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Abstract 

Formålet med dette speciale er, at præsentere et indblik i den komplekse krise Uber stod overfor på 

det danske marked i tidsperioden ultimo 2014 til medio 2016. Med udgangspunkt i Coombs 

Situational Crisis Communication theory vil specialet forsøge at teste, hvorledes teorien kan bestå i 

en kompleks krise, der involverer adskillige aktører.  

Metodisk vil specialet tage udgangspunkt i kvalitativ data, i form af sekundær empiri fra 

blandt andet artikler, interviews, pressekonferencer og indhold fra Ubers sociale medier, fordi 

interessenters mening om en hændelse er influeret af informationer direkte fra medierne. Specialet 

vil ikke indeholde kvalitative interviews grundet validiteten i forhold til tidsperioden. 

Det teoretiske udgangspunkt i Situational Crisis Communication theory, hvor Coombs 

løbende har offentliggjort nye revisioner og refleksioner, har tre nøglefunktioner, at fremfinde; 

krisesituationen, den korrekte krise responsstrategi, og en metode til at bestemme en effektivt og 

relevant kriseresponsstrategi til den givne krisesituation. 

I specialet redegøres der for Ubers oprindelse, samt dens historie på det danske marked. Det 

fremanalyseres, at Ubers relevante primære og sekundære interessenter er dens ansatte, kunder, det 

danske samfund, den danske regering, investorer, medier, fagforeninger, konkurrenter og 

interessegrupper. Ydermere fremanalyseres interessenternes opfattelse af Ubers krise og Ubers 

respons på krisen i forhold til Coombs’ SCCT anbefalinger.    

Det konkluderes i specialet, at Uber, ud fra de fremanalyserede kriseopfattelser blandt 

interessenter, samt Ubers krisekommunikation, at Uber ikke formåede at kommunikere korrekt, 

men at virksomheden samtidig var underlagt nogle kommunikative begrænsninger, som et resultat 

af beskyldningernes lovmæssige natur. Endvidere konkluderes det, at SCCT’ens anbefalinger blev 

begrænset, da teorien ikke tager forbehold for eksistensen af mere end en krisetype i den givne 

krisesituation. Endeligt stiller undersøgelsens resultater spørgsmålstegn til Coombs’ påståede effekt, 

af virksomhedens krisehistorie som intensiverende faktor. Da det ikke anses som muligt at 

generalisere ud fra et enkelt casestudie, opfordrer de to begrænsninger af SCCT’en til videre 

undersøgelse. 
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1. Introduction 

The world has witnessed an increase in crises (Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001). We may not notice, but 

we are constantly exposed to crises. Whether political, natural, or organizational; they appear on 

TV, in the radio, the newspaper, and notably, on the internet. New technological advances, like 

social media, have enabled stakeholders to express their opinions faster and broader, building 

constituencies (Luoma-aho & Vos, 2010). A crisis has the power to damage an organization’s 

relationships with its stakeholder critically, if not managed appropriately (Coombs, 2007a).  

In the fall of 2014, Uber launched its app on the Danish market, which proved to be the 

beginning of a crisis that would last several years. Upon initiating their business venture in 

Denmark, launching their ‘carpooling’ app, Uber was reported to the police for breaking the Danish 

taxi law. The police report initiated a heated, protracted media debate among Uber stakeholders, in 

which the legalities of Uber’s business concept was critiqued. Many stakeholders joined the debate 

expressing strong and different opinions on the matter. More police reports followed as Uber 

drivers were charged with, and convicted of, breaking the taxi law. Ultimately, a taxi legislation 

was adopted, which, according to Uber, hindered their operations in Denmark, causing them to 

shut-down their Danish services.  

An organization in crisis, like Uber, is faced with a wide variety of challenges. One such 

challenge is the protection and rebuilding of the corporate reputation (Coombs, 2006). Crises affect 

multiple stakeholder groups and their interaction with the organization (Van der Meer & Van 

Zoonen, 2015). Unfavourable changes in the reputation of an organization can affect the support of 

influential stakeholders, such as the public, customers, and the government, consequently, 

threatening the organization’s license to operate. Due to the reputational threat, it is imperative for 

managers to prioritize the anticipation, understating, and planning for these threats (Coombs, 2006). 
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Reputation expert, Charles Fombrun, defines reputation as: “A perceptual representation of a 

company’s past actions and future prospects that describe the firm’s overall appeal to all of its key 

constituents when compared to other leading rivals.” (Cornelissen, 2012 p. 133). Cornelissen 

highlights three aspects of this definition. First off, the definition holds that stakeholders’ 

perceptions of an organization compose a reputation. Second, it holds that a reputation is formed by 

multiple stakeholders, who presumably have differentiating perceptions of the organization. Third, 

it holds that reputations develop among stakeholders gradually (Cornelissen, 2012).  

During the last fifteen years, the public’s increased focus on topics, issues, and 

consequently, also crises, has generated a fast-growing body of research within the crisis 

management field, compiling a wide variety of recommendations concerning how organizations 

should act before, during, and after a crisis (Coombs, 2006). Communications professor and crisis 

communication specialist, Timothy Coombs, offers Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

(SCCT) as a theoretical framework that incorporates numerous crisis communication studies. In 

short, the SCCT conditions that in a crisis, organizations should act according to the level of crisis 

responsibility attributed by its stakeholders, which in turn will provide optimal protection of 

reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 

According to Lee (2004), Coombs’ SCCT exclusively talks about attributions made by stakeholders 

and by the organization, neglecting to recognize that variations in attributions, amongst 

stakeholders, may exist. Lee further proposes that including analysis of different stakeholder's 

opinions via online and printed media would increase the validity of Coombs' research. Instead, 

Coombs considers stakeholders to be a homogeneous group (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). The 

investigation of the Uber case, specifically Uber’s crisis communication and its stakeholders’ crisis 

perceptions, along with the disregard for variation amongst stakeholders' attributions of crisis 

responsibility, in the SCCT, will be the primary focus of this study. 
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1.1 Aim and research questions 

The purpose of this master thesis is to present a comprehensive insight of the crisis Uber faced on 

the Danish market, concerning the crisis perceptions among stakeholders and effectiveness of 

Uber’s crisis communication. Further, the study seeks to apply and test the SCCT on the Uber case 

study, in regards to the applicability of the theory in a crisis that involved multiple stakeholder 

opinions. This purpose shapes the following research questions: 

RQ: Based on the Situational Crisis Communication Theory, to what extent did Uber 

communicate appropriately during their crisis, relative to the crisis perceptions of its 

stakeholders, and can the SCCT be applied on a crisis featuring multiple crisis perceptions?   

SRQ1: How did Uber’s stakeholder perceive the crisis? 

SRQ2: How did Uber communicate throughout the crisis? 

SR3: Was Uber’s communication appropriate, considering the stakeholders’ crisis perceptions? 

SRQ3: In the Uber case, to what extent is the SCCT applicable, in regard to crisis type, response 

strategies, and his strategic recommendations, in a crisis featuring multiple stakeholder 

perceptions? 

1.2 Conceptual framework 

 



An Über Crisis: 

A study of Uber’s crisis communication and stakeholder perspectives from a SCCT perspective 

___________________________ 

 
 ______ 
 7 

 

The conceptual framework above serves to provide an outline of the research conducted in this 

thesis. The framework portrays concepts of the SCCT theory and the processes of how these will be 

investigated. To ensure the reader an in-depth understanding of the framework and the flow of the 

thesis research, it is necessary to briefly define theoretical concepts presented above, in addition to 

the basic methodology. Crisis history refers to an organization’s history of crises similar to the one 

the organization is facing. Relationship reputation covers the nature of an organization's past 

relationships with its stakeholders. Attributed crisis responsibility refers to the degree of crisis 

responsibility the stakeholders ascribe an organization. Reputational threat refers to the degree a 

crisis threatens the reputation of an organization, which is directly dependent on the attributed crisis 

responsibility. Crisis type covers a list by Coombs of various crises, depending on the attributed 

crisis responsibility, crisis history, and relationship reputation. Lastly, response strategies refer to 

the communication employed by an organization, which can alter the stakeholders’ attributions of 

responsibility towards the organization. The study will be based on qualitative data, analysing 

statements made by Uber and its stakeholders in the media, press releases, and on Facebook. 

A.    The analysis will present, a brief, but detailed, examination of Uber and the crisis situation. 

Following, the effect of the crisis situation (independent variable) on Uber’s stakeholders’ 

perception of attributed crisis responsibility (dependent variable) will be analysed.  

B.    An examination of Uber’s crisis history (independent variable) and relationship reputation 

(independent variable), along with previously analysed attributed crisis responsibility (independent 

variable) will enable the author to determine which of the SCCT crisis types (dependent variable) 

are present in the Uber crisis.  

C.    An analysis of Uber’s communication throughout the crisis will reveal, which of the SCCT 

response strategies Uber employed during the crisis. Consequently, based on the list of SCCT 

recommendations, the effect of multiple crisis types (moderating variable), on the influence of 
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Uber’s response strategies (independent variable) on the stakeholders’ attributed crisis 

responsibility (dependent variable), will be compared and discussed.  

Finally, processes between the variables described above will enable an understanding of whether 

the SCCT is applicable in a complex crisis featuring multiple attributions of responsibility.  

 

1.3 Motivation and delimitation 

I first came across Coombs’ SCCT through my bachelor project, in which I, among other, applied 

the theory to investigate crisis communication through social media. I was fascinated by the 

simplicity of the theory and its easy-to-use guidelines. However, I also wondered, how an 

increasing number of organizations end in crises, if mastering crisis communication and 

reputational protection is as simple as the SCCT posits (Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001). Today, 

Coombs’ SCCT is still recognized and applied among scholars around the world. Although an 

article by Coombs was published in 2016, in which he reflected upon the applicability of the SCCT, 

concluding that the theory was in fact still relevant, Coombs’ last revision and modification of the 

theory was published in 2007. A great deal has changed, since the year 2007. We live in a world of 

social media and self-expression, a world in which everyone wants to be heard. Nevertheless, the 

SCCT does not take into account that stakeholders may have differing opinions in a crisis, treating 

them as a homogeneous mass. As a result, it is deemed relevant to examine the applicability of the 

SCCT on the complex Uber crisis, which exhibited highly contrasting opinions.   

In the spring of 2017, I chose to explore the Danish Uber crisis in my Public Relations and 

Issues Management exam. Through my superficial study, the complexity of the crisis was evident, 

and I was motivated to further investigate Uber in regards to their crisis situation, their 

communication and stakeholders. Not only is the Uber crisis an interesting case due to its 

complexity, additional relevance is argued, as Uber, in the summer of 2017, expressed their 
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ambition to re-enter the Danish market (Ladefoged, 2017). According to Mitroff (1994), it is 

imperative for managers, in the wake of a crisis, to study how the crisis was handled, ensuring a 

better understanding of how future crises could be prevented or managed. Coombs argues that the 

experience of a real crisis is the best learning experience for future crisis prevention (Coombs, 

1999). Thus, the findings of this thesis, may provide valuable learning for Uber’s future crisis 

management.   

Uber is an interesting case in general. Other perspectives could have been interesting to 

investigate, such as the political communications or issues management perspectives. However, 

these perspectives stand irrelevant, as part of the thesis seeks to examine the applicability of the 

SCCT. Another possible perspective of the Uber case could be the crisis that arose from the many 

allegations of sexual harassment toward the American CEO, Travis Kalanick. However, this crisis 

was deselected, as it originated on the American market and was reported on in English, for the 

whole world to follow, complicating the process of collecting empirical data.  

In the Uber Denmark crisis, language and population size set natural limits for the crisis, in 

regards to collecting empirical data. For this reason, it was fitting to delimit my thesis to the Danish 

market, with a focus on Uber Denmark’s communications, Danish stakeholders, in addition to the 

Danish media. Having said that, the thesis will regard Uber’s crisis history outside the Danish 

market, as this is relevant in the analysis of Uber’s crisis history. It is argued that the internet lifts 

the national boundaries of information spreading, thus, exposing stakeholders to crises outside the 

national market. 

Moreover, the case study will be delimited to a specific period of the Uber crisis. The case 

study will be based on the period from Uber’s app launch, marking the start of the crisis, in 

November 2014, to the first convictions of the Uber drivers, in April 2016. This period is deemed 

especially relevant. According to Coombs, the crisis frames expressed in the media can affect 
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political judgments (Coombs, 2007a). Uber shut-down their app in Denmark as a result of the 

adoption of a new taxi legislation. It is argued that up until the first convictions of the Uber drivers, 

there was uncertainty whether Uber was, in fact, breaking the law, thus making the crisis a question 

of frame rather than facts. Therefore, it is also argued that this period serves to be the period in 

which Uber had the greatest possibility to alter the crisis frame to their advantage, thus, affecting 

political judgment regarding the taxi legislation. 

 

2. Method 

2.1 Thesis overview 

The purpose of chapter 3 is to provide the reader with an overview of the significant literature 

within areas of crises, crisis management, and crisis communication, which will facilitate a deeper 

understanding of the Situational Crisis Communication Theory. The subsequent chapter, 4, will 

define the theoretical foundation of the SCCT, along with definitions of relevant theory concepts, 

which used in this study. Chapter 5 functions to present the Uber case study, using the SCCT 

framework. Finally, chapter 6 will present an analysis, along with a discussion of the crisis 

perceptions and responses of Uber and its stakeholders. Based on the above, the chapter 7 will recap 

and conclude the findings of the study and seek to answer the research questions, along with 

strategic recommendations for Uber and with perspectives for further investigation.  

 

2.2 Data collection 

Data collection distinguishes between qualitative and quantitative (Nygaard, 2012). The 

investigation of the Uber case is based on qualitative data. Crises attract a great deal of attention, 

due to the sensation-seeking nature of the media (Coombs, 2004). A simple Google search, in the 

early phases of this study, showed countless Danish media articles dealing with Uber and the 
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ongoing crisis. Many articles included interviews or debates featuring a wide range of Uber’s 

stakeholders, along with statements or interviews with Uber representatives. The social media, 

Facebook, also revealed plenty of statements from both Uber and its stakeholders. For this reason, 

news media and social media were deemed suitable sources of data for the analysis, including 

Uber’s crisis history, relationship reputation, stakeholders’ crisis perceptions, and Uber’s crisis 

responses. Additionally, the crisis frames presented in the media are deemed significant, as news 

media acts as the final arbitrator of crisis frames (Coombs, 2007). Coombs (2007) expressed: “The 

frames used in the news media reports are the frames that most stakeholders will experience and 

adopt” (p. 171). Consequently, the media is deemed a representative of crisis frames amongst 

stakeholders.    

The qualitative data employed to examine the case study, consist of various empirical 

information in the form of articles, blog posts, interviews, press conferences, press releases, and 

social media posts. To be considered relevant, the collected empirical information was chosen 

within the delimited timeframe of November 2014 and April 2016. Further, the empirical 

information was derived online from Danish media, namely newspapers, interviews, debates, press 

releases, and Facebook, including posts by Uber Denmark and relevant stakeholders. The aim of the 

empirical data research was to locate statements from Uber and its stakeholders, which allowed an 

analysis of the various crisis perceptions, opinions, and responses.  

  The use of other methods, such as qualitative interviews or surveys may have produced 

different results, concerning opinions and perceptions of the various actors. Nevertheless, the 

secondary sources are argued more reliable than possible surveys or interviews, which would have 

been conducted three years after the crisis initially began, compromising the data. Therefore, it is 

argued that secondary sources sufficiently portray the attitudes and values that actors allocate an 

event or phenomena (Ferguson, 2000). Furthermore, stakeholders’ perceptions and opinions of a 
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phenomenon are greatly affected by information provided through the media. Stakeholders do not 

view the events of a crisis objectively but construct their reality based on the crisis information they 

are exposed to through the media or the organization itself (Holladay, 2009). Thus, the media is 

deemed a reliable empirical foundation to form an overview of the perceptions, responses, and 

opinions among Uber and its various stakeholders.  

