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Introduction

cHapTeR 1



12    |    Chapter 1

A crisis occurs.1 For example, a forest fire, terror attack, chemical spill, or earthquake. 
Public authorities mobilize, call up first responders, establish command centers, and 
try to gauge the cause and extent of the unfolding hazard (Comfort, 2007). Likely it 
takes some time before a clear picture emerges (Weick, 2005). It may take even longer 
before response systems become fully operational and a collective course of action 
gets established (Moynihan, 2009a). In the meantime, societal actors mobilize as well 
(Stallings & Quarantelli, 1985). Citizens mobilize to help their families and neighbors 
(Drabek & McEntire, 2003). NGOs, such as the Red Cross, mobilize to aid in the relief 
efforts (Beck & Plowman, 2013). And in some cases, even businesses, churches, and 
community organizations mobilize to provide additional support and assistance (Dynes, 
1990). To complicate matters, not all actors that mobilize are primarily concerned with 
the immediate impact of the crisis. Some see the crisis as a potential opportunity for 
societal and political change (Baumgartner & Jones, 2010; Birkland, 1998). In fact, it is not 
uncommon for protest and advocacy groups to also mobilize, sensing a new window of 
opportunity to advance their interests (Kingdon, 2003). 

In recent crises, the manifestation of both cooperative and contrarian types of societal 
mobilization has been all too visible (Ansell, Boin, & Kuipers, 2016). For example, during 
the EU refugee crisis (2015–2016), some citizens were eager to help arriving refugees by 
starting soup kitchens or organizing donation drives (Ostrand, 2015). At the same time, 
other citizens took to streets, protesting against what in their minds were unfair policies 
and political decisions that allowed the crisis to occur in the first place (Guiraudon, 2017; 
Rucht, 2018). As Boersma et al. (2018) observed, some citizen initiatives even mobilized 
political protests and offered alternative forms of help simultaneously. 

The mobilization of societal actors provides public authorities with vexing challenges 
under otherwise already complicated, stressful, and chaotic conditions (Nohrstedt, 
Bynander, Parker, & t Hart, 2018; Rosenthal, ‘t Hart, & Charles, 1989). Recent responses 
to crises illustrate how authorities struggle to identify appropriate strategies to engage 
with societal mobilization (Lorenz, Schulze, & Voss, 2018; Tierney, Bevc, & Kuligowski, 
2006). For example, in the Netherlands, authorities found it difficult to distinguish 
between potentially helpful citizen initiatives and disruptive protest groups during 
the refugee crisis (Boersma et al. 2018). In some cases, spontaneous citizen initiatives 
were even prevented from helping refugees. Similarly, in the wake of the 2008 Sichuan 
earthquake, Chinese authorities were so fearful of protests and negative media coverage 
that they blocked access to the affected areas for large groups of people (Teets, 2009). 
And in the wake of the 2008–2009 financial crisis, many Western governments struggled 
to make sense of the emerging Occupy movement, which at times, resulted in violent 
clashes between authorities and protestors (Gamson & Sifry, 2013). 

1  This opening has been borrowed from Moynihan (2009).
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In contrast, there are also plenty of cases in which authorities are more responsive 
to societal actors and are able to find common ground (Auf der Heide, 1989; Stallings 
& Quarantelli, 1985). For example, in the United States, after the collapse of the Twin 
Towers, a group of citizen volunteers provided rescue workers and first responders 
with much needed supplies, such as food, clothing, and tools (Voorhees, 2008). And in 
Norway, after the 2011 terror attack, local civilian boat operators worked together with 
police to rescue people from Utøya island (Wachtendorf, 2013). Many additional case 
studies have illustrated that cooperation between public authorities and societal actors 
leads to increased response capacity and increased response legitimacy (Aldrich & 
Sawada, 2015; Christensen, Lægreid, & Rykkja, 2016a; Whittaker, McLennan, & Handmer, 
2015). 

There are unmistakable risks and benefits associated with societal mobilization 
in times of crisis, as the above cases illustrate (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015; Tierney, 2014). 
Despite increasing interest in societal mobilization, little is known about the strategies 
that authorities can enact to engage with societal actors during crises and little is known 
about how, exactly, strategies affect crisis response capacity and legitimacy (Christensen 
et al., 2016a; Kuipers & Welsh, 2017; Nohrstedt et al., 2018). In this dissertation I therefore 
pose the following research questions:

 
1 Which strategies can public authorities enact towards the mobilization of societal 

actors during crises that promote crisis response capacity and crisis response 
legitimacy? 

2 What are the consequences when authorities fail to enact an appropriate strategy?

This chapter describes my process for answering these questions. I first discuss how 
crisis management and societal mobilization have been understood to date, both in the 
literature and in practice. Building upon this discussion, I present a research framework 
for this dissertation, one that details how public authorities can be functionally and 
politically responsive toward both cooperative and contrarian societal mobilization: 
that is, how they can enact different types of functional or political strategies toward 
each type of societal mobilization. Furthermore, I conceptualize how strategies toward 
societal mobilization relate to the crisis response capacity and response legitimacy of 
a crisis response system. Finally, I outline how each of the empirical studies underlying 
this dissertation is aimed at answering the main research questions. 

1.1 Dual perspectives on societal mobilization in crisis response 

To understand how authorities respond to societal mobilization in the wake of crises 
and disasters, it is important to first discuss the different theoretical and practical lenses 
through which crisis response has been understood in the past. In this dissertation, 
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I use “authorities” to refer to all government organizations, such as first response 
organizations (police, fire departments), medical services, and municipalities as well as 
regional and national governments. A crisis (a term that will be used interchangeably 
with “disaster” throughout this dissertation) is defined here as “a threat to core values 
or life-sustaining systems which require an urgent response under conditions of deep 
uncertainty” (Rosenthal et al. 1989, p. 10). To date, most research in the crisis and 
disaster management literature has adopted one of two perspectives on crisis response: 
a functional (technical-professional) perspective or a political perspective (Boin et al., 
2005; Boin & Lodge, 2016; Nohrstedt et al., 2018; Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1991). I now 
discuss both in turn. 

The dominant paradigm in the literature has long been the functional perspective 
(Kuipers & Welsh, 2017). Its underlying assumption is that through “seamless 
collaboration across organizational and jurisdictional boundaries – information sharing, 
resource pooling, coordinating operations, holistic place-based and client-centric 
approaches,” crises and disasters can be effectively managed (Nohrstedt et al., 2018, p. 
258). Research using a functional perspective may, for example, investigate issues and 
challenges such as information sharing between response organizations, the conditions 
of effective crisis governance, or the distribution of resources across disaster sites 
(Boin & Lodge, 2016; Christensen, Lægreid, & Rykkja, 2016b; Nohrstedt & Bodin, 2014). 
Hence, a functional perspective emphasizes the more practical issues and questions 
that authorities and first responders are confronted with when responding to a crisis. 
Arguably, its focus is often comparatively value-neutral (Moynihan 2009). By studying 
such topics, researchers have improved the practice of crisis and disaster management 
tremendously, providing first responders with new tools and methods to organize crisis 
response processes (Nohrstedt et al., 2018).

 Nevertheless, as Boin and Lodge (2016, p. 5) argue, a political perspective has 
been increasingly emerging. This perspective emphasizes that crises are also “turning 
points” that “undermine legitimate orders, as institutions, policies and leaders are 
seen to be failing to perform the core task of protection.” Rather than viewing crises as 
hazardous situations that need to be mitigated, a political perspective simultaneously 
sees crises as potential opportunities for political and societal change (Birkland, 1998, 
2009; ‘t Hart, 1993). It emphasizes that crises are often followed by blame games and 
framing contests about who and what caused a particular crisis to occur, how the 
crisis was handled, and who bears responsibility for any failures in the management 
process (Ansell et al., 2016; Boin & ‘t Hart, 2000; Hood, 2002). In these blame games, 
authorities and societal actors strongly promote narratives that suit their political 
interests (Boin, ‘t Hart, & McConnell, 2009). In fact, the mere possibility of blame games 
greatly influences how authorities respond to crises (or want to be seen responding to 
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crises), since the outcomes can lead to major political reforms and negative electoral 
consequences (Hood, 2010). Research adopting a political perspective has identified 
that the response to crisis and disaster situations is certainly not only a value-neutral 
“technical” challenge; it is also deeply embedded within political debates and bureau-
political power struggles (Kalkman & Groenewegen, 2018; Rosenthal & Kouzmin, 1991). 

In the literature, the functional and political challenges and dilemmas involved in 
managing a crisis are often discussed in largely separate debates (Nohrstedt et al., 2018). 
Functional challenges are discussed in the “traditional” crisis management literature. 
Political challenges, on the other hand, are discussed in the public policy literature, 
which generally makes an analytical distinction between functional (or “situational”) 
crises and institutional crises in which the political consequences of a functional crisis 
become a matter of concern (Ansell et al., 2016; Nohrstedt et al., 2018). 

Arguably, both perspectives provide fruitful lenses to study societal mobilization in 
times of crises, especially since, as Moynihan (2009) discusses, both perspectives also 
have a strong bearing within crisis management practice. Many professional discussions 
focus on the functional challenges associated with managing a crisis and engaging 
with societal actors. But, at the same time, as soon as a crisis unfolds, political interests 
play an important role in how a crisis is actually managed (Waugh & Streib, 2006). In 
practice, both functional and political strategies are often enacted simultaneously. And 
as mentioned previously, public authorities increasingly struggle with crises where the 
boundaries between functional and political challenges blur, making it more difficult 
to determine how responsive authorities can and should be in the face of societal 
mobilization and what kinds of functional and political strategies they can enact. 

The following section presents a framework for understanding the multiple 
dimensions of societal mobilization in crisis and disaster management, one that also 
serves as a guiding framework for the research conducted in this dissertation. 

1.2 studying societal Mobilization in crisis Response: Toward a Research 
framework 

The aims of this dissertation are to (1) identify which strategies public authorities can 
enact that both support the mobilization of societal actors and promote crisis response 
capacity and crisis response legitimacy and (2) identify what the consequences are when 
authorities fail to enact an appropriate strategy. Building upon the previous discussion, 
I developed a research framework that allows me to separately study functional and 
political strategies toward different types of contrarian and cooperative societal 
mobilization (see Figure 1). Because the functional and political theoretical lenses that 
researchers adopt can also be linked to the types of strategies that authorities enact, 
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each of the empirical chapters will focus on either functional or political responsiveness 
toward societal mobilization and the extent to which they promote or maintain 
response capacity and response legitimacy. The discussion chapter will consider both 
types of responsiveness in conjunction. The research framework is summarized in 
Figure 1 below. 

figure 1. Research framework.

The lines in the framework shown in Figure 1 represent the different opportunities 
for authorities to engage with societal mobilization as well as the different possible 
outcomes. For example, cooperative societal mobilization can be managed with either 
functional or political strategies, but each strategy likely leads to different outcomes 
for response capacity and response legitimacy. Before providing more detail on how I 
will answer my main research questions, I will first discuss each of the core concepts of 
my research framework. The operationalization of the concepts will take place in the 
empirical chapters (Chapters 3, 4, and 5).

1.2.1 Cooperative and Contrarian Societal Mobilization

Societal mobilization occurs in many forms and has therefore been studied from different 
perspectives. Researchers in the crisis management literature, the social movement 
literature, and the public policy literature have studied why societal actors mobilize 
in response to crisis and disaster situations (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003c), how they 
organize themselves (Diani, 2015; Majchrzak, Jarvenpaa, & Hollingshead, 2007), and 
when and how they are able to influence post-crisis policy processes (Birkland, 1998; 
Nohrstedt, 2013; Sabatier, 1988).

Based on the existing debates, broadly speaking, a distinction can be made between 
cooperative mobilization and contrarian mobilization (Birkland, 1998; Dynes, 1970). The 
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first type of mobilization occurs in line with public authorities’ interests and viewpoints 
– for example, when NGOs mobilize to assist authorities with providing shelter locations 
during a flood or when advocacy groups promote narratives about a crisis that advance 
authorities’ interests (Nohrstedt, 2013; Pralle, 2003). The second type of mobilization 
occurs when societal actors present opposing interests and viewpoints in relation to 
authorities (Boscarino, 2016), such as when citizen groups mobilize to rescue people 
from affected areas, but authorities find it too dangerous for them to enter, or when 
protest groups mobilize to criticize authorities about the handling of an unfolding crisis 
(Nohrstedt & Weible, 2010). 

In practice, authorities can be responsive to both types of societal mobilization 
(Dekker & Bekkers, 2015; Vigoda, 2002). Of course, the challenges and dilemmas involved 
in engaging with contrarian mobilization are likely to be more complex than those of 
engaging with cooperative mobilization (Alink, Boin, & ‘t Hart, 2001). 

1.2.2 Responsiveness toward Societal Mobilization

When faced with societal mobilization during crises, the question for authorities is 
to what extent they can be responsive toward the emergence of new societal actors. 
Responsiveness is defined here as “the practice of taking into account the (variety) of 
changing needs, wishes and claims of citizens and societal groups” (Dekker & Bekkers, 
2015, p. 497). Based upon the previous discussion, I distinguish between two types of 
responsiveness: functional responsiveness and political responsiveness. Either of these 
can be geared toward both cooperative and contrarian societal mobilization.

Functional responsiveness refers to technical-professional, practical, or logistical 
responsiveness to societal actors. In crises, functional responsiveness is aimed at 
identifying tools, practices, mechanisms, and arrangements for incorporating societal 
actors in crisis response processes before, during, or after crises (Boin & Lodge, 2016; 
Edelenbos, van Schie, & Gerrits, 2010). It is geared toward the immediate impact of a 
crisis rather than its potential social and political long-term consequences. 

In practice, functional responsiveness toward societal actors is quite common in 
crisis management (Kuipers & Welsh, 2017; Twigg & Mosel, 2017; Whittaker et al., 2015). 
During crises, authorities largely view societal actors as a potential source of extra help 
and local knowledge (Twigg & Mosel, 2017). Many positive examples of authorities 
working together with societal actors in the wake of crises and disasters can be found 
in the literature, as was mentioned in the introduction (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). 
However, authorities also see many risks in engaging with societal actors during crises. 
The most commonly cited risk is that actors may hurt themselves and others (Barsky, 
Trainor, Torres, & Aguirre, 2007). These doubts are not unfounded. Whittaker (2015) et 
al. note that in the aftermath of the 1985 Mexico City earthquake, some 100 citizen 
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volunteers perished while trying to rescue people from collapsed buildings. And in the 
wake of the 1999 Gölcük earthquake, a 32 km traffic jam caused by citizen volunteers 
hindered authorities’ access to the affected areas (Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004). The 
primary challenge from a functional perspective is therefore to identify effective and 
practical strategies for engaging with societal mobilization during crises. 

Political responsiveness, in contrast, refers to taking into account the different 
viewpoints of societal actors who may question either the events, policies, and actors 
leading up to the emergence of a particular hazard or the way a response process was 
handled (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2000; Kuipers, 2005; Resodihardjo, 2009). Compared to functional 
responsiveness, political responsiveness is focused on addressing the political needs, 
wishes, and claims of societal actors rather than when they can be practically involved 
in a crisis response process (Ansell et al., 2016). 

Political responsiveness is arguably a more challenging task for authorities, 
compared to functional responsiveness, because societal actors and public authorities 
may oftentimes disagree about a collective course of action (Waugh & Streib, 2006). 
For example, Aldrich (2012) points out that in the wake of the 2011 Fukushima disaster, 
societal protest and activism played an important role in challenging the Japanese 
government’s nuclear policy. In fact, widespread “public pressure [was responsible for] 
altering decades of business-as-usual politics” (Aldrich, 2012, p. 9). Similar protests have 
prompted major political and policy changes in a wide variety of cases following crises 
and other trigger events (Birkland, 1998). 

For authorities, the primary challenge from a political perspective is to assess the 
extent to which they should engage with societal actors who are highly critical of 
their role. Different outcomes are possible, ranging from societal engagement and 
widespread political reform to denial of criticism and limited institutional changes 
(Ansell et al., 2016). Some societal voices may therefore be marginalized, while others 
are amplified (Tierney, 2007). 

1.2.3 Conceptualizing Response Capacity and Legitimacy 

The extent to which authorities are responsive toward cooperative and contrarian 
mobilization may determine whether strategies promote crisis response capacity 
and crisis response legitimacy (Christensen et al., 2016b). Crisis response capacity and 
legitimacy are understood here in the context of the whole crisis management system 
that responds to the emergence of a crisis. As I discussed earlier, the authorities that make 
up the crisis management system range from traditional first response organizations to 
local, regional, and national governments (Robinson, Eller, Gall, & Gerber, 2013).  

Response capacity refers to the “formal structural and procedural features of the 
governmental administrative apparatus but also informal elements, that is, how these 
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features work in practice” (Christensen et al. 2016, p. 888). Response capacity can be 
further divided into analytical capacity, regulatory capacity, coordination capacity, 
and delivery capacity (Lodge & Wegrich, 2014). Analytical capacity refers to authorities’ 
generation of knowledge, which is used in a response process “in order to understand, 
forecast, and anticipate” how a crisis will progress and what actions may be needed to 
bring the situation back to normal (Parrado 2014, p. 5). Regulatory capacity encompasses 
the oversight activities conducted by authorities, the reviewing and monitoring of how 
public and private actors respond to a crisis response process (Lodge 2014). Coordination 
capacity is the ability of authorities to align “the activities of a range of organizations 
and units that follow distinct worldviews and (…) preferences” during crisis and disaster 
situations (Wegrich and Štimac 2014, p. 1). Finally, delivery capacity refers to whether 
authorities can implement policies or enact strategies, that is, if they are able to ‘deliver’ 
what they set out to do (Hill and Hupe, 2014). 

Including societal actors in crisis response processes can lead to increased delivery 
capacity during a crisis, which means that better services can be provided to affected 
communities (Wagenaar, 2014). Similarly, including societal actors can also lead to better 
analytical capacity because authorities can gain access to new sources of information 
and, as a result, a better understanding of the unfolding crisis (Palen & Anderson, 2016). 

Response legitimacy “concerns citizens’ perceptions of whether the actions of the 
authorities are desirable, proper, or appropriate within certain socially constructed 
systems of norms, values, and beliefs” (Christensen et al. 2016, p. 888). It may also refer 
to input legitimacy, throughput legitimacy, or output legitimacy (Schmidt, 2013). Input 
legitimacy refers to legitimacy generated by societal participation in crisis response 
processes, throughput legitimacy concerns whether societal actors’ participation 
is transparent and accountable, and output legitimacy involves whether response 
processes are considered effective by societal actors (Schmidt 2013). Increases in 
response legitimacy mean that societal actors trust public authorities more and are 
more satisfied with their performance (Eriksson, 2011). Increased responsiveness, both 
functionally and politically, will likely lead to increased response legitimacy because 
both authorities and societal actors experience that their voices and opinions matter. 
However, too much responsiveness may come at a cost to response capacity, draining 
resources and taking up valuable time (Kapucu & Garayev, 2011). 

As Christensen et al. argue (2016), response capacity and response legitimacy 
are intrinsically linked, meaning that the outcomes of strategies regarding societal 
mobilization can only be judged by whether they improve or maintain response capacity 
and response legitimacy simultaneously. That is, the overall outcome of a particular 
strategy not only relates to improving tangible results (increasing response capacity) 
but is also dependent on public perceptions of the measures that were implemented. 
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In practice, however, public perceptions may not correspond to the actual actions that 
are taken. 

The questions remain, which responsiveness strategies can authorities use in the 
face of societal mobilization, and what happens if authorities are not responsive? The 
next section details how I will answer these research questions. 

1.3 Research approach

Building upon the research framework outlined in the previous section, this section 
sketches how I will separately study functional and political responsiveness strategies 
toward different types of cooperative and contrarian societal mobilization. I will answer 
the main research questions in four chapters – a conceptual discussion and three 
empirical studies – which are briefly described below.

In each of the four chapters, I start from a process perspective and ontology, which 
acknowledges that crises are not static events but situations that unfold over time 
(Langley, 1999; Roux-Dufort, 2007; Van de Ven & Huber, 1990; Williams, Gruber, Sutcliffe, 
Shepherd, & Zhao, 2017). Process research seeks to provide explanations for “an observed 
progression of change events in terms of generating mechanisms that cause events to 
happen in the world and the circumstances when they operate” (Tsoukas, 1989). Process 
methods of theorizing and research have been widely adopted in the management 
and organization sciences, where they are increasingly seen as a fruitful lens through 
which to solve complex and dynamic research puzzles (Langley, 1999, 2007; Van de Ven 
& Huber, 1990; Van de Ven & Poole, 2005). By adopting a process research perspective, 
I pay specific attention to the different phases of a crisis and the way in which public 
authorities engage with societal actors in each. 

As Tsoukas (2005) and Van de Ven and Poole (2005) suggest, process research 
can involve distinct epistemologies and ontologies. Tsoukas (2005), for example, 
makes a distinction between “weak” and “strong” process studies, where the former 
acknowledges the existence of social actors and organizations, and the latter reduces 
all organizational phenomena to processes. Here, I follow the “weak” process view by 
studying how organizational entities (authorities), and their members, engage with 
societal actors over time. In line with this view, I not only define “critical events and 
(…) major turning points” in the analyzed processes from the outside (i.e., what I see as 
significant) but also from the inside, “by having (…) participants indicate which events 
are significant to them” (Poole and van de Ven 2005, p. 1390). When reporting my 
research results, I specifically follow a “conceptualized composition,” which allows me 
to derive relevant concepts from existing theory rather than exclusively from the data 
itself (Berends & Deken, 2019). 
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This dissertation is grounded in two empirical cases: the Dutch response to the EU 
refugee crisis and the Dutch response to the Groningen earthquakes. The first case was 
chosen because the fragmented way in which the Dutch government responded to 
the influx of refugees allowed me to compare and contrast different local responses to 
the emergence of societal actors (Leonard-Barton, 1990). In this way, I could move past 
single event studies that look at only one instance of societal engagement during a 
crisis. The second case was chosen because of its longitudinal character. The Groningen 
crisis triggered multiple “strategic” rounds in which citizen and other advocacy groups 
challenged the policy actors responsible for gas production and the emergence of 
earthquakes. Therefore, I could study how authorities engaged with societal actors 
over time and assess the effects of their response strategies, while controlling for the 
political‐institutional context (Abbott 2001).

Below I will briefly introduce the two cases. A more detailed overview of the cases 
and methodological justifications can be found in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, where I will also 
operationalize the concepts in the research framework. 
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Case 1: Refugee Crisis 

Following the war in Syria and violent political unrest in countries across the Middle 
East and Africa, hundreds of thousands of refugees fled to the European Union in 
search of food, shelter, and safety. In 2015 and 2016, thousands of refugees crossed 
various borders into the European Union, traveling onward to countries such as The 
Netherlands, Germany, and Sweden. Larger groups of refugees began to arrive in 
The Netherlands after the summer of 2015. Public authorities were ill-equipped to 
handle the influx of refugees, largely due to budget cuts and a political unwillingness 
to do much crisis preparation. Suddenly, new shelter locations had to be developed 
and staffed, prompting a strong sense of urgency and much stress across response 
organizations and other public authorities. 

After the arrival of new refugees, societal actors in many municipalities and regions 
across the Netherlands offered help by providing food, new clothing, shelter, and 
many other necessities. Societal involvement ranged from formalized help through 
the Red Cross and Salvation Army, to local community organizations who organized 
daily activities for refugees and the individual citizens who flocked to shelter 
locations with offers of help. An important challenge for response organizations 
and public authorities was how to deal with the influx of volunteers. 

The arrival of refugees also sparked public protests both in favor and against refugee 
reception. In some instances, protestors went so far as to disrupt municipal council 
meetings. The political response to the refugee crisis was similarly very polarized. 
Some political parties were promoting extensive help for arriving refugees, while 
others either wanted to block refugees from coming in or wanted them to be sent 
back to their countries as soon as possible. 
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Case 2: Earthquake Crisis

On 16 August 2012, a small earthquake (3.6 on the Richter scale) struck the town 
of Huizinge in the Dutch province of Groningen. Earthquakes rarely occur in the 
Netherlands, so this was a highly unusual event. The earthquake was caused by 
local gas production. Several thousand households reported property damage but 
no people were injured; its immediate physical consequences appeared relatively 
limited. 
The earthquake caused an enormous and unprecedented public backlash against 
gas production, production policies, and the actors responsible for it. In fact, for 
the first time since gas production started in the 1960s, gas production policy 
became the subject of heated public and political debate. Environmental groups, 
citizen groups, and other advocacy groups harshly criticized the cozy relationship 
between gas production companies and the Dutch state. They expressed doubt 
that these actors could be trusted to protect citizens against future earthquakes 
given their financial interests in continued gas production and questioned which 
consideration came first: profit maximization or the safety of local citizens. After all, 
production revenues had always been an important source of income for the Dutch 
state, ranging from 3 to 10 percent of the country’s total revenue.
The growing criticism and public backlash led to a sudden and steep decline in the 
perceived legitimacy of the gas production policy sector. This development was 
both unexpected and extraordinary – especially because, in previous decades, gas 
production and gas production policies had been largely uncontroversial topics in 
Dutch politics. 
In response, policy actors enacted strategies aimed at restoring the Dutch gas 
policy sector’s legitimacy. These strategies proved unsuccessful. Each new measure 
temporarily eased popular discontent but failed to alleviate public concerns or fully 
restore the legitimacy of the policy sector. Gas production policy and the Groningen 
earthquakes continue to re‐emerge as a major political issue.

1.4 Dissertation structure and Methodology

To answer the main research questions, each chapter focuses on different aspects of the 
research framework. There is a broad distinction between Chapters 2, 3, and 4, in which 
I study functional responsiveness toward societal mobilization during the refugee crisis, 
and Chapter 5, in which I study political responsiveness toward societal mobilization 
during the earthquake crisis. Taken together, the results presented in these chapters 
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allow me to answer the research questions in full (see Table 1 below for an overview of 
the chapter structure).

cooperative societal 
mobilization

contrarian societal 
mobilization

functional responsiveness Chapters 2, 3, & 4 Chapters 2, 3, & 4

political responsiveness Chapter 5 Chapter 5

Table 1. Dissertation chapter structure.

To study functional responsiveness toward societal mobilization, I conducted two 
empirical studies and one conceptual literature review. Chapter 2 presents a conceptual 
discussion of functional responsiveness toward societal involvement before, during, 
and after crises. It also serves as an overview and starting point for Chapters 3 and 4. 
In Chapter 3, I discuss how authorities can govern societal mobilization during crises, 
by focusing on the tensions and dilemmas they encounter. I delve even deeper into 
managing societal involvement in Chapter 4 by studying how new online volunteer 
platforms can help improve and channel societal mobilization. 

To study political responsiveness toward societal mobilization, I conducted one 
empirical study. Chapter 5 discusses how authorities responded to the emergence of 
societal actors who challenged earthquake policies. I specifically analyzed how their 
protests confronted the status quo and why policy actors were unable to alleviate 
public discontent. 

Finally, in the conclusion and discussion chapter, I combine the research results 
presented in Chapters 2–5 and answer the main research questions of this dissertation. 
Each chapter is described in more detail below. 

1.4.1 section 1: functional responsiveness toward societal mobilization

Chapter 2 – Governing volunteers in times of crisis

This chapter presents a conceptual overview of the different types of societal mobilization 
that are present at disaster sites before, during, and after crises. I discuss and review 
the different ways in which response organizations and public authorities can govern 
mobilization during crisis preparation, response, and recovery, with a specific focus on 
the role of citizen volunteers and emergent groups. In the discussion, I focus on the 
importance of two factors: responsiveness to societal actors and the capabilities of 
societal actors themselves. In addition, I describe different challenges and dilemmas that 
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may confront response organizations during crisis response processes. I conclude by 
presenting a research agenda that guides the research conducted in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Chapter 3 – Tensions and dilemmas in crisis governance: Responding to citizen volunteers 

Building upon the literature discussion presented in Chapter 2, I study how authorities 
can govern societal actors during crises. I propose that, due to the spontaneous and 
emergent nature of convergence by actors at disaster sites, how response organizations 
resolve governance dilemmas when engaging with societal actors is important. I 
theorize that specific responses to governance dilemmas likely lead to successful 
governance outcomes. To illustrate the argument, I conducted a multiple case study 
analysis of the Dutch response to the 2015–2016 refugee crisis.

I specifically compared the ways in which five Dutch Safety Regions addressed the 
refugee crisis and engaged with societal actors. In the Netherlands, Safety Regions 
are in charge of crisis management at local and regional levels. Safety Regions bring 
together response organizations and municipalities in a hybrid lead organization or 
network-administrative governance form. My analysis is based on data collected from 
semi-structured interviews. 

Chapter 4 – Are you Ready2Help? Conceptualizing the management of online and onsite 
volunteer convergence

In this chapter, I further zoom in on the practice of engaging with citizen volunteers and 
study how online platforms can change the role of citizen volunteerism. The adoption 
of online platforms represents an opportunity for authorities to manage different 
manifestations of convergence, both online and offline. I analyze one such platform, 
“Ready2Help,” developed by the Red Cross in the Netherlands. The study demonstrates 
that by utilizing platforms, response organizations are able to transcend the boundaries 
between different types of organized behavior during disasters. I extend the original 
conceptualization of organized behavior, as previously developed by the Disaster 
Research Center, explaining how the development of new platforms helps channel 
the convergence of citizens and information. Therefore, platforms provide an interface 
between established, expanding, extending, and emergent forms of organized 
behavior. 

