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ABSTRACT

Disruptive times often paved the way for great leaders to 

rise. This thesis intends to reveal organisational leaders be-

haviour during times of crisis, portraying the course of 

events and their influence from their and a subordinates per-

spective. The environmental context of the research is re-

garded through the application of the organisational ecology 

approach, emphasising the analogy of the struggle for life in 

nature and business. This intends to depict the challenges 

that leaders have to meet in the current times considering 

environmental changes. The identified behavioural patterns 

sum up to a certain leadership style with is identified and 

discussed later to draw conclusions and determine crucial 

patterns that have a decisive impact on the events. Findings 

are discussed on the background of the recent leadership 

theory to drawing conclusions and find analogies with the 

recent research.

Keywords: Leadership, Disruptiveness, Crisis, Organisa-

tional Ecology, Environment, Management.
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1. Introduction - Presenting the Lion‘s Tribe in his Habitat.

1.1. Motivation

Within the dynamics of our times increased turbulence can be sensed. Companies and thus their lead-

ers need to be able to handle these disruptive situations. At stake is how the performance of leadership 

is influenced by the leaders‘ personal characteristics.

The purpose of the thesis will be to elaborate and exemplify situations in which the influence of lead-

ers is of extraordinary importance. Through the portrayal of the varying situations in which the leaders 

operate, decisive consistent behavioural patterns are to be identified.

As maintaining the continuance of an organisation is rather related to management of tasks as Mary 

Parker Follett (1941) argues the “art of getting things done through people”, whereas Leadership rather 

receives a visionary, future shaping connotation. Through evaluating the influence of leaders in situa-

tions of substantial struggle for existence a deeper insight may be provided, revealing the leaderly be-

haviour. Since management of continuation is not an option in such cases, leadership competence 

might be the crucial variable for success.

The thesis might provide an insight towards leadership behaviour and the influence of personal traits 

and behavioural patterns that are usually suppressed, though effecting the leader. Gaining knowledge 

on influencing factors will enhance the interpretation and understanding of behaviour in situations of 

crisis but will also allow  to draw conclusions on the day-to-day behaviour of the leader. Suppressed, 

deeply rooted characteristics of a person might also slowly come to light over time, resulting in poten-

tially even more tensioned situations as if revealed in times of crisis. Furthermore the effect of the 

leader‘s action upon his followers might differ in comparison to normal situations. 

These mentioned aspects could be used to underline the importance of the context in which leaders 

operate and how it affects the decisions that are made under these extraordinary situations. Revealing 

characteristics that influence subconsciously already, but are not actively expressed or even suppressed.

The gained knowledge will be valuable to leaders‘ themselves, in order to anticipate own behaviour, but 

also to predict behaviour of subordinates and to enhance strategies within in the times of crisis. Man-

agement consulting companies furthermore with the predominant task of advising their customers 
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within situations of restructuring might be able to gain a better understanding of the disruptive inci-

dents and therefore provide more precise advices and tools to handle situations as such.

1.2. Question of  research

The research topic raises multiple questions which demand the consideration of different factors to 

allow a holistic view  upon the issue. Three questions arise from the previously mentioned situation, 

leading to the last and scientifically most interesting question.

The central element of the raised issue is the behaviour of the leader himself. His influence on the or-

ganisations‘ protagonists and the way he affects them is to be identified under the given circumstances. 

Impact of  the leader and his leadership in the times of  disruptiveness?

Changing the angle of scientific evaluation of the leader and his leadership, the origin or source of the 

leader’s actions and if  they were influenced is to be identified.

Influence of  the individual character traits on the leadership style during disruptive times?

Furthermore external factors within the leader’s vicinity have to be considered, if and how they affect 

the leader in his process of  decision making.

Influence of  environmental factors on the leader and his decision making in disrupt times?

Finally to conclude and summarise the carried out research, the question of repetitiveness has to be 

raised. 

What are the challenges of  leadership in disruptive situations?

The last question can be regarded as the thesis research question, which can be answered through the 

whole set of  questions allowing ambiguous perspectives upon the topic.
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1.3.  Dethroning of  the Lion King

The dethroning of  Eastman Kodak Co. A species underlies the means of  natural selection.

The unchallenged king of the african savanna, the Felis leo, as he is called in the Systema Naturae by 

Carl Linnaeus (1758) is the lion. His strength, tactics and instincts provide him with a set of capabilities 

to gain the competitive edge over his rivals. The lion‘s advantage arises from his adaptive specialisation 

to his natural habitat, his distinct hunting strategies and social behaviour, but it is also the environment 

that provides the framework within a species prospers and determines its competitive advantage. 

Within a natural equilibrium all species are maintaining their reproduction. Since our global environ-

ment underlies perpetual interdependent dynamics, the state of an equilibrium is de facto unrealistic.   

Thus the permanent adjustment to the biotope, the struggle for life, distinguishes the fate of the spe-

cies. (Darwin 1872 p. 61) 

The ascendancy of mankind and the last glaciation inter alia are such factors of influence that changed 

the lions habitat. Species that are less suited to the environmental conditions are also less likely to sur-

vive (Darwin 1872 p. 80). 

 

Like in wildlife an organisation‘s generic behaviour is characterised through certain traits, their techno-

logical capabilities, skills of its members, and core values. The connecting elements that unite individu-

als to an organisation are behavioural routines. The set of routines and competencies that its members 

share defines its organisation, as it forms the branch among similar organisations, likewise it determines 

the species of  lions consisting of  numerous prides.

The story of the Eastman Kodak Corporation fits the rough dramatics of the permanent fight for 

domination and survival as described in Darwin‘s evolutionary theory. 

The Eastman Kodak Company was founded by George Eastman in 1880. The produced products were 

based on photographic film and by the year 1888 Kodak developed a breakthrough innovation, the first 

snapshot camera. Following the concept of selling affordable cameras that provided revenues through 

selling their complementary consumables. Extensive research in the domain of film technology enabled 

Kodak dominate the US film and camera market after the introduction of colour photography by the 

year 1976. Kodak was setting the industry standards in terms of quality. (Lucas et al., 2009) The corpo-
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rations focus was lying on their key product, the film, thus the companies executive officers were re-

cruited from their production facilities due to their knowledge of technical issues and processes 

(Gavetti et al., 2004).

Kodak had the potential to anticipate market trends, unfortunately its capabilities were concentrated on 

analogue technologies, discharging digital opportunities at the time. The threat of influencing the con-

trolled environment through self developed characteristics inhibited the shift to new technology. Core 

competencies that once led to Kodak‘s success hinder its progress towards the future. Even though the 

top management of Kodak established change initiatives the broad middle management resisted to di-

verge from the known path. (Lucas et al., 2009) “So the company built itself up around procedures and 

policies intended to maintain the status quo.” (Swasy, 1997) Thus the necessary adjustments to the new 

market circumstances did not take place, resulting in the evolving loss of the strong market position 

(Lucas et al., 2009), and finally led to the meltdown of one of the worlds major corporations with a 

tradition of  over a century.

The change of a company depends on convincing all managerial levels that the menace is vital. After a 

long success period, core competencies became core rigidities. Emphasising the difficulty of changing 

an organisation’s culture, the introduction of a disruptive technology exemplifies the importance of 

evolution.

The particular mentioned pride ceased to exist. Among the most influential factors was the lack of 

leadership of  the “lion kings”, within these disrupt times.

1.4. The Topic in the Literature

Unnumbered stories of great leaders and how they manoeuvre organisations within the turbulences of 

modern competitive markets have been published. The vast amount of publications should imply cov-

erage of leadership in times of crisis. As (Hannah et al. 2009) state, it “is not the case and in fact 

leadership in extreme contexts may be one of  the least researched areas in the leadership field.”

Due to the recent economic crisis within the last years the topic of leadership in disruptive environ-

ments is attracting increasing attention. As Porter and McLaughlin (2007) note “it is apparent that the 

impact of organisational context on leadership is an under-researched area.” “Substantial research in 

extreme contexts will be required to advance our knowledge in this critically important area of 
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leadership research—perhaps the area where leadership is needed most” (Hannah et al. 2009). Thus the 

performer of leadership, the leader himself and his actions, might be the key elements to understand 

the dynamics of  crisis leadership.

Since the momentum of crisis is likely not intended to be evoked by its victims, the contextual theory 

of Osborn, Hunt, and Jauch (2002) regards the context where leadership is embedded and “socially 

constructed in and from a context” (p. 798), and put it well that, “leadership and its effectiveness, in 

large part, are dependent upon the context. Change the context and leadership changes” (p. 797). 

Therefore an adequate consideration of the environment seems to be necessary. Bass (2008) empha-

sises the previous research on leadership and groups operating in extreme environments that had the 

tendency to treat such situations homogenous. The differentiation between leadership in normal and 

disruptive environments must be considered.
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2. Methodology - How to Catch the Zebra?

2.1. On the study

Through interviews based on the guidelines of Bjerke (2007) leaders and effected persons, such as em-

ployees of consultants will be approached face-to-face to gain an omniscient overview of the respec-

tive case. The view from other perspectives will support the efforts to reduce misled (self) perceptions, 

which may also provide remarkably insight.

The choice of the face-to-face method is defining the outcome and success of this study, once again, 

dialogues are aiming to explore the perspective and motivation of the actor within a certain environ-

ment, whilst allowing to evaluate and depict  the specifics of  the individual cases.

2.2. Methodological views

The process of knowledge creation is influenced through the view upon the incidents. Three basic ap-

proaches as described by Arbnor and Bjerke (2009) can be distinguished. The following subsections 

intend to explain and discuss the methodological views to provide an understanding of the different 

approaches. 

2.2.1. The Analytical View

The perspective of the analytical view  assumes a reality that is based on independent and describable 

parameters. Upon verifying or falsifying the researched reality through observing and analysing, the re-

searcher initially sets a hypothesis of examination. The focus of analysis lies on identifying generaliz-

able and over time consistent cause and effect relations. (Arbnor & Bjerke 2009, pp. 81-101)

The analytical view with its clear pragmatic results might experience limitations describing complex and 

dynamic situations with interdependent factors. The tendency to model and simplify reality limits the 

level of detail. The influence of the researcher’s subjective effect on the study results is not considered. 

(ibid, pp. 332-335)

2.2.2. The Systems View

The systematic view pictures the reality as a system, consisting of interdependent components which 

do not allow a fragmented examination. The interlinked reciprocative components affect each other, if 

one element is changed it has an effect on others, henceforth the whole system. The researcher‘s goal is 

Nicolai Tabakoff     |   Strategic Leadership in Disruptive Environments - Survival of  the Fittest    |    2012 10



to create an understanding of the objective and subjective facts that shape the system, and evaluate the 

‘behaviour’ of  the projected system. (ibid, pp. 102-129).

The focus on the analysis of the system as a whole and its interdependencies neglects the investigation 

of the individual character of the components alongside their construction of meaning (ibid, pp. 335-

337).

2.2.3. The Actors View

This methodological view introduces the creator of knowledge, who depicts the reality, into the re-

search process. The researcher’s socially constructed and subjective reality which is defined by his frame 

of reference, construction of meaning and insight influences or even shapes the conducted research. 

Thus, the reader needs to be aware of the researcher’s subjective perspective of ‘reality’ to understand 

the applied angle of view. Instances of the whole, within a complex and dynamic ‘reality’ are individu-

ally regarded within their context, considering their uniqueness. The researcher creates a profound illus-

tration of  the research issue, providing a variety of  explanations. (ibid, pp. 144-170).

The high degree of details which may distract from the whole, as well as the involvement and influence 

of the researcher‘s subjective perception are major points of criticisms, allowing only limited, untrans-

ferable conclusions. (ibid, pp. 338-340).

The applied methodological view that fits the characteristics of this thesis research issue is the actors 

view. The following paragraphs will provide a more detailed description of the actors view and how it is 

applied throughout this thesis.

2.3. The role of  the researcher

As researcher and author of this thesis I cannot exclude myself from the process of knowledge crea-

tion and the issues I am concerned with. “Yet the most direct way of acquiring such knowledge is by 

participating in the world in which the object of one‘s studies is articulated and/or in which those 

whose actions one wishes to understand are in interaction (Daudi, 1986, p. 126). The researchers view 

of the reality, as it is socially constructed through its participants, cannot be disregarded. The sociologi-

cal theory of knowledge, the social constructivism assumes the absence of an objective reality that can 

be identified, since the reality is shaped and perceived individually through its members social interac-

tion (Ford et al. 2008, pp. 4-7). The structure and order that provides the framework for social interac-

tion within society or organisations are produced by the social actors and not by the researcher (Daudi, 

1986, p. 130). In this context, the depicted reality is subjective, as it is individually perceived and con-
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structed through its members upon the personal frame of reference as well as through ex- and intrinsic 

motivated factors of  influence. Man is to be seen as a social product (ibid, p. 123).

The interdependence of the human actor and the reality creates an interaction between them, in the 

words of  Arbnor and Bjerke, “we create reality at the same time as reality creates us‟ (2009, p. 75).

Applied to the writing of this thesis one has to consider the implied influence of the researcher on the 

issue, due to his active role within the conduction of  the research.

As the author of this thesis on ‘Leadership in Disruptive Environments’, the choice of what is re-

garded as a valuable contribution, as well as the conception and depiction of an issue, is effected by a 

continuous redesign of the researchers frame of reference. Thus these aspects led to choice of the ac-

tors view.

2.3.1. Applying the Actors View

The actors view focuses on creating insight through the construction of meaning. Insight is gained 

through the depiction of a persons experience of the research issue, meaning the researcher attempts 

to understand the issue from another persons point of view enabling the reader to obtain the perspec-

tive of an individual. The assumptions are based upon the intentional and social construction of the 

actor. It is the researchers motivation to discover why people act in a certain way (Daudi, 1986, p. 123). 