 

2.3 Case study as a method 

A case study as a method is defined as “An empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context.” (Yin, 2003, p. 13-14). The method concerns a systematic 

gathering of information on a phenomenon, whether a person, event, or other. The information 

gathering enables an understanding of the operations and functions of a given phenomenon. The 

case study integrates various data-gathering measures but is a methodological approach (Yin, 

2003).   

 Although Coombs criticizes existing theory based on case studies, the case study method 

was deemed relevant for this research (Coombs, 2006). Implied in Coombs critique, is the notion 

that case studies lack predictive value when it comes to the development of new theory. However, 

the one purpose of this study is to test the applicability of the SCCT, a practical guide meant to be 

applied by crisis managers. Therefore, to test the theory, it is deemed necessary to apply the theory, 

as it was meant to, on a real crisis, which is done through the case study as a method.  

The researcher’s purpose for the study determines whether the case study is intrinsic or 

instrumental. In this thesis, the case study serves two purposes, expressed in the research questions. 

The first purpose of the case study is to explore the Uber crisis in depth, providing useful 

knowledge for the organization moving forward. Thus, the first purpose of the case study is 

motivated by an interest in the case itself, making it an intrinsic case study (Stake, 2003). The case 
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study is also instrumental, as the second purpose of the case study is to gain insight into the SCCT, 

with the explicit expectations are that the findings can be used generalise about the applicability of 

the theory within a complex crisis setting (Stake, 2003). Within this purpose, the case study is of 

secondary importance, supporting an investigation of external theory. The rationale behind the 

instrumental case study is to “confirm, challenge, or extend the theory” (Yin, 2003, p. 40). Thus, 

the Uber case was partly chosen, as the application and study of the SCCT on this particular crisis 

case, was believed to enhance the reader’s and my understanding of the theory. As a result, in this 

thesis, the case study is both instrumental and intrinsic.  

Furthermore, the case study is also a descriptive case study, as the thesis introduces 

descriptive theory (Foster, Hammersley, & Gomm, 2000). The described theory, in this case, the 

SCCT, serves a comprehensive framework, which is adhered to all throughout the case study. As 

will be described in later chapters, the SCCT provides crisis managers with specific procedures that 

enable the evaluation of a crisis situation and the choice of effective responses. The Uber case study 

will be presented following these procedures, provided by the SCCT. 

 

2.4 Scientific theory 

When conducting scientific research, there are two approaches: deductive and inductive reasoning. 

This thesis employs both. Deductive reasoning is widely considered to be standard within scientific 

research. In the deductive method, the researcher begins with a specific theory, which is tested, in 

this case, the SCCT, to examine whether the theory is applicable within a specific context (Fuglsang 

& Olsen, 2012).  Thus, the thesis’ investigation of the applicability of the SCCT employs deductive 

reasoning. 

In a social constructivism perspective, case studies are often limited in objectivity, as they 

are based on the researcher’s interpretations. According to Kvale and Brinkman (2015), the word 
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“objectivity” has various meanings. In this thesis, their interpretation of the concept of reflective 

objectivity is applied to reflect on inevitable preconceptions, prejudice, and subjectivity that may 

arise during the process (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). Experience, according to Flyvbjerg (2004), 

shows that these prejudices are, more often than not, refuted. Accordingly, throughout the thesis, it 

will be possible to revise preconceptions and possible prejudice. Thus, in the interpretation of the 

empirical data, the hermeneutical method, based on the hermeneutical circle, “[…] where the critic 

alternately opens up for impressions that can provide the basis for one or more possible 

interpretations, looking for textual evidence of the interpretations that gradually become more and 

more convincing.” (Fuglsang & Olsen, 2012 p. 312). Thus, there is a constant shift between part 

and whole that occurs while the understanding of text and context expands. This approach provides 

greater potential for achieving a more accurate, flexible and self-conscious conclusion of the crisis, 

Uber’s responses, and stakeholders’ perceptions and opinions.  

 

3. Literature review 

Existing literature on crisis management and crisis communication is fragmented. Scholars 

approach crises from various angels, often exclusively focusing on their specialty, as a result of this 

neglecting to make possible links between their work and other theories and concepts within the 

field of crisis communication (Coombs, 2007). According to Coombs (2007), the fragmentation 

within crisis management theory hinders in-depth understanding that would otherwise be achieved 

by integrating various perspective. 

 

3.1 Crises 

We live in a time of fragile corporate reputations, where the occurrences of crises appear to be 

escalating. Crises come in countless varieties, and the spectrum is so broad that to list each type 
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seems impossible. One thing is clear, no company, regardless of financial success, power, or 

reputation, is exempt from crises and the potentially lasting damages (Larkin & Regester, 2005). 

Despite the large quantity of research within the crisis management field, there has not been 

established one clear crisis definition. Reason for this may be researchers' many varying 

perspectives within the area. Further, these crises are usually embodying high levels of complexity, 

as Van der Meer et al. (2014) expressed: "Because organizational crises are characterized by a 

rapid succession of emotional and stressful events in combination with high media attention, they 

are often complex.”  (p. 751). 

According to Göritz et al. (2011), “A crisis disrupts the social order, affects the interaction 

of stakeholders with the organization, and tends to damage the organization’s reputation and 

legitimacy.” (p. 21). They argue that organizational crises disrupt ‘business as usual’ and pose a 

threat to the organizations’ existence. This definition holds that crises threaten the reputation and 

legitimacy of an organization. Coombs (2007) suggests “Crises are taken as a threat to the 

organizational reputation. Crises damage the reputation, and such changes can affect how 

stakeholders interact with the organization” (p. 163). Mitroff and Anagnos (2001), proposes that a 

crisis affects or has potential to affect all of the organization, which signifies that should an event 

merely affect small or isolated parts of the organization, one may not be talking about a significant 

crisis, as crises cannot be contained within the organization. 

Jaques (2007) offers another definition of an organizational crisis: “An organizational crisis 

is a low probability, high impact event that threatens the viability of the organization and is 

characterized by ambiguity of cause, effects, and means of resolution, as well as by a belief that 

decisions must be made swiftly.” (p. 147+148). In addition to which Göritz et al. (2011) define: “An 

organizational crisis can be defined as a specific, unexpected and non-routine event or series of 

events that create high levels of uncertainty and threaten, or are perceived to threaten, an 
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organization’s high priority goals.” (p. 20). These definitions emphasize that crises be information- 

and knowledge-poor situations (Coombs, 2007), which heightens the ambiguity of the crisis and 

demands the organization's attention (Coombs, 1999). The mysterious nature of crises makes them 

exciting targets of the media and public, catching and keeping their attention for longer (Coombs, 

1999).  

Not only do crises potentially affect the organization and its products; a crisis also has 

potential to affect a broad range of stakeholders, such as consumers, competitors, and suppliers 

(Mitroff & Pearson, 1993). Van der Meer and Van Zoonen (2015) suggests that “Organizational 

crises are characterized by the rapid succession of emotional and stressful events, typically 

involving and affecting multiple stakeholders.” (p. 375). Additionally, Coombs suggests that one 

organization’s crisis can conceivably threaten an entire industry (Coombs, 2007). Hence, not only 

can a crisis threaten the organization in crisis, but a crisis also has the potential to threaten other 

organizations. 

Not only can crises threaten entire industries, they rarely come alone. “Virtually no crisis 

ever happens in isolation, and the simultaneous occurrence of multiple crises is the norm. If 

mismanaged, every crisis can set off a chain reaction of other crises” (Mitroff & Pearson, 1993, p. 

52). In addition to this, Frandsen and Johansen (2013) introduce a particular form of crisis 

intensification and present the term a double-crisis or communications-crisis: “A double-crisis is a 

crisis, where the original crisis is superposed by a communications-crisis, as the organization fails 

in managing the communication processes that should have contributed to the handling of the 

original crisis” (p. 79). 

Coombs offers his definition: “the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens 

important expectancies of stakeholders and can seriously impact an organization’s performance 

and generate negative outcomes” (Coombs, 2007, p. 2). According to Coombs, crises are 
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perceptual. It is the crisis perception amongst the organization’s stakeholders that determine 

whether the crisis exists or not. Also, Coombs conveys that although not unexpected, crises are 

unpredictable. Crises can also challenge stakeholders’ expectations regarding acceptable behaviour 

from the organization. Should organizations behaviour not align with the expectations of the 

stakeholders’, the organization will be perceived poorly, and the reputation will suffer. Further, 

Coombs states that a crisis has the power to disturb all of the organization and its operations 

negatively. Finally, crises bear the potential to generate unfavourable consequences, not only for the 

organization but its stakeholders, as well as the entire industry (Coombs, 2007). 

The discussion above seeks to exhibit the many crisis definitions and perspectives. These 

definitions seek to capture some of the recurring crisis traits described by crisis management 

scholars. Distinct elements surface from these definitions that add further complexity to crises:  

• Crises involve heightened levels of ambiguity amongst stakeholders’ perception of the crisis 

• Crises involve multiple stakeholder groups 

• Crises involve multiple organizations  

• Crises are dynamic and can potentially lead to additional crises 

Although crises are unforeseeable, they are, except most natural disasters, expected (Coombs, 

2007). Many organizations regularly practice emergency response, such as fire drills and office 

evacuations, involving company resources as well as emergency professionals, such as firefighters 

and police. However, many companies lack similar commitment, when it comes to testing crisis 

management plans. Studies indicate that a crisis lasts much longer when the organization in 

question has no operational plan (Jaques, 2007). Companies would be wise to expect and plan for 

the unexpected. 
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3.3 Crisis management 

Crisis management (CM) refers to the practice of handling organizational crises. The term CM was 

first introduced in the late 80’s and has since then received much attention from communication 

scholars. Like crises, much literature is written on the matter, which has resulted in many 

perspectives and approaches (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). Pearson and Clair (1998) define CM as 

following: “Organizational crisis management is a systematic attempt, by organizational members 

with external stakeholders, to avert crises or to effectively manage those that do occur.” (p. 70). 

Additionally, they describe how crises are linked to heightened emotions and rapid changes, 

resulting in short response time, which underlines the need for having a crisis plan in place before 

one hits (Pearson & Clair, 1998).  

In general, crisis management refers to managers’ crisis-related communication and actions, 

before, during, as well as after a crisis. In short, the actions and communication attempt to 

counteract occurrences of crises, work to lessen crisis damage, along with seeking to regain control, 

after the crisis has ended, and ultimately learning from the crisis (Pearson & Clair, 1998). CM can 

prove to be both cost- and time-efficient, as a thorough understanding of CM, as well as a 

meticulously set up crisis plan, will enable crisis managers to lessen crisis damages and shorten the 

organization’s recovery time (Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001). According to Larkin and Regester (2005), 

a crisis holds not only the potential for failure but also success. They add: “Successful management 

of a crisis situation is about recognizing you have one, taking the appropriate actions to remedy the 

situation, being seen to take them and being heard to say the right things” (p.163).  

An idea that echoes throughout CM literature is the notion that crises hold traceable life 

cycles. Gonzales-Herrero and Pratt (1995) compare a crisis life cycle with the biological process in 

which an organism moves through phases of birth, growth, maturity, and decline (death). They 

argue that crisis life cycles can work to predict anticipated outcomes for each cycle stage and that 
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crises only complete all stages in cases where managers failed to handle the crisis until it threatened 

the organization's interests. The lifecycle approach to crisis management is called a staged approach 

to, which distinguished between different stages of CM activities, executed in a specific order 

(Coombs, 2007). 

The five-stage crisis model, one of the most prominent staged approaches is provided by 

organizational theorist, Iran Mitroff (1994). Signal Detection, the first phase of the model, notes 

that fundamentally, all crises leave early warning signs. Provided that managers pick up and act on 

these, many crises can be avoided, which represents the best type of crisis management. The second 

phase, called Probing and Prevention (Mitroff, 1994), often takes place simultaneous to Signal 

Detection. In this stage, the goal of CM is to hinder crises entirely and to manage the ones that do 

occur, despite managers preventative measures (Mitroff & Pearson, 1993). In the third phase, 

Damage Containment, management seeks to control the adverse crisis effects from spreading, 

hindering these effects from reaching unaffected parts of the organization or its environment. In 

Recovery, the fourth model phase, CM aims to re-establish business as usual in the given 

organization, preventing loss of valuable customers. In the last of the five stages, Learning, crisis 

managers, and the organization reflect upon what the organization handled well, and what was 

handled poorly, during the crisis, consequently bettering their understanding and ability of how 

crises should be handled going forward (Mitroff, 1994).  

In his book Ongoing Crisis Communication, Coombs (2007b) offers an alternative staged 

approach. In the book, Coombs presents a systematic approach, combining the different CM 

knowledge into a broad framework. The CM processes are broken down into three macro-stages: 

pre-crisis, crisis event, and post-crisis. Each stage holds their unique sub-stages or actions to be 

performed in the given macro-stages. Coombs stages are broad enough to allow incorporation of 
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ideas from other CM researchers, as well as accommodate additional leading crisis management 

models, such as the one of Mitroff (Coombs, 2007b). Coombs divides the CM processes as follows: 

Pre-crisis stage: As the name indicates, this stage covers the actions taken before 

encountering the crisis. This stage contains three sub-stages: 1. Signal detection, 2. Prevention, and 

3. Crisis preparation. It is crucial for managers to establish a system to efficiently detect and 

respond to potential crises (Coombs, 2007b). 

Crisis event: This stage is initiated by a trigger that starts the crisis and is ongoing until the 

crisis is resolved. Within there are two sub-stages: 1. Crisis recognition, and 2. Crisis containment. 

Crisis recognition refers to the understanding of the manner in which events are defined and 

established as crises, in addition to the process behind the collection of crisis-related information 

(Coombs, 2007b).  

Post-crisis stage: Although the crisis has ended, crisis management should still take place. A 

number of the organization’s most valuable CM activities take place when the crisis has ended. 

Coombs (1999) argues that the experience of a real crisis is the best way to learning experience for 

future CM. The stage is divided into three steps: 1. Evaluating crisis management, 2. Learning from 

crisis, and 3. Other post-crisis actions (like continuing monitoring of crisis-related issues and 

additional communication with stakeholders) (Coombs, 2007b).  

The perspective on crisis life cycles above holds that crisis management, to ensure 

efficiency, needs to be an integrated part of the organization's everyday activities. Not only should 

managers establish a crisis plan to be applied in case of a crisis, but managers should also 

continually pursue to prevent crises from happening, applying insights grained in previous crises 

(Coombs, 2007b). Although Mitroff's model also offers an approach to handling crises in different 

stages, Coombs model bears more significant attention to the three stages by breaking down the 

phases further, providing greater detail. These sub-stages, by Coombs, demonstrate a growing 
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interest, not only in the crisis-event stage but the pre- and post-crisis stages, testifying to the 

growing complexity of the crisis management field (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013).  

Jaques (2007) argues that crisis management, in a strategic context, is not to be viewed as a reactive 

tactical response to apply during a crisis, but a proactive discipline that embraces interrelated 

processes of crisis prevention, and crisis readiness via crisis response, to crisis recovery. 

Additionally, Pearson and Mitroff (1993), argue that organizations should be prepared to have a 

creative approach when preparing for a crisis, rather than having fixed plans in place. Creative 

thinking in the pre-crisis stage will enable crisis managers to imagine a broad array of scenarios, 

increasing their preparedness for a wide array of crisis situations. They further advise organizations 

to employ crisis management as a systematic and integrated manner, to avoid trouble (Pearson & 

Mitroff, 1993). Pearson and Clair (1998) state that: “Organizational crisis management 

effectiveness is evidenced when potential crises are averted or when key stakeholders believe that 

the successful outcomes of short- and long-range impacts of crises outweigh the failure outcomes.” 

(P. 62).  

 As Pearson and Clair’s definition of successful crisis management indicates, along with 

other CM literature, stakeholders play an essential role in an organization's CM (Coombs, 2007b; 

Pearson & Mitroff, 1993; Frandsen & Johansen, 2013; Jaques, 2007; Pearson & Clair, 1998). 

