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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate to what extend Situational Crisis Communication Theory is 

adequate for handling social media crises and what are the challenges for crisis communication 

theory in the social media crisis-landscape? Timothy Coombs’s authorship applies to the aim, as he 

is considered one of the founding fathers of crisis communication and he has revised his framework 

in an attempt to encompass social media.  

The challenges of SCCT on handling social media crises are presented as three points of criticism, 

which SCCT does not encompass: 

1) The definition of crisis: SCCT’s original definition is too narrow to encompass the versatile 

nature of social media crises and the revised definition is too broad. The definition of a paracrisis is 

too broad as well. 

2) Time and virality: SCCT does not encompass the increased pace of dissemination of information 

on social media and the virality of social media crises. The paracrisis theory encompasses implicit 

elements of virality but does not present a strategy for managing this challenge. 

3) The tenet of communication: this has changed because of online outrage, which means that 

communicating can make a situation worse by its mere presence. This in opposition to Coombs’s 

tenet of communication according to which communication will improve a situation if executed 

well. The option not to communicate is presented in his paracrisis theory but applies mainly to low 

crisis threats. 

In order to investigate the adequacy, a social constructionist paradigm is applied encompassing the 

perceptual nature of crises. Coombs’s framework is subjected to analysis following the prescribed 

chain of events of SCCT on the case, the shitstorm that followed SAS’s marketing campaign ‘SAS 

– What is truly Scandinavian?’. Following the analysis, the points of criticism presented in the 

theory based on additional theoretical frameworks are applied to the analysis and discussed and 

evaluated.  

The bubble studies framework is introduced in the thesis as a framework that encompasses the 

versatile nature of behavior on social media, virality and a context for why and how people 

collectively aggregate beliefs, such as a crisis. This framework complements elements of the 

weaknesses in the SCCT framework. 
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The points of criticism applied to the analysis and the frameworks have disclosed SCCT’s 

weaknesses for handling social media crises and thus render SCCT and the paracrisis theory not 

adequate for handling social media crises.  
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Introduction 

In December 2014, Slate Magazine, declared 2014 ‘The year of Outrage’ and published an outrage 

calendar, where the magazine showcased what Americans were outraged by on each day of 2014. 

The outrage varied from a lion being put down in a zoo to the underwear-company Victoria’s Secret 

running a ‘perfect bodies’-campaign (Slate, 2014). In 2018, The Atlantic, declared that “Every year 

is the Year of Outrage” (Friedersdorf, 2018). In July 2020, 150 writers co-wrote an open letter ‘A 

Letter on Justice and Open Debate’ in Harper’s Magazine, where the authors exposed how the 

general public handle outrage with ‘cancel culture’ – social media ostracism – and how this 

threatens democracy and free speech (Ackerman et al., 2020).  

 

The original meaning of outrage is “(…) an act that went outside the bounds of what was permitted 

(…)” (Slate, 2014) according to Slate Magazine, whereas this meaning has changed to implying 

external manifestations of anger (Slate, 2014) and it is now used to describe a multitude of 

situations from anger to surprising situations (Packer, 2018). Outrage has increased – both the 

original and diluted version – due to the easy access to social media (Gordon & Lawton, 2015) and 

this magnitude of outrage has made each outrage forgettable and make people numb (Slate, 2014). 

Social media enables people to share information fast and thereby to escalate crisis situations 

(Valenti, Romenti, & Kruckeberg, 2018), e.g. online outrage towards an organization, which can 

pose a threat towards the organization and its reputation.  

 

The increasing outrage, the nature of outrage and the broadened definition of outrage is where crisis 

communication on the social media comes into the picture.  

 

The time where traditional media such as newspapers, magazines and news set the agenda for what 

to care about might seem like a lifetime ago before social media such as Instagram, Twitter and 

Facebook became the norm for everyday use and agenda-setting. In crisis communication research, 

many of the dominant theories and framework on communication management and especially crisis 

communication theory are from before the social media era and do not entail the social media in the 

theoretical framework (Coombs, 2018). Therefore, most of the theories are made for traditional 

media and have later been adapted to social media, more or less successfully (Ganev, 2019). 