This study was based on multiple data sources, reflecting my ambition to capture 
a multifaceted account of onsite and online organizing of the voluntary response to a 
disaster. I first conducted an archival analysis of documents describing the organization’s 
policies regarding formal response, citizen involvement, and social media usage. This 
was followed by interviews with key informants at the Dutch Red Cross, as well as an 
observation of the first Ready2Help operational exercise. 
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1.4.2 Section 2: Political responsiveness toward societal mobilization

Chapter 5 – Management strategies in response to an institutional crisis: The case of 
earthquakes in the Netherlands

In the fifth chapter, I turn to an institutional legitimacy crisis and the Groningen case. 
I explore how institutional crises are managed, paying specific attention to the role of 
societal actors. The chapter focuses on the effects of management strategies observed 
in a case study of an institutional crisis in the Netherlands. While I found that authorities 
displayed a tendency to maintain the status quo of a policy sector, I also found that the 
effectiveness of their response strategies was negated by the counter‐response they 
evoked among freshly energized citizen, interest, and advocacy groups. I conclude that 
the resolution of an institutional crisis is inherently contested. 

For this longitudinal case study, I first gathered publicly available data, such as 
news reports, policy documents, speeches, public statements, and transcripts of 
parliamentary hearings, to gain a preliminary understanding of the case. Then, to 
track public attention on the Groningen earthquakes, I identified how many times the 
earthquakes had been discussed by national Dutch newspapers (NRC, De Telegraaf, and 
De Volkskrant). Based on this information, I developed an overall timeline of important 
events and the relevant organizations and individuals involved in the management of 
the crisis (Langley 1999). I then contacted those respondents and, in turn, asked them 
for the names of others who were important in the management process but whom I 
could not identify via publicly available information (Yin 2013). In total, I conducted 37 
semi‐structured interviews between October 2015 and July 2016.

1.5 chapter background

The four main chapters of this dissertation have been presented at international 
conferences or published in international academic journals. Below is a brief outline of 
the background and publication status of each of these chapters. 

chapter 2 

Schmidt, A. & Wolbers, J. (2019). Governing citizen volunteers in times of crisis. To be 
submitted. 

Paper presented at: The Second Northern European Conference on Emergency and 
Disaster Studies, 17 – 19 May 2017, Copenhagen, Denmark. 
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Paper presented at: the 21st International Research Society on Public Management 
Conference, 19 – 21 April 2017, Budapest, Hungary. 

chapter 3

Schmidt, A. (2019). Tensions and Dilemmas in Crisis Governance: Responding to Citizen 
Volunteers. Administration & Society, DOI: 0095399719836734.

Paper presented at: the 2018 International Public Management Network conference, 
20 – 21 September 2018, Bergen, Norway. 

Paper presented at: The Third Northern European Conference on Emergency and 
Disaster Studies, 21 – 23 March 2018, Amsterdam, The Netherlands. 

Paper presented at: the 2017 European Group for Public Administration conference, 28 
August – 01 September 2017, Milan, Italy.
 
Paper presented at: the 2017 European Group for Public Administration PhD Symposium, 
28 August – 01 September 2017, Milan, Italy.
 Winner of the PhD Symposium Best Paper Award. 

chapter 4

Schmidt, A., Wolbers, J., Ferguson, J., & Boersma, K. (2018). Are you Ready2Help? 
Conceptualizing the management of online and onsite volunteer convergence. Journal 
of Contingencies and Crisis Management, 26(3), 338-349.

Paper presented at: The 13th International Conference on Information Systems for Crisis 
Response, 23 – 24 May 2016, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

Paper presented at: The Northern European Conference on Emergency and Disaster 
Studies, 9 – 11 December 2015, Copenhagen, Denmark. 
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chapter 5

Schmidt, A., Boersma, K., & Groenewegen, P. (2018). Management strategies in 
response to an institutional crisis: The case of earthquakes in the Netherlands.  
Public Administration, 96(3), pp. 513-527. 

Paper presented at: the 2016 European Group for Public Administration conference,  
24 – 25 August 2016, Utrecht, The Netherlands.

Paper presented at: the 2015 Netherlands Institute for Government conference,  
5 – 6 November 2015, Nijmegen, The Netherlands. 
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cHapTeR suMMaRy 

This chapter presents a conceptual review of the different ways in which public 
authorities and response organizations can govern the mobilization of citizen volunteers 
before, during, and after crises. Our review is grounded in the existing literature on 
citizen volunteers, emergent groups, crisis governance, and societal mobilization. We 
pay specific attention to how authorities can be responsive toward societal actors and 
to the kinds of capabilities volunteers and other societal actors should have to play 
a meaningful role in crisis response processes. In addition, we describe the different 
challenges and dilemmas response organizations can face when they are confronted by 
societal mobilization. We conclude with an agenda for future research. 
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2.1 Introduction

In recent years, there has been growing academic attention on the mobilization of 
citizen volunteers and other societal actors during crisis and disaster situations (Boin 
& Lodge, 2016; Kuipers & Welsh, 2017; Twigg & Mosel, 2017; Veronica & Eklund, 2017). 
Citizen volunteers are “people who work outside of formal emergency and disaster 
management arrangements to help others who are at risk or are affected by emergencies 
and disasters” (Whittaker et al. 2015, p. 361). For example, Whittaker et al. (2015) 
argue that citizen volunteers play an important role in helping affected communities 
respond and recover and that they can provide valuable assistance to official response 
organizations. McLennan et al. (2016) suggest that citizen volunteers will have an even 
greater role in disaster management in the future because of a growing international 
focus on improving disaster resilience through new methods of citizen participation. 

To date, however, how response organizations can most effectively govern citizen 
volunteers is not well understood (Kuipers & Welsh, 2017; Nohrstedt et al., 2018). In 
the immediate aftermath of a crisis, it takes some time before response organizations 
become fully operational (Boin & Bynander, 2015). They have to deploy to an incident 
site, set up communication lines, establish who is in command, and assess the hazard 
and its damages before an appropriate collective course of action can emerge (Ansell, 
Boin, & Keller, 2010; Comfort & Kapucu, 2006a). In the meantime, citizens have generally 
started to organize and help themselves (Quarantelli 1988; Dynes 1994; Drabek and 
McEntire 2003; Kendra and Wachtendorf 2003; Helsloot and Ruitenberg 2004; Voorhees 
2008; Solnit 2010). 

It has often been suggested that response organizations view the emergence 
of citizen volunteers as somewhat of a “mixed blessing” (Whittaker, McLennan, 
and Handmer 2015; Veronica and Eklund 2017; Barsky et al. 2007). On the one hand, 
response organizations recognize the potential benefits of extra help and support 
in dire situations, but on the other hand, many are afraid that citizen volunteers may 
harm themselves and others (for which response organizations may be held liable) 
(Barsky et al. 2007; Koliba et al 2011). The latter concern is not entirely unfounded. In 
the aftermath of the 1999 Gölcük earthquake, a 32 km traffic jam made it difficult for 
response organizations to reach the affected communities, and in the aftermath of 
the 1985 Mexico earthquake, an estimated 100 citizen volunteers died while trying to 
rescue others (Whittaker et al., 2015). 

This chapter reviews and discusses how public authorities, such as response 
organizations as well as other local, regional, and national governments, can govern 
citizen volunteers at disaster sites. We survey the growing crisis governance literature 
and the literature on citizen volunteers in crisis and disaster management to identify 
successful strategies that authorities have adopted to engage with citizen volunteers 
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(Christensen et al., 2016a; Moynihan, 2009b; Nohrstedt et al., 2018; Twigg & Mosel, 2017; 
Whittaker et al., 2015). We are specifically interested in the ways in which authorities 
are responsive toward citizen volunteers and in the kinds of capabilities that citizen 
volunteers have. Our review is aimed at identifying the current state of the art of 
volunteer governance, both in the academic literature and in practice. Building upon 
the review, we provide avenues for future research.

We first discuss the different types of volunteerism present at disaster sites and then 
turn to different types of governance strategies that response organizations can employ 
before, during, and after a crisis. We pay special attention to both the responsiveness 
of response organizations toward citizen volunteers and the capabilities of citizen 
volunteers themselves. The chapter concludes with an agenda for future research. 

2.2 citizen Volunteers in crisis and Disaster Management

Research on volunteerism has a long history in the crisis and disaster management 
literature (Fritz and Mathewson 1957; Quarantelli 1988). Driving the early interest in 
citizen volunteers were researchers from the Delaware Disaster Research Center (DRC) 
(Quarentelli and Dynes 1968; Quarantelli and Dynes 1977), who were among the first 
to recognize that citizens can play a positive role in crisis preparation, response, and 
recovery. Their research helped counter the then-dominant narrative that panic and 
looting by citizens were prevalent in the aftermath of crisis and disaster situations (Auf 
der Heide, 1989). Instead, DRC researchers found that most citizens exhibit pro-social 
behavior and a willingness to help others in need in the aftermath of crises (Dynes, 1994). 
These early research results have since been confirmed in numerous studies across a 
wide variety of cases (Drabek and McEntire 2003; Helsloot and Ruitenberg 2004; Barsky 
et al. 2007; Whittaker et al. 2015; Kendra and Wachtendorf 2016; Schmidt et al. 2018).

Later research identified that the emergence of citizen volunteerism is strongly 
associated with the resilience of communities affected by a crisis (Tierney, 2014; Williams 
et al., 2017). Community resilience concerns “the collective ability of a neighborhood or 
geographically defined area to deal with stressors and efficiently resume the rhythms 
of daily life through cooperation following shocks” (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015, p. 255). 
Multiple studies have found support for the argument that resilient communities 
are more likely to exhibit successful and effective forms of volunteerism (Solnit 2010; 
Aldrich and Meyer 2015; Bankoff et al. 2004; Norris et al. 2008). The success of these 
communities can be explained by their having higher degrees of social capital and 
more access to networks that can foster disaster survival and recovery (Aldrich and 
Meyer 2015). Affected communities with a higher degree of pre-crisis social capital are 
able to withstand the initial effects of a disaster longer and are able to join forces to deal 
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with its consequences before governments are able to spring back into action (Boin et 
al. 2010). In communities with lower degrees of social capital, volunteerism is less likely 
to emerge or is less likely to be effective (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015).

Based on work by Quarentelli and Dynes (1968) and further refinement by Whittaker 
et al. (2015), we can distinguish between four types of citizen volunteerism present, or 
emerging, at disaster sites: emergent volunteerism, extending volunteerism, expanding 
volunteerism, and digital volunteerism (Table 1).  

crisis volunteerism Description

Emergent volunteerism Concerns citizens who offer assistance on impulse following a disaster, who 
are not previously affiliated with recognized agencies, and who may or may 
not have relevant training, skills, or experience.

Extending volunteerism Concerns existing community groups, businesses, and other organizations 
without emergency or disaster functions that extend their activities to 
volunteering in times of crisis. 

Expanding volunteerism Concerns organizations already working with volunteers that expand by 
mobilizing large groups of volunteers when disaster strikes.

Digital volunteerism Concerns citizens who offer online assistance by gathering, analyzing, and 
disseminating information on shared digital platforms.

Table 1. Types of crisis volunteerism.

The first type of volunteerism involves emergent volunteers. These are spontaneous, 
informal groups of citizen volunteers who come together in the aftermath of a crisis to 
address a real or perceived unmet need in the response process (Stallings & Quarantelli, 
1985; Twigg & Mosel, 2017). Emergent volunteer groups form on an ad hoc basis without 
prior planning and without a fully formed structure. They are characterized by fleeting 
group membership and unstable task definitions, and they can be geographically 
distributed (Majchrzak et al. 2007). Emergent volunteers are present at most disaster 
sites (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). For example, in the aftermath of 9/11, an emergent group 
of citizen boat operators evacuated people from Manhattan (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 
2016). Or, in the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal earthquake, local groups of citizens were 
the first to rescue people from underneath collapsed buildings (Wolbers, Ferguson, 
Groenewegen, Mulder, & Boersma, 2016). Emergent volunteer groups can play an 
important role in providing relief in the period before response organizations arrive on 
scene. Their primary benefit is that they “often have ‘real time’, ‘on-the-ground’ views of 
the issues and problems people face, and can configure themselves and their responses 
to meet local needs” (Whittaker et al. 2015, p. 362). In most cases, emergent volunteer 
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groups only exist for short periods of time before response organizations arrive 
(Veronica & Eklund, 2017). However, in some cases, emergent volunteer groups become 
more institutionalized, adopting rudimentary organizational structures and existing for 
much longer. One such example is the emergent group of citizen volunteers who, in the 
aftermath of 9/11, supported rescue workers who were searching for survivors in the 
rubble of the collapsed Twin Towers (Voorhees, 2008).

The second type of volunteerism, extending volunteerism, concerns volunteerism in 
the context of “regular organizations” who perform “emergency and disaster functions” 
in the aftermath of crises (Whittaker et al. 2015). Examples of such organizations include 
businesses, churches, advocacy groups, or sporting clubs (Quarantelli & Dynes, 1977). 
The prime example of extending volunteerism is that of Walmart, a US-based retail 
company, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. Walmart supported first responders 
and affected communities by providing food and other necessities, which the US 
government was unable to mobilize on short notice. (Boin & McConnell, 2007). Relying 
on its existing supply chain, Walmart was able to ship large amounts of necessities to 
affected communities. 

Although it is recognized that extending volunteerism occurs in many crisis and 
disaster situations, the phenomenon is not well understood. Some research suggests 
that policies on “corporate social responsibility” have improved the willingness of 
businesses to play a role in crisis and disaster management (Twigg, 2001). For example, a 
relatively recent survey of Fortune 100 companies found that many of these companies 
had engaged in disaster relief efforts (Johnson, Connolly, & Carter, 2011), with most 
favoring short, response-oriented activities or providing monetary relief. However, the 
conditions under which organizations in general become active in crisis response are 
not yet fully understood. 

The third type, expanding volunteerism, concerns volunteerism in the context of 
so-called expanding organizations (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). Examples of expanding 
organizations are the Red Cross and the Salvation Army (Whittaker et al., 2015). These 
volunteer-based organizations rely on comparatively small paid and trained staffs, but 
they can expand rapidly by mobilizing large groups of volunteers when disaster strikes. 
Many of these volunteers will have received pre-crisis training. Increasingly, expanding 
organizations are experimenting with new ways of ad hoc citizen mobilization (Twigg 
& Mosel, 2017). The Red Cross, for example, has adopted new platforms through which 
citizens can (spontaneously) sign up and participate in disaster response without taking 
courses or paying membership fees (Schmidt, Wolbers, Ferguson, & Boersma, 2018).

Finally, the fourth type – digital volunteerism – is a new form of volunteerism 
(Whittaker et al., 2015). In recent years, the crisis management literature has increasingly 
focused on the opportunities provided by citizens’ wide-scale use of social media 



2

GovernInG CItIzen volunteers    |    37

(Alexander, 2013; Eriksson & Olsson, 2016; Vieweg et al., 2010). Most importantly, studies 
in crisis informatics have demonstrated that social media provides first responders 
with actionable knowledge about the unfolding crisis and citizen behavior (Imran, 
Elbassuoni, Castillo, Diaz, & Meier, 2013). The use of crowdsourced data first appeared 
in the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, where affected Haitians texted around 
50,000 aid requests to the number 4636, and these were processed and mapped on 
an Ushahidi crisis map (a crowdsourcing platform) (Meier, 2015). Another example can 
be found during the 2010–2011 Queensland floods in Australia, where citizens made 
use of social media on such a large scale that it provided media and response agencies 
with near instant updates about the affected regions (McDougall, 2011). In subsequent 
years, during disasters like Hurricane Sandy in 2012 (Chatfield et al., 2014) and the 2015 
earthquakes in Nepal (Mulder et al., 2016), crowdsourced crisis data has become more 
embedded in crisis response processes. 

2.3 crisis Governance in Times of networks

An unanswered question is how these diverse types of volunteerism can be governed. 
Previous research in crisis and disaster management has discussed the governance 
of citizen volunteers in relation to two models: a command and control model and a 
continuity, coordination, and collaboration model (Moynihan 2009). 

The command and control model, favored by practitioners, understands crisis 
and disaster management from a hierarchical “military perspective.” Its underlying 
assumption is that disasters cause “chaos,” which can be “controlled” by a strict and 
well-defined “command and control” structure (Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977). Following 
this model, government’s primary tasks in the aftermath of a disaster is to provide safety 
and security and to lead society out of chaos and back to order. In cases where response 
organizations follow this model when responding to a crisis, citizen volunteers are met 
with distrust and are often ordered to stay away from disaster sites to allow response 
organizations to re-impose order (Whittaker et al. 2015). 

In contrast, the continuity, coordination, and collaboration model has a strong focus 
on the role of communities in crisis and disaster management and has been developed 
in juxtaposition to the command and control model (Dynes 1994, Dynes & Quarantelli 
1977, Tierney et al. 2006, Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2001; Drabek and McEntire 2003). This 
model emphasizes working together with communities to provide minimal disruption 
and to achieve common goals. Citizen volunteers are seen as a potential benefit rather 
than a burden because they have extensive local knowledge and are willing to help 
each other to safety. This model promotes extensive interaction between response 
organizations and citizen volunteers.



38    |    Chapter 2 GovernInG CItIzen volunteers    |    39

However, both models have been criticized in the literature (Moynihan, 2009a). The 
command and control model has been criticized most extensively because its emphasis 
on hierarchical command and control structures is deemed unrealistic in crises, where 
large numbers of organizations have to work together under stressful and uncertain 
conditions (Waugh & Streib, 2006). In fact, there are many studies that suggest imposing 
command and control models on response operations will lead to detrimental results 
(Boersma, Comfort, Groenendaal, & Wolbers, 2014; Quarantelli, 1988; Tierney, 2012). 
Conversely, the continuity, coordination, and communication model has been criticized 
because it largely ignores first responders’ needs for central coordinating mechanisms 
(Moynihan 2009). Furthermore, the model does not provide a lot of practical suggestions 
for achieving effective collaboration between response organizations and citizen 
volunteers, and it does not discuss what kinds of challenges, dilemmas, and tensions 
could emerge when response organizations collaborate with citizen volunteers (Barsky 
et al., 2007; Whittaker et al., 2015). 

In recent years, crisis governance has been increasingly understood from a network 
governance perspective (Comfort & Kapucu, 2006b; Kapucu & Garayev, 2013; Moynihan, 
2009a). Network governance is defined as a process of “achieving direction, control, 
and coordination of individuals and organizations with varying degrees of autonomy to 
advance joint objectives” (Imperial 2005, p. 282). Starting from the understanding that 
crisis and disaster management processes increasingly involve numerous organizations 
across multiple jurisdictions, policy sectors, and government levels, the network 
governance literature tries to identify how these diverse groups of organizational actors 
can best work together (Christensen et al., 2016b; Kapucu & Garayev, 2013; Kuipers & 
Welsh, 2017; Nohrstedt et al., 2018). A network governance perspective allows for new 
opportunities to study the governance of citizen volunteers, without preconceived 
notions about the benefits or obstructions they bring.

To ensure that large networks of organization can effectively combat the adverse 
effects of a crisis, network governance structures are employed that facilitate the 
exchange of information, decision-making, and resources. Many countries, such as the 
United States, France, the Netherlands, and Norway have adopted Incident Command 
Systems (ICS) to facilitate this process (Boersma et al., 2014). In practice, network 
arrangements have varying coordination structures, ranging from fairly centralized 
and hierarchical arrangements to more flat and decentralized network arrangements 
(Christensen et al., 2015). According to Christensen et al., the differences between 
arrangements often reflect specific local administrative cultures (Christensen et al., 
2015). 

To date, research on network governance has mostly focused on network governance 
of formal response organizations (Nohrstedt et al., 2018). Studies have focused on such 
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topics as the structure of response networks (Robinson et al., 2013), the evolution of 
response networks (Berthod, Grothe-Hammer, Müller-Seitz, Raab, & Sydow, 2017), and 
information exchange within response networks (Kapucu, 2006). However, relatively 
few studies have looked at situations in which the “joint capacities of [a] network will 
be overwhelmed and additional stakeholders will become involved, pushing [crisis] 
managers into temporary and ad hoc arrangements” (Nohrstedt et al 2018, p. 266). In 
short, little attention has been given to those situations in which citizen volunteers can 
play an important and beneficial role in the crisis response process.

2.4 Governing citizen Volunteers in crisis preparation, Response, and 
Recovery

This section builds upon our discussion of the literature on citizen volunteers in crisis 
and disaster management and the literature on crisis network governance. We discuss 
how governance strategies can be enacted in different phases of a crisis response 
process; these phases follow a cycle from mitigation to preparation, response, and 
recovery (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993; Pursiainen 2017). In doing so, we answer recent calls 
to incorporate “process thinking” in the crisis and disaster management literature. 
According to Williams et al., a process perspective “highlights the importance of pre-
event, in-event, and post-event crisis management” (Williams et al., 2018, p. 736). 

Following a process perspective, we look at governance strategies that prepare 
citizen volunteers for crises, strategies that can be enacted during a crisis to govern 
citizen volunteers, and strategies that can be employed after a disaster to build on the 
citizen volunteerism that was present during the disaster. We exclude strategies that 
focus on the mitigation of disaster risks (e.g., building dikes, earthquake-proof housing, 
evacuation planning) or on long-term recovery (building back from disaster). We discuss 
different types of volunteerism in each of the crisis phases, as the dynamics across 
phases are likely to be different, which means that response organizations will likely 
encounter different tensions and challenges (Carlsson et al. 2016). 

Our discussion focuses on the importance of two factors that can promote effective 
governance of citizen volunteers: (1) the responsiveness of authorities to citizen 
volunteers and (2) the capabilities of citizen volunteers themselves. Responsiveness is 
defined as “the practice of taking into account the (variety) of changing needs, wishes 
and claims of citizens and societal groups” (Dekker & Bekkers, 2015, p. 497). We define 
the capabilities of citizen volunteers as the resources at their disposal, their level of 
professionalization, and the level of internal organization and coordination (Majchrzak 
et al., 2007). Taken together, these factors can be expected to promote the capacity and 
the legitimacy of the crisis response process (Christensen et al. 2016).
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We focus on these factors because, without sufficient responsiveness to the needs 
and capacities of citizen volunteers, governance strategies are unlikely to succeed 
(Vigoda, 2002). The responsiveness of public authorities is needed to identify citizen 
volunteers, assess their potential involvement, and ensure that their needs are addressed 
(Beck & Plowman, 2013; Quarantelli, 1988; Twigg & Mosel, 2017). In addition, citizen 
volunteers should have appropriate capabilities to assist in the crisis response process 
(Barsky et al., 2007). Otherwise, they are more likely to harm themselves and others 
and to hinder response organizations (Whittaker et al., 2015). Therefore, it is vital that 
response organizations learn to recognize when citizen volunteers can be incorporated 
in response processes, and that they enact appropriate governance strategies to 
facilitate effective cooperation and collaboration (Kuipers & Welsh, 2017).

crisis phase Governance challenge public responsiveness Volunteer capabilities

Preparation How to ensure sufficient 
citizen mobilization 
before disaster strikes.

Identifying and 
supporting potential 
citizen initiatives in 
communities. Building 
citizen capabilities.

Preparation activities are 
aimed at building volunteer 
capabilities. 

Response How to steer and support 
citizen mobilization.

Sensitivity to emergence 
of a variety of citizen 
volunteer initiatives.

Without sufficient 
capabilities, effective 
cooperation with response 
organizations is unlikely. 

Recovery How to sustain citizen 
mobilization until 
authorities can take over 
the recovery process.

Supporting volunteer 
initiatives and 
facilitating appropriate 
accountability and 
legitimacy regimes.

Retaining volunteer 
involvement. 

Table 2. Three considerations regarding citizen volunteer governance: Governance challenges, 
public responsiveness, and volunteer capabilities.

We have structured our discussion along the categories presented in Table 2. This 
means that in each phase, we focus on the predominant governance challenges and 
tensions and the way in which these inform specific types of public responsiveness and 
volunteer capabilities.

2.4.1 Preparation phase: Developing governance opportunities

Authorities prepare for a crisis in order to take actions and measures that ensure an 
effective response to its impacts (Moe & Pathranarakul, 2006). In preparation for a crisis, 
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the key governance challenge is to ensure that the right forms of citizen mobilization 
occur during a crisis (Scanlon, 1999). Mobilization should preferably occur in a manner 
that is predictable for response organizations and in a manner that ensures maximum 
safety for first responders and citizen volunteers (Twigg & Mosel, 2017). It is therefore 
important that citizen volunteers receive some form of education or schooling about 
response practices and potential dangers (Barsky et al., 2007). The tension that response 
organizations must navigate most prominently during the preparation phase is between 
the cost of preparation activities and their effectiveness (Boin & McConnell, 2007). 

Traditionally, crisis preparation relies on different types of educational activities 
such as schooling, training programs, or information campaigns (Allen 2006; Lindell et 
al. 2016; Hermansson 2016). Especially in countries where disasters regularly occur, it is 
not uncommon for school children to receive various forms of disaster training (Kapucu 
2008). In education programs, individuals, households, and communities are educated 
about the measures they can take and what to expect (and not to expect) from response 
agencies in a disaster situation. Response organizations also incorporate citizen 
volunteers in crisis training exercises, both to prepare citizens for future disasters and 
to practice collaboration and cooperation between response organizations and citizens 
(Perry 2004). The effectiveness of these measures has been questioned in the literature 
because education activities are limited in time and scope and rarely have the desired 
long-term impact (Karanci, Aksit, & Dirik, 2005; McConnell & Drennan, 2006). Indeed, 
it has often been argued that preparing citizens for a crisis is a difficult challenge (Auf 
der Heide, 1989; Boin & McConnell, 2007; Nohrstedt & Bodin, 2014); some suggest it can 
even be considered a “mission impossible” (McConnell & Drennan, 2006). 

In terms of responsiveness, to effectively prepare citizen volunteers for crisis 
mobilization, response organizations can invest in preparation programs that are 
responsive to community needs and capacities (Aldrich, 2015). Responsiveness is 
dependent on understanding how communities are structured, recognizing potential 
crisis needs and capabilities within communities, maintaining relationships with 
communities, and empowering (parts of) communities that are likely to require extra 
assistance during a disaster (Perry, 2004; Sobelson, Wigington, Harp, & Bronson, 2015). 
In practice, response organizations have developed new policy programs to incorporate 
citizen volunteers to do precisely that (Whittaker et al., 2015). Instead of focusing on 
educating citizens, volunteers are actively recruited to become part of community 
response teams that may help to instruct and train their own communities in times 
of crisis. Key examples are the Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) in the 
United States (Barsky et al. 2007) or the Red Cross Ready2Help programs around Europe 
(Schmidt et al. 2018). 
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CERT volunteers began to be established in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, 
when FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency) implemented its Whole 
Community Approach (Sobelson et al., 2015). This approach was aimed at a shared 
understanding of community needs, capabilities, and empowerment to create a 
stronger social infrastructure, an increased collective preparedness, and a greater 
societal resiliency (FEMA, 2011). One element of the Whole Community Approach 
focuses on the governance of citizen volunteers through the Citizen Corps Council 
(CCC). The Citizen Corps Council consists of “a national network of over 1,200 state, 
local, and tribal Citizen Corps Councils [that] bring together local government, business, 
and community leaders who work to prepare their communities for disaster and to 
make them more resilient” (Drabczyk 2007, p. 45). CERTs are an important part of the 
CCC program. Their purpose is to educate citizens about what to expect following a 
major disaster, prepare citizens with lifesaving skills and rescuer safety, and organize 
teams that can help formal response organizations (Barsky et al. 2007). CERTs have 
been deployed in various disaster situations and have, for example, been tasked with 
supervising spontaneous citizen volunteers and supporting first responders (Sobelson 
et al., 2015).

In practice, volunteer capacity building is predominantly targeted at ensuring that 
citizen mobilization fits within established response structures (Barsky et al. 2007). 
Doing so requires changes at either the community level or the level of response 
organizations. For example, response organizations may foster crisis leadership at the 
community level to ensure that there are citizen representatives to talk to when disaster 
strikes, or they may offer schooling and other educational opportunities to make sure 
that citizens are aware of a response organization’s standard operating procedures 
(Sutton, Palen, & Shklovski, 2008). When response organizations adapt to citizen needs 
and demands, it is to ensure that governance structures can actually accommodate 
citizen help during crises (Stark, 2014). This may require that they open up governance 
structures and decision-making venues to facilitate citizen input (Whittaker et al., 2015). 

2.4.2 Response phase: Leveraging existing community capacities and facilitating 

emergent initiatives 

The key challenge in the response phase is to steer and support citizen mobilization so 
as to ensure the maximum involvement of citizen volunteers while also limiting their 
safety risks (Whittaker et al., 2015). The governance of citizen volunteers is complicated 
by the pressure response organizations are under to adequately address the unfolding 
disaster itself; a process that is characterized by high levels of stress, ambiguity, and 
uncertainty (Williams et al., 2017). As discussed previously, citizen initiatives are likely to 
emerge in unexpected places and can sometimes overwhelm first responders in the field 
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(Quarantelli, 1988). The key tension for response organizations is to balance opening 
up decision-making venues and governance arrangements for citizen volunteers with 
maintaining enough stability and predictability to ensure effective crisis governance 
between formal response organizations and networks (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003a). 

To effectively govern citizen volunteers during a crisis, response organizations can 
be responsive to the different types of citizen volunteers that can emerge at different 
stages of the response process (Stallings & Quarantelli, 1985). For instance, Kendra and 
Wachtendorf (2003) describe how, after 9/11, volunteers supported the formal Emergency 
Operation Center by mapping new locations for command posts, warehouses, and wash-
down stations. Further support was provided by an emergent group of volunteers who 
provided supplies to emergency workers at ground zero (Voorhees 2008). In addition 
to these forms of assistance, local boat owners self-organized a spontaneous rescue 
operation to evacuate citizens from all along the Manhattan waterfront when the World 
Trade Center towers collapsed (Kendra and Wachtendorf 2016). 

