
reduction measures from groups in the countries’ populations. In addition, two national projects 
associated with CORNER, producing two reports on regional and municipal collaboration involved in 
managing the COVID-19 crisis (see Frykmer et al., 2021; Antonsen et al., 2021) also provide empirical 
basis for the analysis. 

The empirical work is done by means of comparative case studies in Norway and Sweden. Case studies 
means investigating "a contemporary phenomenon (the "case") in depth and within its real-world 
context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident 
(Yin, 2014: 16). This approach provided in situ, in-depth knowledge on the selection of different 
strategies for crisis response and the rationales behind them. Such case studies have played an 
important role in creating the key concepts, models and theories in safety and crisis research field, and 
doing this comparatively and based on broad and varied data is an important strategy for further 
development of the field (Antonsen & Haavik, 2021). 

We conducted interviews at national level (employees involved in crisis management on behalf of 
ministries and government agencies, regional authorities (crisis leaders in the regions), regional health 
authorities, municipalities (members of crisis management teams) and municipal interest 
organisations in both countries. In total, we conducted 33 interviews in Sweden and 59 in Norway that 
all had regional and municipal leadership and adaptive capacity as a core topic. The interviews on 
municipal level focused on one of the larger cities in both countries. In Norway, the municipal data 
material also consists of non-participatory observations of 43 status meetings in a municipality’s top 
crisis management team, as well as 22 meetings in a cross-sectoral sub-group in the same municipality. 
In total we observed more than 50 hours of crisis management meetings. The regional data consists of 
interviews with representatives of two Norwegian and three Swedish regions. In Sweden, regional data 
also included a questionnaire and regional/municipal data collected through a workshop on horizontal 
and vertical coordination challenges (see Frykmer et al., 2021). 

The interviews were all semi-structured, lasting 1-1,5 hours, and all interviews were digitally recorded 
and subject to thematic analysis (Bryman, 2008). The observations followed an observation guide that 
aimed to document the key topics of the meeting, the ways of working in each meeting, any 
controversies arising in the meeting, as well as the perceived function of the groups’ activities in terms 
of situation awareness, reactive/proactive adaptation and external alignment related to managing the 
crisis. In sum, we have spent more than a year in interaction with municipal and regional stakeholders, 
either by means of interviews or by being direct observers of how they were adapting to the complex 
and uncertain situation. In light of Barley and Kunda’s (2001) diagnosis of organization research and 
the challenge they rise to bring more empirical and practise-oriented studies into organisation science, 
we believe the empirical data provided through this study is quite unique. 

In the thematic analysis, categories emerged partly as a result of the key topics in the interview guide 
(which was revised in iterations based on continuous empirical findings) and partly as topics emerging 
from the informants themselves. The interviews and observations were coded by two or more 
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members of the research team and the analytical categories were discussed and aligned in dedicated 
project meetings.  

Results 
The results presented in this paper is not a final analysis of all the data gathered in the project. As 
already indicated, the aim of the analysis is primarily to describe a set of emerging themes serving as 
early empirical input for a research direction for other researchers on pandemic crisis management. 
We have identified three such themes: 

- Emerging organisational structures for managing crises 

- Competence and social capital  

- What to do with the lessons from collaboration? 

 
Theme 1 – emerging organisational structures for managing crises 
Crisis theorist Patrick Lagadec is widely cited for his statement that “the ability to deal with a crisis 
situation is largely dependent on the structures that have been developed before chaos arrives” 
(Lagadec, 1993:5). This is based on a belief that organisations will have a hard time developing 
structures for management in the midst of crisis, and that the key to successful crisis management lies 
in preparation. We do not disagree with the prudence of this position as a general ambition of 
preparing for crisis, particularly for crises that occur suddenly and lasts for a limited period of time. 
However, the COVID-19 crisis has some traits that calls for extra consideration of the relationship 
between preestablished structures and the adaptation to specific needs of the crisis situation. The 
COVID-19 crisis is both “creeping” in its onset (Boin et al., 2020), and of extreme duration. While the 
initial phase of crisis management triggers pre-established routines of establishing a formal crisis 
management team, lines of communication to other stakeholders and the like, our data also portray 
the emergence of new collaboration structures for dealing with the crisis. The temporal dimension of 
the COVID-19 crisis provided both reorganisation and innovation of crisis response.  