Dialectics, intentionality and typification are the concepts of use. Dialogues and the language develop-

ment are the predominant methods. The focus lies on understanding through significance and inten-

tionality, rather than explaining. This subjective approach increases complexity but provides, on the 

same hand, a deeper insight for the reader.

The actors view implicates the conduction of face-to-face research. Engaging dialogues embodies the 

concept of exchanging knowledge and learning from each other to gain new insights. A dialogue can be 

characterised by two components, which are the assessment of different views and the development of 

the triad thesis, the antithesis and synthesis, creating new knowledge, called the dialectic method. The 

method regards different points of view in order to find out the truth through resolving disagreements. 

Finally, the concept of diagnostic provides a framework to identify the nature and cause of actors and 

situations through in-depth insight. (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, pp. 298-319). 

Furthermore the process of social constructivism as cornerstone of the actors view is applied which 

can be characterised by four consecutive processes.

Subjectification aims at identifying the personal frame of reference, to anticipate the view upon things 

(Weick, 1995, p. 4). 
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• Externalisation enables others to access and understand a knowledge perspective, to provide under-

standing how things are seen from another point of  view.

• Objectification allows the adjustment to commonly shared terminology which is often socially or cul-

turally related, to provide a reference that allows people to transform the knowledge into their com-

mon way of  seeing and expressing things.

• Internalisation finally demands adopting another societal or cultural perspective, to finally share the 

view on things. (ibid)

2.3.2. The Creator of  Knowledge

The creation of knowledge demands active participation within its generation through interaction with 

the participants, thus giving it a personal touch. It is the researchers challenge to find a shared reality 

that can be accessed by a certain group of observers, creating a common reality. The occupation of the 

view of the actor demands the responsibility of data construction on the way to knowledge creation to 

exemplify the spectrum and interdependence of social and individual reality, through the application of 

theory (Arbnor & Bjerke, 2009, pp. 298-319).

As a participant and factor of influence within the research, it is necessary to describe the interview 

process in a more detailed way.

In order to give the interviewee the opportunity to set own accents, the leaders and subordinates were 

asked preliminary to tell their perception of events. In the further progression of the interview a dis-

cussion was engaged to ‘dig deeper’ and lead the interview towards the topic of research. Especially 

tensioned and emotional situations needed additional attention of investigation to be revealed. Fur-

thermore interpretations were possible through the subordinates second angle of view. This also in-

cluded to recapitulate findings after obtaining new insights, resulting in approaching the interviewee 

again, introducing a ‘second loop analysis’. The findings then were subsequently evaluated and inter-

preted, my own influence can be seen in the synchronising of  both perspectives to a single image.

The following section will dive deeper into the methods of empirical data mining, presenting the re-

search approach and providing the framework for the analytic process by Corbin and Strauss. 
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2.4. Research Approach

The approach, how to prospect the topic of interest, in order to create a meaningful evaluation is 

rooted in the issue of research and the intended outcome. The research can be conducted in a qualita-

tive or quantitative way.

The quantitative research approach is data based and intends to measure a certain state, emphasising 

the test of the research issue, question or hypothesis through verifying or falsifying. The gathered data 

can be evaluated through statistical processing, if necessary, to obtain interpretable information. Since 

the measurement of sheer quantitative values enable undistorted results, this approach, if not biased in 

the analytic process, delivers objective results. The objectives of research have to be clear to the re-

searcher to allow verification or falsification. Thus the conducted research is result oriented from the 

very beginning. (Quinn, 2002)

On the contrary, the qualitative approach focuses on the progressive exploration of the issue at stake, 

slowly enhancing the understanding of a phenomenon through in-depth qualitative research, in this 

case interviews. The questioned issues of research and the obtained answers are, unlike the quantitative 

approach hardly limited in their range of measurement. (Fisher, 2007) Standardisation, thus the compa-

rability of results might be limited compared to metric scalable data, thus comparability relies on the 

design of the research. The qualitative data may consist of observations, quotations, descriptions and 

excerpts from documents. The nature of the research method, involving interviews and observations, 

demands active participation of the researcher. Qualitative research implies subjective perspectives of 

the interviewees and the interviewer as well as the researcher himself throughout the exploration of the 

issue. (Quinn, 2002)

The approach of this thesis is to explore individual cases, in which unique and individual behaviour of 

leaders within situations of crisis are to be analysed. Driven by the curiosity to reconnoitre and learn 

through exemplification of this specific terrain of leadership, scales, measures, and dichotomous an-

swers of  the quantitative approach may not serve the purpose.

The qualitative approach will enable to gather, evaluate, and describe the questioned incidents. Engaged 

in the research process I devote myself into the process to create an evolving, augmented view upon 

leaders and their influence, reserving an open-minded prospect of the outcome of the respective find-

ings.
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2.5. Applied Research Methods

The generation of knowledge and research is based on two elements: qualitative interviews engaging in 

conversations with experienced interviewees in the respective field, and literature reviews that have a 

strong effect on the theoretical background and discussion of the evaluation. The interviewed persons 

were directly involved in the crisis of the company, filling on the one hand decisive positions such as 

CEOs, GMs or comparable, or were working as a direct subordinate of the interviewed leader, allowing 

to obtain multiple perspectives on the incidents and actions taken.

The literature studies are intended to enhance the thesis with state-of-the-art  leadership concepts, how 

business is done, and how organisations are led. Especially the following reviewed authors influenced 

this thesis in a fundamental way, Schumpeter, Mintzberg, Kotter, Ladkin, Bennis and Nanus, Drucker, 

Hamel, Christensen, Akerlof, Weick, Gardener, Burns, and Krugman, broadening the perspective on 

the whole field of  leadership. 

To perceive the topic from different angles, the obvious studies in the field of leadership in a classical 

business way had to be expanded on the fields of military leadership with authors such as Hannah, 

Perdew and v. Clausewitz, and  psychology with Waldrop, Hater, Bass, Mumford, and Lord & Emrich.

The dynamics of crisis situations call for a differentiated view upon incidents than under non tensioned 

situations. The different domains of leadership enable to deliver two additional approaches. Military 

leadership focuses predominantly on efficiency and effectiveness within the actions of the leader, whilst 

the psychological view emphasises the understanding and influencing of  leaders and their followers.

The awareness of differing points of view and openly challenging them encourages the evaluation of 

leadership in disruptive contexts, but may also help to explain distinct behaviour in tense situations.

2.6. The Concept of  Grounded Theory

Corbin and Strauss ‘Concept of Grounded Theory’ (1997) sets the fundament for the exploration of 

data in this thesis, which will be described in the following paragraph. 

The notion of grounded theory is based on the conception, that the theory emerges from, or can be 

identified in the gathered data (Glaser, Strauss, 1967). The core of the theory is to understand experi-

ences of other individuals through obtaining their point of view. On the fundament of this under-

standing, concepts, and theories can be built upon. Thus, the theoretical frame is constructed by the 
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actors perceptions. Qualitative methodology, as utilised in this thesis is based on grounded theory 

(ibid).

Exploring fields of research that are new, complex and dynamic as Corbin and Strauss (2008) see the 

world, requires qualitative research, because the access to the heart of the topic can only be granted 

through in-depth understanding of the issue and the context. A complete research includes a detailed 

observation of the phenomenon within its context, related interactions, emotions and their effects as   

the foundation of  further analysis (Corbin, Strauss, 2008, pp. 3-18).

To design a state of the art contribution to the domain of leadership, thus striving to discover mean-

ingful findings through multiple tools of analysis, such as questioning, comparisons and the analysis of 

the parlance used by the interviewees is needed. Including the influence of the researcher into the 

process, it is necessary to self reflect on the impact of the researcher, as well as the impact of the re-

search on me. (ibid, pp. 45-86)

‘Theoretical integration’ describes the erosion of theories on the basis of analysed data (ibid, p. 87). 

This incorporates to identify a central idea, whilst arranging related topics around it. This repetitive 

process of evaluating and refining until the specific field of research is processed, is called ‘theoretical 

sampling’, enabling the researcher to create refined qualitative output, backed on profound theory (ibid, 

pp. 143-158).

As individual as the study is, the more complex its evaluation. The criteria to assess a study are highly 

dependent on its design and intended outcome. Qualitative studies such as this, demand high flexibility 

in terms of study design which should be constructed on the fundament of grounded data. Going be-

yond technicalities, creating an intriguing scientific work, triggering debate and further research through 

feasible and meaningful lines of argumentation, sustained by substantiated findings are the highest goal. 

(ibid, p. 274)

Thus the concept of grounded theory, providing the needed flexibility to the study design and encour-

aging 

2.7. Dialogue Context

The conducted interviewees were selected on the background of the research issue, notwithstanding a 

continuous thread has to be maintained throughout the cases to provide a certain degree of compari-

son and analogies within the addressed topics. 
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Three different subjects were illuminated to obtain a holistic image of  the respective case:

• Personal level: background, own perception of leadership skills, position within his environment, in-

fluence on/from the environment, leadership philosophy, state, reaction and habits within stressful 

situations.

• Company level: perception of  the company and culture, crisis management within the company.

• Situation of crisis: influential factors, perception of actors, own acting, self discovered unusual reac-

tions, positive acting, negative acting, enactment of  true self, personal change through the crisis.

The study incorporates the view from a subordinates perspective who experienced the disruptive situa-

tion, being able to describe the observed behaviour of the leader and enables to provide a more undis-

torted view upon the incidents. The raised questions, also applies to the followers perspective. 

2.8. Development of  Empirical Cases

The design of the case study  is based on the framework of Yin (2004) and intends to be a multiple-

case, embedded (multiple units of analysis) design. This method regards the different units, individuals 

or objects of research, in this case the depiction of crisis situations through the interviewees, within the 

context of a single case. Thus each case provides its individual context embedded into the analysis 

framework.

A holistic view upon the cases as a whole may confuse the reader due to the lack of fully consistent 

perspectives. Single case design may also not appropriate because of differing organisational purposes 

and contexts that would increase complexity and thus the difficulty to align the cases.

The case studies are constructed upon an analogous scheme. Beginning with an introduction of the 

studied company, providing basic information, historic development, relevant structures, and cultural 

artefacts. Following the course of events the organisation is introduced, and the implications that led to 

the actual crisis are presented. A portrait of the interviewed leader gave insight to the personal 

background but also characterise their style of leading. The subordinates‘ portrait focuses on their role 

as an observer, attempting to depict the involvement with the leader but also describes their occupation 

in the organisation and educational background.

The illustration closes with the description of the disruptive events, stating the course of events alter-

nating with leader’s personal actions with the emphasis on characteristic single actions or patterns, per-

formed by the leader. These personal connotations of  the leader are highlighted through italic letters.
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2.9. Justification and Limitation

The findings are aiming to reveal true characteristics of the leader himself which come to light under 

the given, rather dramatic circumstances of disruptive situations. This may be traits that influence the 

behaviour of the leader only subconsciously in normal, day-to-day situations, thus normally suppressed 

or not revealed. Furthermore the effect of the leaders’ action upon his followers might differ in com-

parison to normal situations.

These mentioned aspects could be used to underline the importance of the context in which leaders 

operate and how it affects the decisions that are made under these extraordinary situations. Reveal 

characteristics that influence subconsciously already, but not actively expressed or even suppressed.

The thesis is aimed to contribute a case study that enhances the understanding how the performance of 

leadership is influenced by the leader as a person. Within the dynamics of our times increasing of tur-

bulence can be sensed. Companies and thus their leaders need to be able to handle these disruptive 

situations.

The gained knowledge will be valuable to leaders themselves, in order to anticipate own behaviour, but 

also predict behaviour of subordinate leaders and to enhance strategies within times of crisis. Manage-

ment consulting companies furthermore with the predominant task of advising their customers within 

situations of restructuring might be able to gain a better understanding of the disruptive incidents and 

therefore provide more precise advices and tools to handle situations as such.
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3. Theoretical Framework - The Set of  Hunting Skills to Catch the Zebra.

3.1. Literary Outlook

Several scholars have emphasised the significance to address the situational context within leadership 

theories and definitions (e.g. Avolio, 2007; Porter, McLaughlin, 2006; Shamir & Howell, 1999), this 

topic has largely been disregarded in the leadership literature (Probert & Turnbull, 2011). One of the 

main causes for this inattentiveness is the dominance of competency leadership frameworks (ibid), dis-

regarding the ‘subtle, moral, emotional and relational aspects of leadership’ (Bolden & Gosling, 2006, 

p. 158), and ‘only articulate that which is objective, measurable, technical and tangible’ (Carroll et al., 

2008: 365).

Whilst scholars encouraging the ‘individual/competency’ approach promote that leadership should be 

seen in a more collective and contextualised way (e.g. Drath & Palus, 1994; O’Connor, Quinn, 2004; 

Zaccaro & Horn, 2003), developed theories and practices rarely considers the circumstances in which 

leadership is enacted, nor the context in which it occurs (e.g. Shamir & Howell, 1999; Zaccaro & Horn, 

2003). Contemporary studies indicated that not only collective styles of leadership are more adequate 

than individual ones to deal with challenging situations such as disruptive times (e.g. Probert & Turn-

bull, 2011; Drath et al., 2008), but also considering the dynamics of social interaction (e.g. Friedrich et 

al., 2009). The leadership literature concentrates on the leader as an individual, which can be observed, 

for example, the recent attention on work experiences that might influence leadership skills (DeRue & 

Wellman, 2009; Dragoni, 2009), or the focus on the development of adults (Mumford & Manley, 2003, 

McCauley et al., 2006).

Furthermore, competency frameworks, which is another representative that focuses on the individual, 

dominates the leadership domain (Carrol et al., 2008). Competency thinking suppresses the significance 

of the context in which leadership is performed, implying an independence of how individuals act and 

their organisational contexts (ibid).