There is an important difference between accommodating organizations such as 
Walmart, which assist with crisis logistics, and accommodating emergent citizen groups 
(Boin & McConnell, 2007). The challenge for response organizations is to be responsive to 
all types of volunteer involvement (Quarantelli, 1988). This requires effective monitoring 
of new initiatives and the ability to quickly make enough internal capacity available 
to accommodate different types of volunteers and volunteer groups. A key enabling 
factor for successful governance is the emergence of swift trust between response 
organizations and citizen volunteers. Swift trust “develops through task-based action in 
the presence of a shared fate or higher-order goal” (Majchrzak et al., 2007, p. 154). 

Response organizations are increasingly requesting citizen help during response 
operations. For example, during Hurricane Harvey in 2017, city officials and FEMA called 
for citizens with boats to help rescue people trapped in their homes. The call was 
answered by multiple groups that organized under the umbrella of the “Cajun Navy” 
(Roth-Smith et al., 2018). Soon boat owners from around the region were providing help 
to the flooded areas by conducting water rescues and delivering supplies. Social media 
such as Facebook played a key role in coordinating their response efforts. 

To effectively cooperate with response organizations during a response process, 
citizen volunteers need to have a high level of capabilities. They have to be able to 
mobilize resources, be involved for a longer period of time, and be able to communicate 
and share information with response organizations (Hughes, St Denis, Palen, & 
Anderson, 2014). For example, in the aftermath of the Haiti earthquake in 2010, online 
digital volunteers set up the Ushahidi platform to map individual Haitian aid requests 
gathered via social media posts and SMS text messages. Similar online platforms 
were present during the Nepal earthquakes (Wolbers et al. 2017) and Hurricane Sandy 
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(Lachlan et al. 2014). But as Hughes and Tapia (2015, p. 20) argue, “Volunteer groups will 
be challenged to mature (…), to develop volunteer management systems, to develop 
permanent staff, to develop data management practices, and to establish training for 
new volunteers to ensure consistent response to professional responders as needed.” 
If they do not, it may be likely that the involvement of citizen volunteers will cost more 
than it delivers (Twigg & Mosel, 2017; Whittaker et al., 2015).

2.4.3 Short-Term recovery phase: Retaining community involvement in preparing 

for longer-term recovery

In the short-term recovery phase, the key issue is to sustain citizen mobilization and 
involvement until authorities can take over the recovery process and organize long-
term recovery (Tierney, 2014). Here, the goal of citizen mobilization is to bounce back 
from the disaster as quickly as possible. The primary tension in this phase is between 
the autonomy and the accountability of citizen volunteers (Fothergill, Maestas, & 
Darlington, 1999). As discussed earlier, it is often the case that citizen volunteers are 
most present in comparatively wealthier communities (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015). Multiple 
case studies have demonstrated that some social groups are excluded in the recovery 
process (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015; Tierney, 2014; Tierney, 2007). For example, Aldrich (2011) 
showed that in the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, groups with less social 
capital such as Dalits, migrants, Muslims, and women, were often excluded from the 
recovery process (Aldrich, 2011a). Communities that are most affected by disasters 
are generally those that have the smallest capacity to bounce back (Aldrich, 2011b). 
Response organizations and other public authorities are challenged to ensure that 
volunteer initiatives are supported in all affected communities so they can all rebuild at 
comparable speeds and none are left behind.

In the short-term recovery phase, responsiveness is focused both at identifying and 
accommodating potential recovery initiatives and ensuring that initiatives are evenly 
distributed throughout communities. For example, in the 2010 Queensland floods, the 
Australian government facilitated community self-organization by providing resources, 
such as bus transportation, shovels, and medical supplies (McGowan, 2012). The 
government arranged these resources by working together with medical professionals, 
the Australian army, and a number of transportation firms. After the government 
identified emerging citizen initiatives, it was able to support and strengthen them by 
providing resources and guaranteeing a relatively safe environment. 

Responsiveness during short-term recovery can benefit from the adaptation of 
existing governance structures. Take, for example, the intensive on-site cooperation 
between response agencies and citizens in the wake of the 2011 Rena grounding and 
oil spill in New Zealand (Sargisson et al. 2012). The container ship spilled about 350 tons 
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of oil and diesel on New Zealand’s beaches. Thousands of citizens mobilized for the 
clean-up effort, and they were managed through the ICS (Incident Command System) 
staffed by government employees from multiple agencies. Coordinators also used an 
online system called ReadyNet to let potential citizen volunteers register themselves 
online and to dispatch regular information updates (Hunt et al. 2014). 

A lack of responsiveness can hinder volunteer governance. In the wake of Hurricane 
Sandy, for example, the grassroots relief effort “Occupy Sandy” emerged; this effort was 
developed by some members of Occupy Wall Street, the worldwide protest movement 
in response to the role formal institutions and banks played in the 2008 financial crisis 
(Richter, 2012). The Occupy movement appeared to be very effective in mobilizing people 
to join the relief efforts (Griswold, 2013), partly because the global Occupy movements 
were very much locally rooted (Maharawal, 2013). Occupy Sandy established a “pop-
up” medical clinic on the peninsula of Long Island, New York, and recruited dozens of 
volunteer doctors, nurses, and mental health professionals to help some of the storm’s 
many victims (Manuel, 2013). Yet, due to its anarchical origin, the movement received 
little support from official government agencies, leading to diffulties in scaling up theire 
efforts. While FEMA officials only appeared at the scene of the most damaged places, it 
was the informal, self-organized networks like that of Occupy that were able to respond 
much faster, more effectively, and with greater flexibility and empathy than the official 
FEMA response divisions.

As citizens and response organizations do start to work together, new challenges 
arise because the boundaries between the formal and informal response begin to vanish 
(Barsky et al. 2007). One of the foremost challenges is accountability: it can be difficult 
to determine what kinds of people have converged on a disaster site and to determine 
whether they are an asset or a liability. When citizens and response organizations 
have not previously worked together, it may be cost intensive to establish trust and to 
determine how specific citizens can best be deployed. 

For citizen volunteers, the difficulty is to maintain an appropriate capacity to organize 
short-term recovery, either by retaining citizen volunteers or by relieving existing 
volunteers with new ones. Oftentimes this means that volunteer initiatives, especially 
emergent ones, will require further institutionalization and implementation of rules, 
structures, and procedures to facilitate a longer-term existence (Rodriguez, Trainor, & 
Quarantelli, 2006). At the same time, volunteer initiatives can be confronted by volunteer 
overload. Increasingly, affected communities are overwhelmed by offers of support that 
are not necessary for disaster recovery and can even overwhelm volunteers and first 
responders. For example, as Holguín-Veras et al. (2012) describe, it is not uncommon 
for communities to receive large amounts of (secondhand) clothing, toys, and other 
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material support (Holguín-Veras, Jaller, Van Wassenhove, Pérez, & Wachtendorf, 2012). 
However, 60–70% of these goods are generally not unusable or are even unnecessary. 

Overall, when emergent volunteers are incorporated into existing response 
structures, agencies tend to institutionalize cooperation between citizens and first 
responders by developing rules and procedures. While this increases accountability, it 
may hinder the spontaneity which drives community self-organization. The growing 
dependencies between citizens and response organizations can also lead to new risks. 
If collaboration fails, the negative consequences can be far-reaching. For example, legal 
liability may be an issue when a failure in cooperation leads to more people exposed to 
risk. In addition, an issue which remains difficult to resolve is who takes responsibility 
when citizens get hurt because of directions provided by a professional responder. 
Surprisingly, in the literature, we have predominantly identified case studies that discuss 
the benefits of collaboration, without exploring the the potential for failure.

2.5 Moving forward: a Research agenda

Thus far, we have discussed how public authorities are growing increasingly skillful at 
engaging with citizen volunteers. We have shown that in many instances, the role of 
government is changing toward identifying emerging initiatives, providing guidance to 
citizen volunteers, and establishing meaningful cooperation between different types 
of citizen volunteers (Boin & Lodge, 2016). Furthermore, we have highlighted that – 
depending on the crisis phase – governance strategies can be structured according 
to different levels of public responsiveness and may take the different capabilities of 
volunteer groups and organizations into account. We conclude by presenting a research 
agenda that can help advance current knowledge about the governance of volunteers 
in crisis and disaster management. This agenda is informed by a critical dilemma that 
confronts authorities: the need to bring functional clarity to a hectic and dispersed event 
while simultaneously accounting for the demand for flexible and responsive action in 
governing different types of volunteer initiatives (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2016). 

Responsiveness and accountability 

An important issue in the crisis and disaster management literature, one that has 
hardly been explored so far, is the extent to which public authorities can (and should) 
be responsive toward new types of volunteerism (Koliba, Mills, & Zia, 2011). As we 
have discussed here, there are many opportunities for authorities to be responsive 
when volunteers converge on disaster sites. To date, however, we do not know what 
tools, mechanisms, and arrangements authorities can adopt to channel volunteer 
convergence and to be responsive to different types of convergence (Nohrstedt et al. 
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2018). Furthermore, when authorities are responsive, we do not know when they are 
likely to be successful and what kinds of responsiveness strategies work best under 
what kinds of conditions. 

In addition, in this chapter, we have largely assumed that volunteers share the same 
kinds of goals and interests as authorities. However, looking at recent crises, such as the 
EU refugee crisis or the global financial crisis, has revealed that there are many examples 
of volunteers who have opposing interests to those of authorities. For example, during 
the refugee crisis, many volunteer groups wanted to provide much more encompassing 
help to refugees than what authorities allowed (Boersma et al. 2018). How authorities 
can engage with these forms of contrarian citizen mobilization and how they can 
distinguish between cooperative and contrarian mobilization are unresolved issues. 

Finally, we have also observed a tendency toward “volunteer professionalization,” 
where response organizations provide advance training for volunteers via programs 
such as CERT to ensure appropriate crisis preparedness. Volunteer professionalization 
presents additional questions and challenges. As we have discussed, some of these 
programs, such as CERT, have clearly been successful in engaging citizen volunteers 
(Simpson, 2001). At the same time, the question is how these programs relate to the 
emergence of new citizen initiatives during a crisis itself. Can these types of citizen 
engagement function alongside each other, supporting each other, or will they hinder 
the overall involvement of citizen volunteers? In line with these concerns is the question 
of how efforts to professionalize citizen volunteers may collide with spontaneous 
initiatives emerging from local communities (often with their own sources of legitimacy) 
before response organizations arrive on scene. Can response organizations impose 
their own standard operating procedures and norms? What does it mean when they do, 
or if they do not? 

Research methods

In addition to substantive directions for future research, we also highlight methodological 
concerns that might be addressed in future research efforts. Most of the research we 
discussed in this chapter is based on single case studies of discrete events (see also 
Nohrstedt et al. 2018). Case studies offer an in-depth and rich description of the response 
to a variety of disasters and crises, such as Hurricane Harvey (Roth-Smith et al., 2018), 
the Rena oil spill (Hunt et al. 2014), and the Elbe River floods (Kaufhold, & Reuter, 2016). 

To increase our understanding of the governance of different types of actors, we need 
to develop more knowledge about the effectiveness of different response strategies. 
There has been limited attention given to the outcomes of choosing specific governance 
strategies (Boin and Lodge 2016). The case studies we encountered emphasized 
either positive or negative effects of different strategies, but did not discuss these in 
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conjunction. Our discussion of the literature highlights that governance strategies 
that are more encompassing are the ones that are employed in relatively “stable” and 
“predictable” crises. In these crises, governments have their own operational response 
systems and structures in place, which makes it easier to govern or incorporate 
community self-organization. In more volatile crises – such as transboundary crises 
(Ansell et al. 2010) – governments are overtaken by the events and are much more 
internally focused. Our existing insights might benefit from research designs, such as 
experimental research, that allow for comparisons between the effects of different 
types of governance strategies. Similarly, within-case research designs might also be a 
fruitful way to assess the effectiveness of specific governance strategies.

In conclusion, an apparent bias in the literature is that the cases that discuss the 
governance of citizen volunteers come from countries in which the government has 
the capacity to engage in more-encompassing governance strategies. Countries such 
as the United States, Australia, Japan, and Taiwan feature frequently in the literature 
(Christensen et al. 2016a; Cox 2017), while less developed countries are underrepresented 
(Joshi and Moore 2004). Of course, even in the context of more developed countries, 
governments need to recognize that societies are characterized by various divisions, 
such as those between social, economic, and racial boundaries. Failing to recognize 
these differences in crisis management can lead to further inequality of vulnerable 
populations (Tierney et al. 2006). Indeed, disaster discriminates, and governments need 
to take that into account when employing specific governance strategies (Oliver-Smith 
and Hoffman 1999). By supporting self-organized behavior, governments run the risk of 
increasing inequalities instead of alleviating them. 
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cHapTeR suMMaRy 

In the aftermath of crisis and disaster situations, citizen volunteers play an important 
role by providing first aid and immediate relief. However, little is known about how 
response organizations govern citizen volunteers successfully. I propose that, due to the 
spontaneous and emergent nature of citizen volunteers’ convergence on disaster sites, 
it matters how response organizations resolve governance dilemmas when engaging 
with citizen volunteers. I theorize that specific responses to governance dilemmas 
likely lead to better governance performance. To illustrate the argument, I conducted a 
multiple case study analysis of the Dutch response to the 2015–2016 refugee crisis. 
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3.1 Introduction 

In the immediate aftermath of crisis and disaster situations, citizen volunteers play an 
important role by providing first aid and immediate relief to affected communities (Dynes 
& Quarantelli, 1968; Hermann, 1963; Majchrzak et al., 2007). Crises occur when there is 
“a threat to core values or life-sustaining systems which requires an urgent response 
under conditions of deep uncertainty” (Rosenthal et al., 1989, p. 10). The convergence of 
citizen volunteers at crisis and disaster sites is, according to many accounts, ubiquitous 
(Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Stallings & Quarantelli, 1985; Whittaker et al., 2015). For 
example, in the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey, local citizen groups flocked to flooded 
areas in Texas to rescue people from drowning (Almklov, Antonsen, Størkersen, & Roe, 
2018). In the wake of 9/11, local civilian boat operators rescued people from Manhattan 
(Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2016). And after the Haiti earthquake, citizen volunteers used 
online tools to identify missing people and provide initial damage assessments (Zook, 
Graham, Shelton, & Gorman, 2010). 

The convergence of citizen volunteers at disaster sites presents many challenges 
and dilemmas for response organizations (Whittaker et al., 2015). Barsky et al. (2007) 
documented how citizen volunteers can be useful because they perform important 
tasks, but at the same time, they can be perceived as a liability because they may put 
themselves and others in harm’s way. For example, citizen volunteers assisted first 
responders in the aftermath of 9/11 by providing food and logistics (Voorhees, 2008). 
However, in the aftermath of the 1999 Gölcük earthquake in Turkey, “emergency services’ 
attempts to access the disaster area were hindered by a 32 km traffic jam caused by 
spontaneous volunteers” (Whittaker et al., 2015, p. 363).

An unresolved issue is how citizen volunteers can be governed by response 
organizations at disaster sites (Kuipers & Welsh 2017). Governance is defined as a process 
of “achieving direction, control, and coordination of individuals and organizations with 
varying degrees of autonomy to advance joint objectives” (Imperial 2005, 282), Previous 
research has mostly focused on governance questions and issues involving formal 
response networks (Moynihan 2009; Nohrstedt et al. 2018). We know little about how 
and why response organizations are successful in governing citizen volunteers. In this 
chapter, I propose that, due to the spontaneous, unpredictable, and emergent nature 
of convergence by citizen volunteers at disaster sites, how response organizations 
resolve governance dilemmas when engaging with citizen volunteers is important 
to the operation’s success (Carlson, Poole, Lambert, & Lammers, 2016; Poole & Van 
de Ven, 1989). The term “dilemma” refers to a “tension such as that each competing 
alternative [of the dilemma] poses clear advantages and disadvantages” (Smith & Lewis, 
2011, p. 396). Governance dilemmas may, for example, focus on whether to include or 
exclude citizen volunteers in an ongoing response operation; in principle, choosing 
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one pole of a dilemma necessarily comes at a cost of the other pole. I theorize that 
specific responses to governance dilemmas are more likely to lead to increased crisis 
governance performance, understood as the emergence of virtuous response cycles 
(Christensen et al. 2016). 

To provide a first empirical illustration of this argument, I conducted a multiple 
case study analysis of the Dutch response to the 2015–2016 refugee crisis, comparing 
how five Dutch Safety Regions responded to the arrival of refugees in their area. In 
the Netherlands, Safety Regions are often the primary responsible actors in crisis and 
disaster management. My results showed that four governance responses to dilemmas 
(overlooking, denial, cosmetic, and selection) produced vicious response cycles, while 
three governance responses (segmentation, alternation, and transcendence) produced 
virtuous response cycles. In cases where positive governance responses were enacted, 
collaborations between response organizations and citizen volunteers were successful. 
In documenting the occurrence of virtuous and vicious response cycles, I contribute to 
the literature by demonstrating how governance dilemmas can be resolved in chaotic 
and stressful situations and how better volunteer governance can be achieved. 

In this chapter, I begin by describing the role of citizen volunteers in crisis and disaster 
management. Next, I examine how governance dilemmas emerge from governance 
tensions, how response organizations respond to governance dilemmas, and how 
governance responses influence the occurrence of vicious and virtuous response cycles, 
ultimately leading to better crisis governance performance. Based on this theoretical 
framework, I then analyze the Dutch response to the 2015–2016 refugee crisis. Finally, I 
discuss the research results and avenues for future research. 

3.2 Theoretical framework

3.2.1 Setting the Scene: Citizen Volunteers in Crisis and Disaster Management

Before moving to the theoretical framework, I will first describe the role of volunteers 
in crises in more detail. The role of volunteers in crises is often understood from the 
perspective of “convergence” (Dynes & Quarantelli, 1968; Fritz & Mathewson, 1957; 
Hughes & Palen, 2009): “the movement toward the disaster struck area from the outside 
(external convergence) and movement toward specific points within a given disaster 
(internal convergence)” (Fritz & Mathewson, 1957, p. 3). Convergence of citizen volunteers 
occurs in most crisis and disaster situations, often because citizens want to help affected 
communities or are searching for missing relatives (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003b). 
The convergence of citizen volunteers takes place in two contexts: organized volunteer 
groups and emergent volunteer groups. Most volunteers are mobilized through 
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established volunteer organizations such as the Red Cross and the Salvation Army. 
Similarly, in recent years, authorities have adopted programs to channel volunteer 
involvement in crisis and disaster management. For example, in the United States, 
Community Emergency Response Teams (CERTs) are a staple of many local emergency 
management agencies (Flint & Stevenson, 2009). CERTs provide citizen volunteers with 
opportunities to receive training about crisis and disaster management and to learn 
ways of assisting first responders during crisis and disaster situations. Besides organized 
volunteer groups, volunteerism also takes place in so-called emergent groups 
(Quarantelli, 1988). Emergent groups are spontaneous groups of citizen volunteers who 
self-organize to help in the aftermath of a crisis (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). Emergent 
groups may set up shelters, assist with the distribution of food and medicine, conduct 
search and rescue operations, and so on. In the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal earthquakes, 
emergent citizen groups rescued people from the rubble before emergency services 
arrived (Wolbers et al., 2016). 

Research in the field of humanitarian logistics emphasizes that it can be complex 
for non-established and non-traditional volunteer groups and organizations to become 
part of crisis response processes (Tatham & Kovács, 2010; Holguín-Veras et al. 2012). In 
practice, response organizations confronted by such volunteers see them as a “mixed 
blessing” (Kvarnlöf, 2018) or a “help and a hindrance” (Barsky et al., 2007). Though 
response organizations recognize the benefits of extra help, local knowledge, and 
increased response performance from engaging with citizen volunteers (Simpson, 
2001), they can find it hard to trust untrained volunteers, who may endanger themselves 
and others (Stallings & Quarantelli, 1985). Similarly, response organizations grapple 
with issues of liability and responsibility if citizen volunteers get hurt during their 
involvement in the response process (Twigg & Mosel, 2017). 

3.2.2 Tensions and Dilemmas in Crisis Governance

The question is: how can response organizations best navigate these dilemmas and 
enact an appropriate governance response? In this section, I build on the paradox 
literature to theorize which response strategies work best (Carlson et al., 2016; Putnam, 
Fairhurst, & Banghart, 2016; Schad, Lewis, Raisch, & Smith, 2016; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 
Figure 1 summarizes my theoretical argument, which I will further elaborate in the 
following sections. The figure captures the relationship between governance tensions, 
governance dilemmas that result from those tensions, organizational responses to 
governance dilemmas, and the occurrence of vicious and virtuous response cycles. The 
tensions and dilemmas occur between response organizations and citizen volunteers, 
while the response cycles function as feedback loops. 
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figure 1. The relationship between governance tensions, dilemmas, and response cycles.

The theoretical model is based on the idea that there are many latent governance 
tensions that may potentially lead to issues and challenges during a crisis response 
process (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Crisis response processes take place in a network context, 
where tension as a source of potential issues and challenges has been well-established in 
the literature (Provan & Kenis, 2008; Saz-Carranza & Ospina, 2010). In crisis management, 
four overarching tensions have been identified: tension between centralization 
and decentralization (‘t Hart, Rosenthal, & Kouzmin, 1993), between efficiency and 
inclusiveness (Moynihan, 2009b), between internal legitimacy and external legitimacy 
(Christensen et al., 2016a), and between flexibility and stability (Webb & Chevreau, 
2006). Table 1 describes these four governance tensions in relation to citizen volunteer
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latent Governance Tensions Description

Efficiency / Inclusiveness The tension between efficiency and inclusiveness revolves around 
the question of whether to promote response inclusiveness by 
incorporating citizen volunteers or to focus on response efficiency 
by excluding non-traditional partners from the formal response 
network (Drabek & McEntire, 2003). The advantage of promoting 
inclusiveness is improved responsiveness to local needs and 
demands (Palen & Anderson, 2016). A disadvantage is that more 
inclusiveness leads to a reduction in efficiency because there are 
no established ways of working together with citizen volunteers. 
Conversely, solely focusing on response efficiency can come at the 
cost of inclusiveness (Moynihan, 2009b). 

Internal / External Legitimacy The tension between internal and external legitimacy revolves 
around the question of how to establish legitimacy among the 
response organizations and citizen volunteers incorporated in a 
response network, while still meeting external expectations from 
affected communities (Christensen et al., 2016a). Both activities are 
necessary to improve response performance. However, as time is a 
scarce resource in an ongoing response operation, promoting one 
often results in neglecting the other. 

Flexibility / Stability The tension between flexibility and stability revolves around the 
question of whether or not to deviate from standard operating 
procedures by incorporating citizen volunteers (Kendra & 
Wachtendorf, 2003a). Increased flexibility opens new opportunities 
for collaboration with citizen volunteers, but it also decreases 
stability between established response partners, which can lead to 
detrimental effects in already chaotic and stressful circumstances 
(Boin & Bynander, 2015). Conversely, because citizen volunteer 
convergence often occurs in new and unpredictable ways, 
emphasizing stability over flexibility can make it more difficult to 
collaborate with citizen volunteers. 

Centralization / Decentralization The tension between centralization and decentralization 
revolves around the question of how much autonomy should be 
granted to citizen volunteers (‘t Hart et al., 1993). More autonomy 
(decentralization) ensures that governance of citizen volunteers 
does not cost too much time and work for response organizations. 
However, more autonomy with less guidance increases the possibility 
that citizen volunteers may put themselves and others in harm’s way 
(Carlson et al., 2016). Conversely, directing citizen volunteers can take 
so much time that it decreases the overall response performance.

Table 1. Tensions in crisis governance: The role of citizen volunteers.



58    |    Chapter 3 tensIons and dIlemmas In CrIsIs GovernanCe    |    59

Following researchers in the paradox tradition, I argue that these tensions are “ubiquitous” 
and “persistent,” meaning that they cannot be eradicated by clever organizing (Lewis & 
Smith, 2014). Take, for example, the tension between centralization and decentralization 
(‘t Hart et al., 1993). At a disaster site, it is important that first responders have some 
flexibility and control over their actions (decentralization). However, as the response 
process progresses and new units arrive on scene, the need for coordination and 
collaboration grows (centralization). Solutions to the centralization/decentralization 
tension that focus on one demand, such as the need for coordination, necessarily come 
at the cost of the other demand, in this case, flexibility. This means that no solution will 
fundamentally eradicate a tension; instead, any response to a tension will likely produce 
different governance challenges down the line.

However, it is important to recognize that not all tensions lead to issues that require 
attention. In fact, it often happens that actors do not notice or respond to a particular 
tension (Lewis & Smith, 2014). This does not mean that the underlying governance issue 
disappears; instead, it means the issue has yet to produce any challenges. To account 
for this characteristic, Smith & Lewis (2011) introduced a distinction between “latent” 
and “salient” tensions. Tensions are latent when actors do not notice them or do not 
respond to them, and they are salient when actors perceive them as issues that require 
a response. 

In this chapter, I refer to salient tensions as dilemmas. I use the concept of dilemmas 
because “it serves as a more widely applicable label for decisional situations – 
acknowledging possible variations in the degree to which demands conflict or compete” 
(Carlson et al., 2016, p. 288). Dilemmas occur when tensions have produced issues in the 
response process that need to be resolved. In practice, dilemmas can be experienced 
differently by different actors. Carlson et al. (2016) suggest that some dilemmas are 
perceived as difficult paradoxes, whereas others as perceived as “tolerable choices” or 
“resolvable contradictions.” 

Two triggers lead to the salience of dilemmas. First, environmental factors such as 
the occurrence of a crisis, a scarcity in resources during a response process, or a plurality 
of viewpoints can encourage an emphasis on issues associated with underlying 
tensions (Cameron & Quinn, 1988; Smith & Lewis, 2011). For example, having too many 
actors involved in the decision-making procedures of an ongoing crisis response 
operation might force a decision on whether or not to “scale up” authority. Second, 
individual framing processes in which oppositional frames are emphasized (focusing 
on differences instead of commonalities) can also lead to the increased salience of 
tensions (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). For example, the existence of limited trust between 
response organizations and citizen volunteers may lead to dilemmas involving inclusion 
or exclusion of new response actors.
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3.2.3 Enacting Responses to Governance Dilemmas

Once governance dilemmas emerge, response organizations can enact multiple 
strategies to resolve them. Responses are enacted by crisis managers and strategic 
leaders in charge of the organizations (Ansell & Boin, 2017). Based on Carlson et al.’s 
(2016) work, I identified seven types of responses. I hypothesize that three of these 
responses have a positive effect on outcomes, leading to virtuous response cycles, 
while four have a negative effect that leads to vicious response cycles. 

3.2.4 Vicious and Virtuous Response Cycles

The outcome of enacting particular response strategies is captured in the concept of 
response cycles, which are “iterative spirals or self-reinforcing sequences of events 
that grow out of the ways that actors process contradictions and develop into positive 
(virtuous) or negative (vicious) cycles” (Putnam et al., 2016, p. 81). The concept of cycles 
encapsulates the idea that underlying tensions cannot be fundamentally resolved 
but may always result in salient governance dilemmas. Smith and Lewis (2011) make a 
distinction between vicious or virtuous cycles. Enacting a specific response to a salient 
dilemma can inform the extent to which the tension emerges (or re-emerges) as an issue 
to be dealt with later, where positive strategies lead to virtuous cycles and negative 
strategies lead to vicious cycles. 

A vicious response cycle occurs when dilemmas are not recognized or are not 
addressed properly (Smith & Lewis, 2011). As a result, activities between response 
organizations and citizen volunteers either do not align (e.g., groups perform redundant 
tasks) or they conflict with one another (e.g., groups do not agree on a way forward). In 
worst-case scenarios, the response process is severely disrupted. With a vicious cycle, 
the underlying tension is more likely to re-emerge as a new dilemma (Schad et al., 2016). 

A virtuous cycle occurs when dilemmas are fully addressed, taking the different 
actors into account. A virtuous cycle means that crisis management activities occur 
in sync between response organizations and citizen volunteers and can therefore be 
sustained for a prolonged period of time (Smith & Lewis, 2011). In such a case, response 
organizations and citizen volunteers recognize mutual benefits in working together, 
address otherwise unmet needs in the response process, or support each other so each 
can focus on specific tasks. In a virtuous response cycle, response organizations are 
able to creatively and flexibly respond to any issues and problems that might arise in 
the governance process. It is therefore much less likely that underlying tensions will re-
emerge as salient dilemmas. 

Ultimately, vicious or virtuous response cycles lead to negative or positive governance 
outcomes, respectively. As Christensen et al. (2016) argue, the performance of crisis 
management systems depends on two factors: governance capacity and governance 
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legitimacy. Governance capacity is understood as a government’s ability to coordinate 
crisis management actors, deliver public services, regulate power and provide oversight, 
and analyze information about the unfolding crisis. Governance legitimacy concerns 
citizen’s perceptions of how a government performs during a crisis, and whether its 
actions are “desirable, proper, or appropriate” (Christensen et al. 2016, p. 889). To be 
effective, a response strategy should produce not only greater governance capacities in 
the response process but also maintain or increase legitimacy of response actors. Both 
factors are equally important in crisis volunteer governance. For example, if response 
organizations were to send citizen volunteers away from a disaster site because they were 
hindering operations, it could decrease their governance legitimacy – likely leading to 
an overall negative assessment of their response. In contrast, virtuous response cycles 
promote an increase in governance capacity because they lead to improvements in 
joint actions between response organizations and volunteers as well as increases in the 
number of tasks performed. They also promote governance legitimacy because citizen 
involvement in crisis response helps response processes become more responsive to 
citizen needs. And citizen involvement likely leads to increased transparency, thereby 
further strengthening governance legitimacy.