In the Norwegian municipality, it was quickly realised that the management of the pandemic involved 
significant cross-sectoral coordination challenges. Re-allocation of personnel from other sectors into 
the health sector, in particular in connection with testing, infection tracing and vaccination, was a 
pressing need, as was matters of finance, IT systems for working from home, harmonisation of 
employee-related procedures, and internal information around risk-reducing measures. These were 
all needs for problem solving that required unprecedented collaboration across the different areas in 
the municipality.  As a response to this, a Coordination Group (CG) was established to facilitate 
necessary coordination across the municipality service areas. The members of the group were more 
or less hand-picked from the municipality’s line organisation, based on their competence within their 
respective sectors, interpersonal networks across sectors, and the level of trust placed on them from 
the municipality’s management group. The group consisted of mostly lower-level officials with little 
formal authority, apart from two technical domains that were represented by middle managers. The 
group had no formal decision-making authority, but became a central intermediary between the crisis 
management and the municipal service areas during the pandemic, both for the translation of 
leadership decisions/advices into operable guidelines for the different municipality areas, and 
increasingly also for supporting/advising the crisis management on how to work more effectively to 
ensure sufficient operative capacity during a long lasting crisis. Importantly, this group did not exist in 
the municipality’s preparedness plan, nor its ordinary organisational structure. It was an ad hoc 
structure tailored to meet the most pressing challenges associated with the internal continuity 
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challenges related to this particular crisis. However, it was a structure that made sense in light of a 
long  history in the municipality of not devising separate emergency preparedness structures but rather 
empowering the line organisation to step up also in times of crisis. Thus, while the CG was not a 
continuation of formal structures established before crisis emerged, it could be seen as a continuation 
of informal structures and a form of path dependency in this respect.  

The Swedish municipality strived to adhere to the principle of similarity and create a management 
organisation that was similar to everyday management. They did this by structuring its crisis 
management organisation according to a plan that was only recently developed and had therefore not 
been executed before, but which nevertheless was seen to represent everyday management. With this 
form of crisis management structure, the aim was to keep the regular decision-making structures 
rather than create a separate structure for COVID-19 decisions.. A group on strategic level was 
however created to meet the needs of directing and coordinating the municipal work. This group 
consisted of the director of the municipality, his adviser on crisis management issues and 
representatives from the municipal functions, organized in clusters. Even though the group gathered 
regular decision makers in municipal functions, it was not mandated to make formal decisions about 
the municipality’s activities, but should rather serve as a guiding forum, pointing to an organisation as 
close as possible to everyday structure. Nevertheless, much of the work in this group explicitly 
informed and affected the decision making of “regular channels” and can thus be seen as a new 
structure but still similar to a staff function supporting a special COVID-19 structure. 

The Swedish county boards’ coordination office (CBCO) was a regional example of a establishing a 
collaborative arena staffed by a group of skilled and networked people. In the case of the CBCO, 
however, it was more formalised and agreed upon by the 21 counties than the Norwegian municipal 
coordination group mentioned above. The CBCO can be seen to meet the vertical and horizontal 
collaboration and coordination challenges that were acknowledged before but became a more 
pressing matter during the pandemic. 

Our analysis indicates that emergent structures of collaboration have played a key role in dealing with 
the pandemic on the regional and municipal level. However, much more research is needed for this 
phenomenon to be understood in crisis research. First, there is a need to understand the contextual 
preconditions for the emergence of such structures. Sweden and Norway differ from other countries 
as they are usually regarded as high-trust societies, with working life arrangements allowing 
considerable autonomy and leverage for taking own initiative (Kalleberg et al., 2009). This might look 
very different in other countries. Second, there is a need for in-depth studies of the leadership 
functions played by such emerging structures. Our study indicates that the various groups’ mandates 
are perceived as somewhat unclear, both by their members and their surroundings. They might be 
important ‘free roles’ in flexibly adapting to complexity and uncertainty, but they may also contribute 
to unclarities in the chain of command of the emergency preparedness organization. Understanding 
their functions thus require in-depth studies, not only of the collaborative groups themselves but also 
the relationship to their organisational surroundings.  

Theme 2 –Competence and social capital 
While organisational structures are important for organising work, both under normality and crises, 
sound organisational structures as such do not warrant sound coordination and adaptive capacities. 
Indeed, our data indicate that a large portion of the groups’ ‘successes’ are ascribed to qualities of the 
members and their work form.  