Organizations must take into account, how they are perceived by external stakeholders, regarding 

possible CM approaches (Pearson & Mitroff, 1993). It is imperative that organizations identify its 

stakeholders, are aware of their respective importance, and influence and rank them accordingly, 

continually managing and nourishing these relationships (Luoma-aho & Vos, 2010).  

Freeman et al. (2015) defines stakeholders as: “Stakeholders typically are defined as 

individuals, groups, and organizations that have an interest in the processes and outcomes of the 

firm and upon whom the firm depends for the achievement of its goals" (p. 859). Some of these 
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individuals, groups, and organizations can easily be identified as stakeholders due to their role in 

the company’s value production process. External stakeholders like customers and shareholders, in 

addition to internal stakeholders such as managers and employees (Harrison, Bosse & Phillips, 

2010). Never the less, often, other stakeholders are essential, like communities, the media, special 

interest groups, or society in general (Freeman et al., 2015).  

Freeman is not the only one, who distinguishes between groups of stakeholders, Clarkson 

(1995) categorize stakeholders as either primary and secondary. The organization and its primary 

stakeholders have a high degree of interconnection. Clarkson (1995) explains that the primary 

stakeholder groups typically consist of employees, customers, shareholders, investors, government, 

and communities. The organization much depends on these for survival. The operations of the 

organization will be at risk, should the primary stakeholders revoke support.  

Secondary stakeholders are those who are affected or can affect the company, although there 

is no direct contact. Secondary stakeholders refer to those whom are not in direct contact with the 

company but can still either affect or be affected by the company. This group special interest 

groups, as well as the media (Clarkson, 1995). 

In a crisis, not all stakeholders are affected equally, and each group often have contradicting 

needs. In a crisis, organizations are faced with the challenge of incorporating, into their CM, the 

various and contradicting needs of very different stakeholders, in addition to pursuing the best 

possible crisis outcome, not only for the organization but its stakeholders. The challenge 

organizations face, in a crisis, is to incorporate these various and contradicting needs of such a 

mixed audience in their crisis management, to ensure the best possible outcome for stakeholders as 

well as the organization itself. Stakeholders have to power to intensify the crisis situation, should 

the organization fail to meet the stakeholders' needs (Ulmer & Sellnow, 2000). 
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3.3 Crisis communication 

Crisis planning will not prevent all crises (Mitroff & Anagnos, 2001). Crises will occur, and when 

they do, it becomes imperative that organizations respond (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). Crises 

threaten organization-stakeholder relationships, consequently, threatening organizations’ license to 

operate, and thus, it is imperative that organizations are prepared to employ strategic and effective 

crisis communication (Coombs, 2007a). Crisis communication can be defined as follows: “(crisis) 

communication relates to all aspects of the organizational crisis, including incubation in pre-crisis, 

manifestation in crisis, and post-mortem and ultimately recovery post-crisis” (Seeger, Sellnow & 

Ulmer, 2003 p. 19). Seeger et al. (2003) state that crisis communication helps organizations 

construct favourable interpretations in stakeholders, lessening the crisis ambiguity, which further 

reduces the crisis damage. Seeger et al. (2003) express the importance of these interpretations, 

established via crisis communication, arguing that these are necessary when organizations seek to 

build consensus around cause, responsibility, and blame of the crisis. 

Regester and Larking (2015) argue that crises not only threaten organizations with failure 

but hold the potential for success as well. Effective crisis communication, practiced as crisis 

management, has the power, not only to deflect crises but, to improving organizational reputations, 

leaving these stronger as to before the crisis (Ulmer, 2001). Crisis communication covers 

organizations' verbal, as well as non-verbal crisis responses, and is, according to Coombs (2005), a 

necessary component of all crisis management phases. Crises are unique and for this reason, key 

stakeholder groups, in addition to appropriate CC strategies, will differ from crisis to crisis 

(Coombs, 1999).   

  In Coombs research, crisis communication is broken down into content and form. Content 

deals with what the organization is saying, while form refers to how the content is presented 

(Coombs, 2006b). Coombs criticizes extant research for being too focused on the response form. He 
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describes that the research merely provides crisis managers with lists of dos and don'ts, which he 

argues to be outdated and insufficient research on the subject (Coombs, 2006b). In continuation of 

this, Coombs (2006b) argues that content has a profound effect on the success rate and efficiency of 

organizational CM, and for that reason urges a greater focus on content in contemporary research.  

In crisis management, the ultimate goal is to prevent the occurrences of crises. In the case that a 

crisis does transpire, despite the organization’s preventative actions, crisis management has two 

goals: 1. Protecting organizational operations, and 2. Lessening and restoring reputational damage. 

The two goals of crisis management, in a crisis, can only be achieved through strategic crisis 

communication (Coombs, 2007b).  

Sturges (1994) distinguishes content of crisis communication chronologically, naming three 

types of content: 1. Instructing information, 2. Adjusting information, and 3. Internalizing 

information. Instructing information relates to how receivers cope with the crisis physically. 

Adjusting information relates to how receivers cope with the crisis psychologically. And 

Internalizing information relates to how receivers perceive the organization’s reputation and image. 

In continuation of Sturges breakdown of crisis communication, Coombs (2007a) underlines the 

importance that organizations prioritize communicating with the affected, or potentially affected, 

groups. Coombs further states that adjusting information assists stakeholders in coping with 

psychological crisis reactions, such as stress. Organizations can reassure its stakeholders by 

providing crisis information, not only explaining the crisis circumstances, but describing what 

actions have been taken to prevent similar crises from occurring. Internalizing information covers 

reputation management and protection and it is within this information type that the organizations 

can make use of CRS, attempting to alter stakeholders’ perceptions of the organizations as well as 

the crisis (Coombs, 2007a).  
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Although it may be tempting, Sturges (1994) stresses that management should not only 

focus their communication efforts on protecting the organizational reputation, but must first convey 

that they acknowledge crisis damages and that they prioritize protecting stakeholders and crisis 

victims, thus, Sturges argues that organizations must provide instructing and adjusting information, 

before employing internalizing information to protect its reputation.  

Frandsen and Johansen (2013) recognize some advantages of Coombs’ distinction between 

form and content. However, looking at scientific research, they claim that this distinction suggests 

very little. Alternatively, they argue a divide of crisis communications exists, differentiating 

between two research traditions, the rhetorical and the context-oriented tradition. The focus of the 

rhetorical tradition is to study the organization's written and verbal communication. Primarily, 

within this tradition, the field of study is apologia, focusing on rhetorical defence strategies, in 

addition to impression management. Impression management works to control an entity's 

impression on others through strategic self-representation (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). 

The second tradition, the context-oriented, is a strategic focus on context, concentrating on 

what and how is communicated, in which time and place, to maximize reputational protection. 

Within this tradition, the dominant theories are found in the research fields of public relations, crisis 

management, and reputation management (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). Coombs’ Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory represents one of the most acknowledged theories, within the context-

oriented research tradition, and will be studied further in the section below.  

 

4. Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

As one purpose of this study is to explore the applicability of the SCCT in the Uber crisis, it was 

deemed relevant to provide a theoretical framework, to advance the understanding of the theory. 
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4.1 Introduction 

Timothy Coombs is a crisis communications specialist and the man behind Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory. The communications professor has spent most of his career, 22 years to be 

exact, developing and testing his greatest work, the SCCT. Coombs has also authored several books 

and numerous academic articles on the topic of crisis communication and has been granted a 

number of awards for his research on crisis communication, such as the “Jackson, Jackson, and 

Wagner Behavioural Research Prize”, awarded to him in 2002 by the Public Relations Society of 

America.   

The notion of the SCCT was first introduced by Coombs in 1995, in the article “Choosing 

the Right Words: The development of guidelines for the selection of the “appropriate” crisis 

response strategies”, and in 2002 the theory was given its name, in an article by Coombs and 

Holladay (Coombs, 1995; Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Last year, twenty-one years after the initial 

article, Coombs still publishes SCCT revisions and reflections (Coombs, 2016).  

SCCT has three key features: Crisis situation, Crisis Response Strategies (CRS), and a 

method for determining an effective and appropriate CRS to the given crisis situation (Coombs, 

2006b). The theory is built on the notion that the crisis situation is the determining factor for what 

crisis response strategy will be effective and appropriate. If managers are able to make sense of the 

crisis situation, as well as understanding, how the situation is perceived by stakeholders, they will 

be able to choose an effective, appropriate communication strategy. Through the SCCT, Coombs 

provides an approach to understanding and explaining crisis communication, in addition to 

providing a set of easy-to-use guidelines for communication managers (Coombs, 2005).  

As previously expressed, in order for organizations to communicate ethically, managers 

must initiate their crisis actions by addressing physical and psychological worries of the crisis 

victims, by communicating instructing and adjusting information (Coombs, 2007a). Coombs insists, 
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in his SCCT literature that crisis managers must provide instructing information in the case of any 

crisis. Coombs argues this, despite the results of a study that indicated no noteworthy effect of 

instructing information on organizational reputation or stakeholders’ supportive behaviour 

(Coombs, 2006c). Crisis managers may only address reputational assets, once instructing 

information has been provided. The main focus of the SCCT is to combat the reputational threat 

posed by crises (Coombs, 2007a).  

The topic of crisis responses is nothing new, within the crisis management field. However, 

according to Coombs, the topic of crisis responses is dominated by descriptive discussions 

(Coombs, 1999). Although existing theory, within the field, does offer some insight, Coombs 

criticizes theories, such as Benoit’s Image Restoration Theory, for being exceedingly descriptive. 

Existing theory, within crisis management field, is largely influenced by research based on case 

studies. Case studies greatly rely on reflective sense-making, which, Coombs argues, causes them to 

lack general predictive value. Coombs elaborates, arguing that research cannot provide general, 

accurate insight into what processes take place in crises, when the research is based on single case 

studies, along with various untested assumptions. According to Coombs, this extant research 

weakens the crisis management field (Coombs, 2007a).  

Coombs SCCT represents an alternative to the existing theory, based on case studies. The 

theory-based SCCT provides crisis managers with empirically tested guidelines enabling them to 

match an effective and appropriate response to the crisis situation (Coombs, 2006). Instead of case 

studies, the research that forms the foundation for SCCT is based on experimental methods, in 

addition to social-psychological theory (Coombs, 2007a). The SCCT is built on the testing and re-

testing of hypotheses, concerning the effects of crisis perceptions on acceptance of crisis responses, 

in addition to how responses can affect purchase intentions, emotions, and organizational reputation 

(Coombs, 2007c).  
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 In most SCCT studies, Coombs introduces specific hypotheses, which are then tested on the 

public, usually made up of 50-500 students from Midwestern University. In the studies, the students 

are, at random, exposed to hypothetical, in addition to actual, crisis scenarios, followed up by 

surveys, on which Coombs bases his statistical analysis that either validates or invalidates a given 

hypotheses.  

In 2016, the Journal of Public Relations Research published an article by Ma & Zahn 

(2016). In the article, they presented a meta-analysis of situational crisis communication theory 

research, an analysis of 34 SCCT investigations from 24 studies, published in the years between 

1990 and 2015. Ma & Zahn's study found a strong association between attributed crisis 

responsibility and organizational reputation, while only weakly linking crisis response strategies 

(CRS) to reputation. Although they found that matching the CRS to the crisis situation did not 

improve the organization's reputation, they did see that mismatching CRS to the crisis situation had 

a damaging effect on reputation (Ma & Zahn, 2016). In the same scientific journal, Coombs 

reflection on the meta-analysis was published, in which he identified some theoretical, methodical, 

and practical implications of the study. However, he further added that no theory is perfect and that 

all theories have limitations (Coombs, 2016). From the extensive testing and revision, the current 

SCCT will be presented. 

 

4.2 SCCT building blocks 

At first glance, SCCT appears similar to William Benoit’s Image Restoration Theory, as SCCT too 

provides managers with a list of crisis response strategies. However, SCCT stands out in its 

endeavour to contextualize its response strategies. In other words, Coombs inserts the crisis 

response strategies into sociological or social-psychological contexts, which forms the theoretical 

framework of the theory (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). For this reason, Coombs is a leading 
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representative for the strategic and context-oriented research tradition within crisis communication. 

Through SCCT, Coombs integrates: A perception of crisis management and crisis communication 

as relationship management, with the inclusion of reputation management and stakeholder theory; 

An application of neo-institutionalism to explain organizational legitimacy; An application of 

Attribution Theory to explain stakeholders’ assignment of crisis responsibility, and finally, a linking 

of crisis response and crisis types based on stakeholders’ perception of crisis responsibility 

(Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). These elements will be addressed further in the following sections. 

 

4.2.1 Attribution theory 

Attribution theory deals with stakeholders’ perception of, and explanation for, a crisis event, and is 

the first contextualization Coombs introduces. The theory, first introduced in the 1950’s, is a social-

psychological orientation, building on research by theorists such as Fritz Heider, Edward Jones, 

Keith Davis, and Harold Kelly (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). Attribution Theory looks at the casual 

attributions or explanations that social actors construct, based on specific inferences and, often 

indirect, information.  

Four causal dimensions are identified by McAuley et al. (1992), which Coombs further 

narrows into three. These causal dimensions help persons decide, whether to place the attributed 

cause of a given event on the involved actor, creating high individual responsibility or if the cause 

should be attributed to factors externally, relative to the actor (Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). The 

dimensions 1. Stability regards if the cause of the event is consistently present (stable), or changes 

with time and context (unstable), 2. Controllability refers to whether the actor is in a position to 

affect the situations outcome (controllable), or if the actor is without influence (uncontrollable), and 

3. Locus, which determines where the cause of the event lies, whether it is the actor itself (internal), 

or the situation (external) (McAuley et al., 1992).  
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Weiner (1985) asserts that people's search for causes and explanations are intensified in case 

of significant, unexpected and adverse events. In Coombs definitions of crises, he emphasizes their 

negative and unexpected characteristics, thus making these events with intense attribution searches. 

To conform language relative to organizations and crises, Coombs has translated the Attribution 

Theory principals (Coombs, 2001). He argues that, in a crisis, stakeholders will construct 

attributions regarding crisis cause, from which they will determine crisis responsibility (Coombs, 

2007). Stakeholders will hold the organization responsible, if the crisis is attributed to be stable, 

controllable, and have internal locus. Conversely, stakeholders will attach the organization less 

responsibility, if the crisis is attributed to be unstable, uncontrollable, and with external locus. The 

degree to which stakeholders attribute an organization crisis responsibility varies in different crisis 

situations. As the organization's attributed crisis responsibility rises, so does the risk of the 

organization enduring crisis damage, meaning stakeholders' image of, and interaction with, the 

organization will decrease (Coombs, 1995). 

As reported by Weiner (1985), causal attributions, made up of stability, controllability, and 

locus, produce different emotional reactions, potentially provoking different behaviours. During a 

crisis, stakeholders’ attributions will induce emotions concerning the organization, which in turn 

will affect stakeholders’ future interactions with the organization. Within Attribution Theory, the 

most dominant emotions, in post-crisis communication, are anger, schadenfreude, and sympathy 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2005). The affect caused by a crisis situation is connected to the perceived 

crisis responsibility. If organizations are attributed strong crisis responsibility, the negative affect 

strengthens, producing schadenfreude and anger, whereas, when attributions of responsibility are 

lower, the positive affect strengthens, producing sympathy. For optimal effectiveness and 

reputational protection, crisis response strategies should appeal to the emotions at play (Coombs, 

2005). The goals of one-way CRS are to repair and protect organizations from crisis damage, by 
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altering publics’ perception of the attribution dimensions, or the feelings surrounding the 

attributions (Coombs & Holladay, 2004).  

 

4.2.2 Relationship management 

The second form of contextualization, Coombs introduces, does not concern the crisis situation 

itself, but how public relations are perceived. From a relational management perspective, the heart 

of all strategic and practical public relations efforts lies within the organization/stakeholder relation 

(Ledingham & Bruning, 1998). Within this perspective, public relations is viewed as “the 

management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an 

organization and the publics on whom its success or failure depends" (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 

1994, as cited in Ledingham, 2003). In relationship management theory, the focus shifts, from being 

centered on communication to relationships, applying communication as a tool for the maintenance 

of relationships between organizations and stakeholders (Ledingham, 2003). 