Moreover, some of these adapted frameworks do not take into account, that social media has shifted 

power from formal to informal communication and therefore has increased the influence of the 
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stakeholders and their outbursts of moral judgement and how that drive the conversation about 

brands, products and reputation (Ganev, 2019). 

 

In the book ‘Social Media and Crisis Communication’, the main-authors Austin & Jin suggested in 

the epilogue, that crisis communication researchers should both continue to test established crisis 

communication theories such as Coombs’s Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) and 

Benoit’s Image Repair Theory (IRT), two of the founding fathers in crisis communication theory, to 

study how social media affects crisis communication practice both regarding content and form. 

Austin & Jin further argue that crisis communication scholars should also consider to develop crisis 

communication theories for social media and not only continue to adapt established crisis 

communication theories (Austin & Jin, 2018).  

 

This arguably makes for a challenge for communication scholars as well as practitioners, as the 

theory that used to have our back and have guided us in times of crisis might be out of its league 

and potentially inadequate. And where does that leave us? 

 

Following this line of thought, the present situation is that crisis communication applies old 

research, it borrows framework from other areas and should create something new for handling 

social media crises. This notion sparked my interest for how adequate established crisis 

communication theory, such as Coombs’s SCCT, is for handling crisis on social media, how the 

framework has developed in order to encompass the changed media environment and if new 

frameworks encompass aspects that the established does not.  

 

In the merging of crisis communication theory and social media do we stick with the old, do we 

need to borrow from other frameworks, or do we need something entirely new? 

 

This conundrum sparked my interest in the body of literature on crisis communication theory and 

especially the theory created by one of the founding fathers: W. Timothy Coombs and Situational 

Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT).  
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Research Question 

To what extend is Situational Crisis Communication Theory adequate for handling social media 

crises and what are the challenges for crisis communication theory in the social media crisis-

landscape? 

Outline of the thesis 

The focus for this thesis is crisis management on social media and the implications and 

opportunities it entails. More specifically, the aim is to investigate the adequacy of the classical 

crisis communication theory SCCT in the current social media landscape.  

 

In order to do so, the philosophy of science, methodology and the delimitations of the thesis are 

presented as the academic foundation for the thesis and how it is conducted.  

 

Afterwards, SCCT is introduced and described simultaneously with points of criticism on SCCT 

with regards to social media. This is followed by the introduction of Coombs’s later addition, the 

paracrisis, and discussion of the same points of criticism based on this theory. The points of 

criticism are based on research from other fields of science, which will be introduced and discussed 

concurrently. Following this, the bubble studies framework is introduced and described as an 

alternative theory that encompass elements of the identified weaknesses in Coombs’s theories. 

 

This leads to the analysis of the SAS case with SCCT and secondly the paracrisis theory. The 

analysis will be conducted based on SCCT and SCCT’s prescribed course of events. Throughout the 

analysis, the points of criticism found in the theoretical review of SCCT will be analyzed and 

discussed. In the analysis of the SAS case and the paracrisis theory, it will be conducted based on 

the paracrisis theory’s prescribed course of events. Then, the analyses will be comparatively 

discussed as well as the points of criticism. 

 

The analysis is followed by a discussion and evaluation of the validity of the points of criticism, the 

limitations of the results, and the adequacy of SCCT on social media crises. Afterwards the bubble 

studies framework is applied and evaluated as a new perspective on social media crises. 

Lastly, based on the theoretical review, analysis and discussion, the thesis will conclude on SCCT’s 

adequacy for handling social media crises and what challenges it brings. 
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All of the abbreviations used in this thesis are outlined in Appendix A. 