In consequence, what remains disregarded is, effecting leaders in an unapparent way, lacks in depicting 

the leader’s true motivations. Nevertheless, I believe that exactly these implications may have an influ-

ence on our ability to understand the behaviour of  leaders.  

Nicolai Tabakoff     |   Strategic Leadership in Disruptive Environments - Survival of  the Fittest    |    2012 19



3.2. Leadership

The domain of leadership has never before received so much attention, as far as the leadership research 

progressed, the question which is still unanswered is, “What do we know about leaders and 

leadership?” (Avolio et al. 2009).

Avolio and Gardner (2005) answer, “leadership has always been more difficult in challenging times, [...]” 

the ongoing reappearance of systematic crisis demands a shift in focus. The range of effectuation has 

increased largely, expressing destabilisation, thus leaders must take the environment into consideration, 

as its influence increased. 

Perpetuating the basic spectrum of operation demands a constant acceleration to meet new challenges 

disrupting the environment. In this context the creation of momentum is built on the basis of “re-

stored confidence, hope and optimism”, preparing the organisation for the next stroke, providing a di-

rection and meaning to continue, encouraging a new self-consciousness (ibid). The leaders and their 

leadership, shaping the purpose of an organisation, have to abandon the doctrine of short-term profit-

ability, and encourage the long-term perspective (George 2003, p.9). As Avolio and Gardener (2005) 

suggest to approach this topic through concentrating “on the root construct underlying all positive 

forms of leadership” which they summarise under the label of authentic leadership. Following this ap-

proach, leaders and leadership in this thesis are perceived from the posture of  authentic leadership. 

Avolio, Luthans, and Walumbwa (2004, p. 4) define authentic leaders as:

“Those who are deeply aware of how they think and behave and are perceived by others as being 

aware of their own and others’ values/moral perspectives, knowledge, and strengths; aware of the 

context in which they operate; and who are confident, hopeful, optimistic, resilient, and of high moral 

character” (as cited in Avolio, Gardner et al., 2004). 

Luthans and Avolio (2003, p. 243) define it further as:

“A procedure that is constructed upon positive psychological capacities and the developed organisa-

tional context.” 

As authentic leadership can be perceived in the current literature as deeply rooted in the concept of 

expressing the ‘true self ’ as fundament of authenticity (Avolio et al., 2004; George, 2003; Avolio & 
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Gardner, 2005). The notion of ‘true self ’ can be defined from the point of view of the authentic self 

as created “wholly by the laws of  its own being” (Erickson, 1995, p. 125). 

As Ladkin and Taylor (2009) argue the ‘true self ’ develops within an external context, the environment 

of which behaviour is received and responded to, but also refers to a relationship between the internal 

personal, realm and the external world in which the ‘true self ’ operates. Authenticity is seen as an aes-

thetic dimension of leadership which is including embodied, as well as intentional aspects of a leaders‘ 

enactment role. The assumption is drawn that the way in which the leader‘s ‘self ’ is embodied is the 

determining factor of  the experience of  authentic leadership. (ibid)

Embodied authentic leadership proclaims that authentic leaders in fact do not act (ibid). Drawing the 

attention back towards the leader and seeing him in the disruptive context. The effect of environmental 

stimuli, during the times of crisis on the leader might expose deeply rooted characteristics that, in spite 

of  everything, are only brought to light during these times of  turbulence.

This thesis attempts to reveal situations of authentic self exposure on the basis of the ‘true self ’. Self 

exposure refers to leader‘s attentiveness to the somatic clues of their body as they experience situations, 

and then choose how to express them. Followers identify with such expressions in the right context, 

resulting in a more positive and influential relationships between leaders and followers. (ibid)

3.2.1. Sensemaking

Empirical studies recently underpinned that effective leaders facilitate sensemaking (Pye, 2005). This 

triggers action through encouraging lateral thinking, creative solutions and alternative behavioural pat-

terns (Fairhurst, 1993; Kapucu & Van Wart, 2008; Plowman, Solansky, & Beck, 2007). In situations of 

crisis the focus of leadership lies more on asking the right questions and enabling followers’ to inter-

pret the incidents that cause the disruption and less directing and supervising (Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996). 

Leaders that act within a state of crisis may occupy the stance of an organisational actor, enhancing the 

communication with questions for example “What is happening here?” or “Have we dealt with such 

problematic before?” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007)

The rather dramatic circumstances of disruptive crisis demand quick response, determined and direc-

tive actions. The sensemaking emphasis on leadership in such conditions is not meant to delay essential 

reactions, revise decisions, or discard the leader’s authority. (Baran & Scott, 2010) Instead sensemaking 

tries to depict the process how the leader together with other actors evaluates and communicates the 

current events, such as the current risk (Scott & Trethewey, 2008) or the adequate behaviour in the re-

spective situation (Weick, 1993).
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For example, a newly formed project team just started a business development in a new market. The 

team members are likely to construct preconceptions about risks that could arise upon their knowledge 

and instructions given, formal and informal discussions with more experienced in- or external persons, 

and through stories gossiped among the team members about their experiences. As soon as the team 

begins to conduct the first actions, they are likely to reconsider their pre-concepts through trying out 

and make own experiences, when facing unfamiliar situations they are likely to fall back on their team 

experience and their “previously established patterns of interaction to react effectively” (Baran & Scott, 

2010). These processes enable the leaders to provide a frame for followers how to establish construc-

tive sensemaking within ambiguous environments and problematic situations (Fairhurst, 2007; Fairhurst 

& Sarr, 1996). Instead of delaying action, sensemaking enables and encourages to act through enhanc-

ing the ability to recognise environmental cues and assume team members’ next steps, thus establishing 

needed structures for fast and conscious reactions (Baran & Scott, 2010).

The organisational actors performs leadership through the active participation in this interactions. 

Leadership as a process can influence even from lower organisational levels (Osborn & Hunt, 2007). 

Therefore, all organisational members have the potential to perform leadership. In regard to the leader 

follower interaction and relationship in times of  crisis may fall back to pre-framed behaviour.

3.2.2. Followership

Leaders do not operate without an audience. Being led, incorporates that the follower is, either to a cer-

tain degree willing to follow, or obliged through legitimation of  the leader to follow.

This thesis defines followership as complementing leadership supporting Carsten et al.’s view of fol-

lowership as ‘upward leadership’:

“Followership is a relational role in which followers have the ability to influence leaders and contrib-

ute to the improvement and attainment of group and organizational objectives. It is primarily a 

hierarchically upwards influence. (2010, p. 559)” 

The current literature evaluates followership and leadership as being ‘highly similar’ (Bass & Stogdil, 

1990, p. 346) consistent ‘exchangeable’ patterns are spread throughout the literature (Foster, 1989, p. 

42). The contemporary implications for authentic leadership facing turbulent times is leading by exam-

ple, fostering a prosperous environment determined through ‘transparency, trust, integrity, and high 

moral standards’ (Gardner et al., 2005). This concept incorporates for the leader not only to be true to 

himself, but encouraging followers to represent similar values, facilitating their personal development.
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Luthans and Avolio‘s (2003) approach of authentic leadership, as mentioned before, sets the view on 

leadership in this thesis. Gardener et al. (2005) developed this theory further by emphasising the impor-

tance of the follower, stressing the relationship authentic leaders’ and followers’ on the fundament of a 

self-based view. 

The scale to which a leader draws the attention of his subordinates towards the intended issue depends, 

partly, on the own understanding of the leader’s self (Campbell et al., 1996; Howell & Shamir, 2005), as 

it affects the extend to which the followers align their identity, values and goals with those of the lead-

er‘s (Gardener et al., 2005). The leader, representing the role model, as the followers increase their self 

awareness, resulting in increased transparency, creating a profound relationship between leaders and 

followers (ibid). In other words, the understanding of the leader’s self and his enactment determines, to 

a certain extend, the perceived authenticity and deepens the connection between leaders and followers.  

This study depicts leaders and their leadership performed by different actors from a self perceived, but 

also from an external view. The perspective of the follower allows to reveal the changes in the leader’s 

behaviour, that he might not recognise by himself. Furthermore, the relationship in times of crisis be-

tween leader and follower are of special interest. How far will the follower follow? What effect has the 

leaders change in behaviour on the follower and to which extend are stimuli, motivations, and emotions 

transmitted. The position of a subordinate and his followership allows also a clearer view, more dis-

tanced, view on the incidents, since generally less responsibility is involved.

3.3. Disruptive times

The term ‘disrupt’ derives from the Latin word ‘disrumpere’, to break apart, and expresses change en-

forced through discontinuation, creating confusion or disorder. (Dictionary of the English Language, 

2000)

A state of disruptiveness implicates the seizure of an existing state, an interruption of a progress, 

movement, or procedure, induced through external, internal, or self-provoked influences. It incorpo-

rates a change for future behaviour and adjustment to a new situation, creating destabilising turbulence, 

requiring antagonising actions to re-establish a stable state again. 

Enclosed within a disruptive situation is a situation of crisis which derives from the Greek ‘krinein’, a 

time which requires one to decide. It describes a moment or a turning point that brings about a change 

to the accustomed, not necessarily something to fear. (Mabey & Morell, 2011)
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So what are the positive impacts of a disruptive crisis situation? It can enforce to expose shortcomings 

of outmoded orthodoxy, radicalise the working environment, paving the way for a more ‘in-touch’ way 

of working. It can push people towards the extremes, bringing emotions to the surface, uncover sup-

pressed conflicts, reveal true motives and bring the performance to the peak. It lets us draw the atten-

tion to what is important, through discarding the superfluous and boil it down to the essence. It can 

reveal unfair, discriminatory, fraudulent conducts and disclose the root of accountability. It shatters the 

egocentric perspective, destroying the nimbus of someone being in charge, the hubris of omniscience. 

(ibid)

The analogy of disruptive situations and crisis situations is imminent, however a disruptive situation 

goes beyond the situation of crisis introducing in the notion of renewal and seizing of the current, 

since the disrupted can not be continued, requiring the leader not only to manage the crisis but also 

maintain a momentum to proceed afterwards from the scratch.

3.4. The Organisational Ecology Approach

With the application of this theory, the analogy of interdependence of actors and the vital struggle for 

existence may provide a more colourful view. Beyond the aesthetic domain this theory enriches through 

it‘s differentiated inclusion of influential environmental factors while considering the interplay of the 

actors exposed to the forces.

Darwin‘s evolutionary theory is based on the change of inheritable characteristics of a population of 

creatures from generation to generation. Evolution slowly takes place through the alteration of genes, 

resulting in varying traits among the members of a population. These varied traits can have an effect on 

the fit to the environment, resulting in a modified competitive situation. The continuance of a species 

is determined through the selection process that gives advantage to those individuals that possess an 

advantage in terms of survival and reproduction. This favours the species that are better adjusted to the 

circumstances and results in an increasing population. (Stotzfus, 2006)

Individuals with beneficial characteristics possess an increased ‘evolutionary fitness’ their offspring is 

also more likely to survive and reproduce, than other individuals within the population, this selective 

process perpetuates and benefitting the ‘survival of  the fittest’ (Haldane, 1959). 
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With its extraordinary descriptiveness and forecasting abilities the evolutionary theory on the basis of 

Darwin‘s ‘The Origin of Species’, became the centric theory of modern biology. It provides substantial 

explanation for the variety of life on earth and facilitates rich analogies to explain likewise dynamics in 

other fields of studies. The following paragraphs will depict the theoretical background and the appli-

cation of  evolutionary theory in the economical domain of  social sciences.

3.4.1. Theory Fragments

The theory of evolutionary economics which is originated in the work of Schumpeter‘s ‘Theory of Eco-

nomical Development’ (1934). Hannan and Freeman provide the basis for the evolutionary perspective 

with their work ‘The Population Ecology of Organizations’ (1977) and the refined version ‘Organisational Ecol-

ogy’ (1989). The following paragraphs provide an overview of the Organisational Ecology Approach 

(OEA), its assumptions and empirical implications.

The OEA assumes the continuous renewal of populations motivated, by an ongoing selection process. 

The theory focuses on the development of populations which consist of multiple firms or organisa-

tions with related structures and purposes. The chances to survive increase with the degree of adjust-

ment to the dynamic circumstances, whilst chances decrease for the ‘weaker’ organisations or entire 

populations. Such adjustments can be e.g. the alteration of core competencies. The OEA is based on 

multiple theory fragments that explain the tranquility of organisations to adjust which can be external 

or internal induced.

Inertia and Change expresses an organisation’s resistance for change, since efforts of reorganisation “dis-

rupt organisational continuity and increase the risk of mortality”. The resistance is driven by divergent 

goal-settings of different interest groups within an organisation, as well as incomplete information 

(Hannan & Freeman 1989, p. 86).

Niche Theory distinguishes between two organisational types, specialists and generalists. Specialists tend 

to establish a high dependence to the current environmental state, through covering a niche market, 

enabling high profit margins. In contrast generalists diversify their portfolio, addressing a broader mar-

ket spectrum, maximising security on the cost of  profit margins (ibid, p. 95).

Resource Partitioning describes the interrelation of generalist and specialist market shares. Depending on 

the characteristics of a branch, the market potential and the distribution of firms within a population 

has an impact on the mortality rate  (ibid, pp. 103-105).
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Density Dependence assumes a contiguity between the number of organisations within a market and the 

rate of founding and mortality. This is dependent on two variables, legitimation which encourages 

growth and competition which leads to shrinking markets (ibid, pp. 131-137).

Age Dependance outlines the importance of the maturity within life cycle of an organisation. Indicating a 

high mortality rate for young and old organisations (ibid, pp. 137-138).