As already indicated, groups at both the municipal and regional level in Norway and Sweden had a 
somewhat informal status, providing sufficient leeway for working through informal channels. A 
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common denominator for the group members was their large social/professional networks, allowing 
for short and effective communication lines both horizontally between sectors and vertically in the 
chain of command. This quality was partly brought into the group by each member, partly cultivated 
and developed through the informal work form in the group over time, so that we may ascribe these 
qualities to the groups as such, not only the members.  

The groups work within comprehensive networks. For instance, at the regional level in Sweden the 
CBCO group members served to lubricate the communication internally within the county boards, 
between county boards (horizontal) and between county boards and external actors in the crisis 
management system (horizontal and/or vertical). Importantly, this is not only a matter of having access 
to the networks, they also need the abilities to utilise them and operate across the various formal and 
informal structures and communication channels. This constitutes a form of social capital which has 
made a difference in dealing with the pandemic. Both county boards and other actors within the crisis 
management system report that the CBCO has played an important role in the handling of the 
pandemic in serving as one point of contact and representing “one voice” from the county boards. In 
combination with the diverse area of knowledge and responsibilities of county boards, being one point 
of contact meant that the CBCO could provide the Swedish crisis management with a forum for 
questions or issues that had no clear point of reference. In addition, the CBCO could also contribute to 
resource effectiveness for both the county boards and other actors, by providing a means for effective 
coordination and communication across sectors and governmental authorities. 

The crucial role of informal networks is well-known within the literature on organisational safety (e.g. 
Rochlin, 1989) societal security (e.g. Almklov et al., 2014) and crisis management (e.g. Fischbacher-
Smith & Fischbacher-Smith, 2014). The novelty in this respect is that the various coordination groups 
in many ways make the informal networks more formal, visible and potentially more accessible. We 
suspect that this can contain important lessons for crisis research. By not only acknowledging the 
existence and importance of such networks but actively and openly providing them with roles and 
responsibilities, the emergent structures for coordination contains a potential for innovation and 
targeted exploitation by bridging the formal and informal sides of crisis management.  

 

Theme 3 – what to do with the lessons of collaborative efforts? 
During the interviews, several of the informants pointed to a need for drawing lessons from the 
collaborative efforts during the crises. The lessons were seen both in relation to the ongoing crisis, 
future crises and a future normal situation. The perceived need for generalization of the collaborative 
experiences into future crises is not very surprising, since the general notion in the interview data is 
that the efforts have been largely successful for dealing with the COVID-19 situation. This is the case 
for both the CBCO and the municipal collaboration groups.  

More surprising is the perception that the lessons from dealing with the crisis could have important 
implications for the way collaboration is carried out in the normal situation. This was particularly visible 
in the Norwegian municipality. We interpret this as a sense of having achieved something unusual and 
important with regard to cross-sectoral collaboration, and that this pointed to an Achilles’ heel that 
was not only related to the ability to cope with crises but equally to the ability to effectively organize 
work, service production and preparedness activities in the municipality at large. Part of the positive 
experience is related to the fact that the duration of the pandemic allowed the cross-sectoral group to 
work closely together, with frequent meetings and activities, over a long period of time. This meant 
that it was more feasible that the group developed a form of cross-sectoral identity and internal 
cohesion, and that the cross-sectoral tasks were prioritized in competition with the sector’s more 
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isolated core tasks. It is also important to note that the largely digital work form was also a factor, by 
facilitating a higher frequency of interaction and shaping the groups work processes.  

In any case, the feeling that the crisis can be used as a springboard to change normal organisation is 
an embryo of double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön, 1996) where members of the organization start 
questioning the fundamental principles underlying their organisation’s activities. This question can be 
framed in several ways. It can be a matter of direct continuation of the same group into the normal 
mode of organisation, it can be a generalization of the work form and functions from the crisis situation 
to normality, or it can be seen as a need to reshape the organisation’s governing principles. For all 
these framings, the million-dollar question is whether it is possible to recreate or reshape the 
collaboration capacities once the urgency of the crisis is taken out of the equation. It might be that the 
urgency of both the “problem” and its “wickedness” is the key source of success in the collaborative 
efforts. We suspect that a key ingredient in making a problem wicked in a normal situation, is that 
although it has been acknowledged as a problem over time, its solution or resolution is not seen as 
urgent by the stakeholders. However, this is an empirical question. The “normalization phase” after 
crises is often under-estimated as a distinct focus of empirical crisis research, and this is where urgency 
disappears, and the need for learning appears. This is also where our data point to a theme where 
research into the COVID-19 crisis have unique opportunities in building new, empirical knowledge. 