Methodology: 

This thesis takes its point of departure in the social constructionist paradigm. More specifically, the 

social epistemological constructionist paradigm concerning the social reality. Meaning that the 

social reality of the world exists independently of the observer, albeit the observer’s knowledge and 

understanding of the social reality is rigorously a social construction (Nygaard, 2012). Furthermore, 

knowledge and understanding are constructed and reconstructed on a continuous basis via 

interaction between individuals. Based on this social construction of social reality and thereby all 

knowledge and meaning, the paradigm has a relativistic ontology. This means that each individual 

has a unique perception of social reality and that it could have been constructed or reconstructed in 

a different way at all times. Lastly, the epistemology of this paradigm is subjective, as all 

knowledge is created through ‘distorted’ social constructions, which results in the awareness that all 

knowledge is fundamentally subjective (Ibid).  

The social constructionist paradigm is in accordance with the nature of a crisis as: “Meaning is 

socially constructed, and crises are no exception” (Coombs, 2010, p. 19) and it is therefore 

important to note the “(…) perceptual nature of crises (…)” (Coombs, 2010, p. 19). Meaning that, 

crises are socially constructed and based on an individual and common understanding and 

interpretation of the crisis as a crisis and thereby making it a crisis. It also means that a crisis is 

merely the perception of a crisis, which is in accordance with W. Timothy Coombs’s most recent 

definition of a crisis as “(…) the perception of an unpredictable event (…)” (Coombs, 2015, p. 3). 

Thus, this paradigm allows me to investigate crises as a social construction, in which an individual 

has a unique perception of the world and the knowledge is subjective.  

The methodology of this paradigm is qualitative, which is in accordance with the subjective 

epistemology and relativistic ontology, because they reflect that objective knowledge cannot be 

obtained (Nygaard, 2012). Therefore, the data used to uncover the different, subjective versions of 

reality in this thesis are qualitative and focused on language, as language is an important part of the 

construction process and how the individual expresses the construction and reconstruction of the 

world (Nygaard, 2012).  
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Methodology 

I have chosen W. Timothy Coombs and his body of work, some of which written in collaboration 

with Sherry Holladay, as foundation methodological approach for this thesis. His Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory (SCCT) is one of the most cited crisis communication theories (Roshan, 

Warren, & Carr, 2016). However, SCCT, as one of the most cited theories, predates social media 

and it is accordingly relevant to assess whether or not it is still adequate for handling crises on 

social media. Furthermore, Coombs published a revised version of SCCT in 2018, where he added 

two aspects i.e. paracrisis theory and channel, because he recognized that social media has changed 

the effects of crisis communication (Coombs, 2018). Coombs’s acknowledgement and revision of 

SCCT makes it relevant to investigate whether or not SCCT is still adequate in its original or 

revised version. Moreover, Coombs’s revision based on the changed media landscape, represents 

his view on the changed crisis climate and how that affects the crisis communication theory and 

what it should and should not encompass in order to be adequate for handling social media crises.  

Alongside with the presentation of Coombs’s SCCT I will introduce and discuss points of criticism 

on SCCT. These points of criticism are introduced concurrently with the theories, which lay the 

grounds for the criticism.  

Coombs’s paracrisis theory is applied in the thesis as representative for different views on crises as 

well as representative of Coombs’s further development of his authorship. The paracrisis showcases 

the complexity of current crises on social media and how versatile they can be, as the distinction 

between a paracrisis and a crisis can be hard to define. 

To give other perspectives on Coombs’s theories and the points of criticism I have included the 

research and theories presented: 

The marketing research conducted by Berger & Milkman (2012) with the aim of defining virality 

and what affects social transmission, i.e. emotional valence and arousal. The research is conducted 

from a marketing perspective with the aim of providing marketeers with indicators of how to 

achieve viral results of their marketing efforts (Berger & Milkman, 2012). Although Berger & 

Milkman’s (2012) research is not within the field of crisis communication, it provides the thesis 

with a framework for comprehending virality and some of the factors involved in virality and can 

therefore be used to elaborate and outline the viral aspect of social media crises.  
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Gordon & Lawton’s description of outrage culture and how that affects crisis communication is 

applied with the aim of contrasting SCCT and the tenet of communication inherent in it. This is 

further elaborated with professor of linguistics Kurzon’s (1998) description of non-communication 

as communication. This is done as part of the points of criticism on SCCT and factors that can 

affect the adequacy of SCCT in a social media landscape.  