3.4.2. Application of  the Organisational Ecology Approach

The circumstances of our times indicate a shift of focus in terms of increased requirements on how 

business is conducted. The accelerated change within almost all instances of our lives, leaders have to 

keep up with the pace of these dynamics. Driven by the technological force of constant renewal and 

the ongoing change of the western societies from tangible assets towards intangible knowledge based 

cultures is one of the biggest challenges of our times. (Ashby & Miles, 2002, p. 10) Globalisation, 

amalgamation of markets and the digital age demand new strategies, concepts and directives to keep up 

with the pace of competition. Latest developments make business environments vulnerable for system-

atic risks. Situations of crisis do not only reach out for organisations or branches, they meanwhile more 

frequently take effect in a global scale.

In this thesis the interplay of forces of the present business world is explained through the scope of 

evolutionary laws. Like the lion, organisations depend on their natural habitat, which shapes a species as 

it shapes it. Limited resources, increasing populations, and tightening markets sort out those who can-

not compete. Darwin‘s struggle for life, as far as the analogy allows to compare, is determined by the 

set of advantaging characteristics resulting in the survival of the fittest. Evolution is a slow process that 

results in populations changing to adapt to their current environments, over the course of time, these 

variations accumulate and originate a new species (Mayr, 1982). The current business world develop-

ment demands to reconsider the state of evolvement. Mastering disruptive phases of crisis might have 

become a critical skill in the struggle for existence.  Since disrupt situations by definition are hardly 

predictable and appear suddenly, evolution in organisations must have taken place before the dramatic 

change of an environment. The species have to recognise a change in the environment towards a more 

fragile equilibrium that looses the balance faster, has to withstand heavier strokes and higher frequen-

cies of impacts than before. Those species within populations that are evolved according to the current 

increased disruptive conditions are more likely to survive and can be classified among the fitter species.
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The OEA in this context is supposed to provide awareness of the environmental context, in which the 

organisation acts. Thus the environmental state of the portrayed cases are analysed with the emphasis 

of  the theoretical fragments of  the OEA.

3.5. Evolutionary Disruptiveness

The title of this thesis emphasises a disruptive state, while the subtitle is referring to the evolutionary 

theory. This seems contradictory at first, due to the fact that a disrupt event represents a quick and im-

mediate appearance versus an evolutionary development, expressing a slow progress. While penetrating 

the current literature, prior to the authoring of this thesis, it became more and more clear that the state 

of disruptiveness has become a regular visitor in the corporate world. The evolution of the digital age 

and the globalisation added on the one hand new and superior characteristics to the organisational 

populations like fast communication and worldwide commerce, but on the other hand made organisa-

tions more susceptive and vulnerable to imbalance, because of the complexity and fragility of out-

stretched but thinned organisational networks. The recent crisis liability may demand a new set of skills 

to cope with the circumstances. 

3.5.1. Critical Comment on the Application of  the OEA

The organisational ecology approach adds natures beautifulness and cruelty at the same time, explain-

ing business through this scope lets us draw conclusions upon analogies from mankind’s roots and re-

focus on more rudimentary stimuli, that are still subconsciously and permanently influencing our be-

haviour.

The depicted organisations are perceived as a species, tribe, or population, employees are portrayed 

through a single animal or individual. Non the less, the influence of an individual is neglected per se, 

since noticeable evolution is based on the gradual change of the whole organisation (species) over a 

longer time period. Even though, advocating the importance of leadership throughout this work, high 

fluctuations of executive level leaders and the fact that changes have to be carried out by the whole 

organisation, underpin the construct of the evolutionary theory of the marginal effect of the individ-

ual. The individual leader still remains in focus, as initiator of change and epitome of the other organ-

isational members.

The OEA emphasises on the individual development of an organisational species as well as its depen-

dance on the operated environment. This enables to obtain a broader view  as the complexity of our  
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dynamic times demand. Even though it is not the domain of the OEA that emphasises the analysis of 

the individual, it portraits the organisation and its development in an environmental context, which is 

shaped, or should be shaped according to the current literature, by the leader (Avolio & Gardener, 

2005). Thus the individual leader may be also considered on the theoretical basis of the OEA as initia-

tor of  genetic change. 

Regarding the topic of this thesis, the leader is the central element of examination, his leading has to be 

considered influenced through in- and extrinsic factors while shaping organisations. Intrinsic influences 

are based in the true self of the leader, determining his characteristic traits. Extrinsic factors add up to 

the intrinsic, and determine the leader’s reaction, behaviour, communication, and interaction.

The development of an organisation depends on the environment which provides the places to com-

pete, available resources, and human capital, but also sets the framework for interaction and interplay of 

forces. Organisations, like species, compete with other species within their habitat, developing certain, 

often unique, characteristics that are meant to increase their potential to survive. The mentioned char-

acteristics are therefore to a certain extend developed in dependance on the environment. Therefore 

changes of  the habitat have an effect on the species that it domiciles.

The selection mechanism driven by limited resources and a mercurial environment sorts those out who 

are not adjusted. Efficient use of resources, uniqueness or specialisation off the competitive heat might 

be the most likely winning strategies. The natural process in its whole cruelty, breaks it down to the 

bare survival. Even though in the corporate world it is the organisational construct that dies and the 

attached individuals live on, but the specific organisational species with its traits seizes to exist, leaving 

the floor for the superior concepts.

A state of a systemic crisis that effects the whole environment intensifies the process of selection, 

changing the natural equilibrium and exposing organisations to a changed environment that they are 

not adjusted to. These circumstances require a different set of characteristics, giving the struggle for 

existence another emphasis.

The process of evolution is described through variation and selection, organisational evolution is very 

close to the natural theory pendant. The genetics of a company vary in most cases through intended, 

conscious initiatives or reactions to adjust the fit. Variation of an organisation can be internal or exter-

nal influenced. The internal influence in general is provoked through a change in the companies strat-

egy, culture, or competencies, and is most certainly initiated by the leaders of an organisation. External 
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influences, can be rooted in a change of the environment through other organisations or changed char-

acteristics of the habitat, such as depletion of resources, new competitors, or intensification of legisla-

tive influences. As it is in the natural evolution, this process, unlike disruptive incidents, underlies is a 

slow, time consuming development.

Having realised this, organisations have to reengineer their fit. The process of reengineering is centred 

around the domain of the organisations leaders, performing leadership to influence the companies 

strategy, culture, and structures, to evolve and face the imminent threats. In this context the notion of 

the evolutionary theory does not have the intention to address the state of disruptiveness. Situations of 

crisis bring to a head the selection process, shaping the remaining players in the market. Thus disruptive 

times of crisis should be seen in the light of an environmental exigency, demanding of being evolved 

to be amongst the fittest. 

3.6. Environment

Achieving success in the dynamic context of our times demands the application of lateral tactics. The 

variability of our environment challenges organisations and their leaders to respond through emergent 

strategies, rather than the strict execution of predesigned approaches. This demands the leader to shift 

the focus from a limited vicinity towards a holistic view of the organisation within its environment, re-

quiring him to grapple with the external influences (ibid). Maak and Pless point out the challenges and 

demands of  the increased environmental awareness in disrupted times: 

“Today's leaders act in a global, complex, uncertain and interconnected business environment. 

Among the challenges in this context is the need to reduce complexity and uncertainty for people and 

provide a desirable picture of the future, which is shared by the people they lead. Leaders need to 

have a sense of purpose and guiding vision …. Moreover, they have to lead in a business environ-

ment, which undergoes a general crisis of legitimacy and trust .... commercial viability and long-term 

business success depend on the ability of a firm and their leadership to act responsibly with respect to 

all stakeholders in business, society and the environment. (2006, p. 99)”

Strategic leadership is not anymore drawing a line in a certain direction, it is more based on deliberate 

planning and the consideration of the emergent influences (Mintzberg, 1987). Interaction between 

leaders and followers takes place in a dynamic and emerging context (Day, 2000). Furthermore, the or-
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ganisational structures need to be adaptive towards the strategy adjustments, emphasising a certain de-

gree of  self-organisation and mechanisms of  alignment (Crossan et al. 2008). 

Avolio and Gardener (2005) propose an ideal environment providing open access to information, 

resources, support, and equal opportunity for everyone to learn and develop will empower and enable 

leaders and their associates to accomplish their work more effectively. Pointing out that for leaders and 

followers in order to be effective, leaders need to create an unifying organisational climate that enables 

leaders and followers to learn and grow (Gardner et al., 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003).

In the context of the thesis, leadership has to be performed highly dependent on environmental dy-

namics. A crisis by definition does not only affect a minor part of the company. Thus the leadership 

effectuation has to cope with the new range of interaction, considering the emergent influences. The 

leadership perspective, especially in turbulent times, has to be considered with a multi-level perspective 

to cope with the requirements of disruptive times in order to create an encouraging organisational en-

vironment that enables sustainable authentic leadership (Avolio, 2003).
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4. Leadership in Disruptive Environments - The Lions‘ Fight for his Tribe.

The following empirical cases are constructed upon interviews with different leaders and close cowork-

ers, in the role of a subordinate. Introductory the company, the respective department and the in-

volvement of the interviewees is portrayed. Furthermore the situation which is depicted more detailed 

is outlined to provide an adequate understanding of  the situation in which the interviewed agitated.

4.1. ITPRO

Interview partner: Emanuel (General Manager), Mathias (IT-Apprentice)

Company profile: small sized, limited liability, led by the owner

Context of  crisis: internal induced

Company description:

ITPRO is a medium sized company, situated in Berlin, Germany. Founded as a spin-off from a recog-

nised accounting firm, it offers complex software and IT-services, such as decoupling of enterprise re-

source planning (ERP) systems, data conversion, and IT-consulting. The company employs 38 people, 

split up in three departments of IT, sales, and administration. The annual turnover was specified with 6 

million EUR (eBundesanzeiger, 2012). 

ITPRO discovered the niche market in the year 2009 of decoupling of ERP systems and experienced a 

strong growth in this sector ever since. Since 2009, the employees almost doubled due to the large po-

tential of  this product.

The hierarchical system is centred around the general manager who is supervising each department 

without middle managers. The organisational members directly report the the general manager to ob-

tain further directives, in addition the workflow distribution is also executed by the general manager.

Crisis description:

The crisis took place in the year 2007 and is originated in the approach of a diversifying ITPRO busi-

ness development initiative. The core product at the respective time was an accounting software solu-

tion. Emanuel and a former equity holder developed a new business concept.

The offered product, an online community allowed sport clubs and private users to communicate, or-

ganise, find training partners and make friends, comparable with the a social network platform, with the 

emphasis on sport. The ‘content’, such as the discussion of a local football match, search postings for 

potential sport partners, or the organisation of fan events that could be shared among friends on the 
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platform are typical activities the website offered. Cash-Flows were intended to be realised through cus-

tomised advertisements and referral. The concept was not unique and competing with four other plat-

forms offering similar services in the german speaking countries. Major challenges were the marketing 

efforts and creating a high usability, which demanded on the one hand extensive investments and on 

the other hand highly skilled IT staff. The funding of two million EUR was covered by two thirds by 

Emanuel and the equity holders in equal parts, the rest was provided by a venture capitalist. The time to 

market was estimated with four month to build up the development team and create the website. The 

concept dedicated 1.2 million EUR to television marketing efforts, showing a professionally cerated 30 

second advertisement spot during the night program between 10 p.m. and 12 p.m. on nationwide chan-

nels for six consecutive weeks.

The IT staff consisted of 17 members, as IT engineers, web developers, IT designers and administra-

tors and was completely new established, required administration was ensured through existing struc-

tures. The experience level of the team was mixed and ranging from high potentials with extensive 

payment to university graduates with entry level salaries and the interviewed high school graduate as a 

three year apprentice with the focus of  IT engineering. 

The organisational culture and working environment was branch specific, liberal and allowing employ-

ees high amounts of freedom to unfold personal creativity. Open communication was emphasised to 

create a harmonic environment. Emanuel filled the position of  the managing director.

Portrait of  the Leader:

Emanuel is a german self-made entrepreneur in his thirties, that recognised the chance to set up his 

own business in cooperation with his prior employer. On the background of an apprenticeship educa-

tion without any university studies he had taught himself the complexities of leading a business with 

limited methodical skills and knowledge trough self studies. As mentor and former employer, he was 

given profound support by one of his business partners and current twenty percent equity holder. In 

his current role he covers the operational and strategic management domain, as well as actively support-

ing the sales team for important customers.

Emanuel‘s leadership style is authoritative, strict, and patriarchal, he is directly and harsh addressing is-

sues with a focus on efficient work, not prioritising individual needs. The working climate encourages 

individual work providing calm work places where employees are not distracted, offering a maximum of 

two employees in each office. The organisational culture is significantly shaped by Emanuel in the role 

of the general manager. Cultural influences are fairly limited, events to encourage an organisational cul-
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ture refer to the recognition of birthdays and a the company‘s christmas dinner. Establishing a feeling 

of  unity, openness, and allowing a certain amount of  self-realisation is not appreciated. 

Portrait of  the Subordinate:

Matthias recently finished high school before he continued his education through a practical appren-

ticeship in his desired field of profession as a ‘IT-Technician’. His predominant occupation was the set 

up and maintenance of the IT-infrastructure of the parent company and the start up. When ever tech-

nical problems occurred Matthias and an experienced IT-Technician took care of the problem. Fur-

thermore his duties included support of the administration and miscellaneous tasks that allowed him to 

gain a fair overview of  the course of  events.

Description of  the Events:

After the launch of the website with the simultaneous start of the television advertisement campaign 

the numbers of attracted users and sport clubs were far beyond the estimated values. The low numbers 

of users that singed up on the platform, soon showed inactivity due to low interaction. Hence realised 

cash-flows through advertisements and referral were also suffering under the low number of  users. 