 

Discussion 
The themes described above, while not being conclusive on the way multi-level, cross-sectoral 
collaboration have played out in Sweden and Norway, indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic 
challenges several of the basic, deeply-rooted assumptions around societal security and crisis 
management in the two countries. We suspect that this may be the case also for other countries, hence 
our ambition to present our analysis while the crisis is still ongoing in order to contribute to forming a 
research agenda around the pandemic. In the following we will discuss three analytical points which 
we believe could point to a direction for theory development in crisis research.  

 

Filling structural holes 
As should be clear by now, we see a pattern of structures emerging at different levels – structures that 
were established solely for the purposes of increasing the adaptive capacity toward the COVID-19, and 
that were all explicitly aimed at providing arenas for collaboration. What are these examples cases of? 
We see them as examples of “structural holes” (Burt, 2004) that needed to be filled or overlapped, 
with the purpose of creating or lubricating wider networks. They are examples of organized behaviour 
in the response to crisis, where the situation calls for a reconfiguring of both structures and tasks. This 
is by no means a new phenomenon. For instance, more than 50 years ago, Dynes (1970) presented a 
typology of organized behaviour according to whether (1) the tasks performed were regular or 
nonregular and (2) the post-impact structure developed to handle the tasks was new or old. 

In our study, we have identified organisational solutions that can be categorised as emergent 
organisations, i.e. new structures formed to perform nonregular tasks: The collaboration group in the 
Norwegian municipality, the strategic coordination group in the Swedish municipality and the Swedish 
CBCO. We suspect that one will find similar structures also on the national level, although this remains 
a question for further research. Related to collaborative governance, the emergent organisations can 
be seen as stewards which help to convene and maintain collaboration (Ansell & Gash, 2012). In this 
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case, however, the fact that the emergent organisations have not previously existed and is, at least 
initially, unknown to other actors may create challenges for effective collaboration.  

Moreover, studying these collaborative structures is not restricted to understanding the genesis of the 
structural arenas for collaboration. It is also a matter of studying the practices of collaboration. The 
COVID-19 pandemic provides a unique situation for building knowledge on such practices, revealing 
that collaborative practices can also develop significantly in the process of adapting to the slow-
burning crisis. In this way, close-up studies of collaborative structures over time can inform not only 
ongoing and future crises but also organisation in normal circumstances by seeing the contextual 
conditions within which cross-sectoral collaboration takes place.  

The competence and social capital in play in and around the collaborative arenas (knowledge of the 
organisation, a significant social network, and abilities to operate across formal and informal channels 
in the organisation to make things happen) has previously been described by Burt (2004) as a quality 
of entrepreneurs working in the “structural holes” within or between organisations. We found a 
specific form of knowledge employed by the group members and the group as such to fill holes where 
there otherwise was a lack of direct contact between people or organisational entities. The structural 
hole theory describes how people operating near structural holes have opportunities for innovation. 
This is a good description of the coordination groups we have studied; the groups and their members 
had their working radius very near to the structural holes that they were actually established with the 
purpose of filling. The structural hole perspective could offer a fresh way of both understanding the 
emergence of collaborative structures, and a new way of looking at the intersection between formal 
and informal qualities in the organisation of crisis management efforts.  

 

Preestablished structures vs. flexible reconfiguration – the principle of similarity 
Our data in many ways challenge the axiomatic principle of similarity, stating that the organisation of 
crisis response efforts should be as similar as possible to the normal mode of organisation. The 
collaborative structures we have come across are not reflected in the normal mode of organisation. 
This calls for some reflection around the differences between normality and crisis.  

The dualism of the term ‘normality’ and ‘crisis’ is deeply rooted in our life experiences and language 
and is also reflected both in the academic literature and governing principles for crisis management. 
One way of contrasting crises with normality, and why organisations and societies may have problems 
to manage crises is through the term wicked problems, described above as situations where problem 
structures do not match organisational structure. This implies that the switch between normality (and 
its corresponding organisational structures) and crisis (with its corresponding problem structure) is a 
sudden move from one state to another, and that the ability to deal with crises is “largely dependent 
on the structures that have been developed before chaos arrives” as is famously described by Lagadec 
(1993:5).  