The case used in the analysis is SAS’s promotional video from February 2020 called ‘SAS – What 

is Truly Scandinavian?’ (SAS, 2020b). The case was social media born and bred as well as 

developed into a crisis in traditional media and with offline consequences such as bomb threats 

(Hagemann-Nielsen, Bremer, & Gram, 2020). It is furthermore versatile as it can be viewed and 

defined in several ways based on the event in itself, the crisis management and the outcome. Thus, 

the SAS case showcases the complexity and diversity of social media crises and therefore also the 

increasingly high demands for crisis communication theories in the current social media landscape. 

Moreover, the case is applied in order to test SCCT on its adequacy in social media crises, which is 

why SCCT’s prescribed crisis management is the foundation for the analysis. The analysis will 

follow SCCT structured approach for crisis managers on how to analyze and manage a crisis. In the 

thesis it is conducted in retrospect and with much more information, data and time available than 

what SAS’s crisis management team had. Throughout the analyses, it is not assumed that SAS 

applied any specific crisis communication theories for guiding their crisis management, if SAS 

applied any at all. As the case is analyzed to assess SCCT’s adequacy for social media crises and 

not SAS’s adequacy or success in handling the situation. 

Lastly, the bubble studies framework is applied as a new way to study and define the nature of 

social media crises as the framework encompasses aspects which SCCT does not cover. More 

specifically, it covers the mechanisms behind virality and behavior and the mechanisms behind 

people collectively aggregating beliefs (Hendricks, 2015), such as in a social media crisis. The 

bubble studies framework is a relatively new area of research and it is based on a conglomerate of 

academic disciplines and applies terminology from finance, behavioral science, applied 

mathematics etc.. The aim of this framework is to detect the formation of bubbles, something that 

exceeds it fundamental value, in the form of opinion bubbles, twitter storms etc. (Hendricks, 2015). 

The terminology, derived from different areas of research, is applied with the aim of forming a 

system that can encompass and describe a bubble and the elements in a bubble-hospitable 

environment (Hendricks, 2015). Bubbles can enable a different way to view, understand and handle 
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the crises that have the nature of a bubble and especially to investigate the viral aspect of social 

media crises. The research has yet to discover how to manage bubbles and can therefore not supply 

the thesis with a solution for the challenge of virality. The framework is not within the 

communicative field nor made for crisis management and does not encompass strategic 

communication, as seen in crisis communication theory but bubble studies can be used to further 

highlight the mechanisms of virality as seen in social media crises. 

Empirical data  

In order to investigate the research question in this thesis different types of empirical data was 

needed.  

The data retrieved for outlining the theoretical framework – both Coombs’s authorship as well as 

the supplementary theories have been obtained through academic articles and books by academic 

researchers. The articles and books applied are from throughout Coombs’s body of work from 1995 

to 2018 and can therefore represent the development within his authorship. Coombs is well-

renowned, his theories are one of the most cited crisis communication theories and it is often 

researched by other researchers (Valenti, Romenti, & Kruckeberg, 2018). The other theoretical 

frameworks applied throughout the thesis are primarily retrieved from academic articles and books 

by academic researchers as well as from trade magazines articles as their research has not been 

covered in crisis communication research as of yet. The bubble studies framework is rather new and 

is therefore still in its modest beginnings of defining bubbles and the data applied for describing 

bubbles is from the researchers from the Center for Information and Bubble Studies (CIBS) 

founded in 2015.  Thus, the research applied in this thesis represents CIBS, and their frame and 

understanding of bubbles. 