The problematic of attracting a sufficient amount of users to initiate communication and interaction 

among the community members became imminent already after the first days after the launch. As the 

investors demanded first numbers of the realised users and their activity on the platform the tension 

rose among the whole team, resulting in questioning of the usability of the platform as the potential 

major obstacle for users. 

The first week after the launch caused mixed feelings among the team members and Emanuel, even though, as it was clear 

to everybody, a new website needs time to reach customers and establish through conversational viral marketing. The low 

impact of the anticipated powerful and costly television advertisements with their high outreach increased the uncertainty 

among the team. Emanuel‘s mood can be described as still balanced due to the limited expectations of  the first week.

After the second week only a slight increase of users and activities on the platform took place. The 

team was working on the schedule, enhancing the platform and fixing minor problems. As initiative to 

add further content to increase the user perceived activity level was started and executed to fill up low 

work load. The content was added through ‘ghost users’ created by the project team. The weekly inves-

tor meeting discussed potential strategy alignments to respond to the current user rates, arguing about 

causes for the vague acceptance.
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The continuous low resonance of the television campaign started to cause nervousness, team members but especially 

Emanuel with his responsibility and investment involved questioned the marketing concept and the potential too complex 

structure of  the platform itself, drawing the focus on the product itself, questioning the fundamental concepts.

The estimated workload of the team did not match the realised due to the user lack, instead of sup-

porting customers, handling advertisement inquiries, and organising content the unengaged team mem-

bers were kept busy with creating ‘ghost content’. The off purpose work fuelled the discussion among 

the team members about the effectiveness of the advertisement campaign. The friday investor meeting 

depicting the fainting performance decided to wait for an impact of the marketing efforts and 

strengthen the content further.

For Emanuel the situation developed an ambivalent character, on the one hand he had to maintain a positive, optimistic 

mood in front of his employees and investors on the other hand, the modest effect of the marketing efforts along with im-

mense private investments enhanced the tension and led to avoidance of addressing sore points. His nervousness now be-

came visible in some situations, limiting his patience.

The fourth week did not bring any significant change. To discuss the imminent problematic the whole 

team held a two hour meeting to exchange ideas and individual views of the issues. Results focussed on 

alternative ways to attract user groups, most agreement was given to the acquiring and inclusion of 

sport clubs actively. The approach was discussed with the investor consortium and formulated in a sales 

strategy plan to be carried out during the next weeks. Important clubs like first league football clubs 

were to be approached through a sales representative and smaller local clubs through telemarketing ef-

forts. The execution of this strategy demanded a telemarketing infrastructure, which led to an improvi-

sational created customer relationship management system. The current personnel structure was fo-

cussing on web development and community support, emphasis had to be set to marketing initiatives. 

A change in the personnel structure was imminent. 

The increased pressure triggered further actions which gave the project a new momentum, but at the same time necessary 

changes caused additional uncertainty. Promotion and marketing specialists had to be hired, but the restructuring efforts 

also included forthcoming dismissals. The new orientation provided an outlook to face the current problems and continue. 

Emanuel set faith in the modified concept, knowing that the success of the project depends to a large amount on the new 

strategy. Nevertheless he went into a mood of abidance, which seemed not to be shattered easily, but can be also character-

ised through passiveness. 
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The following week got energised through the drive of the new perspective. Unfortunately the sing up 

rates stagnated further and a viral marketing effect could not be sensed. All team members that were 

not necessarily needed for the maintenance and operation of the website were reorganised, mainly es-

tablishing contacts to sport clubs and scheduling presentations for two promotion representatives. First 

successes could be recorded in setting up a cooperation with the local first league football team, provid-

ing free of charge advertisement and in exchange receiving match tickets for attracting users in through 

a tombola. These efforts aimed to address fans of the football team to become active on the platform. 

Due to the upcoming end of television advertisement campaign and customer rates that were tremen-

dously below the anticipated numbers the venture capitalist already questioned the payment of the next 

monthly tranche if  no progress could be realised.

Emanuel in his role as the head of the team had to face the intensifying ambivalence keeping his staff focussed and work-

ing hard for the continuous fight for the success of the project, and on the other side, struggle with his own fear of failure. 

His existential fear increased when he came to realise that the dimensions of the investments also endangered the parent 

company. His previous, rather consistent encouraging behaviour declined noticeable, resulting in limited patience and infre-

quent expression of  anger.

The last week of the television advertisement was overshadowed by the restructuring of the team. 

Eight team members had to leave whilst two telemarketing experts and one sales representative joined, 

forming a team of now 12 members. The efforts of including sport clubs to use the website as their 

communication platform progressed slowly, but increased user sign-ups. The overall performance of 

the project was significantly under the estimated values. The venture capitalist declared to pay the next 

tranche, in order to await the next results. First cash flows were expected already at this stage, measures 

to downsize the burn-rate taken in reducing the team size. Non the less fundings would be depleted 

within the next four weeks if  no other financier could be attracted. 

Recent replacements shattered the team. The distraction of the strategic alignment faded and team members openly talked 

about the possibility of discontinuation. Emanuel developed a likewise acceptance for the ongoing incidents, even though 

the events had a decisive character, he learned to cope with the situation providing calmness to the team. The anticipation 

of  an impact of  the strategic change and the although limited support of  the venture capitalist propelled the continuance. 

The statistics of the television advertisement were catastrophic, and had to be regarded as an absolute 

unprofitable investment. None the less, the changes in the marketing concept capitalised in increasing 

user rates. During these times the team members had to fulfil multiple tasks, supporting telemarketing 
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and creating further ‘ghost content’, demanding high flexibility and endurance, since the pressure 

maintained to be high. Furthermore first actions were taken to to acquire a follow-up financing by 

Emanuel and his partners.

The continuous struggle, even though the situation did not seem hopeless, took its price. Short tempered behaviour and 

incidental outbursts let the tension come to surface. Interaction with team members appeared to be reasonable in general, 

since respectful behaviour and authority was never shed. Nevertheless he often was not able to gasp the mood and intention 

of his subordinates which intensified discussions, developing conflictual situations. A certain team spirit seemed to estab-

lish, underwent experiences, struggles, and emotional fragility bound the team together, expressing in a bold sense of coop-

erativeness. Even though the positive team dynamics did not include emanuel in his managerial position, empathy for his 

precarious situation could be perceived.

New investors turned out to be hard to find, since the young start-up company got noticed by the press 

through its aggressive marketing efforts. The initially welcomed press attention developed into a gaunt-

let running. Efforts to trigger activity on the website through the ghost accounts showed only in limited 

effects, encouraging journalists to raise questions of profitability implicitly giving the project a super-

fluous connotation. Several potential investor meetings took place over the last two weeks, but failing 

to acquire an investor, offering agreeable conditions. Negative press influence and the visible weak per-

formance threatened investors. Cash-Flows through booked advertisements were practically not real-

ised. Remaining founds ensured only two further weeks of operation. The forthcoming bankruptcy was 

communicated among the team members openly, while also mentioning the radical downsizing of the 

team to a life-sustaining level. Nevertheless promotion initiatives bore fruit and additional notable first 

and second league football clubs were convinced to use and promote the platform. Unfortunately as 

the first example showed, the number of  entailed users was limited. 

The bad outlook meanwhile  shattered hopes for a soon improvement of the situation. Emanuel, and his mentor who was 

increasingly present showed signs of resignation. Whilst maintaining the daily business operation, and even though pres-

sure was maintained high on the team, vaguer orders and a lack of demanded precision of the executed work could be 

sensed. Which expressed in reluctant controls of the team members work through emanuel. Team meetings were open in 

terms of the outlook. Emanuel encouraged the team through emphasising the delayed impact of the recent marketing 

achievements, that might provide a multiplicative effect.

The upcoming depletion of founds encouraged the already announced harsh restructuring, sizing down 

the team to only a minimum requirement of operation, seizing all web engineering work. The remain-
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ing team structure consisted of one administrator, one marketing and promotion agent, and one con-

tent editor. The marketing and promotion agent was focussing on telemarketing, the content editor at-

tempted to trigger discussions in the forums to create interaction, and controlled the content. The aim 

was to finally  await the increase of user rates, through the undertaken marketing initiatives. No further 

actions were taken to accomplish now investor involvements, since the harmful press articles and obvi-

ous weak performance of the platform scared potential investors away. The previous announcement of 

upcoming dismissals and the obvious approaching insolvency were clear messengers of the company‘s 

decent. 

Even though it was a dramatic step taken, in the context of the situation, Emanuel handled the incidents in a serious 

and non emotional manner. Explaining the current situation and naming the dismissals in front of the whole team, 

whilst thanking them for their efforts in this project. Leaving him and his mentor, who attended the meeting in depressed 

state which soon switched into a mood of indifference. This is also expressed through Emanuel's frequent and extended 

absence, which was not usual before. The circumstances again led to a passive abidance.

As it was declared the final week, not much hope was given to a sudden change. The strategic adjust-

ment increased the numbers of users but did not generate the amount needed at last to reach the break 

even point in a foreseeable timeframe. Advocate counsel meetings took place to prepare the necessary 

official actions to file for bankruptcy. The last days were spend to liquidate equipment and prepare 

press announcements for an temporary closure.

Communication was focussed on the essential, expressing the incubus, unpromising situation.
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4.2.  Solar SE

Interview partner: Rüdiger (Insolvency Administator), Sabine (Head of  Works Committee)

Company profile: medium sized, European Stock Corporation (SE)

Led by: Board of  Directors with Supervisory Board, in this case through Insolvency Administrator

Context of  crisis: internal induced

Company description:

Solar SE belongs to one of the leading manufacturers of solar modules in Europe, employing more 

than 900 people, with a annual turnover of 619 million EUR (eBundesanzeiger, 2012). The headquarter 

is situated in Berlin, Germany, with multiple subsidiaries and production sites in Germany, Italy and 

USA. Solar produces innovative solar panels for residential buildings, industrial rooftops and solar 

power plants (Solar Website).

The company was founded in the year 1996 and went public already 1998, which made the Solar AG 

the first public listed solar technology company in Germany.

As the product, the company incorporates a strict green policy together with a high sense of social re-

sponsibility. The working environment fosters personal fulfilment, the glass buildings provide open-

plan offices which are spacious, ergonomically designed and offer places to relax, concentrate or social-

ise. Executive offices in the headquarter are not separated from other employees. Casual clothing and 

informal addressing of coworkers determines the way of behaving. The modern production facilities 

represent the industries highest standards in terms of manufacturing facilities, demanding low labour 

input, assembly-line work avoids monotonous repetition through job rotation and other concepts.

Solar‘s cultural statement:

“The implementation of an open and trustful communication, as well as profound and understand-

able information transmission are our daily challenge - exactly because of our dynamic develop-

ment.” (Solar Website)

Crisis description:

Solar‘s key competence is the manufacturing of solar panels for private and commercial use. Solar 

technology research and engineering has been encouraged through generous subsidies of solar pro-

duced energy, stimulating panel sales over the last two decades. Over the last years subsidies were ad-
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justed, since the solar branch underwent a continuous strong growth, propelled by huge revenues. High 

demand of solar panels was created through the ability of private households to produce solar energy 

and sell the generated amount profitable due to the subsidisation. 

Three factors of influence boiled up the crisis within the least five years in the solar industry. First, the 

increasing potential of Chinese manufacturers to produce technological components led Chinese com-

petitors to enter the market influencing the price structure. Resulting in price drops of more than 20%. 

Second, at the same time Chinese exports of rare raw materials were limited, increasing the material 

cost of panels. Third, subsidies decreased, making it less attractive to produce solar energy and depend-

ing on lower initial investments to keep up the profitability. The decisive factor for Solar above all men-

tioned influences were the meanwhile oversized production facilities, enabling the production for bil-

lions of turnover, while the stagnating sales lead to only 500 million EUR turnover in the year 2011. 

Recent initiatives of cutting down the costs through decreasing personnel by 30% reduced the annual 

loss. The accumulated deficit of over 400 million EUR (Source 2011) and imminent insolvency forced 

the board of directors to file for bankruptcy. This process places an insolvency administrator to over-

take the companies management functions, who aims to prevent the final bankruptcy and fights for the 

continuance of  the firm under temporary creditor protection.

Portrait of  the Leader:

Rüdiger is a experienced insolvency administrator in his fifties, who‘s chancery is focussed on corporate 

insolvencies. His education as a lawyer provides him with the necessary background knowledge of the 

critical legislative framework in which he operates in his profession. A structured working method, pro-

found leadership skills, accompanied by a competent staff and profound know-how in the insolvency 

field make him a regular visitor of bankrupt organisations. He is the leader of a professional restructur-

ing team that is structured and has the ability to fill in the leadership positions of complex corpora-

tions. Rüdiger and his team operate usually in close cooperation with the existing management of the 

company to maintain hierarchical structures and benefit from the company and area specific knowl-

edge. The work of the insolvency administrator and his team is highly dependent on this trustful rela-

tionship to be able to secure the continuance of  the organisation after the crisis.

His leadership style is described as encouraging, communicative, organisational talented and well-

adjusted. Harsh situations do not influence his leadership behaviour, establishing a calm but decisive 

environment. His emphasis lies on the communication of the current situation and providing an out-

look for the employees. He regards the anticipation of key drivers enhancing the crisis situation for 

employees and stakeholders as vital. 
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The created working atmosphere in the environment of the insolvency administrator team can be de-

scribed as determined and structured, since highly charged decisions are made by the persons in charge 

a rather clinical atmosphere arises. Announcements of restructuring are openly communicated explain-

ing the consequences explicitly, providing a seriousness to the context.