The organization/stakeholder relation has both a structural and time dimension. Within the 

structural dimension, Coombs has been inspired by research on interpersonal communication. 

Coombs (2000) asserts that organizations are interdependent with stakeholders, primary as well as 

secondary, constituting a mutual dependency between the entities. This dependency may originate 

in political, economic, or social interests. In his approach to crisis management, Coombs applies the 

relational management perspective to the public relations operation.  

In the time-based dimension, Coombs introduces the term relational history. The events or 

situations organizations find themselves in, whether expected or unexpected, are not isolated 

phenomena. These events should be considered part of a broad relation over time (Coombs, 2000). 

Hence, the relational history of an organization, affects how an event is perceived by stakeholders. 

In continuation of this, Coombs (2000) describes crises as relational damage to the organization-



An Über Crisis: 

A study of Uber’s crisis communication and stakeholder perspectives from a SCCT perspective 

___________________________ 

 
 ______ 
 32 

 

stakeholder relationship. The organization-stakeholder relationship cultivates over time and shapes 

the organizational reputation and image. By this definition, the function of the relational history is 

comparable to the one of reputation. An organization’s reputation is based on stakeholders’ 

experiences with the organization in question. Consequently, reputation, as well as relational 

history, build on stakeholders’ and the organization’s past interactions (Coombs, 2000). An 

organization’s relationships with stakeholders contribute a practical context, enabling crisis 

managers to analyse crisis situations and employ effective, appropriate crisis responses. The 

relational dimension strengthens the attributional analysis of crises, as relational history can 

influence a crisis to the extent that appropriate crisis response strategies are different to what is 

recommended by Attribution Theory (Coombs, 2000).  

 

4.2.3 Neo-institutionalism 

The second contextualization, Coombs introduces, regards the legitimacy and reputation of the 

organization. The neo-institutional theory is a broad sociological-oriented approach within 

organizational theory, focusing on the institutional environment of the organization. As a result, of 

varying power dynamics in the organizational field, the institutional environment is governed by 

rules, norms, and other requirements (Caillouet & Allen, 1994). The neo-institutional theory 

supposes that if an organization adapts to the normative requirements, in the external institutional 

environment, it will potentially increase its organizational legitimacy or the perception among 

stakeholders that the organization is good, providing license to operate (Caillouet & Allen, 1994). 

Legitimacy management refers to the process in which organizations seek to obtain, keep or regain 

support for its actions from stakeholders. Legitimacy is successfully managed when the 

organization’s actions are balanced with stakeholder expectations (Johansen & Frandsen, 2013).   
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The neo-institutional perspective provides useful insight into how stakeholder-organization 

relationships should be managed. The relationship depends on stakeholders’ perception of how well 

an organization lives up to their expectations. Thus, relational history can be viewed as a series of 

events, or occurrences, in which the organization either met or failed to meet, stakeholder 

expectations (Coombs, 2000). 

Crises, among others, threaten the legitimacy of the organization. Coombs (2000) posits that 

crises disrupt the organization-stakeholder relationship, as they are often caused by failure to adhere 

to social norms and expectations. According to research, it is crucial that organizations practice 

effective crisis management to keep up legitimacy among stakeholders (Caillouets & Allen, 1994). 

Following the neo-institutional perspective, the focus of the employed CRS should be on restoring 

legitimacy among stakeholders. In other words, organizations should seek to change stakeholders’ 

focus from the crisis, and their failure to meet social expectations, to what is being done to repair 

the situation, proving to stakeholders that the organization is once again following social norms 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2006).  

Crisis managers employ CRS to re-establish legitimacy and protect the reputation of the 

organization. Crises pose a threat to the organization’s legitimacy, as well as it threatens its 

reputation (Coombs, 2006). A crisis is a type of damage to the reputation, and because reputation is 

based on relational history, relational damage is a type of reputational damage. Thus, if something 

threatens the relational history, it threatens the reputation (Coombs, 2000). 

 

4.3 Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

As described, Coombs continually worked on and reviewed the SCCT over the last twenty years. 

As a result, the SCCT has been through numerous tweaks and adjustments. This chapter will 

describe what the theory currently looks like.  
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4.3.1 The crisis situation 

4.3.1.1 The Crisis Types 

In the evaluation of a crisis’ reputational threat, managers must carry out two steps. Initially, the 

crisis type must be determined. This is done by considering how the crisis is defined in the media 

and by other stakeholders (Coombs, 2007a). Coombs crisis categorization has repeatedly been 

adjusted, eventually forming 3 clusters that can be broken down into 12 crisis types. 

According to the SCCT, every crisis type produces predictable levels of attributed crisis 

responsibility. Hence, it is imperative that the communication manager identifies the type of crisis, 

to establish the level of crisis responsibility stakeholders attribute the organization, determining the 

crisis responsibility level the organization must base its response on (Coombs, 2007a). Victim 

cluster refers to crises, where the organization and its stakeholders are both crisis victims. These 

crisis types generate minimal attributions of responsibility; thus, these types serve a small 

reputational threat (Coombs, 2007a). Accidental cluster represents crises that the organizations have 

unintentionally caused. Medium crisis responsibility is attributed organizations in these crisis types, 

thus presenting a medium threat to the organizational reputation (Coombs, 2007a). In the last 

cluster, the preventable cluster, the crises are a result of the organization purposefully or knowingly 

acting inappropriately or putting stakeholders at risk. These crises could be avoided and therefore 

generate strong attributions of crisis responsibility, actively threatening the organizational 

reputation (Coombs, 2007a).  
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Figure 1. Crisis types (Coombs, 2007a, p. 168) 

 

The higher levels of attributed responsibility, the greater the reputational threat and affective 

reactions (Coombs, 2007). Stakeholders’ attributions, concerning a crisis, produce emotions relating 

to the organization, which, in turn, affect stakeholders’ future interactions with the organization. 

The higher the attributions of crisis responsibility, the stronger the negative emotions toward the 

organization are and vice versa (Coombs & Holladay, 2005; Coombs, 2007a). A study found that 

strongest negative emotions of anger and schadenfreude were produced in organizational misdeed 

crises. The victim cluster generated the strongest feelings of sympathy and muted emotional 

responses were generated by the accident cluster (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). Strong crisis 

responsibility attributions provoke anger among stakeholders. When stakeholders are emotionally 

affected in a negative way, it can lead to negative purchase intentions and word-of-mouth. Coombs’ 

negative communications dynamic describes the relationship between perceived crisis 

responsibility, negative emotions (anger), negative purchase intentions, and word-of-mouth 

(Coombs and Holladay, 2007).  
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4.3.1.2 Intensifying factors 

The second step crisis managers should take, in the evaluation of a crisis situations reputational 

threat, is to examine if any intensifying factors are present. Coombs identifies three possible 

intensifying factors, Initial crisis responsibility, Crisis history, and Prior relationship reputation. 

Crisis history refers the organization’s past crises and whether previous crises are similar. Prior 

relationship reputation refers to stakeholders’ perception of the organization in contexts outside the 

crisis. If an organization has a negative prior relational reputation, the organization is viewed as 

negligent towards its stakeholders outside crisis situations (Coombs, 2007a) 

According to a study by Coombs & Holladay (2001) crisis history and unfavourable 

relationship history does affect attributed responsibility, but the effect on the organizational 

reputation is considerably stronger. The study further concluded that there seems to be no difference 

in having a favourable relationship and crisis histories, to that of having neutral ones. Thus, the 

prior relationship reputation and crisis history are only intensifying if they are negative, which 

Coombs and Holladay (2001) termed the Velcro effect. According to the Velcro effect, an 

organization’s performance history acts like Velcro material, because reputational damage sticks.   

A study, led by Coombs, supports the results of a study Coombs and Holladay conducted 

(Coombs, 2004; Coombs & Holladay, 2001). Coombs study (2004) concluded that repeated history 

of crisis and/or unfavourable prior relationship reputation intensified stakeholders’ attributed crisis 

responsibility, indirectly impacting the reputational threat. Also, both factors directly affect the 

reputational threat formed by the crisis (Coombs, 2004; Coombs, 2007a). From the results, it can be 

derived that if the relational reputation of an organization is negative, or the organization has a 

history of similar crises, an increase will occur in the reputational threat, moving it from mild to 

moderate, or from moderate to severe (Coombs & Holladay 2001; Coombs, 2004).  
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Other studies indicated a halo effect; strong prior reputations shield the organization against 

reputational crisis damage. However, the studies found that this was only the case for organizations 

harbouring extremely favourable prior reputations, and further studies suggested little or no 

evidence that the halo effect would reduce the organization’s attributed responsibility (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2001; Coombs, 2004; Coombs & Holladay, 2006a).  

The SCCT posits that, to establish the level of reputational threat, in a crisis, it is imperative 

that communications managers accurately analyse the given crisis situation. The reputational threat 

refers to the potential damage the given crisis could impose on the organization's reputation, should 

no actions be implemented. According to Coombs (2007a), the reputational threat, organizations are 

faced with in a crisis, can be intensified by three factors: 1. The initial organizational crisis 

responsibility, 2. The overall crisis history, along with 3. The organization’s prior relational 

reputation.  

 

4.3.2 SCCT crisis response strategies 

Since Coombs introduced his crisis response strategies (CRS), the list has been altered significantly. 

Initially, the response strategies built on Marcus and Goodman’s (1991) accommodative-defensive 

continuum. In time, the use of this continuum proved to be tricky, as managers had to choose 

between protecting the crisis victims and defending the organization. After further testing and 

refining of the strategies, Coombs reframed the strategy arrangement to mirror acceptance of crisis 

responsibility to different degrees, matching the SCCT use of attribution theory (Coombs, 2006c).  

The most recent list of response strategies, from 2007, builds on perceived acceptance of 

crisis responsibility. As the response strategies become more accommodative, the organization will 

be viewed, by its stakeholders, as taking on more crisis responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). 

Coombs crisis response strategies distinguish between primary and secondary responses. Secondary 
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strategies focus solely on the protection of the organization, which will make the organization seem 

self-centered is used alone. Therefore, the secondary strategies should be used supplementary to 

primary strategies (Coombs, 2001).  

 
Figure 2. Crisis response strategies (Coombs, 2007a, p.170) 
 

 

Primary crisis response strategies divide into three groups: 1. The deny strategies, which further 

divides into the strategies attack the accuser, denial, and scapegoat. The goal of the deny strategies 

is to remove any connection between organization and crisis. If crisis managers can eliminate this 

association, the organization will avoid exposure to crisis damage. 2. The diminish strategies, which 

further divides into the strategies excuse and justification. The goal of the diminish strategies is to 

persuade stakeholders that the gravity of the crisis is less than what is otherwise perceived, or that 

the crisis cause was out of the organization’s control. If managers can reduce association between 

organization and crisis, or alter stakeholders view on the crisis to be less negative, crisis damage is 

reduced. 3. The rebuild strategies, which further divide into compensation and apology. These 

strategies seek to rebuild or boost the organization’s reputation by compensating crisis victims, 

symbolically or materialistically. The organization seeks to benefit victims and stakeholders, 
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equalizing the negative effects of the crisis. Both apology and compensation are beneficial for the 

organizational reputation (Coombs, 2007a).  

  Secondary crisis response strategies contain the bolstering strategies, used supplementary to 

the primary and adjusting information. The bolstering strategies are divided into reminder, 

ingratiation, and victimage. An organization that has good relationships with its stakeholders can 

draw on these relations, to protect its reputation. This is done by either praising the stakeholders or 

encouraging sympathy from them (Coombs, 2007a). 

The goals of crisis response strategies are to protect and repair the organizational reputation, 

to reduce negative emotions, and to hinder harming behavioural intentions. Coombs argues that 

highly accommodative strategies are more effective when the goal is to reduce the negative 

communications dynamic and emotions (Coombs & Holladay, 2007).  

 

4.3.3 Matching process 

4.3.3.1 Basic matching process 

In agreement with SCCT, it is essential to understand the crisis situation to select an appropriate and 

efficient CRS. A crisis manager must first seek to understand the situation entirely, to choose a 

response strategy that will provide the necessary reputational protection (Coombs, 2007a). 

Responsibility serves a conceptual link in the revised matching process of SCCT. The SCCT posits 

that the crisis situation depicts the degree of reputational threat, posed by a crisis and thus, in its 

evaluation, the reputational threat is directly a function of organizational crisis responsibility.  

Further, Coombs list of CRS builds on the organization’s perceived acceptance of crisis 

responsibility expressed in their response (Coombs, 2007a).  

When determining the correct CRS, SCCT posits that an organization will maximize the 

reputational protection, if managers take stakeholders’ emotional responses into account. As a study 
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reported, crisis clusters and perceived crisis responsibility are helpful clues to what emotions the 

crisis may generate (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). As the negative affect and reputational threat 

intensify, functions of situational factors, the CRS should assume greater acceptance of crisis 

responsibility (Coombs, 2007).  

In the crisis type, victim cluster, the SCCT advocates the use of just instructing information, 

or a deny CRS. In the accidental cluster, the diminish CRS should be applied, and in the 

preventable crisis cluster, crisis managers should employ the rebuild crisis response strategies 

(Coombs, 2007a). The result of a study indicated that feelings of sympathy developed among 

stakeholders when the organization was the victim of the crisis, which supports the notion that 

instructing and adjusting information should be employed in these crises. The accidental crisis 

cluster does not promote strong emotions among stakeholders; therefore, the excuse and 

justification CRS are applicable. Additionally, the most potent negative emotions are generated by 

the preventable crisis cluster, it is, therefore, in these crisis types, recommended for crisis managers 

to employ more expensive and accommodative CRS (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). A manager's 

choice between apology and other accommodative strategies is a legal question. If the organization 

apologizes, it is equivalent to an admittance of guilt. An admittance of guilt can leave the 

organization legally liable, thus, turning extremely costly. Therefore, crisis managers may be 

restricted, in their use of highly accommodative response strategies, if top-management find the 

potential legal implications to be too costly (Coombs, 2006c).  

The results of a study found that respondents reacted similarly to rebuilding strategies in 

crises of moderate or low responsibility (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). Nevertheless, Coombs and 

Holladay (2008) argue that it would be unethical, of the management, to avoid responsibility, if 

they are aware of their crisis responsibility. Nevertheless, if the origin, and thus, the responsibility, 

of the crisis is unknown, the organization should be careful in their expression of sympathy or the 
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granting of compensation, as these responses are viewed as accepting a high degree of crisis 

responsibility.  

 

4.3.3.2 Intensifying factors 

Extant research indicates that, in the case of negative performance history among organizations, 

employed CRS are more effective, if they are extra accommodative and accept a greater level of 

crisis responsibility. Negative performance history affects what crisis response strategies are 

efficient and appropriate, as it increases the reputational threat (Coombs, 2004; Coombs & 

Holladay, 2001). 

 

4.3.4 SCCT guidelines 

Since the development of SCCT, Coombs has presented his readers with a variety of CRS 

normative guidelines. Looking at the research, it is apparent that these guidelines have, like the 

SCCT, undergone numerous modifications and refinements. This section will discuss some of the 

interesting changes in the guidelines. 

First of all, the guidelines have become more user-friendly. In 1995, when the guidelines 

were initially introduced, they consisted of extensive flowcharts (Coombs, 1995). Today they are 

based on the three crisis clusters and response. Reframing these guidelines has made it possible for 

crisis managers to prepare crisis portfolios, simplifying the process of matching crisis types to crisis 

responses. Crises demand fast responses, and Coombs original flow-charts were too complicated for 

managers to employ in such situations. The recent guidelines are manageable and time efficient.  