3.2.5 Responses that lead to vicious governance cycles

Response Description

Overlooking Crisis managers overlook a dilemma when they do not notice the dilemma and, 
thus, fail to respond to it. 

Denial Denial occurs when crisis management actors ignore or refuse to recognize the 
existence of a dilemma, continuing the response operation as if the dilemma does 
not exist. 

Cosmetic Response A cosmetic response occurs when crisis management actors “take actions that 
appear to address the tension” but do not follow through on implementing those 
actions (Carlson et al., 2016). For example, a meeting is convened to discuss the 
dilemma, but no solution is developed, or a proposed course of action to resolve 
the dilemma is not executed.

Selection Selection occurs when crisis management actors “embrace one pole of 
the dilemma and ignore the other” (Carlson et al., 2016). For example, crisis 
management actors address the challenges and issues involved in the 
centralization of decision-making but fail to account for the demands and benefits 
associated with decentralization. As a result, “pressure for dealing with the 
omitted pole is likely to increase over time” (Carlson et al., 2016). 

Table 2. Governance responses that lead to vicious governance cycles.

Based on the literature, I hypothesize that the four responses to governance dilemmas 
described in Table 2 – overlooking, denial, cosmetic responses, and selection – 
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negatively affect crisis management outcomes and lead to vicious governance cycles, 
because the underlying issue is either not addressed at all (overlooking, denial, 
cosmetic response) or it is addressed in an overly drastic manner (selection) (Schad et 
al., 2016). For example, when dilemmas involving centralization/decentralization are 
left unaddressed or are denied, coordination between response organizations and 
citizen volunteers will likely become more difficult (‘t Hart et al., 1993). Some citizen 
volunteer groups may wait for instructions that never arrive, while others may take 
initiative where inappropriate. Teets (2009), for example, describes how, in the wake 
of the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake in China, authorities were initially so overwhelmed 
by citizen initiatives offering help that officials “who were supposed to be doing relief 
efforts ended up taking care of the unorganized volunteers.” Once they recognized 
the governance dilemma, authorities were able to delegate responsibilities to the Red 
Cross and other NGOs. Enacting a cosmetic response would not have produced better 
results in this situation, because citizen volunteers would have still been in the way. 
Similarly, enacting selection by embracing either extreme centralization or extreme 
formalization would have also negatively affected the response process. If the former 
were used, response organizations would not have had the capacity to govern citizen 
volunteers; conversely, if the latter were used, citizen volunteers would not have been 
able to adequately address dangerous situations by themselves (Barsky et al., 2007; 
Wolbers, Boersma, & Groenewegen, 2018).

H1: The enactment of denial, a cosmetic response, selection, or overlooking as a 
response strategy to governance dilemmas leads to vicious governance cycles.

3.2.6 Responses that lead to virtuous governance cycles

Response Description

Alternation Alternation occurs when crisis management actors alternate between different poles 
of a dilemma. They may first address one pole (stability) before switching to the other 
pole (flexibility). Switching occurs throughout a response operation and can happen 
frequently or infrequently. 

Segmentation Segmentation occurs when some actors – or units within actors – address one pole 
of a dilemma and other actors or units address another pole. Thus, all competing 
demands are addressed though by different actors or units in the response process. 

Transcendence Transcendence occurs when crisis management actors “openly acknowledge the 
dilemma and tensions confronting them, accept it as a paradox, and attempt to work 
out creative responses” (Carlson et al., 2016). Such creative solutions can take many 
forms, but they are more likely to occur when organizations emphasize flexibility, 
transparency, creativity, and improvisation (Carlson et al., 2016). 

Table 3. Governance responses that lead to virtuous governance cycles.
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Based on the literature, I hypothesize that the three responses described in Table 3 – 
alternation, segmentation, and transcendence – positively affect outcomes and lead to 
virtuous governance cycles: rather than ignoring, side-stepping, or failing to recognize 
a dilemma, these responses either address the governance dilemma in different 
organizations/units and at different times during the response process, or they mount 
creative solutions (Carlson et al. 2016). The literature on tensions has repeatedly identified 
that “working through” (Lüscher and Lewis 2008) tensions or actively engaging with 
them is the most likely path to organizational success (Smith and Lewis 2011). According 
to Lewis and Smith (2014), it is best to “co-exist” with tensions, which means that actors 
“accept and engage with them.” Examples in the crisis management literature support 
this line of thinking (Boin & Bynander 2015). The waterborne evacuation of Manhattan 
during 9/11, for instance, was largely successful because of creative management by US 
Coast Guard officials, who used a flexible, informal decision-making style coupled with 
formal decision-making when necessary (Kendra & Wachtendorf 2016). Thus, with help 
from citizen volunteers, approximately 500,000 people were evacuated from Manhattan 
without prior contingency plans or established standard operating procedures.

H2: The enactment of alternation, segmentation, or transcendence as a response 
strategy to governance dilemmas leads to virtuous governance cycles. 

3.3 Methodology

To provide a first empirical illustration of the theoretical framework, I conducted a 
multiple case study analysis of the management of the 2015–2016 refugee crisis in the 
Netherlands (Yin, 2013). My goal was to examine the mechanisms presented in the 
theoretical framework, rather than to test the framework per se (George & Bennett, 
2005). The multiple case study should therefore be seen as a first empirical illustration 
of the theoretical argument and not as representative. 

During the refugee crisis, 50,000–60,000 refugees entered the Netherlands to escape 
violent conflicts in countries such as Syria and Eritrea (CBS, 2019). A key challenge for 
the Dutch government was to organize food, shelter, and medical care for refugees on 
short notice. At the same time, many citizen volunteers mobilized to help refugees and 
response agencies. For the Netherlands, the consequences of the refugee crisis were 
small in comparison to countries such as Germany, where many more refugees arrived. 
Nevertheless, because authorities were ill-prepared to handle the influx of refugees, in 
every important respect, a crisis did emerge. Similar to regular crises, most authorities 
involved had limited advance warning and were suddenly confronted with crisis 
management tasks under conditions of stress and ambiguity. For example, it was not 
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uncommon for first responders to be told that busses with refugees would be arriving 
in a matter of hours at their location, before any shelters locations had been identified 
and prepared.

I compared the ways in which five Safety Regions addressed the refugee crisis 
and engaged with citizen volunteers (see Table 4). The Safety Regions were selected 
so as to ensure variation in geographical location and size (number of citizens). In the 
Netherlands, a total of 25 Safety Regions are in charge of crisis management at the local 
and regional levels. They are network arrangements that cover multiple municipalities 
and maintain their own fire departments and medical services. When a crisis occurs, 
Safety Regions provide a standing organization that collaborates with the police to 
combat the adverse effects of the crisis. During the refugee crisis, Safety Regions were 
the authorities responsible for organizing and maintaining local emergency shelters 
for refugees. Thus, they were the main actors confronted with citizen volunteers. At 
the national level, many authorities were involved in the response to the refugee 
crisis, ranging from ministries to the National Crisis Centre (a coordinating body). Their 
involvement was mainly geared toward distributing refugees across the Netherlands 
and the different Safety Regions, as well as monitoring local needs and capacities.

safety Region setting # Interviews

A Metropolitan area 13

B Rural area 9

C Metropolitan area 7

D Rural area 17

E Metropolitan area 32

Table 4. Description of Safety Regions. 

My analysis is based on data collection from 78 semi-structured interviews (Eisenhardt, 
1989). These interviews were conducted between December 2016 and May 2017. 
Respondents were identified by contacting Safety Regions directly and through snowball 
sampling. Differences in numbers of respondents between Safety Regions reflect 
the relative complexity of specific response operations, the number of organizations 
or (groups of) citizen volunteers involved in the response operation, and the various 
governance arrangements involved in the response process.

As I did not know what kind of governance dilemmas would emerge in each of 
the Safety Regions or what form those dilemmas would take, I asked respondents to 
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describe how they engaged with citizen volunteers (if at all); how the governance process 
unfolded; whether issues, tensions, or dilemmas emerged during the governance 
process; and how their organization (or others) responded to dilemmas.

The coding of the independent variable was based on a coding scheme I developed 
from work by Carlson et al. (2016), who also conducted research in the Dutch crisis 
management context. Their operationalization of responses to emerging dilemmas in 
crisis management was easy to adopt in my own research context. Some modifications 
were made to focus on response organizations and citizen volunteers. The coding of 
the dependent variable was based on work by Putnam et al. (2016) and Smith and Lewis 
(2011), who have discussed the emergence of virtuous and vicious response cycles. The 
coding scheme for both variables is attached in the appendix. To account for emerging 
themes in the interviews, I also used open coding to code surprising events, strategies, 
and actions. 

3.4 Research Results

In all five cases (i.e., Safety Regions), governance tensions and dilemmas emerged, 
mostly focusing on tensions between centralization/decentralization or efficiency/
inclusiveness (see Table 5 for a summary). In some cases, multiple dilemmas emerged 
at once. Positive governance strategies were immediately enacted in response to a 
dilemma in four cases (A, C, D, E), resulting in virtuous response cycles. In two cases (A, 
B), negative strategies were initially enacted, which led to vicious response cycles. But 
in one of those cases (A), the vicious cycle was ultimately turned into a virtuous cycle. 
Both hypotheses were therefore supported. 
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3.4.1 Emergence of tensions and dilemmas

Most of the issues that caused tensions and dilemmas revolved around centralization/
decentralization of decision-making (who is in control?) or inclusion/efficiency (who 
can be a part of the response process?). Governance tensions generally resulted in 
salient dilemmas early in the crisis response process. In each of the cases, numerous 
volunteer initiatives were present, ranging from efforts organized by the Red Cross 
or the Salvation Army to spontaneous volunteer initiatives that emerged within local 
communities. Spontaneous citizen volunteers, for example, wanted to organize daily 
activities for refugees, provide them with new clothing, or even help run the shelters. 
Oftentimes, as soon as response organizations started to plan shelter locations, offers 
of help came pouring in. As one respondent observed: 

A positive result was all the citizen volunteers. We were very happy with them. It was 
great to see so much commitment. (…) Everyone wanted to help. 
[Respondent 33]

In most of the cases, it took some time before response organizations recognized 
dilemmas as issues that needed to be resolved. For example, in Safety Region C, a 
metropolitan area with one major city and a number of smaller municipalities, a fairly 
large number of shelters were created. There were also many citizen initiatives offering 
assistance, especially in the city. At first, response organizations would only work with 
established volunteer organizations because they had previous working relations with 
those groups. Response organizations were more hesitant to acknowledge spontaneous 
citizen initiatives. One first responder observed: 

What were their intentions? Could we trust them? I didn’t know them, and had no 
experience with citizen volunteers, so no, we organized everything ourselves first. 
[Respondent 19] 

However, when spontaneous citizen volunteers continued to show up at shelter locations 
or to contact response organizations with offers of help, response organizations 
recognized that the dilemma would not go away by itself. It had to be addressed. 

In another instance, the Safety Region proactively anticipated potential governance 
dilemmas. At the start of the refugee crisis, local mayors in Safety Region D anticipated 
that governance dilemmas would occur and that response organizations would be ill-
equipped to handle mass shelter provisioning. They therefore instituted a region-wide 
taskforce consisting of a small number of first responders who would be responsible for 
setting up all the shelters. The taskforce had fairly wide latitude and decision-making 
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authority, so it could decide for itself how to govern citizen volunteers. At each shelter, 
the taskforce was supported by local municipal staff and first responders. Before 
establishing any new shelter, the taskforce identified how citizen volunteers might be 
able to help response organizations. A volunteer coordinator would then be assigned, 
ensuring that citizen volunteers always had one point of contact for discussing 
initiatives. The approach was widely seen as a success by both response organizations 
and citizen volunteers. 

3.4.2 Positive and negative responses to governance dilemmas

Safety Regions responded to emerging dilemmas with both positive and negative 
strategies. A common positive response was segmentation, while a common negative 
response was selection. In one case, a dilemma was overlooked, and in another, a 
transcendent response was enacted. 

For Safety Region A, the question was this: How should citizen volunteers be 
governed? Initially, a selection response was enacted in which responsibilities were 
mostly left with citizen volunteers. As a respondent observed: 

They left responsibilities mostly with citizens themselves. Thinking that it would 
be OK. (…) At a certain point there were too many citizen initiatives. We asked for 
structure. But it definitely took some time to organize. 
[Respondent 12]

The selection response led to a growing number of spontaneous citizen initiatives, 
with volunteers gathering at shelter locations to provide help. Some shelters had more 
volunteers than refugees. The influx of volunteers overwhelmed first responders, who 
were not prepared to structure volunteers’ involvement. When these issues became 
apparent, a new dilemma emerged. 

Citizen initiatives presented themselves everywhere, but especially with us [a 
municipality]. We noticed some people posted information on Facebook, and there 
was a website as well. We thought, it is better to have one access point. It would be 
easiest to leave everything to society, but you should help people a little bit. We have 
resources to organize everything more easily than citizens. So we thought, what if we 
combine our activities? (…) So we talked to them and discussed how they could be the 
primary access point for citizen initiatives. Of course we supported them, but they did 
very important work. 
[Respondent 6]
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When the municipality in this example realized the citizens would not be able to do 
everything themselves, it enacted a segmentation response. One spontaneous citizen 
initiative, with a large online presence, was made responsible for signing up all 
spontaneous citizen volunteers and distributing their activities across shelter locations. 
This also meant that they could turn potential volunteers away if there was no need 
for them. The new division of labor ensured that response organizations and citizen 
volunteers could better divide tasks and responsibilities. In the other cases where 
segmentation responses were enacted, formal volunteer organizations were usually 
made responsible for governing spontaneous citizen volunteers. 

In Safety Region B, the prominent tension was between efficiency and inclusiveness. 
However, response organizations overlooked that the tension was there. In fact, they 
made very limited use of citizen volunteers (both extending and spontaneous) who were 
willing to help response organizations. Volunteers were therefore disillusioned. At one 
point in the response process, several expanding volunteer organizations were invited 
to support response organizations by mobilizing their citizen volunteers, but limited 
efforts were made to include them in decision-making. One volunteer organization 
representative who attended a meeting with response organizations said: 

I thought, What a drama! What a mess! Then I left. There was no one in charge, no 
one who said what we should do. (…) We were willing to help. But ultimately our 
resources weren’t used. It was such a shame. 
[Respondent 20]

Consequently, when response organizations struggled to set up shelters or to provide 
daily activities for refugees, they were unable to get help from citizen volunteers. In 
contrast to the other cases, this issue was not resolved during the refugee crisis.

3.4.3 Vicious and virtuous response cycles

As theorized, the enactment of positive response strategies led to virtuous response 
cycles in which dilemmas did not re-emerge, and the enactment of negative response 
strategies led to vicious cycles where dilemmas did re-emerge. 

Virtuous response cycles were characterized by relatively close cooperation 
between response organizations and citizen volunteers. Citizen volunteers were, for 
example, responsible for helping set up shelter sites, organizing day-to-day activities 
with refugees, and distributing goods such as clothing and other necessities. Only in 
very limited instances were specific volunteers responsible for more encompassing or 
substantive tasks. Interactions between citizen volunteers and response organizations 
were relatively smooth during virtuous response cycles, though it was sometimes 
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difficult to manage the expectations of volunteers who would have liked to contribute 
more to the response process. For response organizations, citizen volunteers were a 
significant added benefit in the response to the refugee crisis. During the first hectic 
weeks of the crisis response, when logistical issues were the most pressing, citizen 
volunteers were perfectly situated to provide assistance. They could often rely on local 
social networks to quickly gain access to food or to organize daily activities for refugees. 

In vicious response cycles, two main issues emerged. First, as was seen in Case B, the 
large potential for citizen involvement was not adequately used. This mostly resulted in 
a slower response process because response organizations had to do all necessary tasks 
by themselves. They quickly became overwhelmed and therefore limited themselves to 
organizing only the basic necessities at shelter sites and providing few daily activities 
for refugees, for example, providing few daily activities for refugees. Second, as was 
seen in Case A, the convergence of citizen volunteers at the shelters ensured that 
first responders at those locations were unable to structure volunteers’ involvement 
sufficiently. There were quickly more citizen volunteers than first responders, which 
hindered the efficiency of the ongoing crisis response. However, the response of leaving 
citizen volunteer groups completely responsible for refugee care, without any form of 
governance, led to significant issues at the shelters. These issues did not go away until a 
segmentation response was enacted. 

3.4.4 Dilemmas across response levels 

The case study results also show how issues between response levels can influence the 
response to governance dilemmas. Crisis response processes occur across three levels: 
strategic, tactical, and operational. Strategic crisis managers are concerned with the 
overall direction and long-term consequences of a response process, and they issue 
general guidance to affected citizens and first responders. At the operational and 
tactical levels, first responders are more immediately concerned with the short-term 
effects of a crisis. 

Safety Region E presents a case in point. Here, strategic-level managers centralized 
much of the decision-making and neglected opportunities for decentralization early in 
the crisis response process (a selection strategy). Consequently, at the operational level, 
crisis managers were often busy answering questions, writing reports, or developing 
policies for strategic-level crisis managers rather than actually managing the crisis or 
engaging with citizen volunteers. The time-intensive nature of those activities caused 
dissatisfaction to grow. Weeks into the response process, a conflict between strategic 
and operational crisis managers erupted. One of our operational respondents explained 
this as follows: 
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We had no time for writing reports. So it became a conflict. (…) At a certain point I 
thought I could no longer take responsibility for the [governance] process. Ultimately, 
we were able to wall off the operational process, the work itself [from the strategic-
level crisis managers]. That made a huge difference. 
[Respondent 71]

After this conflict erupted, a segmentation response was enacted. The segmentation 
response ensured the “peace and quiet” that operational crisis managers needed in 
order to do their jobs and engage with citizen volunteers.

Conversely, in the other cases, governance dilemmas were present mostly at the 
tactical and operational levels, where first responders were immediately confronted with 
citizen volunteers. Although all five cases illustrate that dilemmas were (mostly) handled 
successfully at the tactical and operational levels, it should be noted that because the 
dilemmas were addressed only at those levels, strategic-level crisis managers were 
unable to issue overall policy guidance on what to do with citizen volunteers. 

3.5 Discussion and conclusion

In this chapter, I have investigated how response organizations are confronted by 
governance dilemmas involving citizen volunteers, and how response organizations 
can best navigate dilemmas and enact appropriate governance responses (Carlson et 
al., 2016; Poole & Van de Ven, 1989). Based on a multiple case study, I have identified that 
four governance responses to dilemmas (overlooking, denial, cosmetic, and selection) 
produce vicious response cycles and three governance responses (segmentation, 
alternation and transcendence) produce virtuous response cycles. In cases where 
positive governance responses were enacted, the collaboration between response 
organizations and citizen volunteers was successful. Thus, this chapter adds to our 
understanding of governance processes in times of crisis and provides new opportunities 
to study the relationship between citizen volunteers and response organizations (Boin 
& Lodge, 2016).

This multiple case study also reveals possible avenues for future research. Though 
this project did not focus on the governance context in which strategies were enacted, 
the literature suggests that context plays an important role (Christensen et al., 2016a). 
In fact, there are three likely factors that influence why specific types of responses are 
more or less likely to be enacted. First, some administrative systems or organizations 
may be more used to encountering various governance issues and mounting new, 
creative solutions to intractable problems. For example, the US Coast Guard is often 
lauded for its flexible performance and easy collaboration with multiple, diverging 
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actors (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003a). FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency), on the other hand, has been criticized for its inflexibility (Bowman, Kapp, & 
Belasco, 2005). Second, the level of politicization of a crisis can also influence the extent 
to which certain responses may be enacted. Crises that are more politicized may allow 
for less flexibility because political risks are greater when organizations deviate from 
standard operating procedures (Boin et al., 2005). And third, the selection of specific 
responses is also dependent on the capacity and legitimacy of response organizations 
(Christensen et al., 2016a). Greater pre-crisis response capacity and legitimacy can 
likely be associated with more success in enacting positive responses. Future research 
efforts may determine to what extent these factors influence the selection of particular 
response strategies.

Furthermore, researchers have recently focused on the relationship between 
sensemaking and dilemma salience. Some have suggested that governance tensions that 
have become salient “surface in the form of ambiguity that demands sensemaking” (Jay, 
2013; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Weick, 1995). In the process of sensemaking, actors shape and 
influence the way in which crises are governed. Therefore, when actors work together 
to respond to a dilemma, they enact a dilemma in Weick’s sense of the term (Weick, 
1995). For example, a study by Carlson et al. (2016) demonstrated that crisis managers 
can enact dilemmas as choices, contradictions, or paradoxes. Future research should 
explore the impact of sensemaking processes in responses to governance dilemmas. 
Specific attention could be given to the various forms of sensemaking present in crisis 
management, from collective sensemaking to sensegiving or distributed sensemaking 
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010).

Finally, this chapter illustrates that more attention needs to be given to governance 
processes in crisis and disaster management (Boin & Lodge, 2016). To date, the field lacks 
a “crisis governance” perspective from which the complex, stressful, and rapidly evolving 
crisis landscape can be understood (Nohrstedt et al., 2018). The increasing number of 
actors involved in crisis and disaster management necessitates new perspectives that help 
us understand and improve response processes. Research on network governance has 
already made a positive contribution, but it has a fairly narrow focus on formal response 
networks (Kapucu & Garayev, 2013). However, this study shows that actors outside of 
formal response processes also play an important role in crisis and disaster management 
and should be taken into account in new research efforts (Whittaker et al., 2015).
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3.6 appendix 

Response to governance 
dilemmas

codes

Overlooked •	 Dilemma is not recognized as an issue by response organizations.

Denial •	 Dilemma is purposefully not addressed.
•	 Dilemma is accepted as an inevitable or intractable situation that 

cannot be resolved; therefore, no response is enacted.

Cosmetic Response •	 Response organization engages with the public by preparing a press 
release [or other public statement] that explains what they did. 

•	 Response organization tries to keep citizen volunteers calm while 
waiting for orders from above. 

•	 Response organization asks citizen volunteers for feedback and input 
but does not act on that feedback. 

•	 Response organization lets volunteers think they are in control, but 
really maintains control itself.

Selection •	 Response organization tries to remain in control over citizen 
volunteers as much as possible [Pole A].

•	 Response organization tries to pass on control of citizen volunteers as 
much as possible [Pole B].

Segmentation •	 Some units/departments/response organizations are assigned to take 
care of the crisis, while others are assigned to engage with citizen 
volunteers.

•	 Some units/departments/response organizations work together to 
engage with citizen volunteers in one location, but in other locations, 
they do not engage with them at all. 

•	 Response organization keeps control over citizen volunteers 
regarding certain matters of the response process but gives up 
control over other matters.

•	 Response organization keeps control over citizen volunteers in certain 
locations but gives up control in other locations.

Alternation •	 Response organization engages with citizen volunteers to perform 
specific tasks together or to provide them with direction; it then 
addresses the crisis on its own. This may go through several cycles. 

Transcendence •	 Response organization actively engages with citizen volunteers in 
making decisions about response efforts. 

•	 Response organization initiates new policies to engage with citizen 
volunteers because it is open to adapting and learning from new 
incidents. 

•	 Representatives of citizen volunteers are treated as equal contributors 
in the incident management teams. 

•	 Response organizations share control with citizen volunteers over 
some/all matters. 

Table 1. Coding scheme for the independent variable.
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Response cycle codes

Virtuous cycle

•	 Emergence of fewer dilemmas involving same underlying tension. 

•	 Response organizations signal trust toward citizen volunteers.

•	 Response organizations and citizen volunteers perform different tasks or 
support each other. 

•	 Response organizations implement creative solutions to engage with citizen 
volunteers.

•	 Response organizations find mutual benefit in working together. 

•	 Response organizations find it less difficult to respond to newly emerging 
issues and problems. 

Vicious cycle

•	 Increasing emergence of new dilemmas involving same underlying tension.

•	 In each new vicious cycle, the tension or dilemma is exacerbated. 

•	 Response organizations signal distrust toward citizen volunteers.

•	 Conflict emerges between response organizations and citizen volunteers. 

•	 Response organizations remain inert and static vis-à-vis citizen volunteers. 

•	 Response organizations and citizen volunteers perform broadly similar tasks. 

•	 Response organizations and citizen volunteers disrupt each other’s work. 

•	 Response organizations do not communicate clearly with citizen volunteers; 
mixed messages confuse citizen volunteers.

•	 Response organizations feel paralyzed or trapped within management 
process. Response organizations identify no opportunities for change. 

•	 Response organizations engage in polarizing behavior by “forming subgroups 
and or artificial we/they distinctions” regarding citizen volunteers (Lewis, 
2000). 

•	 Response organizations blame citizen volunteers for issues and problems that 
come up in the crisis response process. 

Table 2. Coding scheme for the dependent variable.
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cHapTeR suMMaRy

Citizens have often been found to converge on disaster sites. Such personal 
convergence is increasingly supported by online informational convergence. The 
adoption of online platforms represents an opportunity for response organizations 
to manage these two different manifestations of citizen convergence. We analyze 
one such platform, ‘Ready2Help’, developed by the Red Cross in The Netherlands. Our 
research demonstrates that by utilizing platforms, response organizations are able 
to transcend the boundaries between different types of organized behavior during 
disaster. We extend the original conceptualization of organized behavior, as previously 
described by the Disaster Research Center, explaining how the development of new 
platforms channels convergence of citizens and information. As such, platforms provide 
an interface between established, expanding, extending, and emergent forms of 
organized behavior. These developments change the landscape of organized behavior 
in times of disaster.
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4.1 Introduction

A longstanding tradition in crisis and disaster studies has emphasized that convergence 
of citizen volunteers plays a major role on disaster sites (Dynes & Quarantelli, 1968; Dynes, 
1994; Drabek & McEntire, 2003; Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004). Recent studies continue 
to show how response organizations, such as police, fire departments, and medical 
services relate to activities of these volunteers in crisis and disaster relief (Carlton & Mills, 
2017; Albris, 2017;  Lorenz et al., 2017; Strand & Eklund, 2017). The potential of citizen 
involvement is tremendous, evidenced in literature through examples of citizens who 
converge on disaster sites to assist in damage assessment, shelter provisioning, search 
and rescue operations, and providing more general support to professional responders 
(Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003; Voorhees, 2008; Solnit, 2010). 

Although response organizations are increasingly aware of the advantages of citizen 
convergence, it remains a challenge to incorporate citizens meaningfully in response 
operations (Barsky, et al., 2007). In part, this is because citizen groups have an emergent 
structure, are comprised of a diverse set of unfamiliar group members, have unstable 
task definitions, experience fleeting membership, pursue multiple and often conflicting 
goals, and are geographically distributed (Majchrzak et al., 2007). 

Citizen convergence leads to a number of organizational challenges, among others 
related to the need for response organizations to take on new tasks and extend their 
organizational structure in an effort to accommodate different behavioral responses to 
the disaster in question (Dynes & Aguirre, 1979). Traditionally, we have understood such 
processes in crisis and disaster management from the vantage point of the Disaster 
Research Center (DRC) typology of organized behavior (see: Dynes & Quarantelli, 
1968; Dynes, 1970). This typology distinguishes four types of established, extending, 
expanding, and emergent organized behavior depending on the organizational 
structure and tasks involved. 

However, new developments in online informational convergence are challenging 
our previous understanding of this phenomenon. In particular, citizens increasingly 
manifest themselves online during crisis and disaster situations, which gives them a 
means to leverage information (Majchrzak & More, 2011), and also enables them to 
organize their own convergence on-site (e.g. Zook, et al., 2010; Starbird & Palen, 2011; 
Villemure et al., 2012). Likewise, response organizations themselves are provided 
with new possibilities to actively reach out to citizens, to connect with them, and to 
jointly organize a response (Majchrzak & More, 2011; Alexander, 2014). As response 
organizations and citizens try to develop meaningful collaborations both online and 
on-site (Hughes & Tapia, 2015), this results in more flexible organizational configurations 
that incorporate multiple elements of established, extending, expanding, and emergent 
organized behavior. These developments warrant a new conceptual understanding of 
the original DRC typology.  
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In this chapter we focus on the case of Ready2Help, initiated in 2015 by the Dutch 
Red Cross to actively organize volunteer citizen response. Ready2Help successfully 
mobilized and organized over 30.000 citizen volunteers during the 2015 refugee crisis. In 
this initiative we can recognize a combination of extending, expanding, and emergent 
organized types of behavior. We therefore address the following research question: how 
can we understand the way in which response organizations adapt to include voluntary 
citizen response in the era of new digital opportunities? 

Our analysis is based on the online and on-site action during the first Ready2Help 
field exercise, and subsequently the first large deployment of Ready2Help during 
the refugee crisis. We utilize multiple methodologies (observations, interviews, and 
semantic online network analysis) to study the online and the on-site deployment of 
the Ready2Help platform. Our study contributes to the crisis and disaster literature by 
explaining how response organizations adapt their organizational structure to engage 
citizen volunteers. Moreover, by explaining how online platforms transcend and drive 
organized behavior, we extend the DRC typology to accommodate new means of online 
convergence. 