Portrait of  the Subordinate:

Sabine, who is in her forties, works as an IT Administrator and is the employee elected Head of the 

Works committee to that she is allowed to devote 50% of her working time. Her education is based on 

business administration focus with further education on the topic of computer sciences. The influential 

position of the working committee allows her to influence decisions on executive level that are effect-

ing workers concerns or interests. The abilities of the works committee are fairly limited during times 

the company is rules by the insolvency administrator, non the less the committee participate all decisive 

meetings and are usually included in the decision making process. Her high involvement in the crucial 

operative and strategic decisions allowed her an extensive view on the leadership performance of Rüdi-

ger.

Description of  the Events:

Symptoms of aggregating crisis could be sensed long time before it actually happened, already in the 

year 2009 Solar was on the eve of bankruptcy if not federal state investments would have adverted the 

imminent dilemma. The federal state Berlin and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern stood surety for Solar with 

the amount of 180 million EUR. This protracting engagement spared Solar and provided the company 

with more time to adjust their strategy and react to the latest market developments. Unfortunately the 

strategic adjustments taken were not sufficient in relation to the altered market environments. Finally in 

december 2011, the board of directors had to file for bankruptcy. The dramatic magnitude of the situa-

tion hit the employees and stakeholder groups hard, since the communication of the situations brisance 

did not take place. Under the pretext of negative influence on the stock value and effecting sales nega-

tively information has been kept restricted. 

After the official announcement of Rüdiger as the insolvency administrator his first step was a visit to 

the headquarter, organising in-depth conversations with the board members as well as the works com-

mittee to gain an overview of the current situation. The following day a employee meeting took place, 

informing the employees concerning the current status and further actions planned. First priority was 

the continuance of business operations without limitations, further meetings with important customers 
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and suppliers will take place to ensure the production and order processing. To the relief of the em-

ployees were the salaries secured for the next three month, until the end of  february.

Rüdigers first appearance, his interaction with the company representatives as well as his speech in front of the employees 

provided deep encouragement. The adrift executive board that transfigured the actual circumstances through not communi-

cating the situation created an extensive consternation (Rüdiger). His inner self-assurance and confidence with that he gave 

his speech and explained the next steps, provided a new direction for the headless employees  (Sabine). He did not express 

compassion while declaring possible painful cuts to be necessary, underlining the serious situation and the limitedness of 

choices (Rüdiger).

The next step emphasised the analysis of the companies financial situation. Performance, complemen-

tarity and importance of Solar‘s locations were analysed to determine the vital facilities. Through offen-

sive communication, explaining the current conditions, most suppliers could be encouraged to continue 

the supplies, whilst important customers could be convinced to resume already stalled projects. 

The estimation of the detailed financial state included many meetings with regional managers to identify the contribution 

and performance of each location. Even though the situations were tensioned due to possible closures of the site and the 

endeavour of the self-preservative drive of employees, Rüdiger how was solely attending, led the discussions neutral, but 

determined (Sabine). Argumentation against his opinion often resulted in passing over the argument (Sabine). 

Suppliers as customer meetings were accomplished in a constructive manner, due to the interdependence agreeable conditions 

could be negotiated (Rüdiger).

After the close examination of the financial condition possible strategic scenarios were created in co-

operation with the executive board, which was then presented and discussed the options with the re-

spective interest group representatives, consisting of the executive board, supervisory board, works 

committee, federal state of Berlin and creditors in extensive meetings. The insolvency administration 

discovered multiple options that might enable the continuation of Solar. Which led to the approach of 

the most favoured inclusion of a new  investor, who acquires the majority of the company‘s shares 

whilst presuming the shut down of  redundant production sites.

The authority within the decision making process lies on the insolvency team, however the implications 

of stakeholders are considered to create an optimal future for the company. Furthermore it communi-

cates the choices and the associated reasoning behind each strategic option.
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The presentation of the developed scenarios was performed by members of the insolvency team, whilst Rüdiger participated 

the discussions (Rüdiger). His way of communicating the strategic  approaches provides a holistic overview for the listener, 

showing patience while explaining details of an issue, when discussions heated up, which happened several times, Rüdigers 

mood seemed to be not changing (Sabine). Putting him rather in a state of ignorance, by not reacting to raised issues, ex-

pressing his authority.

After the presentation of the strategic options, and the evaluation of the stakeholder‘s annotations 

Rüdiger called in the executive board to come to a decision. The following day the decision was an-

nounced in an employee meeting, calling together all of Solar‘s employees, reaching the remote loca-

tions through a life video broadcasting. Rüdiger presented with the same professionalism as in his initial 

speech. The decision resulted in the most favoured strategy, of offering the company whilst downsizing 

the production facilities as an adjustment to the current market. He further explained the next steps to 

be taken, also announcing the consequences in terms of closures and dismissals. The strategy led to the 

closure of a south german and italian production facility, as well as the layoff of two thirds of the cur-

rent employees, dismissing over 600 employees.

The decision that fell in the cooperation with the executive board was sober as the way it was concluded. The following 

employee meeting had a different connotation, since it appeared to be the peak of disenchantment. His announcement of 

impending restructuring actions affected his usual speech style, with a shortly dejected voice, reducing neutrality, despite the 

good news of the business continuity. While he expressed his condolence for those who are facing unemployment and ex-

plained this sacrifice as inevitable step to continue after all.

After the emotional situation calmed down, initiatives to attract possible investors were taken. The em-

phasis in this case was to find a committed shareholder for the continuation precluding the divesture of 

the company, which was a perquisite for maintaining the state guarantees. The request for proposal at-

tracted a fair mount of investors, after engaging negotiations Solar SE could be sold to the Indian solar 

producer, Microsun. The company was transformed transformed to Solar Modules GmbH overtaking 

all employees.
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4.3.  Volvo AB

Interview partner: Ingemar (Director of Public and Environmental Affairs, Volvo Group), Karin (Sec-

retary)

Company profile: large, Swedish Stock Corporation

Led by: Board of  Directors with Supervisory Board

Context of  crisis: external induced

Company description:

The Volvo Group represents Sweden‘s largest company in terms of revenues and employees in the na-

tional private sector. It is one of the world‘s largest manufacturers of buses and medium to heavy-

purpose trucks. The companies truck operations include, Volvo Trucks, Mack Trucks, and Renault 

Trucks. Volvo‘s second pillar are buses, being number two on the world market. Furthermore, Volvo is 

the world‘s largest manufacturer of heavy diesel engines and number four in construction equipment. 

The wide product range also includes generators, aircraft and rocket engines. (Heper, 2011) Volvo has 

production facilities in 19 countries, distributing its products in over 180 countries. Products are dis-

tributed through own and independent dealers (Marketwatch 2011).

Volvos‘s cultural statement:

The Volvo Way is the lively dialogue between leaders, within teams, and among colleagues around 

the world. This is the way we conduct business and deliver results. This is how we partner with cus-

tomers and suppliers, how we work and change, and how we build the future together. (Volvo Web-

site, The Volvo Way)

Crisis description:

The global financial crisis that begun in the year 2007 and led to unnumbered bankruptcies of financial 

organisations. The crisis infected in consequence, due to crisis induced uncertainty, the producing 

economy through collapsed demands. It reached its peak in the year 2008 with the insolvency of the 

Lehman Brothers Bank.

The Volvo AB produces advanced industrial products and distributes them in the business to business 

sector. An average delivery time of one year emphasises the longterm investment character for a buyer 

of these products. The Volvo‘s problematic arose out of the crisis consequences which created uncer-
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tainty and let to reserved investments, thus orders by customers. The global downscaling of production 

hit especially the core product, trucks, on the effect of a global decrease in transporting volume. Ten-

sioned financial markets fuelled the crisis further through restricting investment financing drastically. 

Volvo suffered under a turnover decrease of  almost 50% (N-TV).

Portrait of  the Leader:

Ingemar in his positions as the ‘Director of Public and Environmental’ affairs is in his early sixties. He 

is responsible for over 200 subordinated, partly spread out over the organisation in different countries. 

Ingemar holds a Master of Science in chemical engineering from Chalmers University of Technology, 

Göteborg. He joined Volvo in the year 1974 and held various positions in the company. Since 1988, 

where he became ‘Environmental Officer’ he worked his way up until he reached his current position. 

He is responsible for representing Volvo on matters of environmental care, business ethics, human 

right and social issues. His lifetime work for Volvo provides a in-depth knowledge of the company and 

involves numerous business connections throughout the company. He considers himself as and envi-

ronmentalist and dedicates his influence to improve environmental conditions and can reflect on that 

through the companies values, culture and mission statement.

He developed a balanced leadership style appreciating individual perspectives and encouraging his sub-

ordinates to develop further. The appears to be charismatic in a way that his orders and advises he pro-

vides give a motivating perspective whilst creating a calm and open, communicative environment. 

Ingemar does not enforces pressure on people and believes in the need of intrinsic motivation to exe-

cute things right. He fosters a culture of personal development and reflection, also addressing critical 

issues. Charged situations do not effect Ingemar‘s behaviour, his well-balanced appearance emboldens 

trust and provides direction. 

Portrait of  the Subordinate:

Karin is Ingemar‘s personal secretary in her forties, working for nine years for Volvo, and for over four 

years as Ingemar‘s office assistant. She studied business administration and holds a bachelor degree. 

Her role as personal assistant gives her deep insight into the daily business of Ingemar, supporting him 

in his work and also experiencing his personal behaviour, moods and methods. Furthermore she got to 

know Ingemar‘s specific characteristics over the time, that enable her to interpret situations more pro-

foundly. 
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Description of  the Events:

The ascendency of the crisis could be sensed at Volvo, long time before it actually affected other parts 

of the economy. The investment character of the Volvo products leads to far-sighted planning on the 

side of the buyer. In the times of crisis and fuzzy future expectations, Volvo‘s orders decreased dra-

matically since the year 2007. The product specific long delivery time of one year enabled Volvo to 

prepare the crisis before it effected the actual production. Nevertheless the high sensitivity of Volvo‘s 

customers, and the foreseeable low capacity utilisation hit Volvo earlier and harder than other players in 

the economy. First initiatives were to form a task force preparing necessary actions to face the immi-

nent challenges. The committee constructed a roadmap which identified the key problematics and de-

termined the essential actions to be taken. Due to Volvo‘s affiliation within the Swedish society and its 

responsibility towards it, decisions can not be made autonomously and require sensitive approaches of 

the problematised issues.

Ingemar‘s department had the obligation to communicate the consequences of the crisis to the public. 

Volovo‘s importance in the Swedish economy and its responsibility towards stake- and shareholders 

required interaction with powerful organisations and political entities. Among these were labour unions, 

high politicians, suppliers and major customers, that had to be informed and engaged in negotiations 

about further steps to withstand the times of crisis. To conquer these difficult times meetings with rep-

resentatives of  the interest groups have been scheduled.

The awareness of the crisis among Ingemar‘s team was communicated in detail which caused a trustful relationship, since 

the consequences were clearly addressed. Ingemar and his team members were provided with a challenge of which its  ap-

proach and how it was to be overcome gave them perspective and a moral framework (Ingemar). 

First approaches of addressing the external environment had a rather frustrating character since labour unions and politi-

cians were not able to gasp the authenticity of the upcoming crisis. During the time of the first meetings were seven to eight 

month time until production lines would come to a standstill. The informative meetings were a tilt at windmills preparing 

Ingemar for further difficulties (Ingemar). 

The initial situation can be characterised by public unawareness of the dramatic extend of the immi-

nent disruptive times. In the year 2008 the crisis struck only the financial sector and did not, or not sig-

nificantly infect other parts of the Swedish economy. This led to a wrong evaluation of the circum-

stances, especially on the issue of forthcoming consequences. The public opinion, including politicians, 

was influenced through their unaffected markets, which did not show any signs of vulnerability. This 

problematic tremendously increased the difficulty to create awareness of Volvo‘s issues, [in their world 
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they haven‘t got that signals] (Ingemar). Further meetings were needed to convince the public of the 

seriousness of  the situation.

The tension rose, when it came to discussing the kind of restructuring programs, when labour unions and politicians, the 

intention was to avoid dismissals seeking the continuance after to crisis, but still implied the dismissal of thousands of 

employees. Ingemar‘s balanced behaviour or communicative leadership was not influenced through the intense negotiations, 

with one remark, during that time he [went in seclusion] (Karin) more often, using the [time to think] (Ingemar) over the 

indicated future path in the search for a better solution.

To prepare Volvo for the time after the crisis it was of further interest to hold employees over that time 

and occupy them with training programs. These programs were established in cooperation with gov-

ernmental institutions and labour unions, also relying on the welfare system. Any longer it was the goal 

to reconcile the varying interests and provide a solution which was effecting thousands of  jobs.

Aligning the different groups was a great challenge which required stamina and steady nerves. The less from initiative is 

sensed from the counterpart in this times of crisis the [more activity it triggered in you and your own rows] (Ingemar). 

Continuous efforts to gain attention and eagerly find anticipated solutions raised the tension as well. These influences re-

sulted in Ingemar‘s efforts to communicate even in a more detailed way.

The further progress of the crisis now emphasised the addressing of measures within the company. 

Open communication about imminent hard actions concerning dismissals and temporary lay-off pro-

grams were practiced already since day one. This also included the precautionary informing of media, 

[to stay on top of any other issues] avoiding transfigured information from people that experience a personal 

crisis (Ingemar). 

Since crisis progressed and influenced other parts of the economy a better understanding of Volvo‘s situation was created 

in public, that caused a [great relief], finally being understood (Ingemar). Even though the times were hard, the initiated 

measures provided decent solutions, lowering the tension among the ‘task force team’ being convinced to have done the most 

that could be accomplished for the people.

The elaborated concepts could be presented to the the affected groups. Revealing actual dismissals and 

temporary lay-offs. Disseminated on an executive level, it was upon the team leaders to perform the 

upcoming dismissals face-to-face.
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The relationship to subordinates in that times were difficult, especially with those that were obliged to leave, this demanded 

a high level of empathy to have an understanding for others problems and approach them appropriately (Ingemar), which 

he expressed (Karin). Managers were focussing to take the pressure off the people, discussing new issues that arose over 

the course of  time to create more transparency and comfort people.