The material used for the case analysis – the empirical data on the SAS case is retrieved primarily 

from news articles, press releases from SAS as well as content and comments on SAS’s social 

media platforms. The combination of news articles, press releases and social media content is 

obtained with the aim of triangulating a somewhat objective and in-depth sequence of events from 

traditional media, with SAS’s narrative on the situation from the press releases as well as the 

public’s understanding and emotional reaction to crisis from the comments on social media. The 

data retrieved from social media is the only primary data applied in this thesis and due to the 
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magnitude of comments on social media, the data retrieved from here is a small sample of what is 

available, which affects the validity. As the sample does not represent the full data available the 

result is dependent on the specific sample and how valid that is in representing the full data set. The 

reliability of the thesis is therefore based on the transparency of the analysis. 

The empirical data retrieved for estimating SAS’s brand value pre and post crisis consist of a survey 

made by YouGov, based on YouGov’s brand index, for Danish Marketing (Dansk Markedsføring) 

an organization for Danish marketeers and communications professionals. YouGov’s brand index is 

based on a register, which catalogues millions of people’s opinions on brands, topics etc. on a 

continuous basis. The survey is secondary data as it has been processed by YouGov and it provides 

the thesis with an objective study on the public’s opinion on SAS, the brand value and the potential 

consequences in a time frame of three months. The data provides a baseline for SAS’s reputation 

before the crisis as well as an indication on potential consequences for SAS. The survey was 

conducted ultimo February and thus represents the situation at that point in time. 

Delimitations  

The aim of this thesis is to research the adequacy of traditional crisis communication theory. I have 

chosen to focus on Coombs’s Situational Crisis Communication Theory (Coombs, 2007) because 

he is considered one of the founding fathers of crisis communication theory. Moreover, due to this 

status and the ‘age’ of SCCT many of the more recent crisis communication theories take some of 

their theoretical point of departure in SCCT such as Social Mediated Crisis Management (SMCC) 

model, which aims specifically at handling crises on social media (Austin, Liu, & Jin, 2012). 

Another crisis communication theory, which has some of its theoretical foundation in SCCT is 

Integrated Crisis Mapping (ICM), which focuses on stakeholders’ emotional reaction to a crisis and 

how the organization best enables the public to cope with the crisis as well as most successfully 

manages the crisis at hand (Jin, Pang, & Cameron, 2010). In example both SMCC and ICM apply 

SCCT’s crisis clusters and corresponding crisis response strategies (Austin, Liu, & Jin, 2012) (Jin, 

Pang, & Cameron, 2010). 

Due to elements of the theoretical foundation of these frameworks belonging to SCCT, they can 

arguably be subjected to the same points of criticism and weaknesses regarding challenging 

elements in social media crises. Therefore, I have chosen to go ‘straight to the source’ and 

investigate SCCT and how adequate SCCT is for handling social media crises. It should be noted 
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that SCCT draws upon Benoit’s Image Repair Theory and Weiner’s Attribution Theory, which will 

be elaborated on during the theoretical review of SCCT. My findings will not be fully transmittable 

on all crisis communication theories with a theoretical foundation in SCCT. However, the findings 

can stand as an indicator for general areas of pitfalls in the crisis communication theory and act as a 

map for where to investigate other theories’ adequacy regarding social media crises.  

The research conducted in this thesis is based on one case, and it is therefore not representative of 

all social media crises. The case is applied as a developer for SCCT in order to determine SCCT’s 

strengths and weaknesses with regard to a social media crisis. Therefore, the results based on the 

analysis of the case can act as an illustration and indicator of SCCT’s adequacy regarding social 

media crises.  