4.2 organizing convergence on the disaster site

The role of citizens in crisis and disaster research has traditionally been understood 
from the perspective of convergence. In many disasters, volunteers, media, spectators 
and others converge at disaster sites to help, watch, or look out for friends and family 
(Drabek & McEntire, 2003). Convergence is defined as: “the movement toward the 
disaster-struck area from the outside (external convergence) and movement toward 
specific points within a given disaster (internal convergence)” (Fritz & Mathewson, 1957, 
p. 3). Fritz and Mathewson (1957) recognize three forms of convergence: convergence of 
citizens (people), convergence of information and convergence of material (resources). 

One of the consequences of convergence is that many different types of organized 
behavior appear on the disaster site. The seminal work on this topic is the DRC 
classification of organized behavior (see Table 1), which differentiates between the tasks 
groups perform at disaster sites and their corresponding organizational structure (Dynes 
& Quarantelli, 1968; Dynes, 1970). The first type of organized behavior in this typology 
is comprised of established organizations that carry out regular tasks. These include 
traditional response organizations, such as the police force installing roadblocks to 
restrict access to a disaster site. Second, expanding organizations for the most part exist 
on paper before disaster strikes. An example is the Red Cross, which consists of a small-
standing organization and a large group of trained volunteers who can be mobilized. 
Third, extending organizations perform tasks outside of their traditional role. In the 



4

are you ready2help?    |    79

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, for example, the supermarket chain Walmart provided 
food and logistical support to FEMA and other response organizations (Horwitz, 
2009). Fourth, emergent groups are a form of organization with unstable membership 
performing non-regular tasks (Majchrzak et al., 2007). For example, in the aftermath 
of the 9/11 terrorist attacks an emergent group of volunteers provided supplies to 
emergency responders at Ground Zero (Voorhees, 2008). 

Regular tasks non-regular tasks

old structures
Type I
Established

Type III
Extending

new structures
Type II
Expanding

Type IV
Emergent

Table 1. Types of group behavior during disasters, based on: Dynes & Aguirre (1979)

Early studies of disaster convergence indicate that emergency managers often 
perceive convergence of citizens as a nuisance or a burden (Barton, 1969; Wenger, 
1989). In the eyes of the response organizations, they are unlikely to respond to a 
disaster in an orderly fashion; rather, the way citizens behave at times of disasters is 
perceived as a threat to authorities’ attempts to bring the situation back under control 
(Quarantelli, 1988). Over time, however, a change in perception has occurred and it is 
increasingly recognized that citizens often exhibit pro-social behavior in times of crises 
and are more than willing to help professional response organizations (Dynes, 1994; 
Solnit, 2010). For example, in the wake of 9/11, emergent citizen groups supported 
response organizations by receiving, cataloguing and distributing goods (Voorhees, 
2008). Similarly, after Hurricane Katrina, an emergent group of civilian boat operators 
cooperated with the U.S. coast guard in rescuing around 20.000 people from flooded 
areas (Majchrzak et al., 2007). 

Although response organizations increasingly see the utility of on-site convergence, a 
number of challenges persist, most notably the accountability (who is liable for injuries?) 
and legitimacy (who do volunteers ‘belong’ to?) of volunteer convergence. When citizen 
volunteers show up at a disaster site, such challenges can hinder the willingness among 
response organizations to cooperate with them (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003). Other 
challenges are more technical in nature. For example, convergence can become so all-
encompassing that emergency managers become overwhelmed by offers of support, 
which can frustrate the response operation (Barsky et al., 2007).

Research on convergence has traditionally examined the underlying mechanisms 
of mobilization, where it has predominantly focused on convergence of citizens and 
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resources (Fritz & Mathewson, 1957). Currently, online convergence of information is 
becoming increasingly prominent and promising because of the widespread use of 
social media platforms in disasters (Hughes & Palen, 2009; Liu et al., 2008). A pivotal 
example is the involvement of the Ushahidi platform in providing web-based mapping 
services in response to the 2010 Haiti earthquake (Zook et al., 2010). The platform was 
activated within a few hours after the earthquake occurred, enabling Haitians to send 
(free) geo-tagged text-messages through which they could ask for help, report incidents, 
or inform friends and relatives that they survived the earthquake. Ushahidi-volunteers 
translated these messages from Creole to English and placed them on a digital map of 
Haiti. Response organizations were subsequently able to use the available information 
on the map to coordinate their response operations and relief efforts. Since this initial 
experience with Ushahidi during the Haiti earthquake, various platforms have become 
increasingly important in enabling response coordination. For example, during the 2013 
Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines, some 1600 online volunteers used OpenStreetMaps 
(OSM) to assess damages and identify communities in need (Westrope et al., 2014). 
In the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal earthquakes we also witnessed such an initiative, 
whereby Kathmandu Living Labs used the quakemaps.org platform to assess the needs 
and guide initial relief operations (Wolbers et al., 2016). In both cases public information 
was used to tailor the responses of the various organizations and communities involved 
in the operation (Mulder et al., 2016).

Similar to the challenges associated with on-site convergence, online convergence 
has its own challenges, most notably that of finding meaningful connections to formal 
response organizations (Hughes and Tapia, 2015). Online initiatives appear to flourish 
in the chaotic first phase of the search and rescue operation when information is very 
limited. However, once response organizations set up operations, online initiatives are 
often pushed to the margin, and response organizations’ own information management 
structures take over to adhere to internal requirements of accountability (Wolbers et al., 
2016). This challenges online volunteers to mature and develop volunteer management 
systems, data management practices, and training for new volunteers (Hughes and 
Tapia, 2015). As online platforms become more commonplace, their limitations are 
also becoming visible in terms of representation and implementation. For instance, a 
study of Philippine voluntary mapping revealed that damage in most locations was 
underreported by 36% and that in some locations – notably the city of Tacloban – 
damage was widely over-reported (Reach Initiative, 2014).

In sum, both the opportunities and challenges associated with on-site and online 
convergence highlight the need to increase our understanding about the changing 
nature of the collaboration between traditional response organizations and citizen 
volunteers. A key challenge is the difficulty of developing meaningful and effective 
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forms of cooperation and collaboration between traditional response organizations 
and on-site and online volunteers. In light of this challenge, a promising development 
is the appearance of new forms of collaboration supported by online platforms, which 
function as an opportunity to forge connections between established organizations 
and citizen volunteers. For example, St. Denis et al. (2012) describe such a platform, when 
emergency managers experiment with a corps of trusted volunteers part of the United 
States Virtual Operations Support Teams (VOST) in providing emergency response 
online. Following the DRC typology, this example is a combination of an established 
and extending organization. Ready2Help, the case we discuss, is also an example of 
how a response organization uses an online platform to mobilize and manage citizen 
convergence prior to a crisis. The Red Cross is traditionally an expanding organization, 
which in this case takes on a new task (extending) of organizing (emergent) volunteer 
response prior to disaster. As a result, the Ready2Help initiative has characteristics of an 
expanding, extending, and emergent organization.  

Reverting to the DRC typology, in utilizing these online platforms response 
organizations exhibit multiple characteristics of established, extending, expanding, 
and emergent organizations. In the past, the DRC typology has mainly been used to 
categorize citizen convergence rather than informational convergence. However, 
when studying informational convergence the boundaries between different types of 
organizational behavior seem to be more permeable than the typology suggests (see 
also: Scanlon, 1999). While the DRC typology offers a useful categorization of organized 
behavior, new technological developments necessitate a renewed examination of this 
phenomenon. We therefore seek to explain how response organizations develop new 
organizational structures and take on new tasks in incorporating online and onsite 
voluntary citizen response. 

4.3 Methodology

This chapter is aimed at understanding how response organizations adapt to include 
voluntary citizen response to disaster. To answer this question, we adopted an 
explorative research design as a way to inform the current disaster debate with new 
perspectives deriving from observations in the field. We selected an organization that 
theoretically matched our research purpose, and which both represented a formal 
response organization and facilitated voluntary involvement within a crisis context. This 
led us to identify the Dutch Red Cross and its initiative of ‘Ready2Help’ as an appropriate 
research context.

Having secured access to the organization through our professional network, we first 
conducted an archival analysis of documents describing the organization’s policies in 
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terms of formal response, citizen involvement, and social media usage. The Ready2Help 
website and media reports also proved a useful source of information for our preliminary 
understanding of the context. We then conducted 8 interviews with key informants at 
the Dutch Red Cross and observed the first Ready2Help operational exercise (described 
in more detail below). These interviews, conducted in a semi-structured manner, were 
aimed at gaining understanding of the organization’s perspective on voluntary citizen 
response, also in relation to its ‘regular’ response activities.

Our research design reflects the ambition to capture the multi-faceted account of 
organizing voluntary response to disaster on-site and online. To study the organization 
of on-site convergence we conducted two observations. The first consisted of a field 
exercise organized by the Dutch Red Cross aimed at testing the Ready2Help response 
systematic. Another part of the exercise focused on testing how Twitter as a form of 
social media was used in a crisis. We observed the exercise and collected tweets that 
were shared throughout the exercise. The second observation consisted of a real-life 
crisis, whereby again we collected tweets shared in real-time.

We analyzed the tweets in an interpretive manner, first manually and next through 
a semantic network analysis. In semantic analysis relationships between words are the 
central unit of analysis, whereby word pairs are comparatively analyzed by applying 
clustering algorithms to identify word frequencies, and subsequently ‘semantic clusters’. 
These clusters can sometimes reveal latent discourses through word patterns that 
interpretive qualitative analyses might overlook (Diesner & Carley, 2004) and therefore 
offer a useful and relatively efficient means for analyzing social media samples, or, as in 
this case, to verify qualitative interpretive analyses.

Semantic network analysis is gaining popularity in view of increasingly sophisticated 
computational methods, and the availability of digital data sources such as the data 
used toward our analysis. For our analysis, we used a combination of tools to ensure 
optimal insight into each step of the analytical process. First, we used fulltext.exe to 
identify word frequencies and word correlations (Leydesdorff & Welbers, 2011) in 
each of the two Twitter datasets, removing stop words prior to our analysis. Next, we 
analyzed the outcomes through factor analysis to more clearly demarcate core frames, 
deleting factor loadings lower than .40, or with high cross-loadings on other factors 
(Hinkin, 1998), and conducted a pattern and reliability analysis of the results (included 
in the appendix). Finally, we visualized the results using Pajek (Batagelj & Mrvar, 2004) 
and VosViewer (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010). We compared the outcomes of the semantic 
analysis with the outcomes of our interpretive analysis to gain a deeper understanding 
of both datasets.
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4.3.1 Research context

Ready2Help is a citizen network developed by the Dutch Red Cross. It is based on similar 
platforms in other countries, such as Team Österreich, an initiative of the Austrian Red 
Cross.  Interested citizen volunteers can register themselves through the Ready2Help 
website (https://ready2help.rodekruis.nl/), where they are asked to provide some 
personal information and contact details. In case of a crisis, volunteers are subsequently 
contacted by the Red Cross via e-mail, SMS or automated calls. Volunteers are then 
asked whether they are available to provide specific assistance at a designated time 
(filling sand bags, cleaning a refugee shelter, etc.). This allows volunteers to decide for 
themselves whether they can perform a certain task. From experience the Red Cross has 
learned that in most areas about 1 in 10 volunteers will be available to help (Red Cross, 
2015). In other words, prior to any disaster or crisis, the Red Cross in 2015 had a pool of 
30.000 potential citizens volunteers at their disposal which they can mobilize (alongside 
their regular, trained volunteers) to assist in operations at times of crisis.

4.4 Results and analysis

In this section we discuss the results from our analysis. We first focus on the Ready2Help 
exercise and then turn to the analysis of the refugee crisis. In both cases our qualitative 
results are followed by the results of the semantic web analyses. 

4.4.1 Ready2Help Exercise: managing the convergence of citizens and information

Ready2Help was tested in a field exercise on March 14, 2015. Volunteers were called 
into action by the Red Cross to combat the fictional flooding of the Dutch town of 
Dordrecht. The exercise consisted of an onsite operation with volunteers, who were 
tasked with reinforcing a dike, clearing a neighborhood of debris, rescuing valuable 
art items from a museum. In addition, the exercise tested a Red Cross Web Monitoring 
Team, which responded to mock questions posed by volunteers under the Twitter 
hashtag #R2Hoefening (“#R2Exercise”). 

The exercise was designed to mimic the actual deployment of the Ready2Help 
platform as much as possible. In the days leading up to the exercise, all 2314 then-
registered Ready2Help volunteers were contacted via text message, automated calls 
and emails. 1723 volunteers answered, of which 213 registered their attendance (Red 
Cross, 2015). As the organizers had no previous experience with Ready2Help, they 
weren’t sure what that would mean for the actual turnout. Would those who registered 
actually show up? Would they be on time? What would they expect from the Red Cross? 
Adding to the uncertainty, the system used for contacting volunteers experienced a 
number of glitches. Despite these initial challenges, 137 volunteers turned out for the 
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exercise, proving that the system could work indeed. This provided a sufficient baseline 
for the Red Cross to test how they would manage the convergence of citizens.  

The Ready2Help exercise itself started with a briefing for all new Ready2Help 
volunteers. As an expanding organization, the Red Cross already had its structures in 
place to manage the convergence of citizens. Volunteers were divided into groups and 
assigned a Team Leader (i.e. a trained Red Cross member). It was not immediately clear for 
volunteers what tasks they should perform, as they were not used to work on a disaster 
site. Volunteers therefore turned to Team Leaders for guidance and supervision. Once 
tasks were explained by the Team Leaders and divided over the groups of Ready2Help 
volunteers, they spread out across the exercise site and immediately started to clean 
up debris from the flooding. The tasks provided were fairly simple and straightforward, 
clearly defined, and well-structured. For example, volunteers were tasked to clean up 
branches lying across the road, fill up sandbags for dike reinforcement, and remove 
art from a museum exhibition prone to flooding. While carrying out these tasks, it 
was difficult for Team Leaders to keep an overview of ‘their’ volunteers. As a result, for 
example, one volunteer inadvertently crossed over to another team without his Team 
Leader or himself being aware of this. Not until the coffee break did the volunteer realize 
that something had gone wrong, suddenly encountering people he did not know. In a 
real crisis this could have turned into an issue of accountability, since the Red Cross took 
responsibility for the actions of its volunteers, but also for their safety and whereabouts.

We also observed how the Red Cross used the Web Monitoring Team (WMT) to 
manage simulated informational convergence online. Ready2Help and Red Cross 
volunteers acted as mock citizens, who tweeted aid requests. The goal of the WMT was 
to communicate clear advice to affected citizens. During the exercise 2275 tweets were 
sent that needed to be processed by the WMT. 

The online aspect of the Ready2Help exercise illustrates the difficulty of incorporating 
informational convergence in an ongoing response operation. This quickly became 
evident when the WMT struggled to keep up with the information posted by citizens. For 
instance, tweets received in the morning were only answered much later. For example:

9:05u: victim1 – Can somebody help us!!! Everything is flooded! Wife is not mobile. 
#R2Hexercise
11:47u: Ready2Help_NL - @victim1 If possible move to top floor. Pick a room where 
you can escape through the window.  #R2Hexercise ^MV.

To cope with the many messages, the web monitoring team used three predefined 
answers to deal with the many requests that came in. 
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Ready2Help_NL If possible stay in your house. Check if you have sufficient food and 
water for the coming three days.  #R2Hexercise.

Ready2Help_NL Shut off gas, water and electricity. Leave the curtains open and let 
relatives know where you are going.   #R2Hexercise.

Ready2Help_NL Tune to the regional disaster broadcasting agency on 93.4FM or 
check the crisis website http://www.crisis.nl #R2Hexercise

Despite the standardized response format, the WMT noted that it was difficult to react 
to all the messages. When confronted with the inability of the WMT to respond on time, 
citizens started to help each other out by providing advice on what to do.

Victim2 - I am soaked, shivering from the cold and lost my insulin in the mud. Where 
can I go for help?  #R2Hexercise

Helper1 - @victim2 can you put on something dry?  #R2Hexercise try to take off your 
wet clothes and wrap a blanket around you

Victim2 - @helper1 I don’t have anything dry in the car and the water is coming 
in   #R2Hexercise

Helper1 - @victim2 Whatever you do, don’t stay in the car. Can you climb on the roof? 
If necessary walk/swim to higher grounds  #R2Hexercise

In addition to observing what challenges the WMT faced in managing convergence 
of information, we were also interested in the type of information posted online. Our 
semantic network analysis (see Figure 1 below) shows a distinction between prominent 
words used before the start of the exercise (circular nodes) and prominent words 
used during the exercise (triangular and square nodes). Here we see a clear distinction 
between managing the convergence of citizens and information. The pre-crisis tweets 
(circles) focused on the organization of the convergence of citizens. This entailed 
providing citizens with information about the date (“Saturday” & “today”), the location 
(“city of “Dordrecht”), scenario (“disaster simulation”, “storm”, “fictional”), how to sign 
up (“via”), and the organizer (“Red Cross”). This process was characterized by the Red 
Cross asking for attention to the exercise in order to stimulate citizens to participate as 
Ready2Helpers. 
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figure 1. Semantic Network Analysis of #R2HExercise.

During the exercise itself, the Red Cross switched from managing the convergence of 
citizens online to managing the convergence of information. It is noteworthy that the 
type of words used (triangular and square nodes) altered significantly after the Red 
Cross changed its focus. Namely, we now identified a high prominence of verbs, such as 
“help”, “need”,  “knows” and “going”. “Help” was for example used 363 times. “Helping” 
(157) and “aid” (136) were also used relatively often. These words signal specific actions 
from volunteers, or responses by the WMT. The change indicates that the management 
challenge involved with informational convergence transformed from managing the 
mobilization of citizens to responding to individual questions and needs. That is, the 
Red Cross had to shift from a familiar task (expanding its organization) to a new task 
(extending and managing emergent online citizen groups). As we discussed earlier, the 
Red Cross struggled to take on this new responsibility. It especially demonstrated to the 
Red Cross how difficult it was to react in real-time to the convergence of information 
sent during a disaster situation. In this case, a relatively small number of messages were 
sent, but it quickly overwhelmed the WMT. In any real crisis, with potentially hundreds 
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or thousands of messages posted per minute, a much larger team of people would 
be needed for the WMT to be successful. The Red Cross simply had no resources to 
facilitate this. Following its own after-action evaluation, the Red Cross therefore decided 
to disband the WMT (Red Cross, 2015). 

4.4.2 Refugee Crisis

Following the March 15 exercise, the Ready2Help team was able to refine its operational 
procedures in response to a range of minor incidents. Around the same time the 2015 
refugee crisis overwhelmed national authorities, which triggered the first large-scale 
active deployment. The refugee crisis reflected a significant challenge for the Dutch 
authorities: how to organize shelter, medical help, food and other basic necessities, 
often at short notice? It became clear that the Dutch government was ill equipped 
to address this challenge on its own. Organizations tasked with processing refugees 
– from checking their documents, to performing medical tests and building shelters 
– had faced budget cuts over the past decade, consequently lacking resources to deal 
with the continuous arrival of new refugees. Thus, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service (IND) and the Central Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers (COA) were 
quickly overwhelmed by requests for food and shelter for hundreds of refugees at once. 
In September 2015 the authorities therefore turned to the Red Cross and Ready2Help 
for emergency assistance. At the height of the refugee crisis, Ready2Help volunteers 
were mobilized on an almost daily basis. 

In managing the convergence of Ready2Help volunteers, the Red Cross applied its 
previously tested procedures. On-site, volunteers were provided with fairly simple, 
well-structured, but labor-intensive tasks, such as of setting up shelters for refugees, 
cleaning, and assisting with various logistical tasks (Red Cross, 2015). To a much lesser 
extent volunteers performed specialized activities, such as translation (Arabic to Dutch) 
or medical help. Online, Ready2Help took a different approach. Having disbanded 
the WMT, the Red Cross online presence was more tilted towards marketing of the 
Ready2Help platform, mobilizing and registering citizens. Our semantic web analysis of 
the Twitter data (figure 2) demonstrates that now a shift has occurred from managing 
informational convergence to managing convergence of citizens. We now see two 
clusters with a different focus. The first cluster consists of twitter messages sent by 
Ready2Help volunteers about their involvement (triangular nodes). These messages 
were usually only met by encouragement of the Ready2Help twitter account, if at all. 
The second cluster (square nodes) depicts that a range of societal actors encourage 
their members to support the Ready2Help initiative. A clear example of such an actor is 
the Dutch scouting. 
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figure 2. Semantic Web Analysis of #Ready2Help during Refugee Crisis

Specific tweets illustrate this dynamic. 

@RodeKruis: #Ready2Help volunteers step up for #refugees. Want to help out? 
Register for @Ready2Help_NL

Nice news @worldscouting.  Plan for Dutch Scouts and Red Cross to work together 
during emergency situations. http://t.co/mowbGIb92N”

In retrospect the Ready2Help platform was very successful for the mobilization of 
new citizen volunteers. The deployment of the Ready2Help platform functioned as 
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a bridge between a response organization and (online) emergent citizen groups. As 
such, it serves as a promising example of how citizen convergence became increasingly 
embedded in official response operations. 

4.5 Discussion & conclusion 

In the aftermath of disasters, response organizations continue to struggle with citizen 
and online informational convergence. Increasingly they experiment with different ways 
to incorporate citizen volunteers in response operations. This study was guided by the 
research question: how can we understand the way in which response organizations adapt 
to include voluntary citizen response in the era of new digital opportunities? Our findings 
highlight a program aimed at mobilizing volunteer support, initiated by the Red Cross, 
and serve to illustrate how this particular organization tried to manage volunteer 
response through their Ready2Help platform. We found that the Red Cross was able 
to successfully organize disaster convergence through Ready2Help by mobilizing 
citizen volunteers in support of Red Cross relief efforts, and that this was to a large 
extent attributable to the organization’s ability to manage convergence of citizens and 
information. 

Conceptually, these findings indicate that in order to manage volunteer convergence, 
response organizations are transcending the boundaries between different types 
of organized behavior as previously described in the DRC typology. We identified 
that online and offline platforms progressively drive the convergence of citizens and 
information in crisis and disaster situations. In our case, we have demonstrated how 
the Red Cross as expanding organization used the Ready2Help platform to perform a 
new task, extending itself in terms of organizing emergent volunteer response to the 
2015 refugee crisis. The platform also allowed the Red Cross to structure most activities 
of volunteers, enabling coordination of where they were to meet and facilitating 
task allocation. In so doing, the platform provided an interface between expanding, 
extending, and emergent forms of organized behavior. Consequently, platforms 
enable more flexible forms of managing citizen volunteers, and often exhibit multiple 
characteristics of organized behavior. In figure 3 we illustrate this development.
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figure 3. Platforms as drivers for channeling convergence. 

This development is not only limited to the Ready2Help case in The Netherlands. In other 
contexts platforms also channel volunteer convergence at disaster sites. For example, 
in the United States, FEMA is educating and training citizens in ‘Community Emergency 
Response Teams’ (CERT) on lifesaving skills, rescuer safety and organization of response 
teams (Barskey et al., 2007). In doing so, FEMA as an established response organization 
hopes to better channel the convergence of citizens at disaster sites. Another example 
can be found in the cleanup effort in the aftermath of the Rena grounding and oil spill 
in New Zealand, where the government Incident Control Centre took up the role of 
coordinating the volunteer cleanup effort (Hunt et al., 2014). They communicated with 
and registered citizen volunteers through the platform ‘ReadyNet’, which provided 
updates and information about the clean-up operation of the beaches. In this way, 
the response organization used a platform to channel convergence of citizens and 
information. In the same country, the aftermath of the Christchurch Earthquakes also 
shows how formal authorities instructed and managed both contractors and student 
volunteer groups by mobilizing volunteers through multiple platforms. They linked with 
ongoing efforts on a Facebook group, and organized this by making use of the ‘GeoOp’ 
mobile workforce management system (Villemure et al., 2012). Again, we witness 
how a platform was used to bridge the various activities of established (government), 
emergent (students) and expanding (contractors) organizations. 
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Clearly, all around the world response organizations are engaging in efforts to 
manage convergence by making use of platforms. Understanding to what extent, in what 
kind of contexts, and how response organizations are actually successfully managing 
convergence is a relevant next step for crisis and disaster studies. The Ready2Help case 
provides us with more insight into some of the challenges these organizations face, 
and how these challenges might be overcome, both in organizing on-site and online 
convergence. We will discuss these challenges in the next section. 

4.6 future challenges: towards a research agenda

Governing self-organization. When response organizations try to manage citizen 
convergence, they will be challenged to adopt new management attitudes, to be 
flexible, and to quickly adapt to changing circumstances. In trying to forge meaningful 
connections with citizen volunteers, response organizations will have to learn how to 
engage with citizens on a short-term basis as well as foster longer-lasting connections. 
In a continuously changing online environment, response organizations will also be 
challenged to adapt their organizational structures so as to incorporate new tools and 
technologies in a way that benefits both first responders and volunteers (Boersma et al., 
2014). The governance of self-organization can therefore be considered as promising 
area for new research. 

Connecting online platforms with on-site response initiatives. As new digital 
opportunities become more readily available, online crisis management platforms 
developed by citizens flourish. Still, the question remains when the goals pursued by 
citizens online have real consequences in on-site response operations. Many successful 
collaborations, like Ready2Help, have been developed by, or in collaboration with, 
traditional response organizations. At the same time, the potential of informational 
convergence is much larger and more diverse. Unfortunately, online initiatives often fail 
to meaningfully connect with on-site response organizations (Hughes & Tapia, 2015). 
Researchers might therefore focus on the conditions under which the virtual becomes 
actual (cf. Shields, 2003).

Fostering inclusiveness. A potential issue that the Ready2Help platform, and 
similar cases, raise is that these platforms have the potential to exhibit exclusionary 
characteristics. Should response organizations organize and formalize volunteer 
response (e.g. via recruitment), or should they become more adaptive, aligning 
themselves with emergent initiatives? As our case shows, both forms have benefits 
and drawbacks. Often the reason for the abandonment of emergent citizen initiatives 
is that they do not adhere to the formal response organizations’ internal information 
sharing and accountability structures. The inclusion of citizen initiatives in formal 
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response structures also risks diminishing the flexibility and serendipity that make 
these initiatives so effective in turbulent disaster situations. The question is then, how 
do online platforms relate to other spontaneous volunteering efforts?

Managing information. When engaging in online efforts, response organizations 
are confronted by a number of information management challenges. One of the 
most pressing issues is information overload. Where private companies employ large-
scale Web Care Teams to deal with this challenge, this is generally out of reach for 
most response organizations. Indeed, this was also the case for the Red Cross when 
experimenting with the Ready2Help initiative. Setting up and training a professional 
Web Monitoring Team that could rapidly gear up in the aftermath of a crisis proved 
to be too costly and labor intensive. In addition, another challenge is that emergency 
managers struggle to make sense of information (Wolbers & Boersma, 2013). This is 
magnified because response organizations often have little knowledge about the 
way in which social media platforms work, what benefits they have, and what kind 
of audiences they can reach on a given platform (Eriksson & Olsson, 2016). Similarly, 
emergency managers do not always have the right software and training to effectively 
use social media (Hiltz et al., 2014). Researchers might look for promising developments 
and collaborations in the field of crisis informatics to develop tools to support response 
organizations with these challenges (cf. Imran et al., 2013). 

4.7 conclusion

In the era of new digital opportunities response organizations increasingly adapt to 
include voluntary citizen response by making use of online and offline platforms. These 
platforms are gaining traction in terms of driving the convergence of citizens and 
information in crisis and disaster situations. Our case study of Ready2Help highlights 
the enormous potential in fostering volunteer involvement. Platforms function as an 
interface between established, expanding, extending, and emergent forms of organized 
behavior, which enables a more flexible form for managing citizen volunteers. It also 
signals a trend that response organizations will be increasingly challenged to find new 
ways to connect with emerging initiatives, engage with new technologies, and find 
new ways to forge meaningful collaborations. Our new conceptual understanding of 
the DRC typology can be used as a starting point for studying the way in which these 
developments change the landscape of organized behavior in times of disaster.
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4.8 appendix

Rotated Component Matrix a R2H exercise

component

1 2

KOMEN .802

GAAT .798

HOND .793

FOTO .793

GEZIEN .776

WAAR .775

WEET .763

KRIJG .763

SCHADE .756

GA .755

HULPDIENSTEN .750

MENSEN .749

TWITTERAAR .749

GOED .744

ERG .740

DANK .737

ZIT .720

STAAT .719

JULLIE .719

WEER .718

GEBIED .718

EINDE .716

HELPEN .710

WEEKEND .707

HULP .700

HUIS .679

GAAN .678

WATER .675

NODIG .663

ZIE .653

READYHELPNL .569

READYHELP .569
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NET .494

ZANDZAKKEN .479

ZATERDAG .828

DOE .815

CRISISNED 797

ONLINE .793

KADER .793

VANDAAG .789

STORM .781

RAMPENOEFENING .781

TWITTER .773

MEE .748

VIA .745

VULLEN .734

FICTIEF .705

INFO .678

KRUI .659

OEFENING .649

VANAF .633

BERICHTEN .623

TWEET .618

RODE .600

SOCIAL .577

FIGURANTEN .551

DORDRECHT .549

MEDIA .548

ACTIEF .437

RHOEFENING .425

RODEKRUIS .423

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
a. Rotation converged in 5 iterations.