There is an obvious need for following some pre-existing structures, but this does not necessarily mean 
extending the structures of normality into managing the problems appearing in times of crisis. After 
all, within the canon of safety science the capacity of spontaneous reconfiguration from centralised to 
decentralised modes has been described as a key capacity to remain in control over demanding 
situations (La Porte & Consolini, 1991; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). While this view opens for 
organisational reconfiguration, it also rests on the position that crises have different structures than 
normality, and therefore require (preparation for) different organisational modes. 

These perspectives seem to be contrasted by Resilience Engineering thinking (e.g. Hollnagel et al., 
2006), where one of the central premises is that the mechanisms leading to crises are generally the 
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same as the mechanisms for coping successfully with a complex normality, namely normal variability3. 
It is when this variability of different functions give rise to functional resonance, that crises materialise. 
An implication of this is that the resources and the structures involved in crisis and normality 
respectively are not necessarily different. What is different is whether or not the variability give rise to 
functional resonance. Crisis management in both Norway and Sweden is guided by the same principle 
of similarity. The similarity of organization in crises and normality suggested by this principle, tacitly 
oppose to the description of wicked problems in the transition between normality and crisis. Rather, 
the similarity principle supports the view that the intensity and duration of crisis can be managed not 
by reconfiguring structures, but by reconfiguring priorities and adapting work forms within these 
structures. This is the reasoning behind the principle of collaboration that exists in the two countries, 
albeit with different levels of formalization; that the public authority, private enterprises or 
government agencies have an independent responsibility to ensure the best possible cooperation with 
relevant actors and agencies throughout the emergency management cycle. These latter perspectives 
on crises suggest that crises do not require qualitatively different organisational structures, but 
quantitatively more robust structures in order to tackle the intensity and potentially long duration of 
crises. 

The principle of similarity, at least as it is stated in Norway and Sweden, points to a one-way 
relationship between organisation in normal situations and crises: The crisis organisation is to 
resemble the normal organisation structure. There is an obvious paradox in the principle’s underlying 
assumption that staying close to the structures of normal organisation is the salient solution for crisis 
management and leadership. While the breakdown of authority structures is likely to be devastating 
for the ability to effectively deal with crisis, simply extending the ordinary mode of organisation as a 
means for dealing with extraordinary situation is not the only alternative. There is also a question of 
whether the normal organisation structures are similar to the ones you need in a crisis that is rarely 
discussed within crisis research4. Lagadec’s quotation that formed the point of departure for this part 
of the discussion, lends support to both the directions involved. On the one hand, we may read him as 
asserting that crises require different organisational structures than normal, day-to-day tasks do, and 
that they may therefore not be in place when they are needed: On the other hand, we may interpret 
his position as stating that one will profit from other types of structures in crises that under normal 
conditions, but that these structures must have been developed in advance for them to be effective. 

Based on our data, it can be argued that the principle of similarity is to a large extent taken as a given, 
without addressing the potential lack of symmetry between the organisational needs of normality vs. 
crisis situation, and how this is understood and incorporated into the organisational design in the first 
place. Instead of asking “how can we organize in crisis in a way that is similar to the normal situation”, 
there is also another question to be asked – “How should we organize in the normal situation to be 
rigged for managing crisis”. There is a subtle difference between seeing the principle as one of 
similarity compared to a more symmetrical principle of parity. In this respect, the study of emerging 

 
3 Variability here connotes to a complexity and cybernetical perspective and Ashby’s (1956) statement that only 
variety can destroy variety. 
4 One subject that was much discussed in the CG was work form: how can work forms across the different areas 
in the municipality be developed to provide better support not only to crisis management, but also to improve 
work and innovation under normal conditions? While these discussions seem to be compatible with the core of 
the similarity principle, they importantly also direct attention to the fact that the established ‘normal’ 
structures may not be perfectly suitable for crisis management. And indeed, the similarity principle does not 
say anything about the qualities of ‘normal’ structures. It does not say that normal structures will sufficiently 
facilitate crisis management. What should really be read from the principle is that normal structures should be 
shaped to also work well in times of crises. This is a reading of the similarity principle that has to date not been 
much discussed in the research literature. 
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structures for collaboration in managing the COVID-19 crisis can serve as a means for reconsideration 
of one of the established truths of crisis management, and thus a means of theoretical development 
grounded in empirical observation.  