The scope of the thesis is social media of which algorithms are an integral part in what goes viral 

and how fast. Algorithms are considered important in virality on social media and will be 

acknowledged when relevant. However, the details of algorithms on social media are outside the 

scope of this thesis. The bubble studies framework applies social media algorithms as part of the 

framework’s conglomerate of academic fields (Hendricks, 2015) and it will be included in the thesis 

as part of the bubble studies framework. In the thesis, the viral aspect of social media is investigated 

from a communicative perspective applying Berger & Milkman (2012) focusing on language, in 

accordance with the social constructionist paradigm where communication and the main part of 

empirical data consists of language (Nygaard, 2012). 

Theoretical review and criticism  

In this part of the thesis, I am going to present the theoretical frameworks for the thesis with point 

of departure in W. Timothy Coombs authorship on Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

(SCCT). Meanwhile, I will present points of criticism on the SCCT with regards to the adequacy in 

the current social media landscape. I will unfold and describe the theoretical framework of SCCT 

and how the theory prescribes the chain of events in a crisis and how to handle set crisis. 

Throughout this unfolding, different points of criticism will be introduced and discussed along with 

the presentation of the theoretical frameworks that work as antecedents for the criticism. Lastly, the 

points of criticism will be formulated into statements and applied to the subsequent analysis of the 

case. As part of the revised SCCT, the paracrisis theory will be presented and subjected to the 

points of criticism and applied to the subsequent analysis as well. 
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W. Timothy Coombs’s Situational Crisis Communication Theory and Paracrisis 

W. Timothy Coombs is considered to be one of the founding fathers of crisis communication 

theory. He formulated the guidelines for appropriate crisis-response strategies in 1995 (Coombs, 

1995), which in 2007 was sophisticated into Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 

(Coombs, 2007), that in 2018 received another update (Coombs, 2018). SCCT is still to this day one 

of the most frequently cited theories within crisis communication (Roshan, Warren, & Carr, 2016). 

In 1995, Coombs stated that “Communication shapes public perception of a crisis and the 

organization involved in the crisis” (Coombs, 1995). This is in accordance with ‘The Handbook of 

Crisis Communication’, in which it is described, that the narrative of the crisis event is the 

foundation for what the public uses to create their opinion on the crisis and therefore determines the 

effect of the crisis and the effectiveness of the crisis response (Coombs & Holladay, 2010). Thus, 

Coombs’s tenet of crisis management is that communication can affect people’s perception of a 

situation and, when applied and executed correctly, improves the situation or reduce crisis at hand. 

This tenet will be discussed and elaborated on later in the thesis, in the third point of criticism.  

Crisis definition 

SCCT is an evidence-based crisis communication framework, that relies on experimental methods 

and empirical research (Coombs, 2007). A crisis is in SCCT defined as “(…) a sudden and 

unexpected event that threatens to disrupt an organization’s operations and poses both a financial 

and a reputational threat.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 164), that can be of harm to stakeholders in a 

physical, emotional and financial manner (Coombs, 2007). Coombs has later on added, that a crisis 

is ‘the perception of a sudden and unexpected event’ to his crisis definition (Frandsen & Johansen, 

2017), as a way to emphasize that perception is key when assessing and managing a crisis. A crisis 

is in SCCT a reputational threat correlating with an expectation gap which occurs when an 

organization fails to meet the stakeholders’ expectations on how the organization should behave 

(Coombs, 2007). Lastly, Coombs has later in his authorship defined social media crises as “(…) an 

event that transpires in or is amplified by social media.” (Coombs, 2018, p. 21).  

Theoretical review – Criticism 1: Crisis definition 

Coombs’s definition of a crisis, both the original and the more recent with ‘perception’, can be seen 

as somewhat inadequate as contemporary social media crises have a versatile nature and do not 

always have its roots in an event.  
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Crises without events 

This can be seen in e.g. the individual crises stemming from movements, such as #MeToo, that 

entail crises for organizations involved such as Kevin Spacey who found himself in a huge public 

outrage during the #MeToo movement (O'Connor & Roderick, 2018). Movements and Hashtags 

such as #MeToo and the subsequent crises can on the one hand be seen as specific events, e.g. the 

public accusations against Kevin Spacey by the actor Antony Rapp (O'Connor & Roderick, 2018). 