Another problematic that came to light when dismissals were carried out was the problematic of redis-

tributing work. Also specialised personnel had to be released, putting managers in the challenging situa-

tion to maintain the functionality of their department while key employers had to leave. This caused 

anger among employees, a common perspective was that the crisis has been used to trim the company 

in a way that only a crisis would have allowed due to too extensive labour union and public pressure. 

This opinion was spread by a minority and in general by effected frustrated employees. The compre-

hensive information that was provided beforehand dissipated these criticisms rapidly.

Volvo‘s early actions and open communication culture prepared and helped to overcome these 

disruptive times. The crisis hit Volvo the hardest at the end of the year 2008. In the beginning of July 

2011 Volvo managed to reach pre-crisis levels, reaching an equal level of employees than before the 

crisis.
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5. Analysis - The Evisceration of  the Tribes‘ Prey.

5.1. ITPRO

The case of ITPRO with its dramatic, rather tragic development was an ambitious approach of a muta-

tion to conquer the market. Developed routines to attract attention were not sufficiently adjusted to the 

environment. Unfortunately this evolved oddity of nature was not able to compete successfully in the 

struggle for life.

5.1.1. Leadership

Emanuel‘s leadership style developed out of the situation of being placed in a leadership position, thus 

he did not slowly grew into his position. One could say that he provides a high degree of authenticity, 

but is nevertheless far from from the concept of authentic leadership, lacking hope, optimism, and a 

high moral character (Avolio, Gardner et al., 2004). His passive [acceptance for the ongoing incidents] brings 

us to the distinction between leadership and management, since one of the highest goals of leadership 

is to provide directions, that face the challenges (Probert & Turnbull, 2011). Emanuel‘s frequent [expres-

sion of anger], the revealing of negative emotion in a crisis situation causes a negative effect on subordi-

nates, rather than evoking the same energising emotion towards an issue (Madera & Smith 2009). 

Emanuel‘s state of abidance and passiveness, together with the emotional expression of anger elicit 

“nervousness and sadness elicited low arousal (fatigue) in participants” (ibid).

The performed emotional intelligence, expressed through lack of empathic behaviour, to be able [to 

gasp the mood and intention] of employees, intensified situations.  The questioned empathy has been linked 

to effective leadership (Kellet et al. 2006).

Even though the success of the start-up might not have depended on leadership skills, it might have 

created a more favourable atmosphere, not interrupted by outbursts of personal conflicts. Today‘s 

bright leaders should create an environment wherein their team members think, speak, and act generat-

ing an intensity that demands high-level work, but also foster tolerance for mistakes and an understand-

ing for the importance of learning along the way. This behaviour of a Multiplier-Ideal creates a mental 

space in which people can flourish. (Wiseman, McKeown 2010) In the case of ITPRO the leader has 

not yet reached that level of  reaching beyond the egocentric domain of  the leader himself.
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When analysing the whole progress of the crisis, it was frequently interrupted by peaks of dramatic 

incidents to which Emanuel often reacted sharp with [incidental outbursts let(ing) the tension come to surface] 

and in the following expressed his emotions unfiltered. Without self knowledge he may not be aware of 

how emotional he really is in the situation and nevertheless attempts to present himself as the coura-

geous leader, the but his inner feelings and fragility will be clear to his employees (Ladkin & Taylor 

2009). In the context of enacting the true self Emanuel is lacking the ‘mediated sensemaking process’ 

not consistent with the notion of an authentic leader (ibid). As Ladkin and Taylor (2009) argue a 

leadership performance which is read as authentic is not necessarily accomplished through sheer naiv-

ety.

5.1.2. Sensemaking

Emanuel‘s lack of occupying the stance of an organisational actor, [characterised through (his) passiveness] 

made it hard for his subordinates to understand the context, what caused the disruption and interpret 

the situation (Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996). The role of a leader in such times is to enable people to make 

sense out ouf a situation (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). That created increased passiveness in the followers, 

implied through the leader inhibits action, rather than triggering it. The patterns and routines that 

members of an organisation should develop to react according to the current circumstances are estab-

lished in an individual way requiring further co-ordination instead of  immediate action.

5.1.3. Followership

In the case of ITPRO followership is performed rather passive, the newly established team and the pa-

triarchic leadership characteristics of Emanuel suppress leader follower activity in terms of Carsten et. 

al‘s view  of a reciprocal relationship (2010, p. 559). As it is emphasised in the current literature the fol-

lower in the authentic leadership domain is actively reflecting the leader’s stimuli (Gardner et al., 2005). 

While the leader also reflects on the followers behaviour, understanding their frame of reference he 

challenges himself  permanently measuring his performance on the performance of  his followers.

5.1.4. Environment

The analysis of special environmental conditions have to be regarded in the context of ITPRO. The 

increased dynamics of the online market need the application of strategies and tactics of its own. Even 

though the leadership might be limited to the inexperience of the executor, he was able to master  stra-

tegic challenges. Emanuel‘s age along with his inexperience in terms of leadership on the one hand, and 

on the other hand his age is his advantage of being grown up in this accelerated environment of the 

Nicolai Tabakoff     |   Strategic Leadership in Disruptive Environments - Survival of  the Fittest    |    2012 49



digital age make him aware of the “global, complex, uncertain and interconnected business environ-

ment” as Maak and Pless (2006, p. 99) put it. His strategic approach to immediately react to an emer-

gent situation must be recognised. Nevertheless in terms of working environments, he as a leader who 

shapes it, created a rather grim atmosphere. Contemporary leadership researchers demand circum-

stances for an ideal environment to fosters openness, support, and the opportunity to develop, so that 

it empowers leaders and their followers (Gardner et al., 2005; Luthans & Avolio, 2003), this was clearly 

not the case.

5.1.5. Contextual Interdependencies 

Theory Fragments of  the Organisational Ecology Approach based on Hannan & Freeman (1989)

ITPRO‘s crisis may have been internally induced through a risky strategic approach, but it was to a cer-

tain extend the misconception of the environmental setting that inhibited the new species to establish. 

The OEA approach may provide a structured concept to explain disregarded relations of the natural 

habitat that it had to adjust to.

The characteristics of the depicted start-up and the newly established team did not show  signs of iner-

tia, or change resistance. It can be argued that the young organisation was still in the process of build-

ing and manifesting structures so that a higher degree of flexibility was upheld, not increasing mortality  

(Hannan & Freeman 1989, p. 95).

Distinguishing the organisational type, ITPRO must be clearly considered as a specialist that aimed at a 

niche market, creating a high dependency towards it. A diversified structure may provide risk diversifi-

cation but especially in the meanwhile matured online market would have to face higher competition 

and lower profits (ibid, pp. 103-105). A vital factor of the failure might have been the anticipated avail-

able resources within the aimed market which determines the mortality rate. Higher competition of 

specialists, offering the same product, as in the case, decrease the chance of survival (ibid, pp. 103-105). 

Another influential factor might be the ‘Density Dependance’, the amount of competitors operating in 

that market should have discouraged further activity decreasing market attractiveness (ibid, pp. 131-

137). Finally the young company with limited had to fear a high mortality probability (ibid, pp. 137-

138).

The analysis of the ecological system in which the company operated should be a cornerstone of the 

leader’s strategy calculus. To which extend it has been taken into consideration and which other influen-

tial factors played an important role for taking the entrepreneurial challenge remains unclear.
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5.2. Solar

The portrayal of Solar can be described as an classic restructuring case of brusque clear cutting. Clean-

ing out the meanwhile inefficient company parts that the actual management hesitated to cut or could 

not, due to regulations or labour union influence. Traits that the species developed over time are not 

adequate anymore in the current environment. Evolution continued but Solar did not hold the pace 

limiting its competitiveness through traits that once might have been an advantage but now turned into 

burden. The insolvency administration gave the company time to withdraw from the struggle for life, 

exhale and start readjusted.

5.2.1. Leadership

Rüdiger‘s way to lead established over the years of experience as a insolvency administrator. This stud-

ies of law enable him to argue well and reach his audience through thoroughly chosen words. Especially 

his way of communicating at the right time and in the right way, like the [speech in front of the employees 

(that) provided deep encouragement] (Sabine) sets emphasis on restoring “confidence, hope and optimism” 

(Avolio & Gardner, 2005). His awareness of the context, for example in tensioned negotiations his be-

haviour was described as [neutral, but determined] (Sabine) gives him the ability to adjust to situations 

(ibid). Rüdiger‘s concept of providing [a new direction] (Rüdiger) enhances the long-term perspective 

(George 2003, p. 9). Through his [self-assurance and confidence] (Sabine) concerning the future develop-

ment he demonstrated the awareness how he behaves and how he is perceived by his audiences’ as a 

mediator of confidence, hope, and optimism (Avolio & Gardner et al., 2004). Following the conception 

of Luthans and Avolio‘s authentic leader, building his leadership upon positive activation and the or-

ganisational context (2003, p. 243). Even though his resilience as shown in various situations, [Rüdigers 

mood seemed to be not changing] (Sabine), it is also coupled with slight [ignorance] through the awareness of 

his ultimate authority [by not reacting to raised issues] (Sabine).

A culture of open and trustful communication as it  was introduced but not fully lived through the lead-

ers was now the more encouraged through Rüdiger‘s transparent communication.

Rüdiger‘s profound enactment of his ‘true self ’ signalising his condolence with a [dejected voice] taking 

out the neutrality embodying his true feelings, revealing it to the real world (Ladkin & Taylor 2009) un-

derlines his leading skills in “being aware of their own and others’ values/moral perspectives, knowl-

edge, and strengths” (Avolio & Gardener et al., 2004). Therefore summarising his leadership close to 

the ideal of  the authentic embodied leadership.
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5.2.2. Sensemaking

Right form the beginning Rüdiger occupied the stance of an organisational actor, though enhancing the 

communication, providing them with information that enables followers to interpret the issues at stake 

(Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996) and develop or prepare strategies to respond to the current circumstances (Ba-

ran & Scott, 2010). His way to anticipate the employees concerns and their frame of reference enables 

him to provide meaningful messages according to the situation, such as [declaring possible painful cuts to be 

necessary, underlining the serious situation] (Rüdiger), the message was declared a in a factual way declaring 

that Rüdiger is in charge and about to change the necessary. This provides directive, but also lets fol-

lowers take part in the evaluation of  the current risks (Scott & Trethewey, 2008).

5.2.3. Followership

Solar‘s employees have been prepared for an environment of “transparency, trust, integrity and high 

moral standards” (Gardner et al., 2005) unfortunately it has not been practiced yet to the full extend. 

The constant and obvious struggles the organisation experienced accompanied with a low level of 

communication shattered the followers view of the leader as a role model. The dissemination the cul-

tural artefacts without leading by example is not fostering the intended environment (ibid) and is rather 

creating a counterproductive effect. The more followers have been receptive to their new leader who 

provided them with the needed authenticity and transparency.  Aligning his goals with those of the fol-

lowers (ibid) can be also exemplified through the inclusion of executives and stakeholders in the 

decision-making process (Carsten et al. 2010, p. 559).

5.2.4. Environment

The disrupted environment of Solar and its fuzzy outlook, determined by uncertainty, demands the 

reduction of complexity. Rüdiger‘s approach of setting priorities, as restarting the production and af-

terwards problematising and reacting to the elicitor of the crisis before he took next steps was splitting 

up the problems into digestible parts, reducing the mentioned complex and uncertain environment 

(Maak & Pless, 2006, p. 99). The difficulties that arise out of a disruptive context were confronted with 

detailed information including a conceptual view that [provided the holistic overview for the listener] (Sabine), 

thus “a sense of  purpose and guiding vision” of  the leader’s strategic approach (ibid).
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5.2.5. Contextual Interdependencies 

Theory Fragments of  the Organisational Ecology Approach based on Hannan & Freeman (1989)

The increased competitive situation and lack of evolution caused Solar‘s struggle of life. The organisa-

tion’s continuance depends on the ability to change in terms of pace and adjustment capabilities to the 

new conditions. Further it might be of extraordinary importance to foster a coherent and evolved or-

ganisational culture, which encourages routines that are able to cope with the dynamic environment. 

The high environmental dependance of Solar will become more clear under the application of the 

OEA perspective.

Solar‘s established position within the branch and its early maturity state within the lifecycle led to a 

certain extend of change resistance through established stakeholder influences and hardened organisa-

tional structures (Hannan & Freeman, 1989, pp. 137-138). Emphasising the influence of the leaders, 

which were not able to overcome the deliberating inertia (ibid, p. 86). The organisational type can be 

characterised as specialist, with a high dependance on the market, which has led to high profits (ibid, p. 

95) but due to the legitimation and market potential the density on the market increased therefore in-

tensified the struggle  (ibid, pp. 131-137). This goes hand in hand with the available resources, Solar‘s 

market shares have been reduced continuously, due to the high competitiveness of new players. Solar‘s 

failed to take advantage of their established market position and now facing the increased probability of 

mortality (ibid, pp. 103-105). 

As the theoretical fragments of the organisational ecology approach point out, Solar manoeuvred itself 

into the situation through passiveness, neglecting evolution, and finally fighting by all means for sur-

vival.
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5.3. Volvo

The disruptive times that Volvo experienced were not only limited to their environment, it effected the 

globalised markets of the world, that were at the same time responsible for the contagion of the threat-

ening virus that the world was not prepared for. The increased mobility and the global accessibility of 

markets enhance possibilities and connect and interact in a broader scale, but also lead to a higher vul-

nerability.