Table 1.  Pattern analysis of Exercise Semantic Network
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Reliability statistics R2H full component 1 R2H full component 2

cronbach’s alpha .972 .952

n of Items 34 30

Table 2.  Reliability analysis of Exercise Semantic Network

Rotated Component Matrixa

R2H full

component

1 2 3

SCOUTING .858

WERKEN .858

OOIT .858

JOUW .853

SCOUT .843

SAMENWERKING .843

WILLEN .841

HELP .841

NOODSITUATIE .840

ZOEKT .836

GAAN .816

BURGERHULPNETWERK .815

MELD .800

MENSEN .784

NODIG .783

KRUIS .781

HELPEN .780

RODE .779

AANMELDEN .777

TIJD .775

NEDERLAND .740

HULP .713

SAMEN .699

UTRECHT .698

MERLIJNSTOFFEL .693

VLUCHTELINGEN .691

NOOD .662
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KLAAR .653

BURGER .636

VRIJWILLIGER .555

READYHELPNL .484

RODEKRUIS .468

REGIO .854

ROEPT .851

UUR .850

VIJF .849

ONDERSTEUNING .848

BINNEN .839

STAAN .813

BEDANKT .798

OPROEP .773

BURGERHULPVERLENER .738

OPVANG .734

WELKOMWINKEL .725

VANDAAG .686

HULPVERLENER .675

PARAAT .662

AANGEMELD .610

READYHELPER .580

NIEUWE .575

AANMELDINGEN .488

JIJ .471

HANDEN .410

JAAR .847

DIRECTEUR .794

NOODOPVANG .768

ACTIE .768

VIA .574

READYHELP .469

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
a. Rotation converged in 5 iterations.

Table 3.  Pattern analysis of Refugee Crisis Semantic Network
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Reliability statistics R2H full component 1 R2H full component 2 R2H full component 3

Cronbach’s Alpha .976 .954 .835

N of Items 32 26 6

Table 4.  Reliability analysis of Refugee Crisis Semantic Network
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cHapTeR suMMaRy

We speak of an institutional crisis when a policy sector is confronted with a relatively 
strong and deep decline in legitimacy. We know little about the causes or consequences 
of these crises. This chapter explores how institutional crises are managed. It focuses on 
the effect of strategies in a case study of an institutional crisis in the Netherlands. We 
found that policy elites displayed a tendency to maintain the status quo of a policy 
sector. The effectiveness of their response strategies was, however, negated by the 
counter-response it evoked among freshly energized interest, advocacy and citizen 
groups. We conclude that the resolution of an institutional crisis is inherently contested. 
Based on our case study we develop a theoretical model and formulate propositions 
that may help to improve our understanding of institutional crisis management. 
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5.1 Introduction

On August 16, 2012, a small earthquake (3.6 on the Richter Scale) struck the town 
of Huizinge in the Dutch province of Groningen. Earthquakes rarely occur in The 
Netherlands, so this was a highly unusual event. The earthquake was caused by local 
gas production. Several thousand households reported property damage and no 
people were injured; its immediate physical consequences appeared limited1 (Dutch 
Safety Board 2015). 

The earthquake caused an enormous and unprecedented public backlash against 
gas production, production policies and the actors responsible for it (Perlaviciute, Steg, 
Hoekstra, & Vrieling, 2017). In fact, for the first time since gas production started in the 
1960s, gas production policy became the subject of heated public and political debates 
(van der Voort & Vanclay, 2015). Environmental, citizen and other advocacy groups 
harshly criticized the cosy relationship between gas production companies and the 
Dutch state (Dutch Safety Board 2015). They expressed doubt that these actors could 
be trusted to protect citizens against future earthquakes because of their financial 
interests in continued gas production, and questioned which consideration came first: 
profit maximization or the safety of local citizens? After all, production revenues had 
always been an important source of income for the Dutch state, ranging from 3% to 10% 
of the state’s total revenues (Green-Pedersen, 2010).

The growing criticism and public backlash led to a sudden and steep decline in the 
legitimacy of the gas production policy sector. The decline in legitimacy of the policy 
sector was unexpected and extraordinary, because in previous decades gas production 
and gas production policies had been largely uncontroversial topics in Dutch politics 
(Green-Pedersen 2010). As a result, the policy sector had become highly institutionalized 
and had for decades been governed by a small number of actors: The Dutch Ministry 
of Economic Affairs, the gas production company NAM (a Shell and ExxonMobil 
consortium), as well as a few research institutes and consulting firms. 

The sudden decline in legitimacy gave rise to what scholars refer to as an 
‘institutional crisis’ (Ansell et al. 2016). An institutional crisis is defined as a “period in 
which the institutional arrangements of a policy sector are confronted by a relatively 
strong, continuous decline in legitimacy” (Boin and ‘t Hart 2000, p. 13). Institutional 
arrangements refer to the governance structure of a policy sector (its decision-making 
procedures, venues, and policy instruments) as well as its policy image (the way in 
which policies are understood and discussed) (Baumgartner & Jones, 2010; Nohrstedt & 

1  We should note that the physical consequences appeared limited in international comparison to ‘regular’ tectonic 
earthquakes. Of course, there has been (and continues to be) legitimate hardship for people who are affected the by the 
earthquakes. Groningen residents experience very real consequences from damaged houses, uncertainty about the housing 
market and psychological effects. In this chapter, we however focus on the consequences of the earthquake crisis for the gas 
production policy sector.
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Weible, 2010). Institutional crises should be distinguished from ‘regular’ crisis or disaster 
situations, which present a threat to core values or life-sustaining systems and require 
an urgent response under conditions of deep uncertainty (Rosenthal et al, 1989). A 
regular crisis focuses on the well-being of people, whereas an institutional crisis focuses 
on the well-being of a policy sector. Consequently, the management of an institutional 
crisis is focused on restoring the legitimacy of a policy sector, whereas the management 
of a regular crisis is focused on saving lives and preventing harm (Alink et al., 2001; 
Christensen et al., 2016b; Comfort, Waugh, & Cigler, 2012; Moynihan, 2008). In the case of 
the Groningen earthquake, a small “regular” crisis triggered a large “institutional” crisis.

In response to the institutional crisis in the Dutch gas policy sector, policy actors 
enacted strategies aimed at restoring its legitimacy. These strategies were unsuccessful. 
Each new measure temporarily eased popular discontent, but failed to alleviate public 
concerns or fully restore the legitimacy of the policy sector. Gas production policy and 
the Groningen earthquakes  continued to re-emerge as a major political issue. In this 
chapter we ask why policy actors did not manage to resolve the institutional crisis? 

Existing research on the topic is limited. It has focused mostly on the emergence of 
institutional crises (Boin and ‘t Hart, 2000; Alink et al. 2001) and their consequences for 
a policy sector (Resodihardjo 2009; Ansell et al. 2016). Very little attention has been 
paid to the management strategies that are employed to resolve an institutional crisis 
(Nohrstedt et al. 2018). We seek to fill this void. The Dutch case is particularly interesting 
because it consists of multiple “strategy rounds”, which allows us to study the responses 
and their effects over time while controlling for the political-institutional context 
(Abbott 2001). 

It appears that the effectiveness of the response to an institutional crisis depends 
on the type of counter-response it evokes among newly empowered interest, advocacy 
and citizen groups. Based on our case study, we present a theoretical model and 
formulate propositions that advance our understanding of institutional crises and their 
resolution. By doing so, we answer recent calls to “advance knowledge of the dynamics 
of institutional crises” (Nohrstedt et al. 2018). 

5.2 Theoretical background

Before we discuss the management of institutional crises, we should explain their 
emergence. An institutional crisis emerges when a specific trigger event is interpreted 
as a “reflection of the chronic or systemic failure” of a policy sector’s institutional 
arrangements (Ansell et al. 2016, p. 416). Trigger events are “events that symbolize a 
situation, forcing it onto the public agenda” (Cobb and Elder 1983 in Baumgartner 
and Jones, 2010, p. 129). Trigger events can be very diverse in nature, size and scope. 
Prominent examples of trigger events discussed in the literature are large-scale disasters 



5

manaGement strateGIes In response to an InstItutIonal CrIsIs    |    103

such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the 2007-2008 financial recession or hurricane Katrina 
(Birkland, 1998; Boin, ‘t Hart, McConnell, & Preston, 2010; Claessens, Dell’Ariccia, Igan, & 
Laeven, 2010). But much smaller incidents, such as an increase in crime levels or sudden 
failures in public service delivery, can also function as trigger events. For example, in 
the 1990s an influx of hundreds of Tamil asylum-seekers triggered an institutional crisis 
in the Dutch asylum policy sector (Alink et al. 2001). This influx, and subsequent failures 
to house the asylum-seekers properly, illustrated larger underlying problems within the 
asylum policy sector. 

The key issue in an institutional crisis is whether the general public interprets a trigger 
event, or the way in which a trigger event is handled, as a failure of the responsible 
policy sector rather than of individual people or organizations (Ansell et al. 2016). For 
example, a trigger event such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks was broadly interpreted as a 
failure of the U.S. intelligence policy sector to share critical information across numerous 
intelligence agencies (Boin et al., 2009). Consequently, the intelligence sector itself, 
rather than a specific policy or actor was seen as blameworthy for lapses in intelligence 
sharing (Birkland, 2004). What followed was widespread public and political criticism, 
increasing negative media coverage and increasing congressional attention. Ultimately, 
a window of opportunity opened up for major policy reform and an overhaul of the 
intelligence sector and its agencies (Kingdon, 2003). 

Trigger events do not emerge out of nowhere. The root cause of an institutional 
crisis lies in the process of institutional erosion that serves as an incubation process for 
trigger events (Oliver 1992). Institutional erosion refers to a growing performance deficit 
of a policy sector and is endogenous to the policy sector (Ansell et al 2016). Institutional 
erosion can either be the result of actual changes in its performance (for example, fewer 
criminals are caught) or because public expectations of its performance have evolved 
over time (for example certain types of crime are suddenly seen as more problematic 
than others). Institutional erosion occurs when policy sectors fail to adapt to their 
environment, by for example changing policies based on changing expectations, or 
inviting new actors in decision-making processes to ensure better responsiveness and 
performance (Ansell et al. 2016). Timely and adaptive policy reform could mitigate the 
risk of an institutional crisis. 

5.2.1 Institutional crisis management: Two strategies

We distinguish between two ideal-typical crisis management strategies (Boin and ‘t 
Hart, 2000). First, reformist strategies are aimed at “re-balancing or re-designing the 
institutional features of [a] policy [sector] in order to ensure a new ‘fit’ with the changed 
environment” (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2000). Second, conservative strategies that “maintain the 
institutional essence [of the policy sector] in the face of change” (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2000). 
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Reformist strategies focus on the adaptation of a policy sector in the face of adversity. 
Adaptation may mean wide-scale reform of a policy sector, for example through 
redesigning policies, policy venues or modes of decision-making. An example can be 
when more participatory arrangements are introduced to ensure that different voices 
are heard in decision-making processes (Edelenbos et al., 2010). It can also mean that the 
balance of power within a policy sector is rearranged, so as to make, for example, industry 
groups less powerful in relation to environmental advocacy groups. Reformist strategies 
are radical efforts to try and restore the legitimacy of a policy sector. Conservative 
strategies aim to restore legitimacy through incremental changes to the policy sector 
without resorting to overtly drastic changes to its institutional arrangements. Rather 
than co-opting opposing views, in such a scenario policy actors may choose to evaluate 
and improve upon existing policies and venues. The extant status quo and balance of 
power remains intact. Legitimacy is then restored by projecting stability and gradually 
improving blameworthy failures (Ansell et al., 2016). 

Policy scholars appear to put much faith in reformist strategies (Birkland 2004; 
Baumgartner and Jones 2010). They see a straightforward relationship between 
institutional crises and major policy reform, where each crisis is followed by (mostly 
positive) policy change (Ansell et al. 2016). But, for policy elites, an institutional crisis 
first and foremost presents a risk in terms of losing access to decision-making venues, 
subsidies, and other benefits associated with being part of the status quo (Pralle, 2003; 
Stark, 2010). Consequently, policy elites will often fight back against proposed reforms 
of the policy sector by using various strategies aimed at restoring the legitimacy of 
a policy sector. In practice, some policy actors are consequently able to ‘withstand’ 
the pressures of an institutional crisis through incremental changes to for example 
decision-making venues, whereas other policy sectors see widespread policy changes 
and agenda replacement (Boin & ‘t Hart, 2000). 

We know little about the effects of choosing one strategy or another in the case of an 
institutional crisis, as previous work has been mainly theoretical (Boin and ‘t Hart 2000; 
Ansell et al. 2016). In the Dutch earthquake crisis, several strategies were enacted to 
resolve the institutional crisis. These strategies were unsuccessful and the earthquake 
crisis continued to re-emerge as a major political issue. In the following section we 
explore why this has been the case. 

5.3 Data and methods

To answer our research question we have conducted a longitudinal case study (George 
& Bennett, 2005; Yin, 2013) to gather process data on the effects of the enacted crisis 
management strategies (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & Van de Ven, 2013; Pettigrew, 
1990; Van de Ven & Huber, 1990). We adopted a process research approach because 
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it is particularly useful for understanding and identifying the underlying “generative 
mechanisms that cause observed events to happen and the particular circumstances or 
contingencies behind these causal mechanisms” (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). 

In the case study we specifically focus on the crisis management strategies of 
two types of actors. First, a dominant majority coalition of policy actors for decades 
occupied all important decision-making venues related to gas production policy (Dutch 
Safety Board 2015). In this coalition, important policy actors are NAM (the gas producer), 
the Ministry of Economic Affairs (MEA), and a number of smaller research institutes 
and other organizations involved with gas production. At the start of the institutional 
crisis, a minority coalition emerged. This coalition was not at all represented within the 
policy sector before the start of the institutional crisis. It consisted of local and regional 
governments, interest groups and citizen groups. We will further introduce our case 
study and the relevant actors below. 

Our data collection consisted of three steps. To gain a precursory understanding 
of the case, we first gathered publicly available data, such as news reports, policy 
documents, speeches, public statements and transcripts of parliamentary hearings. 
To track public attention to the Groningen earthquakes, we also identified how many 
times national Dutch newspapers (NRC, De Telegraaf and De Volkskrant) discussed the 
Groningen earthquakes. We searched Lexis Nexis Academic on March 4th, 2017 using the 
keywords “Groningen” and “earthquake(s)”. Based on this information we developed 
an overall timeline of important events and the relevant organizations and individuals 
involved in the management of the crisis (Langley, 1999). We then contacted these 
respondents and asked them in turn asked to provide additional names of people who 
were important in the management process whom we couldn’t identify via publicly 
available information (Yin, 2013). In the interviews we relied on semi-structured 
interview questions. Questions were tailored to the role a specific person played in the 
management process and his or her knowledge about how a specific situation came 
about or how a certain decision was made. In total, we conducted 37 semi-structured 
interviews between October 2015 and July 2016. Interviews lasted between 60 – 180 
minutes. To ensure that respondents were able to discuss sensitive topics freely, all 
respondents were promised confidentiality (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Some of the 
interview quotes provided below have therefore been altered slightly if they could lead 
to the identification of a respondent. Substantively, the interview quotes have not been 
changed.

As a first step in our analysis we constructed a process database (Langley, 1999; 
Pettigrew, 1990; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). The database contains all important events 
related to the institutional crisis and its management from the start of the crisis in 
2012 to the end of the 2015. The database captures the management strategies to 
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figure 1. Data structure.
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restore legitimacy in the policy sector and their effects. Recorded events range from 
parliamentary debates, media reports, accounts of negotiation sessions based on 
interview quotes to relevant excerpts meeting notes and policy reports. As a second 
step we coded the events in the process database. Since we were unsure why the events 
in our case study unfolded the way they did, we adopted a fairly open coding process, 
in which we went back and forth between our theoretical framework and the data. By 
doing so we refined our theoretical observations and created theoretical categories 
(Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). Figure 1 represents the resulting data structure. 

5.4 The case study: Institutional erosion and the emergence of the 
earthquake crisis

Decision-making on gas production policy took place in a public-private partnership 
called the ‘Gas Building’ (Van der Voort and Vanclay 2015). The Gas Building housed 
representatives from NAM (Shell and ExxonMobil) and the Ministry of Economic Affairs 
(MEA). Smaller research and consulting firms served as its advisors. A review by the 
Dutch Safety Board – an independent oversight body – found that until 2013 the Gas 
Building functioned as a consensus-oriented “closed system”, in which actors had 
similar interests and where outside opposition and opposing views were excluded 
(Dutch Safety Board 2015, p. 8). Its primary goal was profit maximization. Even the State 
Supervision of Mines (SSM), a formally mandated oversight body, largely adhered to this 
line of thinking up until the earthquake crisis. 

As we mentioned in the introduction, gas production and production policy 
were uncontroversial topics in Dutch politics since gas production started in 1963. 
The emergence of gas production-related earthquakes in the 1980s did not change 
this perception. Even when earthquakes appeared to increase in size, with similar 
magnitudes to the 2012 Huizinge earthquake reported in 1997 (3,5 on the Richter scale), 
1998 (3,4 on the Richter scale) and 2006 (3,5 on the Richter scale) gas production was 
allowed to continue unhindered. No substantial policy changes were implemented 
before 2012 to adapt to the increasing earthquake risk. Policy actors expected that 
their consequences would only result in minor damages to buildings and infrastructure 
(Dutch Safety Board 2015). 

Surprisingly, the 2012 earthquake did serve as wake-up call to some policymakers. 
Previously held assumptions about the maximum magnitude of earthquakes appeared 
no longer justifiable. Now forced to reconsider earlier predictions, the SSM conducted 
a new analysis of the earthquake risk and determined that the area was in more danger 
than previously thought. A January 2013 report sent to the Minister of Economic Affairs 
warned that there might be a 7% change of an earthquake higher than 3,9, possibly even 
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5 on the Richter Scale, if gas production was maintained at the 2012 level (SSM 2013). As 
production related human-induced earthquakes occur at a much more shallow depth 
than tectonic earthquakes, the SSM feared an immediate safety risk for Groningen 
residents (Ellsworth, 2013). The SSM subsequently argued that gas production should 
be scaled down as quickly and realistically as possible (SSM 2013). 

The 2012 earthquake and the 2013 SSM report together functioned as trigger events 
that led to the institutional crisis. For the first time, gas production policy emerged as a 
contentious policy issue because the performance of the policy sector was called into 
question. The publication of the SSM report not only produced significant upheaval 
within the policy sector, there was an immediate public backlash as well. Members of 
parliament joined local and regional policymakers in calls for reductions of the gas 
production level (NRC 2013). National media outlets paid attention for the first time and 
a flurry of negative media reports appeared in which earthquakes were increasingly 
framed as a safety threat. 

5.4.1 Crisis management strategies and trigger events

In response to the institutional crisis, policy actors enacted a set of strategies to 
restore the legitimacy of the policy sector. The strategies that were employed ranged 
from conservative at the start of the institutional crisis, to more reformist as the 
crisis progressed. New crisis management strategies were enacted by policy actors 
in response to new trigger events that emerged. These trigger events have been 
highlighted in Figure 2 below, which also illustrates the way in which the institutional 
crisis has emerged on the media agenda. Figure 3 illustrates how new management 
strategies were enacted in response to new trigger events. We will discuss the specifics 
of each strategy in the following sections.  

figure 2. Groningen Earthquakes and Trigger Events on the Media Agenda.
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figure 3. Management strategies and trigger events during the Groningen institutional crisis

5.4.2 Framing and symbolic intervention 

After the emergence of the institutional crisis, policy actors first pursued various 
conservative management strategies aimed at restoring the legitimacy of the policy 
sector. First, policy actors alleged a perceived increase in feelings of insecurity of local 
inhabitants, rather than an actual increase in safety risk. Internally, both at NAM and 
the MEA, respondents noted that the general perception was that the increase in 
earthquakes did not present a (new) safety risk at all. The Minister of Economic Affairs 
for example stated: “This [increase in earthquakes] has consequences for the feeling 
of safety and leads to insecurity for people who live on top of the Groningen gas 
field” (emphasis ours) (NRC, 2013). Second, more substantively, the MEA announced a 
research program to investigate whether earthquakes could impact the local housing 
market, what mitigating measures could be implemented, and how the earthquake risk 
should be interpreted. In addition, NAM announced that it would reserve some 100 
million euros to restore damages and improve building safety. And, third, policy actors 
also engaged in a public relations campaign to restore trust and legitimacy. MEA and 
NAM representatives visited the affected areas, talked to residents and participated in 
information meetings. NAM also expressed its regret for the hardship some residents 
experienced because of the increase in earthquakes.

Notably, the Minister of Economic Affairs argued that it was too soon to limit gas 
production levels or to take other substantive measures. He subsequently delayed more 
fundamental policy decisions until the end of 2013, once the research program would 
have produced its first results. As one local policymaker observed, this ensured that 
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earthquakes disappeared from the political agenda (while the policy sector remained 
unchanged – see Figure 2): 

The Minister was very smart.(…) The earthquakes almost turned into a true national 
issue. The first thing he did was call for the research reports, which would take a year 
to conduct. Consequently, the sense of urgency was immediately reduced. 
[Respondent D1] 

5.4.3 Manufacturing a second trigger event

The apparent resolution of the institutional crisis – without changes to the policy sector 
– triggered a counter-response at the local level. Groningen policymakers and interest 
groups organized themselves in opposition to NAM and MEA. Their goal was first and 
foremost to put earthquakes back on the national political agenda, so as to ensure that 
continued national attention could lead to desired policy changes. To counteract the 
frame promoted by NAM and MEA, the regional government formed an investigative 
commission (called the Meijer Commission). Formally, the commission was tasked with 
identifying a ‘sustainable future’ for the region (Commissie DTNOG, 2013). Informally, 
the commission had a more encompassing goal, as one respondent involved with the 
development of the commission explains: 

The Meijer Commission was our initiative, because the Minister wanted to organize 
everything nationally. We saw it as an opportunity to expand the issue, to reinvigorate 
the region. Not only in terms of trust – that was a large part of it, but also in terms of 
economic development. (…) We negotiated with the Minister about members [for the 
commission]. But for everything else, he did not want anything to do with it. 
[Respondent J1] 

To expand the policy frame, it was intended that the Meijer Commission would not only 
focus on the direct consequences of the earthquakes, but also on the economic impact 
of earthquakes, the stability of the housing market and compensation for affected 
residents. At the end of 2013, the Meijer Commission proved successful. The Meijer 
Commission identified negative impacts on the housing market, cultural heritage sites 
and residents’ quality of life. Its findings were widely reported in the national media. 
Most importantly, the Meijer Commission’s results provided the regional government 
with an opportunity to attract increasing media attention and to lobby national 
policymakers. One policymaker explains this as follows: 
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We talked to the coalition government. (..) Everything under wraps of course. We 
talked to different ministers. Asked people to mobilize their networks in the coalition 
government parties. 
[Respondent W1]  

The Meijer Commission’s report can therefore be seen as a new trigger event that put 
the earthquake issue back on the political agenda. The effects of this strategy can again 
be seen in Figure 2.

5.4.4 A public participation strategy

As earthquakes re-emerged on the political agenda, majority coalition policy actors 
were forced to respond. This time more tangible measures were needed to address 
public and political concerns, because the type of incremental changes formulated 
before would not be sufficient a second time. To find a satisfactory resolution to the 
crisis, a bargaining process involving policy actors and Groningen policymakers was 
started. Groningen policymakers pursued decentralization of decision-making, more 
involvement of the region and a substantive aid and reconstruction package for the 
affected area. Majority coalition policy actors were less united. The MEA was opposed 
to any form of decentralization of decision-making, but saw opportunities for economic 
investment in the area to counteract the earthquakes negative consequences. NAM saw 
opportunities in some form of decentralized decision-making (on specific topics), but 
was hesitant to too invest too much money in the actual reconstruction process.

Ultimately, a compromise was reached. A collaborative governance arrangement 
called the Dialogue Table (DT) which would work towards “restoring trust” in the 
affected region was instituted. The Dialogue Table consisted of representatives of NAM, 
MEA, local and regional governments, interest groups and citizen groups. Additionally, 
one billion euros was made available to reinforce buildings, ensure adequate damage 
compensation and stimulate economic and cultural investment in the affected region 
(HVVH, 2014). It is worthwhile to note that the introduction of the DT did not mean 
that majority coalition policy actors lost any real power over gas production policy. The 
previously described Gas Building remained intact. NAM and the MEA were only willing 
to concede certain aspects of their decision-making power, unrelated to gas production 
itself, in the hope that by doing so it would restore some of the lost legitimacy and trust 
in the policy sector and its policies. This was something the policy actors continuously 
had to remind the Groningen authorities of, as one policymaker explains:
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We were in a difficult spot. The Minister told me: gas production policy is developed 
under my supervision. (…) What I told DT partners was: alright, we can discuss gas 
production policy. You can have an opinion. But the Minister ultimately decides. 
[Respondent M1]

We therefore see that policy actors were willing to relinquish some of their influence 
to mitigate growing (local) opposition and to bring an end to the institutional crisis. 
Nevertheless, the actual influence of the new actors remained limited. The strategies 
pursued by the majority coalition policy actors can therefore still be qualified as 
conservative rather than reformist. The effects are again visible in Figure 2. For much 
of 2014, earthquakes were off the political agenda and the institutional crisis appeared 
resolved for a second time.

5.4.5 Manufacturing a third trigger event

Despite the apparent resolution of the crisis, local Groningen policymakers soon began 
to have doubts about the new collaborative governance arrangement. They felt that the 
collaborative process was too slow for the earthquakes’ problems (which also appeared 
to increase) and that NAM and the MEA were not really committed to working together 
with societal actors. Two respondents explain this as follows: 

The DT was mostly developed to create some sort of ownership in the area as well as 
acceptance and support for actors, specifically NAM and the MEA. What we called: 
the license to operate. NAM benefited by maintaining support for gas production. 
[Respondent Q1]

At a certain point it became evident that the DT did not have enough power. (…) It 
didn’t work. It was slow. MEA and NAM did not invest enough in support or acceptance. 
[Respondent B1]

Behind the scenes, local policymakers and interest groups started a new campaign 
to put the earthquakes back on the political agenda. Local policymakers visited Shell 
and NAM, attended closed-door meetings with national political parties and used their 
contacts in the Council of Ministers to put pressure on the MEA and NAM. In addition, 
policymakers and interest groups sought out as much media attention as possible. At 
first, these efforts did not gain much traction. In December 2014 this changed when the 
Minister of Economic Affairs granted NAM a renewal of its gas production license. The 
renewal consisted of a slight decrease in the amount of gas that NAM would be allowed 
to produce per year, but made no other substantive changes to production policy. The 
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new production license was granted without consultation of local stakeholders. As a 
result, local policymakers were able to frame the Minister’s decision as one-sided and 
unilateral. This frame was successful. One national newspaper for example classified 
“policymakers and citizens” as angry at the Minister for his “sudden decision” to grant 
a new production license (NRC, 2014). Consequently, local policymakers were therefore 
able to manufacture a third trigger event in the renewal of the gas production license. 
As can be seen in Figure 2, earthquakes again were a prominent topic on the national 
agenda. 

5.4.6 Reform through sharing some power

This time, policy actors realized that without a more substantive, reform-oriented 
strategy, the institutional crisis would not be resolved. Nevertheless, the policy actors 
were still unwilling to fully reform the sector or its decision-making venues. To come 
up with a satisfactory solution, a new negotiation process unfolded, which led to the 
formation of a new governance arrangement called the National Coordinator Groningen 
(NCG). The NCG was modelled after the Dutch Delta Commissioner who is responsible 
for dike reinforcement and protection against rising sea levels as well as flooding. 
Similar to the Delta Commissioner, the NCG would have no formal decision-making 
power in relation to the majority policy actors but would be able to influence decision-
making through the distribution of budgets (mainly for reconstruction of houses). The 
formation of the NCG meant that the DT would dissolved.

For the remainder of the period under investigation, earthquakes slowly left 
the political agenda. This has not meant that earthquakes did not re-appear on the 
political agenda since then. For example, in the 2017 election cycle the earthquakes 
were a prominent issue, and in January 2018 an earthquake similar to the 2012 Huizinga 
earthquake invited renewed scrutiny. Although these trigger events have also prompted 
responses, to date, the Gas Building has remained intact. Both events illustrate the 
ambiguity present in the ‘resolution’ of the crisis. Will new measures be enough,  or will 
they prompt opposition actors to press for more substantial measures? 

5.5 Towards a theoretical model of institutional crisis management 
strategies

Our case study results show that the strategies employed by majority coalition policy 
actors, aimed at resolving the institutional crisis and restoring legitimacy to the gas 
production policy sector, were only temporarily successful. Each strategy encountered 
fierce opposition from outside of the policy sector. Opposition actors were able to 
manufacture new trigger events, which further increased the pressure on the policy 
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sector to reform. As a result, the majority coalition policy actors were increasingly 
forced to formulate more reform-oriented strategies. 

In this section we will use our case study results, and existing evidence from the 
literature, to formulate a theoretical model of institutional crisis management strategies, 
which explains how and why policy sectors are able to survive an institutional crisis, 
and what strategies they have for doing so. The model is dynamic, which means that 
“variables (…) at a given time are a function (at least in part) of the same variables at 
an earlier time” (Van de Ven and Poole 1995, p. 536). The model is presented in Figure 
4 below. 

figure 4. A model of institutional crisis management strategies

The model has five components, which we will discuss in turn: trigger events, media, 
public and political attention,  political intervention, management strategies and 
counter-strategies.