 

O wickedness, where art thou? 
A final reflection coming out of our study has to do with the concept of “wickedness”. A search on the 
term “wicked problems” on Google Scholar returns more than 60 000 hits. While only a portion of this 
voluminous literature is related to crisis research, there is an abundance of descriptions of policy 
problems related to societal security and crisis management, and the wickedness of the COVID-19 
problem has already been described in the literature (e.g. Schiefloe, 2020).  

Although there is little doubt that the transboundary, multi-level and cross-sectoral nature of the crisis 
ticks all the boxes in the categorization of a wicked problem, our data does not paint a picture of 
structural silos or bureaucratic infighting. In many ways, this is not surprising, since we do not study 
the problem in itself, but the efforts put into place to manage it. Nevertheless, with the wickedness of 
the problem, one would expect to find more collaboration or coordination difficulties than what 
characterizes our data. One could even ask – have the municipal and regional actors ever collaborated 
more and better? If this is the case, why is it so? We see at least two possible explanations. One is that 
the emerging collaborative structures are examples of “provisional solutions” increasing the individual 
actors’ prospects of reaching an understanding about what to do (Head & Alford. 2015). When 
uncertainty, ambiguity and complexity is extreme, finding decisions and solutions that are 
consolidated among several actors may be a source of security for decision-makers who are no longer 
alone in their interpretations of the situation or strategies of response. Another possible explanation 
is that the difference between the wickedness of the problem and successfulness of response is a result 
of our level of analysis. The literature on wicked problems is firmly rooted in the field of policy analysis, 
meaning that the emphasis is on overarching structures and high-level policymakers. The further down 
in the political-administrative levels an actor is located, the more the tasks will be influenced by the 
continuous production of services, not the production of policies. Thus, our data are gathered at a level 
where the emphasis is on the ongoing problem solving, regardless of this occurring in spite of or 
because of the overarching structures. 

Irrespective of the possible explanations, the emergence and effects of the collaborative structures for 
dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic illustrates that there is a huge difference between “mess” and 
“managed mess”, to paraphrase Emery Roe (2013), and the messes occurring around wicked problems 
can be managed much more professionally than what is acknowledged by policy analysts. The COVID-
19 crisis presents opportunities to study the management of mess as professional work (Barley & 
Kunda, 2001), as cases of collaborative governance “on the ground”. This is where the wickedness of 
problems, policies and structures fades into the background, in favour of the study of professionals 
and their problem-solving practices.  

 

Conclusion 
The COVID-19 pandemic is a “creeping crisis” where it is hard to define a clear beginning and end (Boin 
et al., 2020), characterized by extreme uncertainty, ambiguity and complexity, but where there is a 
need of urgent response on different political-administrative levels. The aim of this paper was to 
present early empirical insights into key collaborative functions as a way of contributing to the 
cumulative development of knowledge on the crisis.  
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Our findings point to a set of themes that are all related to emerging structures that fill holes in the 
preestablished structures for dealing with crises, and that have been important for being able to 
effectively deal with the pandemic. All the emergent structures we have identified have to do with the 
horizontal and vertical collaboration between the multitude of actors that are in one way or another 
involved in managing the crisis. This is perhaps not surprising, both since a pandemic is in its nature a 
transboundary, multi-level and cross-sectoral crisis, and since this is a well-known Achilles’ heel in crisis 
management. Still, the fact that the structures emerge around collaborative challenges and not 
command and control issues, presents the crisis research community with an opportunity to address 
and reconsider some of the underlying assumptions of our field of study.  

We see the themes we have described in this article as embryos of a research agenda aimed at 
developing new theoretical perspectives and practical improvements that are empirically grounded 
and internationally comparative. As argued by Wolbers et al. (2021: 385), there is a need to move 
beyond the study of singular cases, and increase the ability of crisis research to “harness and theorize 
underlying patterns and build evidence that connects across single occurrences”. In particular, the 
pandemic presents an opportunity to study not only the micro- and meso-level arenas for collaborative 
governance, but also the professional practices going on inside these arenas. This has the potential for 
increased understanding of the structures that organisations develop before crises occur, the way 
these structures are adapted during crises, and the way such structures are translated into (new)  
organizational philosophies of normal operation. 
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