 Within the SCCT guidelines, second interesting development, is the increased attention 

towards instructing as well as adjusting information. Naturally, the development is partly reflected 

in the research, which indicate that in crises, which only mildly threaten the organizational 
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reputation, instructing and adjusting information are adequate CRS. Other than that, Coombs urges 

managers to provide stakeholders with this information, before employing any of his response 

strategies, regardless of the crisis type (Coombs, 2006a; Coombs, 2007b). Coombs continually 

asserts that the goal of the SCCT is reputation repair, which is not the case with instructing and 

adjusting information. Interestingly, the information types are not officially part of Coombs’ SCCT, 

but is however, discussed increasingly, in Coombs’ recent SCCT related research. The continued 

interest in instructing and adjusting information, in addition to these now being represented in 

Coombs recent guidelines, may indicate a changing perception on reputation repair.  

The third, and last, interesting development is the guidelines greater awareness of crises 

complexities and dynamics. Coombs guidelines included a recommendation of consistency in 

organization's crisis responses, only employing similar strategies (Coombs, 2007b; Coombs, 

2007a). Hence, Coombs acknowledges the need to make use of more than one CRS which could 

indicate a greater recognition of crises complexities. 

The developments discussed above, are based on Coombs guidelines between 2006 and 

2007 and may not all be reflected in the most recent guidelines below. One may argue that this is 

due to the elements being tested and invalidated, which explains the exclusion. However, it may be 

more likely that the many changes in the normative guidelines are a reflection of Coombs having 

written these works in various scientific journals. In other words, Coombs research papers may be 

coloured by the different fora and co-authors, which has caused him to adapt to the diverse 

audiences. This thesis will make use of the most recent guidelines in the case study (Coombs, 

2007a). However, an additional guideline was described by Coombs in two concurrent articles 

(Coombs, 2007b; Coombs & Heath, 2006). This guideline, (9.), will be added to the most recent 

guidelines below. One can only ponder, whether the exclusion of this guideline was deliberate, an 
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oversight, or an expression of Coombs adapting to varying fora. Nevertheless, the guideline has 

significance for the case study, for which reason, it is included.  

Figure 3. SCCT guidelines (Coombs, 2007a, p.173) 
 

 
 
 
 

5. Case study: Uber Denmark 

The objective of this case study, based on the Situational Crisis Communication Theory, is to 

investigate the crisis, in regards to attributions of responsibility, crisis history, relationship 
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reputation, crisis type, and response strategies, along with the applicability of the SCCT in a 

complex crisis situation.  

The case was selected, as it meets the set criteria, outlined in the theoretical framework, for 

a complex crisis. In the time between November 2014 and April 2016, Uber was repeatedly linked 

to law violations, classifying the crisis as dynamic. The crisis also involved and affected multiple 

stakeholders and organizations. The crisis led to an increased focus on the shared economy 

phenomena, launching a heated public regulatory debate, threatening the entire industry. Not only 

did the crisis affect organizations and competitors within the shared economy industry, the taxi 

industry, Uber’s leading competitor, also proclaimed themselves victims of Uber’s alleged 

lawlessness. Additionally, Uber’s employees were affected, when numerous drivers were charged 

with breaking the law, as a consequence of their work for Uber. Strongly contrasting opinions and 

emotions, along with heightened levels of ambiguity, provoked a great deal of media focus, which 

lasted several years. 

 

5.1 Introduction to Uber 

Uber was founded in 2009 by Travis Kalanick and Garret Camp, and in 2010, the Uber app was 

released (Dogtiev, 2017). The app enables customers to book drivers, driving their private car. The 

original idea behind Uber was to arrange black-car services at affordable prices; however, the 

concept quickly transformed into the shared transportation service it is today. Founded in San 

Francisco, the company rapidly expanded throughout the USA and onto international markets. 

Today Uber is available in 674 cities, throughout 83 countries, completing an average of 40 million 

rides monthly (Dogtiev, 2017). Uber, as a privately-held company, has, since their start-up, raised 

$11.5 billion in venture capital through 87 investors. The company generated gross revenue of $20 

billion in 2016 and is currently valued at $69 billion (Crunchbase, n.d.). On November 19, 2014, 
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Uber launched their app in Copenhagen. Two and a half years later, in the spring of 2017, the 

company shut down operations. 

 

5.2 Uber’s stakeholders  

As described in the theoretical framework, Clarkson (1995) distinguishes between primary and 

secondary stakeholders. To compile an expanded map of Uber's stakeholders is argued excessive, 

relative to the purpose and spatial limitations of the study. The table below provides an overview of 

the stakeholders deemed significant for this case study. 

 
Figure 4. Uber’s stakeholders  

 
 

The degree to which Uber depends on the different stakeholder groups varies. The primary 

stakeholders cover the groups, whose continuing participation Uber depends upon (Clarkson, 1995). 

Local governments and communities are fundamental stakeholders to most companies, and together 

they form the public stakeholder group (Clarkson, 1995). The laws and regulations of the public 

stakeholder group must be upheld, in addition to paying taxes and following other possible 

obligations. Governments dictate the legal framework of communities, and thus, their participation 

with, and approval of, Uber is crucial. The Danish government is a primary stakeholder to Uber. 

Although Uber is a privately-owned company, the Danish government serves as an authority to 



An Über Crisis: 

A study of Uber’s crisis communication and stakeholder perspectives from a SCCT perspective 

___________________________ 

 
 ______ 
 46 

 

Uber. Within the government, the highest authority monitoring Uber is the Ministry of Transport 

and the Danish Transport Authority, responsible for the regulation and supervision of the transport 

sector. These stakeholders are in charge of the Danish regulations and laws, with which Uber must 

be in accordance. Thus, these stakeholders hold direct power over the company.  

 Uber’s other primary stakeholder groups include their employees and customers. In the spring 

of 2016, Uber approximately employed 1.500 drivers (Petroff, 2017) and had acquired over 200.000 

registered users (Agerbo, 2017). In the year 2015, Danish Uber drivers completed over 500.000 

trips (Flink, 2017). The participation of customers, as well as employees, is therefore essential for 

the function of the organization. It would be impossible for Uber to continue operations, should 

either of these groups retrieve their engagement.   

 As previously described, Uber is a privately-held company, financed by 87 investors. Thus, if 

the company wants to attract new, and keep their current investors, Uber has a responsibility to 

conduct their business profitably and responsibly. However, although this stakeholder group is 

relevant for the Uber crisis in an international perspective, the study will not investigate this group 

further, as none of Uber's investors are Danish; thus their crisis exposure through the Danish media 

is argued very little. Further, the employed crisis communication directed at investors has most 

likely been performed privately and cannot be investigated through the empirical material available. 

 Following Clarkson's (1995) stakeholder theory, Uber has several secondary stakeholders, 

which are relevant to manage, due to their potential influence on one another. One of Uber's 

important secondary stakeholders is the media, which frequently reported on matters regarding 

Uber, before, during, and after the crisis. Additionally, competitors are often included in 

organization's group of secondary stakeholders and in the Uber case, these play a significant role, 

particularly the Danish taxi industry. In continuation of this, unions, like 3F (employers' association 

for the Danish taxi industry), also serves as a secondary stakeholder. Lastly, special interest groups 
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like the Association for Taxi Drivers in Denmark (TiD) constitutes a relevant secondary stakeholder 

in the case. The special interest group, TiD, an association founded in 2015, works to eliminate 

illegal taxi driving in Denmark (taxi piracy). 

 These stakeholder groups fall under the category, secondary stakeholders, like these: “[…] 

influence or affect, or are influenced or affected by, the corporation, but they are not engaged in 

transactions with the corporation and are not essential for its survival.” (Clarkson, 1995, p 107). 

Clarkson further accounts for the secondary stakeholder groups’ ability to affect public opinion in 

regards to the organization, thus, potentially causing the organization serious damage. However, the 

accuracy of Clarkson’s definition can be questioned, referring to the media as a secondary 

stakeholder, not essential for the survival of the organization. News framing research indicates that 

news framing, especially in crisis situations, hold a strong power over public perceptions and 

interpretation of organizations (Holladay, 2009; Liu & Kim, 2011). Further, Clarkson’s use of the 

term, media, in his article from 1995, is very different from today’s media, with social media, blogs, 

and other platforms that blur the lines between public and media. Therefore, it can be argued that, 

due to their influence and interconnectedness with other primary stakeholders, the media should be 

considered a primary stakeholder in crisis situations. In other words, it is argued that the media 

today is essential for the survival of an organization in crisis.  

 Finally, some organizational crises produce a new type of stakeholder, crisis victims. Victims 

of a crisis are those who have experienced mental, physical, or financial consequences of the crisis 

(Coombs, 2007b). 
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5.3 Uber’s relational reputation and crisis history  

In a crisis, organizations will be subject to a higher reputational threat, should the organization have 

a negative relational reputation and/or have endured similar crises in the past, resulting in a negative 

crisis history (Coombs & Holladay, 2001).  

 Internationally, Uber has experienced several crises, in which the organization has clashed 

with the local government and taxi industry. These crises are in many ways similar to the one Uber 

experienced on the Danish market. Figure 5 provides an overview of these international crises.  

Figure 5. Uber’s international crises (McGoogan, 2017) 

 
 
Uber was reported to the police on the same day, as their app was launched in Copenhagen. 

Therefore, due to Uber’s newness on the market, the company did not have a crisis history in 

Denmark and had not had the time to cultivate a positive relational reputation with its Danish 

stakeholders. However, internationally, Uber had experienced a similar crisis, prior to the one in 

Denmark, as it was banned in Barcelona, due to regulatory problems and protests from local taxi 

drivers. Also, it is relevant to consider the crises that took place in other countries, parallel to the 

crisis unfolding in Denmark. As the Uber Denmark crisis proceeded over several years, it is argued 

that the Danes were, to some degree, exposed to information about the similar crises in other 



An Über Crisis: 

A study of Uber’s crisis communication and stakeholder perspectives from a SCCT perspective 

___________________________ 

 
 ______ 
 49 

 

countries, thus, continually adding to Uber’s crisis history. To sum up, it is contended that, Uber did 

have a crisis history, while they did not yet have a relational reputation.  

 

5.3.1 Stakeholder perceptions of Uber's crisis history 

According to Coombs, the prior relationship reputation is built from stakeholders past relations with 

the given organization and can serve to intensify attributions of responsibility, if these are of the 

negative variety. However, Uber was completely new in Denmark, when the crisis started, it is 

argued that Uber not have a prior relationship reputation among its Danish stakeholders. 

Coombs expresses that if news media provides information about past similar crises, 

stakeholders are likely to view the organization as having a crisis history (Coombs, 2004). It is 

therefore deemed relevant to investigate the media coverage of Uber’s crisis history. Although the 

research shows that Uber had been in two similar crises internationally, prior to the crisis on the 

Danish market, almost no Danish media reported on these at the beginning of the crisis. However, 

when Uber launched their app media reports of the similar crises began to flourish. On November, 

19. 2014, on the day of Uber’s launch, Information published an article with the headline: The 

traffic authority reports the taxi concept, Uber, to the police.” (“Trafikstyrelsen politianmelder 

taxikonceptet Uber”, 2014). The article characterizes the company as controversial, reporting that 

Uber had already been ruled illegal in Barcelona, Brussels, and Germany. BerlingskeBusiness also 

covers the Traffic Authority’s police report on Uber, also mentioning the crises in Barcelona, 

Brussels, and Germany. In an article from December 2014, the Danish debate on Uber. Uber was, 

once again referred to as controversial and the article described that in addition to Barcelona, 

Brussels, and Germany, New Delhi in India had ruled Uber illegal. Two days after the first Uber 

drivers were charged by the police, NetAvisen brought an article headlined: “Overview: Uber-taxi 

war in all of Europe” (Bang, 2015b). Another article from Politiken had the headline: “Uber drives 
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in many cities despite widespread resistance” (Graubæk, 2016). During the crisis, a predominantly 

number of articles, related to the Danish Uber debate, mentioned the Uber’s legal incidents in other 

countries. Coombs (2007a) proposes that stakeholders obtain and collect most of their information 

about an organization through the news media. For this reason, it can be argued that, because the 

media frequently portrayed Uber as having a crisis history, stakeholders will also consider Uber to 

have a history of similar crises.  

   

5.4 The Uber Denmark crisis 

On November 19. 2014, Uber launched their app in Copenhagen, providing - in their words - a 

carpooling service. A mere two hours after the launch, Uber was reported to the police by the 

Danish Transport Authority. Although the report was dismissed by the police, on the grounds of 

lacking evidence, it proved to mark the beginning of a long and severe crisis. The Uber Denmark 

crisis consisted on numerous incidents, which put into question the ethics and legality of Uber's 

operations, incited strong reactions in their stakeholders, and ultimately, as a result of a new taxi 

legislation ended with their exit from the Danish market. 

 

5.4.1 Uber is charged with violating the Danish taxi law 

On March 17, 2015, Uber was officially charged with violating the taxi law in Denmark. The police 

clarified that new evidence from Sweden and Finland had come to light, but did not explain further 

(Sommer, 2017). Uber referred to itself as a carpooling service, thus exempting drivers from the 

laws and regulations, professional taxi drivers were subjected to. These regulations and 

requirements covered, amongst other, a taxi driver education, special licensing, along with seat 

sensors, and taxi meters in the vehicles. Uber argued that most drivers did not make a profit driving 

Uber, which categorized them as carpooling. Attorney, Henrik Rosenvinge Skov, with specialized 
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within the taxi law, disagreed with Uber's rationale, explaining to the media, Finans, that to be 

classified as a carpooling service, Uber drivers were not legally allowed to make any profits, not 

related to car-maintenance expenses (Skyum, 2015). 

 

5.4.2 Taxi drivers in protest  

On September 16, 2015, an estimate of 300 taxis drove onto Slotspladsen, the square in front of the 

Danish government building, Christiansborg. The taxi drivers protested against Uber, claiming they 

were breaking the law. Søren Nicolaisen, head of the association, Taxi Drivers in Denmark (TiD), 

was quoted saying: “We want to tell politicians that Uber is violating the law. They are earning 

more money, driving their customers than they are allowed to" (translated) (Richardt, 2015). A 

video recording of the demonstration, from the news station, TV2 Nyheder, showed politicians on 

the square, meeting the taxi drivers, while the taxi drivers collectedly chanted "Out with Uber” 

(translated) (Mosskov, 2015).  

 

5.4.3 Uber drivers are charged 

On December 7, 2015, three months after the taxi driver demonstration, the Danish police initiated 

the first cases against Uber drivers, charging three drivers with illegal taxi driving. The three Uber 

drivers were stopped by the police in routine traffic control. The police determined that the drivers 

were driving illegal taxi driving, as their cars were without seat censors, taxi meters, and the drivers 

failed to provide proof of taxi drivers' licences along with proper insurance documentation. Søren 

Wiborg, Police Commissioner in the Copenhagen Police department, explained that they viewed 

Uber driving as illegal taxi driving and was quoted saying, "It is an assessment we made together 

with the prosecutor’s office, and it will be up to the court to judge, whether it is legal or not” 

(translated) (“Tre Uber-chaufører sigtet for ulovlig taxakørsel”, 2015). In the following months, 
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more drivers were charged with illegal taxi driving, and on April 26. 2016, six drivers were 

convicted of illegal taxi driving. Minister of Justice at the time, Søren Pind, expressed that the 

verdicts, in the cases against Uber drivers, would determine, whether Uber itself could be 

prosecuted (Sommer, 2017).  

 

5.4.4 Consequences of the crisis 

February, 9. 2017, Minister of Transport, Ole Birk Olesen, from the Liberal Alliance party, 

presented a new Taxi Act, supported by a wide majority in the Danish parliament. The new 

legislation offered a wide array of liberalizations within the taxi industry. However, requirements 

regarding driver education, seat sensors, and taxi meters were kept (Sommer, 2017). On March 28. 

2017, Uber announced their retreat from the Danish market. This decision was, according to Uber, a 

direct consequence of the new taxi legislation. The spokesman for Uber, Kristian Agerbo, held a 

press conference, in which he stated, "This is not necessarily goodbye to Denmark, but a message 

that we cannot survive with the current legislation in place.” (Flensburg, 2017). 