Trigger events function as a catalyst for an institutional crisis when a trigger event is 
seen as emblematic for wider failures within a policy sector (Nohrstedt and Weible 2010). 
In our case study we identified four important trigger events: the 2012 earthquake, the 
2013 SSM report, the 2013 Meijer Commission report and the 2014 production license 
increase. Each of these events ensured an increase in media, public and political 
attention (see Figure 2). It appears unlikely that the 2013 Meijer Commission report 
and the 2014 production license increase would have sparked the institutional crisis 
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by themselves. We therefore follow the distinction by Baumgartner and Jones (2010, 
130) between trigger events and “attributed trigger events”. The first are considered 
relatively rare and are so exceptional that they have the potential to start an institutional 
crisis, whereas attributed trigger events are “consolidating events – dramatic symbols of 
problems already rising rapidly to national attention” (Baumgartner and Jones, 2010, p. 
130). Attributed trigger events should therefore be understood within the larger context 
of an institutional crisis and its existing causal story (Stone, 1989). In the model we have 
therefore made a distinction between the primary trigger event and the attributed 
trigger events that follow. As we discussed in the theoretical framework, trigger events 
can only lead to an institutional crisis when a process of institutional erosion has already 
occurred (Oliver 1992). Institutional erosion occurs when a policy sector fails to adapt 
to a changing environment, or does not deliver on its expected performance (Ansell et 
al. 2016). 

Each trigger event ensures (negative) media, public and political attention as well 
as a rise on the political agenda. A substantial increase in attention increases the 
chances of outside macro-political intervention, by for example parliament or congress 
(Baumgartner and Jones 2010). Political intervention can occur when an institutional 
crisis leads to sustained prominence on the national political agenda, which may prompt 
national politicians to enact widespread reform and/or a substantial overhaul of the 
policy sector. In such a case, incumbent policy elites would almost certainly lose their 
privileged position (cf. Baumgartner and Jones 2010). Consequently, an institutional 
crisis and its aftermath presents an enormous risk to incumbent policy elites. Each 
time an institutional crisis occurs (or is deepened by a new trigger event) a window of 
opportunity opens up which makes macro-political intervention more likely (Kingdon, 
2003). In the model we have illustrated one instance of political intervention. In 
practice, political intervention can occur each time media, public and political attention 
substantially increases. For example, because the performance issues in the policy actor 
are so evident and severe that intervention is almost inevitable.

Our case study illustrates that the potential risk of political intervention affects 
the type of response strategy that policy elites enact. NAM and MEA were very eager 
to minimize the potential dangers of increasing earthquakes and were quick to 
enact conservative rather than reformist management strategies so as to ensure that 
earthquakes would leave the political agenda as soon as possible, and make political 
intervention less likely (Boin and ‘t Hart, 2000). When possible, it is therefore to be 
expected that policy actors first engage in conservative crisis management strategies 
to ensure that limited substantial changes are implemented, but that it appears 
as if they are responding to the underlying problem. If successful, and no (political) 
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opposition emerges, an institutional crisis will subside and no substantive changes will 
be implemented. 

As long as an institutional crisis does not immediately lead to political intervention, 
the key challenge of managing an institutional crisis comes from the response (or counter-
strategy) that the majority coalition management strategy evokes. An institutional 
crisis has the potential to energize new interest and advocacy groups, which pursue 
strategies aimed at achieving greater influence in the policy sector, for example through 
lobbying, venue-shopping, attracting media attention or protesting (Pralle 2003). Their 
goal is to manufacture new trigger events that ensure increasing political, media and 
public attention. In our case study, we identified local governments, citizen and interest 
groups that opposed gas production. When these types of actors successfully mobilize 
in opposition to an institutional crisis, they have the opportunity to ensure that the 
institutional crisis remains on the political agenda. 

Proposition 1: The success of majority coalition management strategies is dependent 
on whether they (1) decrease media, public and political attention and (2) are 
confronted by possible counter-strategies of newly empowered advocacy groups. 

As soon as opposition actors are able to mobilize successfully, policy elites will be 
forced to formulate a more encompassing crisis management strategy. Especially when 
opposition actors are able to manufacture or capitalize on new trigger events. In our 
case study, each new manufactured trigger event led to somewhat more reformist 
crisis management strategies in the hope that these would resolve the institutional 
crisis and would appease popular discontent. Strictly conservative, or more symbolic, 
crisis management strategies would likely have deepened public distrust, resulting in 
an even greater public backlash and an increasing likelihood of outside intervention. In 
the model this path-dependent dynamic is illustrated by the size of the management 
strategy spheres, where a larger sphere represents the opportunity to enact both 
conservative and reformist management strategies and a smaller sphere represents a 
movement towards increasingly reformist strategies (that is, a decreasing number of 
‘strategy options’) (Peters et al. 2005). 

Proposition 2: The opportunity to enact effective conservative crisis management 
strategies decreases as an institutional crisis progresses and opposition increases. 

  
The underlying dynamic of management strategies and counter-strategies can result in 
a continuing feedback loop, which we also saw in our case study (Van de Ven and Poole 
1995; Seo and Creed 2002). In such a feedback loop, management strategies by majority 
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coalition actors and counter-strategies by opposition actors ensure that an institutional 
crisis (re)emerges on the agenda for any number of times. Arguably, a feedback loop 
can have two directions. First, a feedback loop can have an ‘upwards’ trajectory when 
each new trigger event gains increasing attention, ensuring an increasing likelihood of 
political intervention. And second, a feedback loop can have a ‘downwards’ trajectory, 
facilitated by public or political weariness, ensuring limited change and a continuing 
gridlock. 

Consequently, two types of conclusions can emerge out of a feedback loop. The 
first conclusion is that of political intervention, where a policy sector is completely 
reorganized, as we discussed above. The second conclusion is one in which the 
underlying issues with a policy sector are not resolved, which results in gridlock and a 
continuing stalemate. As long as political intervention has not occurred, the resolution 
of an institutional crisis is therefore inherently ambiguous. New trigger events 
(manufactured or not) still have the potential to re-invigorate the institutional crisis and 
ensure renewed prominence on the political agenda. 

5.6 conclusion

In this chapter we asked why the policy actors in the Dutch gas production policy sector 
were unable to resolve the institutional crisis. We found that policy actors enacted 
multiple crisis management strategies aimed at restoring the legitimacy of the policy 
sector, while making as few changes to its institutional arrangements as possible. The 
different strategies only temporarily lifted popular discontent, and prompted counter-
strategies by newly empowered interest, citizen and advocacy groups. As a result, a 
feedback loop emerged in which newly manufactured trigger events ensured that 
earthquakes continued to re-emerge on the political agenda, and majority coalition 
policy actors were forced to implement increasingly reformist crisis management 
strategies (Van de Ven and Poole 1995; Seo and Creed 2002). 

Our study answers recent calls for more research on institutional crises (Nohrstedt et 
al. 2018). We contribute to existing research on institutional crises, by highlighting the 
important role that management strategies and agency play in resolving an institutional 
crisis (Sabatier 1988; Birkland 1998; Baumgartner and Jones 2010; Nohrstedt and Weible 
2010). Furthermore, we have theorized how incumbent policy elites successfully navigate 
an institutional crisis by using numerous crisis management strategies (ranging from 
conservative to more reformist). Ultimately, their success is dependent on the counter-
response by opposing interest, citizen and advocacy groups. As long as these groups 
are able to manufacture, or capitalize on, new trigger events, a window for major policy 
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reform remains open (Kingdon 2003). If no opposition materializes, or their strategies 
are unsuccessful, limited change will likely be implemented. 

Future research efforts will have to determine to what extent to our observations 
hold for all types of policy sectors and institutional crises. In for example less-
institutionalized and loosely structured policy sectors it may the case that management 
dynamics follow a different type of pattern (Van de Ven and Poole 2005; Ansell et al. 
2016). In addition, it will be interesting to study from a comparative perspective what 
exact type of strategies are more or less effective for resolving an institutional crisis. 
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Discussion and conclusion

cHapTeR 6
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Crises present some of the most tremendously complex and difficult challenges 
authorities can be confronted with (Quarantelli, 1988; Rosenthal et al., 1989; Weick, 1988). 
Under chaotic, stressful, and uncertain conditions, public leaders and first responders 
have to make sense of what is going on, identify what can be done, and figure out 
how to make a collective course of action happen (Boin et al., 2005; Christensen et al., 
2016a; Comfort, 2007). Every decision, action, or even inaction, can have profound and 
unforeseen consequences for the safety and security of all people involved. In response 
to a crisis, authorities and first responders mobilize resources, establish command 
centers, assess the unfolding situation, and prepare crisis arrangements that are tasked 
with bringing back order from chaos (Stallings and Quarantelli 1985). 

At the same time, affected communities, citizens, NGOs, and even businesses, 
churches, and community organizations also mobilize to aid in relief efforts (Auf der 
Heide, 1989). An extensive body of research has shown that these societal actors can 
have important positive impacts on a crisis response operation (Kendra & Wachtendorf, 
2016; Twigg & Mosel, 2017; Veronica & Eklund, 2017; Whittaker et al., 2015). However, 
not all societal actors that mobilize are cooperative. Some actors, such as protest and 
advocacy groups, sense an opportunity for political change (Birkland, 1998). These 
contrarian actors mobilize in anticipation of an opportunity to promote their ideas and 
advance their interests (Kingdon, 2003). The result is a perhaps even more complicated 
crisis landscape than before, one in which it is not immediately clear how authorities 
should respond to the various forms of cooperative and contrarian societal mobilization.

 This dissertation therefore asked the following research questions: 

1 Which strategies can public authorities enact towards the mobilization of societal 
actors during crises that promote crisis response capacity and crisis response 
legitimacy? 

2 What are the consequences when authorities fail to enact an appropriate strategy?

I answered these questions via two case studies, one on the Dutch response to the EU 
refugee crisis and one on the Dutch response to the Groningen earthquakes. From the 
chapters and studies comprising this dissertation, a diverse image emerged. In the cases 
I analyzed, authorities were responsive toward different types of societal mobilization 
but appeared to find limited guidance in either past experience or existing policies. 
Similarly, not all Dutch authorities enacted the same types of responses. To complicate 
matters, in most cases, limited trust existed between societal actors and authorities. 
Nevertheless, my research results illustrate that when confronted by cooperative or 
contrarian societal mobilization, authorities can enact multiple types of strategies that 
either promote or maintain response capacity and response legitimacy. However, when 
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authorities are not sufficiently responsive toward societal mobilization, they run the risk 
of a disruption of ongoing response processes or outright societal opposition against 
the response process.

I will further describe and discuss the research results in the sections below. First, I 
describe how different strategies lead to authorities’ responsiveness toward cooperative 
and contrarian societal mobilization. Then, I describe how a lack of responsiveness 
can lead to a disruption of response activities as well as a growing opposition against 
authorities. Based on my research results, I discuss four propositions that describe this 
dissertation’s contribution to the literature and that may provide avenues for future 
research. I conclude by discussing the practical implications of the research results. 

6.1 Research Results

In this dissertation’s introduction, I made a distinction between functional and political 
responsiveness. The individual chapters then explored how each type of responsiveness 
toward cooperative and contrarian societal mobilization can promote response capacity 
and response legitimacy. Based on my research results, I can identify four ideal-typical 
categories of strategies that promote response capacity and response legitimacy. Table 
1 summarizes these categories, with types of responsiveness on the vertical axis and 
types of societal mobilization on the horizontal axis. It should be noted that these are 
ideal-typical categories: in practice, as well as in the cases I analyzed, adopted strategies 
often fall somewhere in-between the different ideal types. The following section 
describes each of the ideal-typical strategies in turn. 

cooperative societal 
mobilization

contrarian societal 
mobilization

Functional responsiveness Adaptive strategies Channeling strategies

Political responsiveness Conservative strategies Reformist strategies

Table 1. Functional and political responsiveness toward cooperative and contrarian mobilization: 
Strategies that promote response capacity and legitimacy.

6.1.1 Adaptive Strategies 

My analysis showed that when cooperative societal mobilization is involved, adaptive 
strategies that take the needs, wishes, and claims of societal actors into account 
improve authorities’ response capacity and response legitimacy. Adaptive strategies are 
flexible strategies for engaging with societal actors based on the different tensions and 
dilemmas that might be encountered during a response process. Adaptive strategies 
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can also be focused on adapting internal structures and arrangements and standard 
operating procedures and work practices to accommodate societal mobilization. 

In Chapter 3, I studied how authorities can be responsive toward the emergence 
of cooperative societal mobilization during crises. I found that what kinds of adaptive 
strategies authorities adopt is important for navigating through the governance 
tensions and dilemmas that occur. My multiple case study of the Dutch response to the 
refugee crisis showed that adaptive governance responses to tensions and dilemmas 
produce virtuous response cycles, improving both response capacity and response 
legitimacy. In that study, the three “positive” governance responses (i.e., alternation, 
segmentation, and transcendence strategies) to the emergence of societal mobilization 
could be characterized as adaptive because they were new and flexible ways of engaging 
with a changing crisis environment that included new, unexpected forms of societal 
mobilization. Rather than ignoring, side-stepping, or failing to recognize dilemmas 
relating to societal mobilization, the three adaptive responses either addressed 
potential governance dilemmas in different organizations/units and at different times 
during the response process, or they led to new and creative governance solutions.

For example, in one of the cases I analyzed (Safety Region D), authorities enacted a 
transcendent governance response to the emergence of societal mobilization, which 
meant that authorities openly acknowledged potential dilemmas and challenges 
and attempted to work out creative solutions. At the start of the refugee crisis, local 
mayors in the Safety Region anticipated that governance dilemmas would occur and 
that response organizations would be ill-equipped to handle mass shelter provisioning 
when refugees started to arrive. They therefore instituted a region-wide taskforce 
consisting of a small number of first responders who were responsible for setting up all 
shelter locations. The taskforce had fairly wide latitude and decision-making authority, 
so it could decide for itself how to govern societal mobilization. To ensure sufficient 
responsiveness toward societal mobilization, the taskforce would identify how societal 
actors might be involved before establishing a new shelter location. A coordinator 
would then be assigned, ensuring that societal actors always had one primary point 
of contact. From the point of view of both authorities and societal actors, the strategy 
improved the overall legitimacy of the response process and increased the capacities 
available to address the crisis.

 Besides adaptive strategies that cover the immediate aftermath of a crisis, authorities 
can also enact adaptive strategies that have more long-term impacts. Chapter 4 
explored how the Red Cross used their Ready2Help platform to channel societal 
mobilization during the refugee crisis by providing prospective citizen volunteers with 
an opportunity to register and list their availability to help. Much of the influx of citizen 
volunteers was managed through this platform. Ready2Help was used to manage 
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volunteers’ availability and expertise and to distribute volunteers across refugee shelter 
locations. The adoption of such platforms, both online and offline, allows authorities 
and other response organizations to manage societal mobilization in a more flexible 
and adaptive manner. The Red Cross, for example, was able to adapt the Ready2Help 
platform’s structure before, during, and after the refugee crisis in order to adapt to new 
organizational and governance challenges. 

Furthermore, in Chapter 2, I discussed the existing literature and found that authorities 
can adopt different strategies to accommodate cooperative societal mobilization 
in each phase of a crisis. In the crisis preparation phase, for example, authorities can 
improve response capacity and legitimacy by identifying and supporting potential 
societal mobilization within communities and by building and stimulating capabilities 
and preventative measures. And in the crisis recovery phase, authorities can be attuned 
to the legitimacy and accountability of societal actors involved in relief efforts, with 
a particular focus on maintaining societal involvement as much as possible. When 
necessary, authorities can require societal actors to adopt appropriate accountability 
regimes and stimulate involvement from societal actors with a variety of backgrounds. 

Taken together, these different adaptive strategies and measures positively 
influence response capacity and response legitimacy by structuring and guiding 
cooperative societal mobilization in a way that benefits both authorities and societal 
actors themselves. 

6.1.2 Channeling Strategies

In contrast to cooperative societal mobilization, contrarian societal mobilization creates 
different challenges for authorities. Contrarian societal mobilization can threaten 
significant disruptions of ongoing crisis response processes. Functional responsiveness 
toward contrarian societal mobilization involves finding a way to channel the needs, 
wishes, and claims of societal actors who are in principle opposed to authorities’ 
interests and ideas, and to do so in such a manner that their opposition does not 
threaten the response capacity and legitimacy of ongoing crisis response processes. 
Using a functional perspective, my research identified two components of channeling 
strategies.

First, channeling strategies can be focused on anticipating different types of 
contrarian societal mobilization and identifying means of channeling (or cordoning off) 
societal mobilization that is unwanted (Chapters 2 and 4). For example, as I discussed 
in Chapter 2, the Community Emergency Response Teams (CERTs) instituted by FEMA 
are often used to control unwanted societal mobilization or to block unwanted societal 
actors from entering potentially hazardous disaster sites. The underlying idea is that 
when CERTs take care of cordoning off areas, first responders can focus on managing 
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the crisis. Similarly, as I discussed in Chapter 4, the Ready2Help platform can ensure 
that different types of contrarian societal mobilization are controlled. Rather than 
just “showing up” at a disaster site, societal actors have a system (CERTs) or platform 
(Ready2Help) that they can sign-up with. When societal actors have more evident ways 
of contributing to a crisis response process, it is less likely that their involvement will 
itself become a hazard to the ongoing response. 

Second, channeling strategies can also be focused on sending contrarian societal 
actors away from disaster sites. Sending societal actors away from disaster sites, however, 
could negatively impact response legitimacy. As I described in Chapter 3, in cases where 
societal mobilization is unwanted, simply keeping contrarian societal actors away from a 
crisis site is not enough. To maintain response legitimacy, it is important that authorities 
provide venues and opportunities for contrarian societal actors to voice their concerns 
and to experience – at the very least – that their involvement is not dismissed out of 
hand, even in cases where their involvement is ultimately unwanted or unhelpful. 

6.1.3 Conservative Strategies

Crises not only present functional challenges but also political ones because they have 
the potential to trigger broader political and societal changes. The emergence of a 
crisis can serve as a trigger event that leads to blame games about who is responsible 
for the emergence of the crisis or the way it was handled as well as to decreases in 
the legitimacy of government actors, policies, and institutions. As seen in Chapter 5, 
some societal actors do not mobilize in response to the original hazard per se but in 
response to the political opportunities a crisis presents. My research shows that when 
cooperative societal actors mobilize, authorities can enact conservative strategies 
that focus on maintaining response legitimacy (and, as a result, protecting response 
capacity). Conservative strategies are aimed at identifying incremental political changes 
rather than widespread political and policy reforms. 

As I identified in Chapter 5, crises can serve as a reminder that existing policies 
and institutions may need to be updated as environments change. The emergence of 
a crisis can therefore be a wake-up call that such changes are needed. For example, 
the Groningen crisis illustrated that changes were needed in gas production policies to 
make them better equipped to deal with the emergence of earthquakes. Cooperative 
societal actors who mobilize in response to a crisis can help identify potential issues 
and provide new policy solutions and viewpoints. Authorities who employ conservative 
strategies may listen to these societal actors and choose to evaluate and improve upon 
existing policies and policy venues, leaving the extant status quo and balance of power 
intact. Since authorities and societal actors share broadly similar goals and interests, 
conservative strategies are likely to be comparatively easy to implement.
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The enactment of conservative strategies has a direct influence on response 
legitimacy, because societal actors feel taken seriously and listened to. In addition, 
conservative strategies are a meaningful way to ensure that authorities and institutions 
are better prepared for future crises because they pro-actively adapt to a changing 
environment. Conservative strategies therefore provide an opportunity to not only 
protect and maintain response legitimacy but also indirectly strengthen response 
capacity in future crises. 

6.1.4 Reformist Strategies

When contrarian societal actors mobilize against existing institutions, policies, and 
arrangements, the risks for authorities are altogether more severe. The Groningen case 
study is a good example. In Chapter 5, I found that when authorities are confronted with 
political challenges to the status quo and rising challenges to their legitimacy, reformist 
strategies are the most likely ones to alleviate concerns. Reformist strategies focus on 
the large-scale adaptation – or even reform – of a policy sector in the face of adversity: 
for example, the redesign of policies, policy venues, or modes of decision‐making, such 
as when more participatory arrangements are introduced to ensure that different voices 
are heard in decision‐making processes. The goal of reformist strategies is to restore 
response legitimacy and capacity after it has been severely challenged by an unfolding 
crisis or contrarian societal mobilization.

In the aftermath of the 2012 Huizinge earthquake in the province of Groningen 
(Chapter 5), authorities – together with NAM and other policy actors – enacted 
multiple crisis management strategies aimed at restoring their own legitimacy, while 
simultaneously making as few substantive changes to earthquake policies and gas 
production arrangements as possible. Strategies ranged from conservative at the 
start of the crisis to somewhat more reformist at the end of the period of analysis. The 
different strategies only temporarily lifted popular discontent, and they prompted 
counter‐strategies by newly empowered interest, citizen, and advocacy groups. As a 
result, a feedback loop emerged in which newly manufactured trigger events by those 
groups ensured that earthquakes continued to re‐emerge on the political agenda, 
forcing authorities to implement increasingly reformist crisis management strategies. 

The Groningen case study illustrates that of all the strategies, reformist strategies are 
the most likely to restore response capacity and legitimacy in the face of substantial and 
effective contrarian societal mobilization. To enact reformist strategies, authorities must 
acknowledge that they have to share power and open up decision-making venues to 
societal actors they do not necessarily agree with. Sometimes it may even mean giving 
up decision-making power completely. Enacting reformist strategies may therefore be 
seen as a very complex task to achieve effectively. However, it appears that if authorities 



128    |    Chapter 6

are unwilling to allow societal actors a seat at the table, it is very difficult to resolve a 
crisis and restore legitimacy. In fact, as the Groningen case study illustrates, as long as 
challenges to the status quo continue to progress, only increasingly reformist strategies 
are likely to be able to provide a long-term solution. 

6.1.5 Risks and Challenges of Non-Responsiveness

Having identified the four types of responsiveness strategies (adaptive, channeling, 
conservative, and reformist) that promote or maintain governance capacity and 
governance legitimacy, I now discuss what can happen when authorities fail to enact 
these strategies or are unsuccessful in doing so.

6.1.6 Disruption

When authorities are not responsive to societal actors, crisis response processes may 
be severely disrupted. Chapter 3 explored how authorities’ lack of responsiveness, or 
their inappropriate responsiveness, toward societal mobilization can lead to “vicious 
response cycles” that significantly hinder their management of a crisis. These vicious 
response cycles can lead to distrust, blame games, a lack of communication, or even 
outright conflict between societal actors and authorities, thereby decreasing response 
capacities and response legitimacy. 

For example, in Chapter 5, I discussed how authorities governed societal actors 
during the refugee crisis, by focusing on the dilemmas they encountered. One dilemma 
focused on who would be responsible for citizen volunteers who were waiting at 
refugee shelter locations to provide assistance. Authorities enacted a so-called selection 
strategy, where governance responsibilities were mostly left with citizen volunteers 
themselves. Without guidance, an increasing number of volunteers showed up at 
shelter locations, overwhelming first responders, who were unsure what to do about 
them. As a result, first responders were so busy responding to the influx of volunteers 
that they had limited time to actually help refugees and prepare shelter locations. Only 
later were authorities able to enact a different, adaptive strategy that could address 
these issues and make use of the volunteers.

Similarly, a failure to engage with cooperative societal mobilization also tends to lead 
to negative consequences and disruptions. Most importantly, when cooperative societal 
actors want to help authorities out but are subsequently ignored or not fully integrated 
in a response process, as shown in Chapter 3, authorities run the risk of losing response 
legitimacy (while simultaneously failing to maximize response capacity). For authorities, 
the question of whether to engage with societal mobilization is therefore not entirely 
free of consequences – regardless of whether mobilization is cooperative or contrarian. 
Inaction can also have negative consequences for an ongoing response process. 
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Consequently, both examples illustrate the importance of enacting strategies that 
avoid disruption of crisis response processes. 

6.1.7 Opposition 

When authorities are not sufficiently responsive toward societal actors and a crisis 
serves as a trigger event for political societal mobilization, outright opposition to 
authorities’ interests can emerge. The Groningen case study presents a clear example 
of this phenomenon. However, regardless of authorities’ actions, opposition to specific 
policies and institutions can emerge for other reasons as well (see Chapter 5 for a 
thorough discussion). 

In the Groningen case, authorities were reluctant to engage with societal actors and 
advocacy group mobilization after the 2012 Huizinge earthquake. They first enacted 
symbolic response strategies to public protests and, in the period under study, were 
steadfastly reluctant to share decision-making authority with societal actors. Although 
authorities were pushed toward increasingly reformist strategies, they never fully 
relented, which resulted in a continuous challenge to their legitimacy. As I discussed in 
Chapter 5, the earthquake crisis was still on the public and political agenda in 2017 and 
2018. New measures enacted by authorities never appeared enough to fully alleviate 
public discontent. 

The Groningen case study consequently illustrates that a major risk in cases of 
contrarian mobilization is the possibility of continuous opposition to the legitimacy 
of authorities. Although I can only speculate at this point, it appears likely that if 
reformist strategies had been enacted in the immediate aftermath of the 2012 Huizinge 
earthquake and Groningen actors had been given a voice in determining the future of 
the affected areas, as well as gas production, the crisis might have been resolved much 
sooner. 

6.2 summary conclusion

In sum, my research results illustrate that when confronted by cooperative or contrarian 
societal mobilization, authorities can enact adaptive, channeling, conservative, and 
reformist strategies that either promote or maintain response capacity and response 
legitimacy. If they do not successfully enact these strategies and are not sufficiently 
responsive toward societal mobilization, they risk the disruption of ongoing response 
processes or outright opposition against their interests. Enacting appropriate strategies 
under the right circumstances therefore appears to be of great importance. 
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6.3 Moving forward: Theoretical Implications and Directions for future 
Research 

Having presented my research results and answered the main research questions, I now 
present and discuss avenues for future research. I will not detail the specific contributions 
and all of the limitations that underlie the studies comprising this dissertation; these 
have been detailed extensively in their respective chapters. Instead, this discussion is 
structured according to four propositions that provide the overall contribution of this 
dissertation and present suggestions for new research. Within the discussion, I also 
describe and discuss some of the overarching limitations of this dissertation. 

Proposition 1: Crisis and disaster management research benefits from a stronger 

focus on both cooperative and contrarian societal mobilization

Research on societal mobilization in the field of crisis and disaster management has long 
been a topic of interest for many researchers (Stallings & Quarantelli, 1985). A strong 
apparent bias in the current literature on societal mobilization in times of crisis is its 
strong focus on cooperative societal mobilization and its adoption of a fairly functional 
perspective (Nohrstedt et al. 2018). Even within the context of cooperative societal 
mobilization, which can consist of a wide variety of societal actors, most attention is 
focused toward emergent citizen groups (Twigg & Mosel, 2017; Veronica & Eklund, 2017). 
However, my research has demonstrated that other societal actors, such as businesses, 
churches, and community groups, can play a similarly important role in crisis response 
processes. The case of Walmart during Hurricane Katrina often comes up as a prime 
example in the literature, but surprisingly few studies have actually looked at how and 
why Walmart was successful in supporting FEMA during the disaster response (Boin 
& McConnell, 2007). Similarly, we do not yet know how involvement of these types of 
actors can be better leveraged in future disasters. 

Surprisingly, little attention has been given to contrarian societal mobilization, even 
though it is evidently a topic many first responders and public leaders struggle with 
(see Barsky et al. 2007). In the past, researchers explored societal mobilization in the 
context of “disaster myths,” which aimed to show that mobilization is a mostly positive 
phenomenon (Lorenz et al., 2018; Tierney et al., 2006). But in practice, societal actors 
often have their own political agendas, which may lead to issues for authorities. Barsky 
et al. (2007), for example, identified that first responders are quite often confronted 
by unwanted societal actors. My research shows how important it is for researchers to 
focus not only on cooperative societal mobilization but similarly on contrarian societal 
mobilization. Ignoring the latter can severely hinder response legitimacy and the overall 
crisis response performance. Therefore, when practitioners and researchers work toward 
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developing new solutions for incorporating societal actors in crisis response processes, 
the wider complexity of societal involvement in crisis and disaster management should 
be taken into account. 

Proposition 2: Crisis management research can benefit from a process research 

perspective

In each of the empirical chapters of this dissertation, I built on research conducted in 
the “process” tradition (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Van de 
Ven & Poole, 2005). A process research perspective provides empirical explanations by 
identifying how particular phenomena come about, while identifying and understanding 
the underlying generative mechanisms that lead to specific outcomes (Langley, 2007; 
Pettigrew, 1990; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995). For example, in Chapter 5, I developed a 
theoretical process model about institutional crisis management strategies. I theorized 
how authorities’ responses to trigger events, and societal actors’ counter-responses, 
influence the resolution of institutional crises. The underlying logic of the process 
model is grounded in dialectical paradox theory, in which “theoretical tensions (…) or 
oppositions are used to stimulate the development of more encompassing theories” 
(Poole & Van de Ven, 1989). I followed a largely similar approach in Chapter 3. 

In recent years, there have been new calls to make a stronger connection between 
the crisis and disaster management literature and the process research tradition (Roux-
Dufort, 2007). For example, Williams et al. (2017) argue that viewing “crises-as-processes” 
provides benefits in terms of understanding how crises emerge, how crisis response 
strategies vary across different stages of a crisis, and how organizational anomalies, 
vulnerabilities, and weaknesses develop in crisis response systems. Of course, these 
types of recommendations are not necessarily new. Turner (1976) as well as other early 
crisis management scholars emphasized understanding crisis management processes 
through the prism of different stages and processes. But, as my own research illustrates, 
further attention on response processes can have a clear benefit for understanding 
particular crisis management outcomes (Berthod et al., 2017). 