5.3.1. Leadership

His academic background providing him the knowledge and understanding of environmental processes 

from an scientific perspective increased his awareness for the earths‘ ecosystem. His ideal of a symbi-

otic life of mankind and nature expresses his way of living and also determined his career choice. 

Ingemar‘s profession as environmental manager is energised through his inner ambition to make a dif-

ference and create a responsible, sustainable world. This concept is also expressed in the way he leads. 

Since the first day of being aware of the crisis, it has been communicated, following their corporate 

culture of “lively communicating” all issues, and preparing it for upcoming stroke (Avolio & Gardner  

2005). This provides direction for the followers [how (the challenge) was to be overcome] and fostered their 

context awareness (Avolio & Gardner et al., 2004). But the core problematic was rooted in the envi-

ronmental context. His continuous efforts to create awareness of Volvo‘s situation and how he ap-

proaches people depicts his understanding of his and others contexts‘ (ibid) in which he operates in a 

confident and resilient manner with [balanced behaviour] (Karin). Further he maintained a long-term per-

spective (George 2003, p. 9), envisioning [the continuance after the crisis] (Karin).

The relationship with his subordinates required a [high level of empathy] (Karin) to anticipate their mood 

and on that Ingemar tried to construct an outlook that provided positive directive and attract the atten-

tion towards the intended organisational goals (Luthans & Avolio, 2003, p. 243). He was not only aware 

of others but also knew how to [approach them appropriately] showing concern, [enact]ing the ‘true self ’ in 

his environment (Karin).

5.3.2. Sensemaking

As in the case of Solar the enhanced communication prepared Volvo‘s employees for the dynamic cir-

cumstances to make sense out of the situation and respond quicker to emergent influences evoked by 

the crisis (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). The importance of interaction within the organisational context 
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underlines Ingemar‘s awareness through [understanding for others problems], thus adequate behaviour in-

creases the leader’s legitimacy through making sense in his role as leader (Weick, 1993). The far greater 

challenge was in the external communication, since the ‘public’ frame of reference was [not able to gasp 

the authenticity of the upcoming crisis], this was confronted with increased information flow, that intended to 

create receptiveness for environmental cues (Baran & Scott, 2010).

5.3.3. Followership

Active participation of followers encouraging a “lively dialogue between leaders, within teams, and among col-

leagues” is already established in Volvo‘s cultural statement, but also manifested in the day to day opera-

tion, as emphasised before. This doctrine creates an interrelation between leaders and followers, allow-

ing them to “contribute to the improvement and attainment of group and organisational objectives” 

(Carsten et al. 2010, p. 559). Ingemar‘s integration into an environment, his respect for nature and any 

forms of life expresses a the relative extend to which he perceives his own personality in the context. 

Thus has a deep understanding of himself as a leader (Campbell et al., 1996; Howell & Shamir, 2005), 

which allows him to affect “the extend to which the followers align their identity, values and goals with 

those of  the leader‘s” (Gardener et al., 2005).  

5.3.4. Environment

Accelerated vulnerability to situations of crisis increased Volvo‘s alertness, as a company that operates 

in a global scale structures for a ‘crisis task-force’ and routines for diverse scenarios exist. These meas-

ures reduce “compexity and uncertainty” (Maak & Pless, 2006, p. 99). As well as active measures of 

communicating future problematic issues like the [precautionary informing of media]. In times of sys-

tematic crisis which affects all instances of an economy even well diversified strategies can not damp 

the impact. In this case as we have seen here the high dependance on the environment can only be en-

countered through preparing the organisation for these times to cope with the new range of interac-

tion, considering the emergent influences (Avolio, 2003). This organisational trait is manifested in Vol-

vo‘s culture through stated artefacts as well as enacted behaviour of  Ingemar.

5.3.5. Contextual Interdependencies

Theory Fragments of  the Organisational Ecology Approach based on Hannan & Freeman (1989)

Drawing back to the root of the OEA the events of the financial crisis fit the analogy of the natural 

disaster of an asteroids impact on the earth. The relative small asteroid would awhirl particles and the 

environmental conditions of the atmosphere would spread them in a global scale and darken the hori-
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zon, effecting the ecosystems and finally leading to the exhale of not adjusted, not prepared species. 

The financial crisis effected alike, staring with a flap of a butterfly‘s wing to set of a crisis that effected 

economies in a global and permanent way due to the environmental conditions of the interlinked busi-

ness world of  today. 

The more established a company is in its business environment the higher is its tranquility, thus in the 

case of Volvo a high resistance has to be considered (Hannan & Freeman 1989, p. 86). Volvo faces this 

issue in the organisation’s internal context through a culture that supports change and through exten-

sive communication with stakeholders to overcome the resistance. Further the age dependance which is 

linked to the theory of inertia and change resistance makes it harder for Volvo to compete with its 

hardened structures and organisational routines (ibid, pp. 137-138). Even though Volvo‘s product range 

can be determined as one of a risk reducing generalist, the broad scale of the crisis is effecting the 

company as a whole is not providing an advantage in the struggle for life (ibid, p. 95) This also affects 

the occupation of market shares, which does not provide any advantage during systematic crisis (ibid, 

pp. 103-105).  

The effectuation of all branches, markets and the general collapse of demanded products sets the em-

phasis towards internal characteristics of organisations, as ‘ineria and change’ and the ‘age dependance’ 

pointing out the importance of  organisational culture and leadership .

5.4. Authentic Self  Exposure

As the case studies have shown, all leaders exposed emotions with varying degree of conscious enact-

ment. Which was based on the individuals capabilities of handling situations, experience and personal 

characteristics. Even though harsh reactions or dramatic outbursts might be part of leadership philoso-

phies, in this dramatic contexts‘ the border between consciously enacted leadership and overwhelming  

emotions is fuzzy.

Emanuel‘s frequent outbursts might be far apart situations of authentic self exposure in the sense of 

controlling the way how to express them, revealing his true self without the effectuation of self con-

trol, presenting ‘unfiltered emotions’. 

Rüdiger showed during the announcement of closings of production sites concern, through an influ-

ence on his voice and though mentioning his [condolence]. Similar performance can be described when 

Ingemar approached employees in an empathic way, supported through his enacting of his concern. 
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On the background of the leader’s experience and general high self-awareness this can be regarded as 

an authentic self exposure of expressing emotions of his ‘true self ’ with such followers can identify, 

creating an increased influential relationship with followers (Ladkin & Taylor, 2009).
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6. Discussion of  the Findings - How does the Lion Guide his Tribe through the 

Drought?

6.1. Answering the Question of  Research

Complexities of our times demand leaders that evolve organisations and prepare them for the struggle 

of  life. In order to return to the initial question of  research, it must be asked for: 

 Impact of  the leader and his leadership in the times of  disruptiveness?

The leader’s capabilities are decisive for an organisation to develop characteristics that determine to 

gain an edge over competitors. As it was depicted in the evaluated case studies, an organisation’s per-

formance is highly dependent on their leader. The leader’s failure of not evaluating the environmental 

forces that are effecting an organisation may lead to be tossed about by the waves as in the case of IT-

PRO. The Solar example demonstrated how leaders and the companies that they shape have to face the 

realm of competition and adjust accordingly. Volvo‘s experience in the global crisis allows only one 

variable of influence to be extracted to prepare for the disruptive stroke that hits the organisation in-

evitably - a culture that enables the organisation to respond to emergent influences. 

The initiator of culture and change is the leader, who requires a certain set of skills and characteristics  

to lead the organisation through times of crisis. His leadership must have surpassed the egocentric per-

spective and empower followers to bring cultures to life (Thompson J., 2002) that encourages openness   

and foster the individual development of organisational members stimulating evolution. Leadership 

and communication are seen in a participative way that leads to discourse and creates ‘transparency, 

trust, integrity, and high moral standards’ (Gardner et al., 2005). The leader acts in awareness of the 

context and can empathically anticipate how followers think and act (Avolio, Luthans, and Walumbwa, 

2004, p. 4). The own understanding of the leader’s self is the basis of understanding others values and 

moral perspectives, knowledge, and strengths (ibid). These are skills that the leader as the role-model 

must incorporate and enact so that his followers are inspired and align their goals with those of the 

leader (Gardener et al., 2005).

The leader seems to be the centric figure in a companies calculus to shape their future, but what influ-

ences the leader himself ?
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Influence of  the individual character traits on the leadership style during disruptive times?

The cases revealed that in dependance on the personal background, experience and especially on the  

leadership skills the extend and control of personal influences is determined. Meaning for example in 

the case of ITPRO, the disrupted times often called for unconventional measures that reached beyond 

the usual repertoire of leading routines usually performed in day-to-day business. The leader’s judge-

ment of a situation relies on the personal values that he must be aware of, the anticipation of the fol-

lowers view of the context, and how to project them onto a certain situation. Especially when situa-

tions heat up the leader must rely on this concept to exclude his personal feelings from the tensioned 

situation and strive for “a procedure that is constructed upon positive psychological capacities and the 

developed organisational context(.)” (Luthans & Avolio 2003, p. 243). An ability that Emanuel could 

hardly demonstrate, causing an cultural environment that was lacking the positive, energising capabili-

ties. 

The globalisation and introduction of the digital age brought markets closer together and connected 

the modern business world in a global scale, but at the same time it led to an increased fragility. 

Influence of  environmental factors on the leader and his decision making in disrupted times?

The environmental importance escalated through recent developments, global markets are breaking up 

former limited competition and establish a new pace in business. Especially in times of crisis it is the 

dependance on the environment that determines the leader’s decision, since the organisation’s need to 

adjust to it and evolve routines to cope with the environmental conditions. All demonstrated cases 

showed a high dependance towards the environment with different abilities to face it, determined by 

the type of  crisis. 

Having now pointed out the importance, effect and environmental dependance of and on the leader in 

disruptive times it may now be elaborated the overriding question.

What are the challenges of  leadership in disruptive situations?

The tension that arises during situations of crisis demand a highly authentic leader appearance to be 

able to provide direction for the followers and keep the attention on the desired subject. Especially in 
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the dramatic situations of crisis the expression of emotions through enacting them is important to be 

perceived as determined by the audience. Authentic leadership and especially the enactment of such 

demands high awareness of the own mind. Thoughts and characteristics as well as the attentiveness to 

somatic clues that need to be expressed in order to convey emotions that are rooted in the ‘true self ’ of 

the leader (Ladkin & Taylor 2009). The focus must be drawn towards self control and knowledge of 

own character traits that influence the decision-making process.

On the basis of the leader’s own understanding he must be able to empathically connect to his subor-

dinates, in the context of the situation, to address them in a way that he can reach their frame of refer-

ence. Followers need to be provided with appropriate direction that also makes sense in their minds. 

The mentioned elements of leadership need to be embedded in an enacted organisational culture, that 

unifies corporate behaviour and prepares the members for dynamics of crisis. The dominant strategy 

that has been successfully performed by Solar and Volvo was the emphasised comprehensive commu-

nication that helped to create understanding, transparency and trust to build attentiveness and pre-

established reactive concepts to oppose issues that might occur during crisis.

The open minded cultures also need to enhance organisation’s versatility to be able to compete with a 

dynamic market that might not only be affected through the players on the market but also shows de-

pendance on the global economy. The liability towards crisis increased which further demands organisa-

tional concepts, manifested in cultures, that encourage the right actions in times where they are needed.

Finally leaders of today have to be able to evolve the entrusted organisations as well as they have to 

face the need for personal evolvement. Never the less it is open to discussion what a leaders’ and his 

leaderships’ characteristics may be desirable to succeed in disruptive times.

6.2. Discussion of  Leadership

The question that arises with the challenge of disruptive times is the issue of the more appropriate 

leadership style. - ‘To what extend is authentic leadership a cure and how pertinent is it  in the phase of 

disruptiveness?’.

There is no doubt about the variety of executed leading styles. As it was shown in the cases the per-

formance of the leaders in the portrayed situations varied as their leadership style. The previous men-
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tioned demand for authenticity in order to inspire and act as a role model can be often recognised in 

politics. To exemplify, two remarkable leaders may be mentioned in the following paragraph.

The times of extensive suppression and economic exploitation of India through British colonialists in 

the 1920‘s paved the way for a remarkable leader that provided direction, encouragement, and the 

means to the people to make the desired difference. Mahatma Gandhi may be seen as an example of 

authentic leadership, providing values through enactment, treating his opponents in a way as he would 

treat his peers. 

These way of leading people is not restricted to politics, and may be also relevant in the business do-

main, as organisational cultures become more and more important. His leadership style is rooted in 

equality and balance of power to create an environment that provides respect and room for the indi-

vidual. In consequence it emphasised to create an equilibrium between forces, aiming for a stronger, 

more balanced position.

Another example of a great leader can be seen in the reformation of the Ottoman Empire, initiation of 

reforms and alignment of the arabic influenced Turkish culture with western principles in the 1920‘s 

and 1930‘s. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk liberated and inspired his country. His reformation of the Turkish 

culture and introduction of values of equality and enlightenment encouraged the emancipation. Al-

though his authoritarian way of leading and demonstrative hardness, when it came to the repression  of 

political opponents (Kreiser 2008) he led towards democracy and openness for new influences.

As in the case of Atatürk, his leadership style seems to be rather contradictory to Gandhi, nevertheless 

he also followed equal motivations with the introduction of his reforms, of creating a more equal and 

elevated society, temporarily destabilising a habitat to adapt to progressed environmental conditions 

and a long term equilibrium.

The two outlined examples show that even though, leadership styles vary, the motivations and values 

behind it have a more profound potential to reach and convince people and turn them into followers. 

The right type of leadership in times of crisis might be hard to define since the list of contrary exam-

ples is long. But what could be recognised as a consistent pattern was the appreciation of fairness in 

leadership, applying values of oneself and treat followers as wanting to be treated oneself. This might 

be one important root of  authenticity and being perceived as authentic.
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