 

6. Analysis and discussion 

According to Coombs (2007b), in crises, the media not only provides stakeholders with crisis 

information, but also affects how stakeholders evaluate the crisis cause and what role the 

organization plays, in relation to crisis responsibility. In other words, stakeholders are more likely 

to view a crisis as it is framed in the media, than to form an opinion based on the factual events. 

Frames in communication concern how information is presented in a message. Coombs advocates 

that crisis managers base their evaluation of the crisis type, and consequently which response 

strategies to employ, on the crisis frame presented through media (Coombs, 2007a). 
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6.1 Stakeholder perceptions and responses to the Uber crisis 

The framing effect occurs when an individual emphasizes certain aspects of an event. Coombs crisis 

types constitute as a frame, in which each crisis type emphasizes certain crisis aspects (Coombs, 

2007a). Therefore, it is deemed appropriate to analyse the crisis frames, together with the crisis 

types, presented in the media by various stakeholders, during the Uber crisis. 

 

6.1.1 Uber is charged with violating the Danish taxi law 

In the wake of Uber being reported to, and charged by, the police, the primary stakeholder group, 

dominating the discussion of Uber in the media, was the politicians. Immediately after Uber was 

reported to the police, Transport Minister, Magnus Heunicke from Socialdemokraterne, stated in an 

interview that he viewed Uber’s operations as illegal, which resulted in the four following headlines 

from prominent news media: “Minister criticizes popular taxi concept: Uber is illegal”, “Heunicke: 

Uber-app most likely not legal”, “Minister: Uber is illegal”, and “Minister: Uber is most likely 

illegal” (Nielsen, 2015; Ritzau, 2015; Clement, 2015; “Minister: Uber er formentlig ulovlig”, 

2015). The many headlines indicate great interest in the crisis from the media. Moreover, the 

statement by Heunicke expresses that he believes Uber is violating Danish laws, which signifies 

high levels of responsibility, suggesting the crisis type, organizational misdeed management 

misconduct within the preventable crisis cluster.  

Less than two weeks after Uber had been charged by the police, TV2Nyhederne brought a 

live debate between Kim Christiansen and Joachim B. Olsen. In the debate, Kim Christiansen, 

transport-spokesman for Dansk Folkeparti, argued: “One can have the opinion that one should 

adapt the law after criminal activities, but in Dansk Folkeparti we do not support it. They are not 

complying with the taxi law.”, adding “This app is being used to systemize illegal activities and has 

already become illegal in many countries” In the same debate, Joachim B. Olsen, member of 
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Parliament for Liberal Alliance, argued: “Uber is a popular service in many, many countries 

around the world.”, adding “It is the law that is the problem”, further reasoning “It is not because 

the Danish people want to forbid Uber, it is because of the strong interests of a particular industry, 

with monolithic-like conditions that are affecting Danish politicians.” (Bech, 2015).  

The two politicians evidently view the crisis very differently. Christiansen makes several 

referrals to Uber as breaking the law, placing the crisis in the preventable cluster, as an 

organizational misdeed management misconduct. Further, Christiansen emphasizes that Uber has a 

negative crisis history, when he mentions that Uber is already illegal in many countries. Conversely, 

Olsen does not seem to think that Uber has a crisis history; instead, he insinuates that Uber does not 

have a crisis history, when he argues that Uber is a popular service around the world. Moreover, 

Olsen seems to regard Uber as having very little responsibility in the crisis, saying that the law is 

the problem rather than Uber. Additionally, in his last quote, Olsen implies that Uber is popular 

amongst the Danish people, but is a victim of the taxi-industry that is trying to undermine Uber, for 

their competitive advantage. This statement indicates that the Uber crisis in the victim cluster, as 

product tampering/malevolence, in which an external agent causes damage to an organization.  

Following Uber’s criminal charges, stakeholders from the secondary stakeholder group also 

dominated the media, especially stakeholders related to the taxi industry. Director of the special 

interest group, Danish Taxi Council (DTR), Trine Wollenberg, was quoted, when asked why she 

thought Uber was illegal: “Uber does not, at all, fulfil the legal requirements that the taxi business 

is subjected to” (Beck, 2015)  

Søren Nicolaisen, a taxi driver for many years, was quoted in NetAvisen two days after 

Uber was charged. Nicolaisen is the founder of Taxi Drivers in Denmark (TiD), whose main goal is 

working to prevent illegal taxi driving. The organization was established specifically to work 

against Uber. To NetAvisen he said: 
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 “According to paragraph one, in the taxi law, taxi driving is defined in earning money by 

transporting people, and that is what Uber is doing. Uber knows it too. They are getting 

thrown out everywhere. They are going to be convicted sooner or later, but it is frustrating 

to see that they have been able to drive around for four months now taking our customers” 

(Bang, 2015a). 

 

Again, the statement by Wollenberg expresses that Uber is not abiding by law, indicating the crisis 

type to be organizational misdeed management misconduct, within the preventable cluster. 

Similarly, Nicolaisen’s statement conveys that Uber is breaking the law, adding that Uber is aware 

of their illegalities, which correspondingly places the Uber crisis under the type organizational 

misdeed management misconduct. Additionally, when Nicolaisen states that Uber is being thrown 

out everywhere, he is making a referral to Uber’s crisis history, emphasizing its existence. Lastly, 

Nicolaisen expresses that emotions of frustrations are related to the crisis, which align with the 

aforementioned crisis type, and Coombs description, saying that high levels of perceived crisis 

responsibility will induce negative emotions among stakeholders (Coombs, 2007a). Moreover, it is 

evident that Nicolaisen considers the taxi industry to be victims of Ubers illegal activities. That the 

traditional taxi drivers view themselves as victims of Uber’s illegal activities is supported in a 

statement, made by a taxi driver, to BerlingskeBusiness. The driver is quoted: “It’s provoking to see 

illegal (Uber) cars in line, in front of us, stealing our customers” (Erhardtsen, 2015).  

 

6.1.2 Taxi drivers in protest  

After the second incident, Søren Nicolaisen is heavily featured in the media, giving out statements 

on behalf of the established taxi industry. On the same day as the taxi drivers protest in front of 
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Christiansborg, Nicolaisen participates in an interview, in which he declares: “It is illegal taxi 

driving, it is not carpooling, as they claim. They are violating the taxi law, and they are violating 

the Danish penal code”. When asked about the general feeling among his colleagues, he replies: 

“The atmosphere is beginning to reach a boiling point, and if nothing happens soon, I will start to 

fear that somebody will take matters into their own hands.” (Moestrup, 2015) When asked to 

elaborate his statement, Nicolaisen describes recent episodes in Toronto, Canada, where taxi drivers 

have attacked Uber cars and drivers, declaring that he cannot promise that this scenario will not 

unfold among Danish taxi drivers, if nothing is done to stop Uber, or Uber themselves continue to 

misbehave.   

The interview with Nicolaisen, once again indicates that the taxi industry views Uber as 

having violated laws, attributing the organization high levels of crisis responsibility and 

categorizing the crisis as an organizational misdeed management misconduct. Thus, there is no 

apparent change in how this stakeholder views the crisis, from the first incident to the second. 

Nicolaisen also refers to Uber’s crisis history, when he mentions the violent incidents in Toronto. 

Moreover, when Nicolaisen states that he fears vigilant behaviour from the taxi drivers, it indicates 

that the emotions of this stakeholder group, linked to the crisis, have evolved from frustration to 

stronger negative emotions, such as anger, corresponding to the emotion Coombs links to crises 

within the preventable cluster (Coombs, 2007a).   

 However, as reported by Uber drivers in various articles, the vigilant behaviour among taxi 

drivers had already begun. Uber driver, Daniel Jensen, reports to Metroxpress that the threating 

behaviour of the taxi drivers has escalated, describing that Uber drivers have created an emergency 

hotline, on which they can summon one another if they are being harassed: 
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“If a taxi driver harasses us, or drives in front of us, we leave each other an SOS, which 

quickly summons 8-10 Uber drivers, ready to help. We do not condone being vigilant or 

physical violence, but seek to resolve the situation” He adds: “I have received a call, in which 

I have been told that if I did not stop driving Uber, they would come to my house within the 

hour.” (Vendelbjerg, 2015). 

 

Malik Zaheer, another Uber driver, interviewed by the online news media, AvisenDK, states that:   

 

“I do not know why the taxi industry has to create these problems. If the taxi company has a 

problem, they should speak with Uber about it. They are the ones that created the service. I 

am just doing my job, and I meet the set requirements. I have a clean criminal record, pay my 

taxes, and my car insurance is up to date.” (Bræmer, 2015a). 

 

Jensen’s statement indicates two things. Firstly, his experiences confirm, what Søren Nicolaisen 

from TiD expressed in his interview that the taxi drivers have strong negative emotions towards 

Uber and its employees. Furthermore, Jensen’s description of the taxi drivers portrays them as the 

problem, not Uber, indicating the product tampering/malevolence crisis type, within the victim 

crisis cluster. Zaheer’s statement also suggests a degree of blame towards the taxi industry and that 

the Uber drivers are unfairly targeted by the taxi industry. This can also be interpreted as Uber and 

its drivers were the victims of the taxi industry, an external agent, which causes damage to the 

organization and its employees, again categorizing the crisis type as product 

tampering/malevolence.  

A secondary stakeholder that actively, in the media, voiced their opinion on the Uber crisis, 

was the union, 3F, which has circa 52,000 members in their transport group representing taxi 
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drivers, amongst others. Professional consultant for 3F, Bo Weye Hansen similarly expresses that 

he believes Uber is breaking the law, stating:  

 

“It is unfathomable that so much time is spent with lawyer and police work. Ten months 

have passed since Uber was reported (to the police) and it is deeply dissatisfying that we 

have not yet reached a verdict, which marks Uber as an illegal taxi service.” (Bræmer, 

2015b) 

 

In Hansen’s opinion, Uber is breaking the law. This statement indicates that, like the taxi industry, 

3F view Uber’s services as illegal, yet again, suggesting the organizational misdeed management 

misconduct crisis type.  

 

6.1.3 Uber drivers are charged and convicted 

On December 7. 2015, and in the time after, several of Uber’s stakeholder, both primary and 

secondary, shared their opinions and views concerning the crisis. Again, Kim Christiansen from 

Dansk Folkeparti spoke to DR and was quoted “What is happening in Uber is clearly illegal taxi 

driving and dirty economy. It is as illegal as it gets.” (Herschend, 2015).  

A few days after the three Uber drivers are charged, Berlingske published a political 

commentary by Member of Parliament, Rasmus Jarlov, from Konservative Folkeparti. In the 

commentary, Jarlov wrote: “It is the Danish system that should be changed, to make room for Uber 

– not the other way around”, he further continues: “Soviet command economists would probably be 

proud of our model, which hinders competition and ensures that prices are kept up.” (Jarlov, 2015).  

Once again, there seems to be strong differentiating opinions about the Uber crisis, amongst 

the different political parties. Once more, Christiansen from Dansk Folkeparti expresses that he 
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views Uber’s operations as illegal, thus, leaving his evaluation of the crisis unchanged, categorizing 

it as an organizational misdeed management misconduct crisis type. Jarlov views the crisis very 

differently to Christiansen. When Jarlov states that the Danish system should be subjected to 

change, rather than Uber, he suggests that Uber is without fault in the crisis. Additionally, when 

Jarlov draws a parallel between the current Danish system and one of the Soviet Union, it depicts 

the current system as a kind of evil, as those are the associations brought by the comparison. Thus, 

Jarlov’s statement portrays Uber as the victim of the Danish system, indicating a crisis type within 

the victim crisis cluster, specifically the product tampering/malevolence, in which the organization, 

Uber, is a victim of an external agent, the Danish system.  

For the first time, during the crisis, an Uber customer is featured in the media’s crisis 

coverage. The customer, Sara Vinter, says that she frequently uses the app, elaborating, when asked 

what she would do, if she was stopped by the police, while riding an Uber: “On the contrary, I 

think I would back up the driver, if it came to that, and lie, claiming the driver as a friend, who was 

driving me.” She further states: “I think it (Uber) is a good alternative and I cannot see that they 

are doing anything wrong” (Rasmussen, 2015).  

This statement is especially interesting, as the customers, a primary stakeholder group, has 

not previously been featured in the media, regarding the Uber crisis. Vinter openly states that she 

does not think Uber is doing anything wrong, which indicates that she does not attribute Uber any 

crisis responsibility. Moreover, her statement that she would be willing to lie to the police, to 

protect an Uber driver, indicates that she feels empathy towards, or wants to protect, Uber and its 

drivers, suggesting that she views Uber as a victim, perhaps of the police. Therefore, it can be 

argued that Vinter’s view of the crisis falls under the product tampering/malevolence crisis type.  

Related to the police charges against the three drivers, another Uber driver is featured in an 

article by Politiken, in which he states:  
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“We are not stealing their (the taxis’) customers. Uber has opened a new window for people 

that normally take the bus or train. They use Uber because it is cheap. If it distorts the 

competition, it is within the public transportation, not the taxi industry.” (Dalgaard, 2015).  

 

The Uber driver’s statement above indicates that the accusations made by the taxi industry are 

untrue, thus, implying that the driver views the taxi industry as spreading rumours about the 

organization, which suggests the rumour crisis type, within the victim cluster. This crisis type 

differentiates from the crisis type implied by previously mentioned Uber drivers. However, the two 

crisis types implied by the drivers fall within the victim crisis cluster, indicating that they perceive 

themselves and Uber as being victims, without crisis responsibility.  

However, the taxi drivers were not Uber’s only competitors voicing their dissatisfaction with the 

company. Director of the carpooling service, Gomore, Matias Møl Dalsgaard, sought to distance the 

company from Uber, stating: “Uber should call themselves what they are. They are delivering a taxi 

service (…). Adding: “I fear a possible political intervention will be aimed at carpooling services 

like ours and not just those who are breaking the law.” (Herschend, 2015). Dalsgaard considers 

Uber as breaking the law, suggesting the crisis as an organizational misdeed management 

misconduct. Dalsgaard also expresses that he fears that Uber’s actions will have consequences for 

his business. Consequently, Dalsgaard fears becoming a victim of the Uber crisis.  

On April, 26. 2016, the day six Uber drivers were found guilty of breaking the taxi law, 

Søren Nicolaisen from TiD evidently lost his temper, commenting on a Facebook page called Taxa 

Fakta. The Facebook page, which has existed since early 2015, to this day, daily posts provoking 

comments and damaging information about the taxi industry. Under the impression that Nicolai 

Jørgensen, a spokesperson of the Uber Partner Association, was the administrator of the site, 
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Nicolaisen commented: “You’re simply the biggest pig there is, Nicolai. You deserve a beating so 

that you will never walk again. Bastard. What the hell is your problem!” (Chor, 2016). The 

comment made headlines in the media, BT. Nicolaisen deleted his comment shortly after he had 

written it. However, the outburst suggests an escalation in the negative emotions linked to the crisis. 

 

6.1.4 Stakeholder reactions overview 

To determine the reputational threat, posed by a crisis, crisis managers must establish the crisis type 

through the various crisis frames (Coombs, 2007a). The previous analysis of the Uber stakeholders’ 

responses to the crisis suggested two distinct perceptions regarding Uber’s crisis responsibility. The 

distinct stakeholder perceptions were seemingly unchanged through this period of the crisis.  

Representatives from both primary and secondary stakeholder groups evidently viewed 

Uber as blameless for the crisis, diverting the crisis blame upon the Danish legal system and the taxi 

industry. For this reason, the crisis type is argued to be within the victim crisis cluster. With one 

exception, these stakeholder groups emphasized the taxi industry or the law as being damaging to 

Uber, thus, it is argued that the crisis, from the perception of these stakeholders, is classified as a 

product tampering/malevolence crisis type. The analysis showed that one stakeholder viewed the 

crisis type as a rumour. However, because Uber was reported to, and charged by, the police, the 

accusations made by other stakeholders can no longer classify as rumours, but as actions taken to 

hinder Uber’s operations. Nevertheless, both crisis types fall under the victim cluster, which, 

according to the SCCT, generate weak attributions of crisis responsibility, and in turn, representing 

a minor threat to the organizational reputation (Coombs, 2007a).  