Nevertheless, the way I have presented my research results in this chapter does not 
strictly follow my own recommendations. Although I followed a process logic quite 
closely in each of the empirical chapters, I have not done so in this concluding chapter. 
One reason is that while I have identified the four overarching categories of strategies 
that can be adopted in relation to different types of societal mobilization, I have not 
analyzed how the four strategies interlink and influence each other over time. For 
example, it may be that enacting one type of strategy, say a channeling strategy, could 
make it more difficult to also enact reformist strategies. In addition, enacting some 
strategies could be much easier, or much more cost-effective, compared to enacting 
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other types of strategies, leading to complicated trade-offs between the types of 
strategies authorities may want to enact under particular circumstances. Finally, the 
way in which a crisis develops – sudden onset, fast burning, or slow burning – could 
influence the types of strategies that can be enacted. By adopting a process research 
perspective, future studies can provide answers to these questions. 

Proposition 3: Research on crisis and disaster management benefits from analyses 

that take functional and political dimensions of crisis response processes into 

account 

My dissertation highlights the need to connect debates on institutional crises and 
regular crises (see also Nohrstedt et al. 2018). Chapter 5 contributes to debates on 
institutional crises by highlighting the important role that management strategies 
and agency play in resolving an institutional crisis (Sabatier 1988; Birkland 1998; 
Baumgartner and Jones 2010; Nohrstedt and Weible 2010). I have specifically theorized 
how authorities may successfully navigate an institutional crisis by using numerous crisis 
management strategies (ranging from conservative to more reformist). Ultimately, their 
success depends on the counter‐response evoked by opposing interest, citizen, and 
advocacy groups. As long as these groups are able to manufacture, or capitalize on, new 
trigger events, a window for major policy reform remains open (Kingdon 2003). When 
no opposition materializes, or when their strategies prove unsuccessful, implemented 
change is likely to be limited. 

Future research efforts may further combine and integrate the debates on crisis 
management and institutional crisis management, which have largely evolved 
separately (Ansell et al., 2016). In fact, my research suggests that the consequences of 
“regular” and “institutional” crises appear more in tandem, leading to compounding 
management and governance challenges for authorities. For example, during the 
refugee crisis, governments across Europe were confronted with framing contests, 
blame games, and political challenges in relation to the arrival of refugees. At the same 
time, these same governments needed to open shelter locations and manage large 
groups of people entering their countries. The functional and political challenges of the 
refugee crisis consequently became increasingly blurred, likely influencing each other 
very strongly. Therefore, response strategies that focus on only one “dimension” of 
crises are increasingly likely to fail in promoting governance legitimacy and governance 
capacity. Similarly, researchers who only focus on one of the dimensions may miss a lot 
of information about why a crisis was managed the way it was (Nohrstedt et al. 2018). 
Future researchers may therefore further explore how the institutional dimensions of a 
crisis influence regular crisis management processes, and vice versa. 
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Proposition 4: Research on crisis governance benefits from a stronger focus on why 

authorities enact particular response strategies
My research on governance tensions and dilemmas also highlights an important 
direction for future research. Previous research on governance tensions has established 
that salient tensions often “surface in the form of ambiguity that demands sensemaking” 
(Jay, 2013; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Weick, 1995). Sensemaking can refer to “the process 
through which individuals work to understand novel, unexpected, or confusing 
events” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). It involves extracting and interpreting cues from 
the environment and using these “as the basis for a plausible account that provides 
order and ‘makes sense’ of what has occurred, and through which they can continue 
to enact the environment” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1995). In the process 
of sensemaking, actors shape and influence the way in which crises are governed. 
Therefore, when actors work together to respond to a dilemma, they can be said to 
enact a dilemma in Weick’s sense of the term (Weick, 1995). 

Future research may further investigate how, and particularly why, sensemaking 
processes lead to the enactment of certain types of responses to governance tensions 
and dilemmas. A working hypothesis may be that the type of sensemaking process that 
emerges influences the likelihood that specific responses to a dilemma are enacted 
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

Based on the literature, there are three types of sensemaking processes that can be 
considered important. The first type is collective sensemaking. In collective sensemaking, 
a variety of actors with different institutional backgrounds (fire services and police, for 
example) collectively interpret salient dilemmas and construct a response (Wolbers & 
Boersma, 2013). The second type is sensegiving. Sensegiving occurs when people aim to 
influence the sensemaking process of others (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). As Weick (1995) 
has argued, a dominant interpretative frame often emerges from the “relatively small 
group at the top of the organizational hierarchy” (Weick, 1995). In the crisis management 
context, strategic decision-makers are often the types of actors who give sense to the 
unfolding situation (Moynihan, 2012). The third type, distributed sensemaking, occurs 
in situations where individuals and groups do not share an individual starting point of 
meaning (Wachtendorf & Kendra, 2006; Weick, 2005). Distributed sensemaking differs 
from collective sensemaking because it involves actors in different environments who 
“orient their actions toward the pursuit of a common goal” (Wachtendorf & Kendra, 
2006). Distributed sensemaking allows for the emergence of multiple sensemaking 
accounts in different locations of an unfolding response process. Some of these may 
be in conflict with each other, but they are generally oriented toward the same type of 
tension (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). 
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Research which focuses on sensemaking processes in response to governance 
tensions may benefit from research on the context in which response processes take 
place. For example, some administrative systems or organizations may be more used 
to encountering various governance issues and mounting new, creative solutions to 
intractable problems. Take the US Coast Guard, which is often lauded for its flexible 
performance and easy collaboration with multiple, diverging actors (Kendra & 
Wachtendorf, 2003b). FEMA (the Federal Emergency Management Agency), on the other 
hand, has been criticized for its inflexibility (Bowman, Kapp, & Belasco, 2005). The level of 
politicization of a crisis can also influence the extent to which certain responses may be 
enacted. Crises that are more politicized may allow for less flexibility because political 
risks are greater when organizations deviate from standard operating procedures (Boin 
et al., 2005). Finally, the selection of specific responses may also be dependent on the 
capacity and legitimacy of response organizations (Christensen et al., 2016; Wang & Kuo, 
2017). Greater pre-crisis response capacity and legitimacy will likely be associated with 
more success in enacting positive responses to tensions. 

6.4 practical Implications

My research results also provide a number of practical recommendations and avenues 
that may be pursued by professionals to improve crisis and disaster management 
practices and to improve preparedness in the face of societal mobilization.

First, my research suggests that it is important to be responsive to both cooperative 
and contrarian societal mobilization, even in cases where contrarian societal mobilization 
is diametrically opposed to the interests of authorities. Ignoring societal mobilization, or 
refusing to engage with societal mobilization, appears to lead to disruption of response 
processes or opposition against authorities. Preparing for societal mobilization can 
greatly enhance response capacity, but it may also help protect, maintain, or even 
improve, response legitimacy. 

To prepare for societal mobilization, authorities should distinguish between 
strategies they can enact before a crisis occurs and strategies they can enact in the 
aftermath of a crisis. Before a crisis, authorities can learn a lot from platforms such 
as Ready2Help and CERTs, which channel (unstructured) societal mobilization. Such 
platforms allow authorities to structure societal mobilization in a fairly cost-effective 
manner. This makes it a lot easier for authorities to (1) benefit from societal mobilization 
and (2) focus on tasks that can only be performed by trained professionals. The 
Ready2Help platform illustrates that it is not necessary for authorities to organize 
platforms themselves; they may also rely on NGOs to do so. However, it should be noted 
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that the Ready2Help platform has only been able to exist because of generous subsidies 
from the Dutch national government and contracts with several Safety Regions. 

During a crisis, authorities should be willing to assess and monitor possible 
tensions in response processes between response organizations and societal actors. 
I identified the following important tensions: efficiency vs. inclusiveness, internal vs. 
external legitimacy, flexibility vs. stability, and centralization vs. decentralization. These 
tensions, which I discussed more elaborately in Chapter 3, can serve as a “guide book” 
for the potential issues, dilemmas, and challenges that may emerge between response 
organizations and societal actors during unfolding crises. It is important to keep in 
mind that the causes of these underlying tensions can never be successfully resolved, 
since they are a necessary part of organizing. Chapter 3 also provides multiple practical 
suggestions for responding to the tensions and resulting dilemmas. Authorities can 
alternate between different poles of a dilemma, address different poles of a dilemma in 
different organizational units, or search for creative solutions that openly acknowledge 
specific dilemmas. However, my research illustrates how important it is that authorities 
do enact strategies toward the emergence of dilemmas. If they fail to do anything 
or if they enact inappropriate strategies, authorities may lose response capacity and 
response legitimacy. 

Second, my research illustrates how authorities can adopt different functional and 
political strategies tailored toward cooperative or contrarian societal mobilization. 
However, adopting only one category of strategies (for example, functional) toward 
one type of mobilization (for example, contrarian) is unlikely to be sufficient. That is, if 
authorities want to engage with all concerns raised by contrarian societal actors, they 
may need to engage with these societal actors on functional and political levels. This 
makes crisis management an increasingly complex challenge in crises that are more 
politicized. However, failing to appropriately address societal mobilization, as I have 
extensively discussed in this chapter, can lead to strongly negative outcomes. 

Going forward, authorities will need to be prepared for the multiple “faces” of 
societal mobilization. If recent crises, such as the refugee crisis, can be seen as a template 
for future response processes, authorities are increasingly likely to be confronted by 
different types of societal mobilization. When authorities are not sufficiently prepared 
to distinguish between cooperative and contrarian mobilization, they are likely to enact 
inappropriate response strategies. In the future, it will therefore be very important for 
authorities to train, prepare, and identify new ways and methods of engaging with 
societal actors. As long as their preparations focus mostly on the immediate (physical) 
impact of crisis and disaster situations, response organizations and first responders are 
likely to encounter the same types of issues they saw during the refugee crisis. 
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Third, as I highlighted in Chapter 2, societal actors that want to become involved in 
crisis and disaster management have responsibilities too. One of their most important 
responsibilities is to ensure they have sufficient capabilities to assist response 
organizations and first responders. For example, societal actors should have sufficient 
resources, professionalization, or internal organization and coordination. Wanting to 
help in times of crises, although commendable, is not a sufficient reason to show up at 
disaster sites. 

In general, I would argue that ensuring sufficient abilities should mostly be the 
responsibility of more established societal actors, such as volunteer organizations. At 
the same time, there are also growing numbers of societal actors – such as online crisis 
mappers – who play an increasingly important role in crisis response. These actors 
need to ensure they have sufficient surge capacity, as well as internal organization and 
coordination, so that in times of crisis, they will be able to play a meaningful role in crisis 
response processes. As soon as their involvement cannot be consistently depended 
upon, authorities and response organizations must question whether they should 
adapt their own arrangements and procedures to engage with these types of actors. 

Fourth, and finally, although the political consequences of crises are likely in the 
minds of most public leaders and first responders, my analysis of the Groningen case 
study illustrates how important it is to adopt adequate response strategies when 
confronted by protracted institutional challenges. As I discussed in this chapter and 
in Chapter 5, the lack of responsiveness toward societal mobilization has severely 
threatened the legitimacy of authorities involved with gas production in Groningen. 
Maintaining power and protecting vested interests cannot be the only reason to enact 
particular response strategies. Types of crises like the Groningen earthquakes present 
an evident need to reform institutional arrangements and to adapt to a new reality. 

In the interest of affected communities and the legitimacy of the government, 
authorities confronted by a crisis like that in Groningen would be more successful if 
they proactively engaged with contrarian societal mobilization and addressed the 
issues that allowed the crisis to occur in the first place. A lesson that, in my mind, can 
be learned from the Groningen case study is that continued stubbornness on the part 
of authorities and a lack of responsiveness toward societal actors is likely to increase 
institutional challenges rather than alleviate them, especially when societal actors are 
increasingly capable of attracting attention to their plight. 
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suMMaRy

In the immediate aftermath of a crisis, authorities mobilize to mount a response. 
Units, personnel and equipment are deployed to provide immediate relief to affected 
communities. Often it takes some time before a crisis response system becomes fully 
operational. In the meantime, societal actors mobilize as well. Citizens mobilize to help 
themselves and their families. NGOs mobilize to provide assistance. And in some cases 
other societal actors, such as community groups, churches and businesses also mobilize 
to provide support. However, not all societal actors that mobilize are cooperative. Some 
actors, such as protest and advocacy groups, sense an opportunity for political change 
and mobilize to allocate blame and to advance their interests. 

The mobilization of both cooperative and contrarian societal actors provides 
authorities with vexing and intractable challenges under otherwise already 
complicated, stressful, and chaotic conditions. From past research, we know that the 
mobilization of societal actors can have both positive and negative consequences for 
crisis response processes, but we have limited knowledge about the types of strategies 
that authorities can enact towards societal actors. In this dissertation, I therefore asked 
the following research questions: which strategies can public authorities enact towards 
the mobilization of societal actors during crises that promote crisis response capacity 
and crisis response legitimacy? And: what are the consequences when authorities fail to 
enact an appropriate strategy?

I have answered the research questions via two case studies: the Dutch response to 
the EU refugee crisis, and the Dutch response to the Groningen earthquakes. In both 
cases, I have interviewed respondents in and outside of government, ranging from 
policy makers to citizen volunteers. In each of the cases, authorities were responsive 
toward different types of societal mobilization but appeared to find limited guidance in 
either past experience or existing policies. Similarly, not all Dutch authorities enacted 
the same types of responses. Nevertheless, my research results illustrate that when 
confronted by cooperative or contrarian societal mobilization, authorities can enact 
multiple types of strategies that either promote or maintain response capacity and 
response legitimacy.

Specifically, I have identified four ideal-typical categories of strategies that promote 
response capacity and response legitimacy: adaptive, channeling, conservative and 
reformist strategies. 

Adaptive strategies are a type of functional strategy that can be enacted towards 
cooperative societal mobilization. Adaptive strategies are flexible strategies for 
engaging with societal actors based on the different tensions and dilemmas that might 
be encountered during a response process. Adaptive strategies can also be focused on 
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adapting internal structures and arrangements and standard operating procedures and 
work practices to accommodate societal mobilization. My multiple case study of the 
Dutch response to the refugee crisis showed that adaptive governance responses to 
tensions and dilemmas produce virtuous response cycles, improving both response 
capacity and response legitimacy. 

Channeling strategies are type of functional strategy that can be enacted towards 
contrarian societal mobilization. Contrarian societal mobilization can threaten significant 
disruptions of ongoing crisis response processes. Functional responsiveness toward 
contrarian societal mobilization involves finding a way to channel the needs, wishes, 
and claims of societal actors who are in principle opposed to authorities’ interests 
and ideas, and to do so in such a manner that their opposition does not threaten the 
response capacity and legitimacy of ongoing crisis response processes. Channeling 
strategies have two components. First, channeling strategies can be focused on 
anticipating different types of contrarian societal mobilization and identifying means 
of channeling (or cordoning off) societal mobilization that is unwanted. And second, 
channeling strategies can also be focused on sending contrarian societal actors away 
from disaster sites.

Conservative strategies are type of political strategy that can be enacted towards 
cooperative societal mobilization. Crises can serve as a reminder that existing policies and 
institutions may need to be updated as environments change. Conservative strategies 
are aimed at identifying incremental political changes rather than widespread political 
and policy reforms, and are focused on engaging with societal actors that have similar 
interests to authorities. Cooperative societal actors who mobilize in response to a crisis 
can help identify potential issues and provide new policy solutions and viewpoints. 
Authorities who employ conservative strategies may listen to these societal actors and 
choose to evaluate and improve upon existing policies and policy venues, leaving the 
extant status quo and balance of power intact.

Reformist strategies are a type of political strategy that can be enacted towards 
contrarian societal mobilization. When contrarian societal actors mobilize against 
existing institutions, policies, and arrangements, the risks for authorities are altogether 
more severe. Reformist strategies focus on the large-scale adaptation – or even reform 
– of a policy sector in the face of adversity: for example, the redesign of policies, policy 
venues, or modes of decision‐making, such as when more participatory arrangements 
are introduced to ensure that different voices are heard in decision‐making processes. 
The goal of reformist strategies is to restore response legitimacy and capacity after it 
has been severely challenged by an unfolding crisis or contrarian societal mobilization.

When authorities do not enact appropriate strategies, or are not responsive, 
response processes can be severely disrupted. My research on the Dutch response to the 
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refugee crisis illustrates how authorities’ lack of responsiveness, or their inappropriate 
responsiveness, toward societal mobilization can lead to vicious response cycles that 
significantly hinder their management of a crisis. These vicious response cycles can 
lead to distrust, blame games and a lack of communication. When authorities are not 
sufficiently responsive toward contrarian societal actors and a crisis serves as a trigger 
event for political societal mobilization, outright opposition to authorities’ interests can 
emerge. My research on the Groningen earthquakes presents a case in point. 

In sum, my research results illustrate that when confronted by cooperative 
or contrarian societal mobilization, authorities can enact adaptive, channeling, 
conservative, and reformist strategies that either promote or maintain response 
capacity and response legitimacy. When authorities fail to enact appropriate strategies, 
they are at risk of disruption of ongoing response processes or outright opposition from 
societal actors. As a result, there is a continued need for public responsiveness towards 
societal mobilization in times of crisis.
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saMenVaTTInG 

Tijdens een crisis worden door de overheid zo snel mogelijk personeel, eenheden en 
middelen gemobiliseerd. Doel is de crisis onder controle te krijgen. Het kost tijd voordat 
het responssysteem van hulpverleningsdiensten en andere crisispartners volledig 
operationeel is: van enkele uren tot dagen. In de tussentijd staat de maatschappij niet 
stil. Allerlei maatschappelijke actoren mobiliseren ook. Burgers staan zichzelf, vrienden 
en familie bij. Maatschappelijke organisaties, zoals het Rode Kruis, leveren vrijwilligers, 
noodhulp en andere ondersteuning. En zelfs bedrijven, kerken en sportverenigingen 
leveren een nuttige bijdrage, bijvoorbeeld in de vorm van slachtofferopvang of 
voedselpakketten. 

Maar niet alle maatschappelijke mobilisatie tijdens een crises is zo behulpzaam. 
Soms lopen maatschappelijke actoren in de weg of brengen ze zichzelf per ongeluk 
in groter gevaar. In andere gevallen zien maatschappelijke actoren, zoals protest- en 
lobbygroepen, een crisis juist als kan om hun eigen belangen voor het voetlicht te 
brengen. Denk aan een protestbeweging die een minister verantwoordelijk houdt 
voor het veroorzaken van een crisis of een lobbygroep die beargumenteert dat bij de 
afhandeling van een crisis niet de juiste belangen worden meegewogen. Deze actoren 
sorteren vast voor op de vraag die na een crisis vaak opkomt: wie draagt schuld? 

De mobilisatie van verschillende typen maatschappelijke actoren maakt dat overheden 
tegenwoordig worden geconfronteerd met een onvoorspelbare maatschappelijke 
dynamiek. Enerzijds mobiliseren behulpzame maatschappelijke actoren, zoals 
burgervrijwilligers en NGOs. Anderzijds mobiliseren contraire maatschappelijke 
actoren, zoals protestbewegingen en lobbygroepen. Maatschappelijke mobilisatie leidt 
daarom tot complexe bestuurlijke en operationele dilemma’s in een situatie die toch 
al bekend staat om stress, tijdsdruk en een gebrek aan informatie. Vraagstukken zijn 
bijvoorbeeld: wanneer kun je spontane burgervrijwilligers vertrouwen? Hoe ga je om 
met maatschappelijke onrust en ontwrichting? En waarin investeer je het eerst? De eigen 
mensen, middelen en operatie? Of zoek je aansluiting bij ontluikende maatschappelijke 
veerkracht?  

Op basis van bestaand wetenschappelijk onderzoek weten we dat de mobilisatie 
van maatschappelijke actoren een positieve invloed kan hebben op de beheersing van 
een crisis. Dat wil zeggen dat de responscapaciteit en de responslegitimiteit worden 
bevorderd. Het tegenovergestelde is ook zichtbaar: maatschappelijke mobilisatie kan 
legitimiteit ondermijnen en de responscapaciteit hinderen.  Maar we weten nog niet hoe 
overheden responsief kunnen zijn in reactie op maatschappelijke mobilisatie, en welke 
strategieën de negatieve gevolgen van maatschappelijke mobilisatie minimaliseren 
en de positieve gevolgen bevorderen. In dit proefschrift heb ik daarom de volgende 
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onderzoeksvragen gesteld: Welke strategieën, die de crisisresponscapaciteit – en 
legitimiteit bevorderen, kunnen overheden hanteren in reactie op de mobilisatie van 
maatschappelijke actoren tijdens een crisis? En wat zijn de gevolgen wanneer de 
gekozen strategie mislukt? 

Ik heb de onderzoeksvragen beantwoord aan de hand van twee casestudies, beide 
uitgevoerd in Nederland: de crisisrespons op de aardbevingen in Groningen (2012-
2015) en de vluchtelingencrisis (2015-2016). Voor deze studies heb ik respondenten 
geïnterviewd binnen en buiten de overheid, van beleidsmakers en politici tot 
hulpverleners en spontane burgervrijwilligers. Ter aanvulling heb ik documenten als 
onderzoeksrapporten en beleidsstukken verzameld, en geanalyseerd hoe de crises 
aandacht kregen in de media. Samengenomen leverde de data een rijk beeld van de 
besluitvormingsprocessen tijdens de crises. 

Op basis van mijn onderzoeksresultaten heb ik vier ideaaltypische strategieën 
geïdentificeerd die de responscapaciteit en –legitimiteit bevorderen: adaptieve, 
conservatieve, kanaliserings- en hervormingsstrategieën. 

behulpzame maatschappelijke 
mobilisatie

contraire maatschappelijke 
mobilisatie

Functionele responsiviteit Adaptieve strategieën Kanaliseringsstrategieën

Politieke responsiviteit Conservatieve  strategieën Hervormingsstrategieën

Tabel 1. Functionele en politieke responsiviteit richting behulpzame en contraire mobilisatie: 
Strategieën die responscapaciteit – en legitimiteit bevorderen.

De vraag welke strategie het beste toegepast kan worden is afhankelijk van (1) het type 
maatschappelijke mobilisatie (behulpzaam of contrair) en (2) het doel van de strategie 
(bevordering van responscapaciteit of de responslegitimiteit). Functionele strategieën 
zijn ge-ent op de meer praktische en operationele aansturing van maatschappelijke 
actoren en bevorderen responscapaciteit, terwijl politieke strategieën zich concentreren 
op legitimiteits- en vertrouwensvraagstukken rond maatschappelijke mobilisatie en 
daarmee responslegitimiteit bevorderen. In de praktijk worden de verschillende typen 
strategieën vaak tegelijkertijd toegepast. Daarbij is er sprake van een wisselwerking 
tussen de twee typen strategieën: een gebrekkige functionele responsiviteit beïnvloedt 
bijvoorbeeld de responslegitimiteit negatief, net als andersom.  Ik bespreek de vier 
strategieën hier kort. 
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Adaptieve strategieën 

Een adaptieve strategie is een voorbeeld van een functionele strategie en is in eerste 
instantie gericht op de praktische aansturing van behulpzame maatschappelijke actoren. 
In de praktijk komt behulpzame maatschappelijke mobilisatie op onverwachte plekken 
voor: van spontane burgervrijwilligers tot sportverenigingen en kerken. Vooraf weet je 
dat deze vorm van maatschappelijke mobilisatie aanwezig zal zijn, je weet alleen nog 
niet waar. Adaptieve strategieën nemen deze onvoorspelbaarheid als uitgangspunt en 
zijn bedoeld om ad hoc sturing te geven aan behulpzame maatschappelijke mobilisatie. 
Sturing vindt plaats met inachtneming van de mogelijke spanningsvelden en dilemma’s 
die zich voordoen tussen overheden en maatschappelijke actoren.  Voorbeelden van 
zulke spanningsvelden zijn de vraag hoe de verantwoordelijkheidsverdeling tussen 
maatschappelijke actoren en overheden wordt ingericht (centraal of decentraal), 
of de vraag waar de nadruk op ligt: inclusie van maatschappelijke actoren of de 
efficiëntie van de crisisoperatie. Met een adaptieve strategie wordt een flexibele en 
creatieve oplossing bedacht voor het specifieke dilemma of spanningsveld. Er wordt 
door een overheid bijvoorbeeld voor gekozen om één kant van een dilemma in het 
ene organisatieonderdeel te adresseren (bijv. inclusie) en de andere kant in een ander 
organisatieonderdeel (bijv. efficiëntie). Denk aan één organisatieafdeling die zich richt op 
het aansturen van spontane burgerhulp en een andere die zich richt op het stroomlijnen 
van de crisisrespons. In aanvulling hierop kan een adaptieve strategie ook gericht zijn 
op aanpassing van interne organisatiestructuren en –processen om maatschappelijke 
mobilisatie te accommoderen. Gezamenlijk bieden adaptieve strategieën dus een 
mogelijkheid om de onvoorspelbaarheid van behulpzame maatschappelijke mobilisatie 
een positieve plek te geven in de crisisrespons. 

Kanaliseringsstrategieën

Een kanaliseringsstrategie is ook een functionele strategie, maar is in tegenstelling tot een 
adaptieve strategie gericht op de praktische aansturing van contraire maatschappelijke 
actoren. Het doel van een kanaliseringsstrategie is om de wensen, belangen en claims 
van contraire maatschappelijke actoren – die dus in principe tegengesteld zijn aan 
die van de overheid – op zo’n manier te kanaliseren dat ze geen negatieve invloed 
hebben op de responscapaciteit en –legitimiteit. Een kanaliseringstrategie bestaat 
uit twee componenten, afhankelijk van het type contraire actor. Allereerst kan een 
kanaliseringstrategie erop gericht zijn om contraire actoren een forum te bieden waar 
zij hun onvrede kunnen uiten, zoals tijdens de vluchtelingencrisis veel gebeurde door 
middel van inspraakavonden. Ten tweede kan een kanaliseringstrategie eruit bestaan 
dat contraire actoren juist uit een crisisgebied worden weggestuurd. Denk bijvoorbeeld 
aan burgervrijwilligers in een overstromingsgebied die zichzelf of anderen in gevaar 
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brengen. Kanaliseringsstrategieën zijn niet zozeer gericht op het bevorderen van de 
responscapaciteit en legitimiteit, maar eerder op het behouden of beschermen daarvan.   

Conservatieve  strategieën

Naast een functionele dimensie heeft de aansturing van maatschappelijke mobilisatie 
ook een sterke politieke dimensie. Een crisis brengt namelijk vaak onderliggende 
maatschappelijke en bestuurlijke problemen aan het licht. Maatschappelijke actoren 
mobiliseren om deze onder de aandacht te brengen. De legitimiteit van overheden en 
hun partners kan ter discussie komen te staan. Dit gebeurt vooral in beleidssectoren die 
tijdens langere periodes verstard raken. Dergelijke verstarring was goed zichtbaar rond 
de aanloop van de aardbevingscrisis in Groningen. Bestuurders raakten gevangen in 
geïnstitutionaliseerde rolpatronen, structuren en overlegcycli. Signalen dat er iets mis 
was – het ontstaan van aardbevingen – leidden niet noodzakelijke hervormingen. Met 
een conservatieve strategie hopen overheden deze vorm van verstarring voor te blijven. 
Een conservatieve strategie heeft als doel om verstarring te voorkomen door tijdens en 
na een crisis geïdentificeerde vraagstukken zo snel mogelijk te adresseren. Conservatieve 
strategieën leiden tot de implementatie van incrementele beleidsveranderingen. Ze 
zijn primair gericht op behulpzame maatschappelijke actoren die bijvoorbeeld een 
bijdrage leveren aan de probleemidentificatie of mogelijke oplossingen. Conservatieve 
strategieën zijn dus bedoeld om bestaande instituties en beleid aan te scherpen, zodat 
er geen wezenlijke grote vertrouwens- en legitimiteitsvraagstukken ontstaan. 

Hervormingsstrategieën

In afwezigheid van noodzakelijke incrementele beleidsveranderingen kan een incident 
of crisis uitgroeien tot een wezenlijke legitimiteitscrisis. Bij een legitimiteitscrisis staan 
niet individuele overheden ter discussie, maar wordt een hele beleidssector en de manier 
waarop deze is georganiseerd verantwoordelijk gehouden voor het veroorzaken van 
een crisis. Zo werd het Gasgebouw en de samenwerking tussen NAM en Economische 
Zaken verantwoordelijk gehouden voor het ontstaan van de aardbevingen in 
Groningen. Wanneer een ‘reguliere’ crisis is uitgegroeid tot een legitimiteitscrisis zijn de 
mogelijkheden voor overheden om in te grijpen beperkt. Vaak ligt de enige effectieve 
oplossing in een verregaande hervorming van bestaande wet- en regelgeving, waarbij 
kritische maatschappelijke actoren een centrale rol vervullen. Zo’n hervormingsstrategie 
tracht door middel van dit type grootschalige aanpassingen aan de structuur van een 
beleidssector de situatie weer te normaliseren, bijvoorbeeld via een fundamentele 
beleidsherziening, nieuwe participatievormen of nieuwe besluitvormingsfora en –
mechanismen. Zonder betrokkenheid van contraire maatschappelijke actoren die het 
onderwerp in eerste instantie hebben aangekaart is de kans van slagen beperkt.
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Op grond van de vier ideaaltypische strategieën is het duidelijk dat overheden 
een palet aan opties tot hun beschikking hebben. Door het gebruik van de juiste 
strategie onder de juiste omstandigheden kan de responslegitimiteit en –capaciteit 
worden versterkt. Gebeurt dat niet? Dan zijn de consequenties potentieel catastrofaal: 
maatschappelijke actoren lopen in de weg, hinderen de crisisrespons, raken 
gedesillusioneerd of stellen de legitimiteit van de verantwoordelijke overheden ter 
discussie. Kortom, als mijn proefschrift één ding laat zien dan is het de noodzaak van 
duurzame overheidsresponsiviteit in het licht van maatschappelijke mobilisatie. 