Other representatives of Uber’s stakeholders also seemed to agree on a particular way of 

perceiving the crisis. In the statements made by these representatives, the consensus seemed to be 

that Uber was in violation of the Danish laws and regulations. Moreover, the stakeholders attributed 
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Uber a great deal of responsibility for the crisis, in some statements indicating strong negative 

emotions. Therefore, it is argued that another prevailing crisis type among Uber stakeholders is the 

organizational misdeed management misconduct, within the preventable cluster. This crisis type 

and crises within this cluster generate strong attributions of crisis responsibility, serving a severe 

reputational threat to Uber (Coombs, 2007a). Moreover, it is clear that Uber’s competitors, in 

particular, the traditional taxi industry, view themselves as victims of the Uber crisis, provoking 

strong negative emotions, such as anger and frustration.  

Nevertheless, the reputational threat is not only determined by the crisis type. Crisis 

managers must consider whether the organization has a crisis history and/or an unfavourable 

relationship reputation (Coombs, 2007a). The analysis of Uber’s crisis history revealed that Uber 

did have a crisis history. According to Coombs, the presence of a crisis history or an unfavourable 

relationship reputation calls for a more accommodating response strategy than what would 

otherwise be appropriate for the crisis type in question (Coombs, 2007a). However, the analysis of 

the stakeholder representative’s responses to the crisis suggested that only the stakeholders who 

viewed the crisis as an organizational misdeed management misconduct made references to Uber’s 

crisis history. The stakeholders that viewed the crisis within the victim cluster did not seem to 

acknowledge Uber’s crisis history. Consequently, it is argued that Uber’s crisis history had a larger 

effect on the intensification of stakeholder’s attributed crisis responsibility, within the crisis 

perception of organizational misdeed management misconduct, thus, calling for a more 

accommodating response strategy.   

The analysis indicates that the Uber crisis produced two contrasting attributions of crisis 

responsibility, both weak and strong, thus, indicating both a weak and a strong reputational threat 

towards the organization. The figure below outlines the perceptions analysed among the varying 

stakeholder representatives through each incident in the Uber crisis.  
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Figure 7. Stakeholder representatives’ crisis perceptions 

 
 

6.2 Ubers responses to the crisis  

In a crisis, managers or organization representatives naturally seek to diminish the crisis. Therefore, 

much of what is communicated, during a crisis, holds a crisis frame, indicating how stakeholders 

should interpret the crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Emphasizing certain cues can help 

minimize the attributed responsibility held to the organization by its stakeholders. However, it is 

crucial that the organization’s communication be appropriate regarding the stakeholders’ crisis 

perceptions (Coombs, 2007). Upon analysing the crisis frames and crisis types among Uber’s 

stakeholders, it is relevant to study what frames, hereunder response strategies, Uber employed 

during the crisis. 

 

6.2.1 Uber is charged with violating the Danish taxi law 

Alex Czarnecki, responsible for the start-up of Uber in new markets, responded to the allegations 

when inquired about the police report, stating: “What we do is what defines carpooling.” 
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(Berlingske, 19/11/2014). Although Uber frequently appeared in the media upon the police report, 

Uber representatives did not. Three months after the police report and launching their service, Jo 

Bertram, Uber director for the UK and the northern countries, responded to allegations of illegal 

taxi driving by stating: “It is not comparable to taxi driving, as it is not a full-time job. Uber is a 

technology platform that promotes carpooling and increases mobility” (Jensen, 2015). The Uber 

representatives do not view the incident as a crisis. In these statements, the representatives explain 

why Uber is not breaking any laws and in this manner, deny that the existence of the crisis. These 

statements fall under the deny crisis responsibility strategy as a denial strategy.  

 Two days after Uber has been officially charged with breaking the taxi law, Uber director, Jo 

Bertram, employs the denial strategy again. When she asked about the allegations and how Uber is 

not a taxi service, she explains: “The Uber app was not created for the drivers to earn money. The 

service is designed the way that you split the costs of being a car owner in Denmark.” (Bang, 

2015a). Taxi service is defined by the driver profiting from the service, while carpooling is defined 

by splitting the costs of the trip. When Bertram asserts that the drivers do not profit from the 

service, she indirectly suggests that there is no truth behind the allegations and thus, that the crisis 

does not exist. 

 

6.2.2 Taxi drivers in protest  

On the day of the taxi driver protest, Mathias Thomsen, general manager in Uber Denmark, 

responded to the taxi driver’s allegations in a written comment, in which he wrote: “Much of what 

the taxi industry is saying is simply not true. The Danish law allows people to cover the costs of 

owning a car by offering to driver others and most of our drivers do not profit from it.” (Skyum, 

2015). This statement holds a mix of two of Coombs’ response strategies, the attack the accuser 

and the denial strategies. Again, the denial strategy is employed, when Thomsen explains that Uber 
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is not breaking the law, implying that the crisis does not exist. However, Thomsen also indirectly 

confronts the accuser of the crisis, the taxi industry, by claiming that their accusations are untrue.  

 

6.2.3 Uber drivers are charged and convicted 

In a press release from the Uber Partner Association Denmark, association spokesperson, Nicolai 

Jørgensen is quoted, saying:  

 

“It is deeply regrettable that the situation has escalated over that last days. It is 

embarrassing that the taxi industry does not respect that we live in a state of law. A state of 

law, which they are clearly dissatisfied with. We fail to understand, why we have to suffer as 

a consequence of the frustrations of the taxi industry. We are just trying to do our jobs. It is 

the regulations the taxi industry is subjected to that are at fault – why should that have 

consequences for us?” (Facebook, 2016). 

 

In Jørgensen’s statement, a mix of the deny strategies, attack the accuser and scapegoat, are found. 

Jørgensen attacks that taxi industry, accusing them of not respecting the laws of the country. He 

further explains that what the taxi drivers should be upset about are the taxi regulations, implying 

that these are at fault of the crisis. Jørgensen also employs the bolstering strategy, victimage, 

explaining that Uber is suffering from the unjust frustrations of the taxi industry.  

Upon continuing accusations, made by the taxi industry, concerning Uber breaking the taxi 

law, tax evasion, and stealing their customers with an unfair advantage, Mathias Thomsen stated:  

 

“We find that those who drive with Uber are a whole new group who have not previously used this 

type of paid transportation. The growth we have experienced is much greater than the decline we 
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have heard of in the taxi industry. We inform all Uber drivers of their obligation to pay Danish 

taxes and they sign papers saying they have to pay taxes. At the same time, we are in a dialogue 

with SKAT that has set up a website with information and instructions on how taxes work and are 

reported when you drive for platforms, such as Uber.” (Jensen, 2016).  

 

The statement by Thomsen responds to the accusations, made by the taxi industry that Uber was 

stealing the taxi drivers’ customers based on unfair advantages, as well as accusations of tax 

evasion. In the first part of Thomsen’s statement, regarding the taxi industry and its customers, he 

employs the denial strategy, as he suggests that these accusations are incorrect. In the second part of 

his statement, Thomsen employs a diminish CRS, the excuse strategy. Thomsen minimizes Uber’s 

responsibility in the accusations of tax evasion among Uber drivers, by explaining what procedures 

and actions are in place to ensure that drivers pay their taxes, subsequently, seeking to minimize 

responsibility for drivers that possibly do not pay their taxes.  

Regarding accusations of tax evasion within Uber itself, Mathias Thomsen declared:  

 

“Uber pays taxes in all the countries they operate. We are contributing significantly to local 

economies, as 80 percent of everything we create stays in the country, as opposed to many other 

large organizations that actually keep most of it themselves. We comply with all rules. We pay our 

taxes in all countries. We pay taxes in Denmark.” (Thomsen, 2016) 

 

This statement by Thomsen asserts that there is no crisis related to the accusations, thus, making use 

of denial strategy. The strategy is accompanied by the bolstering CRS, reminder, when Thomsen 

emphasizes how Uber contributes to the national economy, informing stakeholders of the good 

work Uber is doing.  
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On April, 16. 2016, Uber posted an update on the Uber Denmark Facebook page. The update read:  

 

“9 out of 10 women under 25 report that they have been sexually assaulted in a taxi on their way 

home from going out. That will NOT happen in an Uber, they say. Here they feel safe. Take a 

normal taxi and risk sexual assault and harassment” (Appendix 2) 

 

The update, which has since been removed, linked to an article, by DenKorteAvis, titled: “Take a 

taxi and risk sexual harassment or rape”. The disturbing update demonstrates the attack the 

accuser strategy, seeking to invalidate the accusations made by the taxi industry by framing them 

negatively.  

 Uber also published a post on its Facebook page, writing: “TAXI MAFIA belongs in the 

past. Uber is the way to go. Safe, cheap, and secure.”, linking to an article with the headline: 

“Study shows: 10 percent fewer drunk drivers with Uber”, from mobilsiden.dk (Appendix 3). This 

post too has been removed from Facebook. Again, the attack the accuser strategy is used, attacking 

the taxi industry, responsible for many of the crisis accusations.  

Soon after the first Uber drivers had been found guilty, Mathias Thomsen was featured in an 

article, saying: “In the debate, many forget that we generate employment and that all employees 

pay taxes. Many also forget that, through Uber’s services, we have created an easy access for the 

job market for citizens who find it difficult maintaining a foothold.” (Skovhus, 2016). Thomsen 

states that all Uber employees pay their taxes, denying the accusations and consequently the crisis. 

Thomsen thus employs the denial strategy. However, the bolstering strategy, the reminder strategy 

dominates the statement, as Thomsen seeks to remind stakeholders of all the good work Uber has 

brought to the Danish market.   
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6.3 Uber’s responses in respect to Coombs’ recommendations 

The analysis of the stakeholder crisis responses revealed two greatly contrasting crisis types and 

consequently two dissimilar crisis perceptions, respectively posing a moderate and severe 

reputational threat. While the SCCT recommends crisis managers to employ highly accommodative 

CRS in cases of strong attributions of crisis responsibility, less accommodative strategies are 

recommended for those of weak attributions of responsibility. According to the SCCT 

recommendations, in crises within the preventable cluster, which generate strong attributions of 

crisis responsibility, crisis managers should employ strategies within the provided rebuild CRS, 

regardless of crisis history or relationship reputation. In crises within the victim cluster, coupled 

with a history of similar crises and/or negative relationship reputation, managers are recommended 

to employ strategies within the diminish CRS (Coombs, 2007a).  

Upon being reported to the police, Uber denied that the report held any truth and maintained 

that Uber was not breaking the law. After being officially charged with breaking the taxi law, Uber 

still denied that the charges were warranted, using the deny CRS, denial. Following the taxi drivers’ 

demonstration, Uber employed two strategies within the deny CRS, as it attacked the taxi industry, 

claiming them as liars and denied that Uber was doing anything illegal, in this manner denying the 

existence of the crisis. In the time surrounding the charging and trials of the taxi drivers, several 

new strategies came into play. All deny CRS, attack the accuser, denial, and scapegoat, were 

employed, along with the bolstering CRS, victimage, in the press release from Nicolai Jørgensen, 

spokesman for the Uber Partner Association. Jørgensen attacked the taxi industry, blaming them, 

and the laws they were subject to, for the crisis, claiming Uber as a victim of their unreasonable 

anger. Further, the general manager of Uber Denmark employed strategies within the diminish and 

deny CRS when he denied that Uber was stealing the taxi drivers’ costumers and explained what 

procedures were in place, to ensure that Uber drivers pay their taxes. The deny CRS came into play, 
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once again, when Thomsen maintained that Uber had paid its taxes. The statement was supported 

by a bolstering strategy, reminder, as Thomsen sought to remind stakeholders of all tax benefits 

Uber brought to the Danish society.  

Uber employed strategies within the diminish and deny CRS, along with the supplementary 

bolstering CRS. Uber’s use of the diminish CRS, excuse, is in accordance with Coombs’ SCCT 

recommendations in crises that induce weak attributions of crisis responsibility, posing a moderate 

threat. Uber’s use of victimage is also recommended if stakeholders view the crisis as a product 

tampering/malevolence crisis. Further, Uber’s use of the bolstering CRS, reminder, in a crisis 

posing a severe reputational threat, matches the SCCT recommendations. However, the use of the 

reminder strategy, in such a crisis, should complement strategies within the bolstering CRS. Uber’s 

use of deny CRS are, according to the recommendations, only effective in crises that produce 

minimal attributions of crisis responsibility, posing a mild reputational threat, and thus, does not 

match either of the two crisis responsibility perceptions, found among the stakeholder 

representatives.  

Altogether, Uber’s response, to the initial incidents of the Danish Uber crisis, did not match 

the recommendations of Coombs’ Situational Crisis Communication Theory. While the crisis 

perception among stakeholders receptively posed a moderate and a severe reputational threat, the 

CRS strategies dominating Uber’s responses were ones appropriate for the victim and accident 

crisis types with no crisis history and/or negative relational reputation. Additionally, Uber’s 

responses were inconsistent. Coombs’ recommends that managers be consistent in their use of 

strategies. Uber mixed strategies within two CRS, which, according to Coombs’ counteracts the 

message of the responses, making them ineffective (Coombs, 2007a). 

Figure 8 demonstrates the reputational threat posed by the crisis situation and the matching 

SCCT recommendations, compared to Uber’s crisis responses.  
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Figure 8. The SCCT recommendations compared to Uber’s responses 

 Reputational threat of crisis situation SCCT recommendations Uber’s responses 

Uber charged 
by police 

Weak attributions of crisis responsibility 

= Moderate reputational threat  
Diminish CRS: 
Excuse 

Justification 

Deny CRS: 
Denial 

 Strong attributions of crisis 

responsibility = Severe reputational 

threat 

Rebuild CRS: 
Compensation 

Apology 

Bolstering: 
Reminder 

Ingratiation 

 

Taxi drivers 
protest 

Weak attributions of crisis responsibility 

= Moderate reputational threat  
Diminish CRS: 
Excuse 

Justification 

Deny CRS:  
Attack the accuser 

Denial 

 Strong attributions of crisis 

responsibility = Severe reputational 

threat 

Rebuild CRS: 
Compensation 

Apology 

Bolstering: 
Reminder 

Ingratiation 

 

Uber drivers 
are charged and 
tried 

Weak attributions of crisis responsibility 

= Moderate reputational threat  
Diminish CRS: 
Excuse 

Justification 

Deny CRS: 
Attack the accuser 

Denial 

Scapegoat 

 Strong attributions of crisis 

responsibility = Severe reputational 

threat 

Rebuild CRS: 
Compensation 

Apology 

Bolstering: 
Reminder 

Ingratiation 

Diminish: 
Excuse 

Bolstering: 
Reminder 

Victimage 

 

6.4 Discussion 

Extant research demonstrates that the frame of an issue or crisis, in the media, affects political 

decisions (Joslyn, 2003). The repeated framing of an issue stresses specific values, which in turn 

makes them salient, when individuals, like politicians, make decisions. In the analysis of the 

stakeholder responses to the crisis, it was established that the taxi industry was very prominent in 

the Uber debate, framing the crisis as an organizational misdeed management misconduct. In the 

analysis of Uber’s communication, throughout the selected crisis period, was not only scarce but 

inappropriate. Furthermore, by the SCCT recommendations, Uber’s communication was found 
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semi-inappropriate in regards the stakeholders with moderate levels of attributed responsibility. 

However, Uber’s communication was exceedingly inappropriate in regards the stakeholders that 

regarded Uber with high levels of attributed responsibility. Other research has indicated that 

stakeholders are either active or inactive in a crisis. Active stakeholders, for the most part, the 

dissatisfied ones, actively broadcast their dissatisfaction concerning the organization to the inactive 

stakeholders, spreading their negative crisis frame, affecting the inactive publics crisis perceptions, 

thus increasing the reputational threat (Kim et al., 2013; Kim & Rhee, 2012). In the Uber crisis, it 

can be argued that the dissatisfied taxi industry, along with other dissatisfied stakeholders, were 

very active, spreading their crisis frame and making it salient, affecting politicians and other Uber 

stakeholders, like the public. It can further be argued that Uber’s scarce and inappropriate 

communication be too insufficient to alter the perceptions of stakeholders with high levels of 

attributed responsibility towards the organization. Finally, it can be argued that between the 

stakeholders’ two dominating crisis perceptions, Uber failed to identify and understand correctly, 

which stakeholder was more likely to influence other stakeholders. The taxi industry was not only 

dissatisfied with Uber’s behaviour but obviously felt their profession was threatened, thus 

motivating them far beyond the other stakeholders. 

The analysis of the crisis perceptions among Uber’s stakeholders indicated that negative 

emotions, regarding the crisis, increased amidst the taxi industry, which led to sharply worded 

statements and increased media attention. Further, the analysis of Uber’s crisis responses, compared 

to the stakeholder’s perception of the crisis, demonstrated that Uber’s crisis responses were 

inappropriate, relative to the stakeholders’ crisis perceptions, especially relative to the stakeholders 

that viewed the crisis as an organizational misdeed management misconduct, hereunder the taxi 

industry. The analysis indicated that emotions within the taxi industry were intensified as a result of 
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Uber’s failure to communicate according to their crisis perception, thus, inducing what Frandsen & 

Johansen (2007) dubbed a double-crisis.  

On the other hand, the crisis put Uber in a precarious position. As the crisis was tied to the question 

of Uber’s legality in Denmark, it would have been unwise for the company to follow the SCCT 

recommendations, which suggests the rebuild CRS as the fitting response to crises with strong 

attributions of responsibility. Employing the recommended apology strategy, in which the 

organization takes responsibility for the crisis and asks for stakeholders’ forgiveness, is equivalent 

to Uber admitting that they are breaking the Danish taxi law, which would endanger their 

operations in Denmark, leaving them legally liable (Coombs, 2006c). 

The negative effect of Uber’s failed communication was evident in the escalation of 

negative emotions among the taxi industry, a stakeholder that perceived the crisis as an 

organizational misdeed management misconduct. However, the analysis of the stakeholder 

perceptions, among the stakeholders that viewed the crisis as product tampering/malevolence, 

exhibited no indications of an increase in attributed responsibility or negative emotions, as a 

reaction of Uber’s inappropriate communication. On the contrary, one stakeholder, Joachim B. 

Olsen, stated that Uber was a popular service in many countries around the world, which contradicts 

the media’s framing of Uber’s crisis history, as having a very recent history of similar crises. 

Arguments could be made that the stakeholder group, which attributed Uber low levels of crisis 

responsibility, may not have been affected by Uber’s crisis history. These findings could indicate 

that crisis history does not act as an intensifier within all crisis clusters. However, as the study is 

case-based, limiting generalization of the results, this hypothesis demands further testing.  

Per the SCCT, the organization’s communication in a crisis can affect stakeholders’ 

perceptions of attributed crisis responsibility and thus, the degree of reputational threat posed by the 

crisis (Coombs, 2007a). However, it is, in many ways, challenging to conclude the exact 
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consequences of Uber’s crisis management in Denmark. Surrounding circumstances, such as 

underlying political motives and processes make it difficult to conclude that the conviction of the 

six Uber drivers, or the subsequent adoption of a new taxi legislation, was a direct result of a 

decrease in Uber’s reputation, brought upon by ineffective crisis management. Moreover, the 

limited scope of the assignment does not allow a comprehensive study of the crisis consequences. 

As reputation is a perceptual construct, the effect on Uber’s reputation could not be determined 

through proxy measures such as assets or general performance, as these do not account for the 

subjective nature of reputation and the long-time development.  

First off, it can be argued that, because reputations are partly shaped through the 

organization’s past interactions with stakeholders, Uber did not have a reputation, when it launched 

its app in Copenhagen. Consequently, Uber’s reputation developed in Denmark, while the 

organization was in a crisis. A survey about Uber, conducted just before the adoption of the new 

taxi legislation, among 154 respondents, showed some interesting results (Appendix 4, 5, 6, & 7). 

The survey strongly indicates that a prevailing number of the respondents had positive associations 

towards Uber and regarded the company as both a competent and reliable company. The results of 

the survey could suggest that Uber’s reputation, among the public, did not suffer as a result of the 

crisis. However, 61 percent of the respondents replied that they had used Uber’s services, thus, as 

Uber was only available in Copenhagen, the respondents cannot be viewed as directly 

representative for the public. Therefore, the study may indicate more about Uber’s reputation 

among its customers rather than the public.  

 

6.5 SCCT applicability 

One purpose of examining the case study using the SCCT was to determine the applicability of the 

theory in a crisis involving multiple stakeholders and crisis perceptions. The SCCT was found 
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somewhat applicable in the Uber crisis case study. The theory enabled an analysis, which showed 

two contrasting levels of attributed responsibility among Uber’s stakeholders, establishing two 

distinct crisis types. Coombs states that “most crises will fall easily into one of the crisis types” 

(Coombs, 2007a, p. 171), which was not the case in this study. Coombs does not account for the 

existence of two crisis types within a crisis, and thus, does not instruct crisis managers how to 

prioritize these differing crisis perceptions. Moreover, Coombs considers both relationship 

reputation and crisis history as features that organizations either have or do not have. However, the 

analysis revealed that this may not always be the case and that these may not be a question of 

factuality but perception. The case analysis suggested different perceptions regarding the presence 

of Uber’s crisis history. The finding of two crisis types, within the crisis, along with the 

questionable effect of crisis history, found in the analysis, indicates that crises may be more 

complex than what is considered in the SCCT.   

 

6.6 Methodological and theoretical limitations 

This thesis is based on a case study, which examines one crisis scenario and one organization. The 

case study as a method allowed for an in-depth analysis, along with a qualitative evaluation of the 

Uber crisis. Nevertheless, this approach undoubtedly limits a generalization of the results, in 

regards to crises different from the case study. Consequently, this approach to the case study limits 

the external validity.  

The case analysis is primarily based on newspaper articles but incorporates press releases 

and Facebook updates. It was not possible to access Uber’s or other organizations’ internal 

documents. Additionally, key actors of the crisis were inaccessible, thus, making the survey method 

impractical. The chosen method, to analyse Uber’s crisis responses and its stakeholders’ crisis 

perceptions through the media, can yield problems. The media often has an agenda, meaning the 
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articles selected for the analysis of the case may not be the objective truth, as it may be distorted by 

the media’s crisis account and perceptions (Larkin & Regester, 2005). Additionally, journalists may 

leave out quotes or information that would otherwise have presented the reader a more 

comprehensive understanding of the crisis. Because the readers to a certain degree crave 

entertainment value, journalists may distort or leave out information to make the article more 

exciting (Østlyngen & Øvrebø, 2002). As we are exposed to a more considerable amount of news, 

due to the technological advancement, the competition within the journalistic field has intensified. 

The increased competition has resulted in an increasing volume of hysterical journalism, especially 

in crises. Hysterical journalism refers to an over-hyped and over-dramatizes approach to covering a 

story, expressing emotions such as fear, anger, and excitement through the journalist. In turn, this 

journalistic tendency, stimulates the reader psychologically, thus, affecting perceptions towards the 

subject of the news reporting (Cho & Gover, 2006). In this way, the media can construct its own 

bias, which may affect the analysis and conclusion of this study.  

Finally, on account of the quote-based analysis, it must be said that the Uber crisis generated 

a great deal of media attention, thus, producing many articles in which various stakeholders 

expressed their opinions about the crisis. Because the crisis played out in Denmark, it was necessary 

to translate all statements made by Uber and its stakeholders. The translation of any language 

exposes what is being said to a potential loss of meaning. Although prioritized, it was not always 

possible to translate these statements directly. Therefore, for the sake of the reader, some idioms 

have been translated into similar idioms in English or interpreted, to express the meaning of the 

Danish idiom, if nothing corresponded. Further, it cannot be ruled out that the selection of other 

stakeholder statements would have portrayed differing crisis perceptions to the ones found in the 

analysis, consequently leading to different results. To limit inevitable subjectivity in the analysis, 

the author was conscious, in the selection of quotes, not to seek quotes that matched certain crisis 
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types or response strategies, thus, using the concept, reflective objectivity, to reflect on certain 

preconceptions, prejudice, and subjectivity (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  

Regarding the SCCT, Coombs has been criticized for his research design on which the SCCT builds 

(Frandsen & Johansen, 2013). The SCCT builds on numerous experimental studies, testing the 

relationship between a few variables at a time, which limits theory credibility. Moreover, Coombs’ 

SCCT-related research is based on data collected from university students, rather than actual 

stakeholder reactions. Claims have been made that the testing of a few variables from theory, based 

on an isolated hypothesis, concerning the cause and effect of given variables, and testing these 

through statistical techniques, using data from perceptual surveys, will yield superficial and hollow 

results (Gummesson, 2006).  

Another critique of the SCCT concerns the simplicity of theory. Other theorists argue that 

one can not necessarily link crisis types to fixed degrees of attributed responsibility and that 

although the SCCT does account for two intensifying variables, crises are often both complex and 

ambiguous and thus, cannot simply be broken down according to perceived responsibility 

(Schwarz, 2007). Also, it is argued that a certain crisis type will not perpetually call for the 

matching strategies and that, although crises can be foreseeable, calling for a generic approach, 

some crises will require more in-depth analysis and custom-made approach due to complexity 

(Hearit & Courtright, 2003). Even though it is relevant to account for the type of crisis situation, 

along with what strategies are available to the crisis type, it is likewise important to consider 

“discursive activities of multiple actors” (Hearit & Courtright, 2003 p. 92). Still, many researchers 

fall for the temptation of positivism and thus, approach the elements of crisis communication 

objective decisions, which in turn derogates the communicative and subjective nature of crises. 

According to Hearit and Courtright (2003 p. 79) “Crises are dynamic, social constructs that are 

both created and resolved terminologically.”. Claims have been made that crises a social construct, 
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formed by language, in which we create and agree on substance. Scilicet, communication is not 

something that is merely performed by an organization in crises, but something, which creates 

meaning that crisis participants will hold (Hearit & Courtright, 2003).  

In this manner, the absolute validity and relevance of the Situational Crisis Communication 

Theory are challenged and thus, the use of the SCCT, as the theoretical framework, imposes certain 

limitations on the study. It is a possibility that alternative theories would have produced conflicting 

results. However, the SCCT was deemed an appropriate instrument in the structuring of different 

stakeholder perceptions, along with the actions of the organization.  

Finally, the choice of theory sets the stage for a short discussion regarding the quantitative 

approaches to research. Qualitative research, like this case study, concerns metaphors, symbols, 

concepts, meanings, definitions, along with the description of matters. Contrasting, quantitative 

methods concern the measurement of things. Both approaches have their limitations. In this case, 

quantitative research is limited in its ability to express experiences in a meaningful way. However, 

because qualitative research builds on data, such as words and images, and quantitative research 

builds on numbers, people tend to regard quantitative research as more scientific (Berg, 2004). 

Nevertheless, both approaches can be considered scientific, in the sense that science is characterizes 

by a precise and systematic approach to investigating and understanding matter (Berg, 2004).   

 

7. Conclusion 

This study has produced an in-depth analysis of the Uber case, based on the SCCT, investigating 

how the levels of attributed responsibility among the company’s stakeholders, in addition to which 

CRS were employed by Uber, throughout the crisis, relative to its stakeholders. In the application of 

the SCCT on the Uber case, the thesis additionally investigated the applicability of the theory, in a 

crisis featuring multiple stakeholder perceptions.  
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The analysis found two evident crisis types among Uber’s stakeholders, the product 

tampering/malevolence, which generated minimal attributions of responsibility and organizational 

misdeed management misconduct, which generated strong attributions of crisis responsibility. 

Moreover, the presence of the intensifier crisis history. Moreover, the analysis found that Uber 

mainly employed the deny CRS throughout the crisis, but introduced the diminish CRS in the last 

crisis phase. The analysis also found that Uber did not follow the SCCT recommendations matching 

either crisis types. Although it was not possible to estimate the exact effect of the crisis to Uber’s 

reputation in Denmark, some indications were found that Uber’s reputation did not suffer, among 

the stakeholders that viewed the crisis as product tampering/malevolence. Had Uber adopted the 

crisis frame held by the stakeholders viewing the crisis as an organizational misdeed management 

misconduct, it would have been equivalent to admitting that they were breaking the law, 

endangering their Danish operations and presenting an economic threat in the form of fines.   

The study further identified some limitations concerning the applicability of the SCCT. The 

SCCT regards stakeholders as a homogeneous mass, and thus, does not account for the possibility 

of the existence of two crises types within a crisis, which presents certain limitations in the practical 

applicability of the theory. Moreover, the intensifier, crisis history, did not seem to affect the 

stakeholder groups that viewed the crisis as product tampering/malevolence. Thus, the intensifier 

did not have the effect proposed by Coombs.  

In conclusion, this thesis investigates the Uber Denmark crisis, in which stakeholders 

regarded the company with both minimal as well as strong attributions of responsibility, for none of 

which Uber’s response strategies appropriate. Moreover, the study found, in its testing of the 

applicability of the SCCT that the theory lacked in applicability, as it does not consider the 

existence of two crisis types, which leaves the manager without recommendations on how to 

prioritize the adaption of communication to two crisis types. 
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7.1 Strategic recommendations 

Uber should be more proactive in their communication early on 

The data collection and the analysis of Uber’s crisis communication revealed that Uber’s 

communication in the beginning of the crisis was scarce. As stakeholders look to the media for 

crisis information, and subsequently adopt the crisis frames presented in the media, it is important 

that Uber’s crisis frame be presented in the media early on, increasing level to which stakeholders 

are exposed to this crisis frame (Coombs, 2007a). A proactive crisis communication, appropriate to 

the crisis type, will help reduce attributions of responsibility made by stakeholders. 

  

Uber should prioritize communicating to stakeholders with high levels of attributed responsibility 

Uber should, to the extent possible, focus their communication towards the stakeholders that 

attribute the company high levels of crisis responsibility. Although the legalities of the accusations 

made in the Uber crisis, prevented the company from applying the CRS recommended by the 

SCCT, Uber chose to employ the CRS least appropriate for the organizational misdeed 

management misconduct crisis type, which evoked strong negative emotional reactions from 

stakeholders, intensifying the crisis. Uber should, instead, try to communicate as accommodating as 

possible, to avoid these crisis intensifications.  

 

Uber should have a crisis plan in place 

Uber is expanding wide and fast, internationally and experiencing similar crises around the world. 

The similarities of these crises present an opportunity. Uber would be smart to review all their past 

crises, similar to the one in Denmark, to see what was done right and what was done wrong. What 
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worked and what did not. In this way, Uber can put together a tailor-made crisis plan that is ready, 

when they enter a new market, in which they risk experiencing a similar crisis. A crisis plan will 

enable them to act fast, communicating effectively and appropriately, increasing their chances of 

surviving future crises.  

 

7.2 Perspectives for further investigation 

The investigation the applicability of the SCCT in the Uber crisis raised new questions that present 

interesting perspectives for further investigation. The identification of two crisis types, within the 

Uber crisis, impacts the applicability of the SCCT, as the theory does not suggest how 

communication managers prioritize the stakeholders and their crisis types, to communicate most 

effectively. Further studies could investigate crises containing two or more crisis types and how 

accommodating the organizational communication to each crisis type affects the overall 

stakeholders’ attributed crisis responsibility and consequently the reputational threat.  

    Additionally, the findings of the study indicated that the stakeholder group, 

attributing Uber minimal levels of crisis responsibility, were seemingly unaffected by the existence 

of Uber’s crisis history. One can theorize that a crisis history of repeated similar crises, in which the 

organization is perceived as a victim and without fault, will not act as an intensifier for future crises. 

However, as the study is case-based, which limits the generalization of the results, this hypothesis 

demands further testing. 
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