It should be mentioned, that following this line of thought, Kevin Spacey the actor is seen as 

equivalent to the brand ‘Kevin Spacey public person’. As accusations against the person Kevin 

Spacey posed both a potential financial and reputational threat for the entity and brand Kevin 

Spacey. These threats disrupted his operations in accordance with Coombs’s crisis definition. On 

the other hand, the momentum of the movement that arguably catalyzed the gravity of the crises can 

be seen as the public not accepting status quo of well-known unethical behavior anymore, e.g. 

sexism or racism. The #MeToo movement had been around for several years before it went viral, 

meaning that the initial creation of the #MeToo movement prior to the accusations against Kevin 

Spacey cannot be considered the crisis event for this individual crisis.  

Crisis events that are not sudden and unexpected 

Not all crises stem from a specific event that is sudden and unexpected, e.g. when a crisis is 

triggered by a situation, which is deliberate on the organization’s part, but the reaction is the sudden 

and unexpected element as described in Coombs’s crisis definition. Thereby, separating the event 

from the sudden and unexpected elements in Coombs’s crisis definition. This can be exemplified in 

campaigns that trigger public outrage, where the message of the campaign is deliberate on the 

organization’s part but results in an unexpected backlash. The backlash can be based on e.g. an 

expectation gap, if the organization fails to meet the stakeholders’ expectations on how the 

organization should behave in the sense that the values represented by the organization is 

conflicting with the stakeholders’ values or identity. Especially, if the problem relates to the core 

values of stakeholders, it is more likely to gain negative attention and become a reputational threat 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2012). This is an example of the versatility of contemporary crises, as the 

public expects organizations to take a stance (Scholz & Smith, 2019) but the public might not agree 

with the stance the organization takes. Moreover, this can result in an expectation gap based on 

values and not actions, as prescribed in Coombs original definition of expectation gap. 
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Following this line of thought, defining the crisis event can be challenging if the event is deliberate 

but the reaction is the sudden and unexpected element. Therefore, deciding which part of the action 

should be defined as the sudden and unexpected event: the ‘action’ or the response. On the other 

hand, Coombs’s addition of ‘perception’ to ‘a sudden and unexpected event’ in his crisis definition 

could be his attempt to accommodate the changing nature of contemporary crises. This makes the 

crisis definition more versatile and leaves room for interpretation, and it makes the definition more 

flexible and embracing more types of ‘crises-like’ situations and encompassing the versatile nature 

of social media crises. Contrarily, the main function of a definition is that it is distinct, that it clearly 

divides what it describes and what it does not, and “(…) expressing the essential nature of 

something” (Merriam Webster, n.d.) and thus making the new, more interpretive crisis definition a 

shortcoming and not a strength for SCCT. 

In summation, this point of criticism is that: The definition of a crisis as an ‘event’ is not adequate 

for social media crises, as not all social media crises stem from a specific event which is sudden 

and unexpected.  

This wraps up the first unfolding of criticism towards SCCT and I will proceed with the 

presentation of SCCT. 

Reputation and attributed responsibility 

The primary aim of SCCT and thereby also the main goal of the crisis communication efforts is to 

protect the organization’s reputation. Consequently, SCCT is applied in order to repair the 

organization’s reputation, reduce the negative effect of the crisis and/or prevent reputational and 

financial damage (Coombs, 2007). This is, according to Coombs, possible because “SCCT provides 

a mechanism for anticipating how stakeholders will react to a crisis in terms of the reputational 

threat posed by the crisis. Moreover, SCCT projects how people will react to the crisis response 

strategies used to manage the crisis.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 163). Thus, SCCT can be considered a 

useful tool for crisis managers to anticipate both the reputational threat and the corresponding 

adequate crisis communication response. This can become an important tool in maintaining or 

improving stakeholder interaction and limiting potential reputational and financial damage posed by 

a crisis. The framework has its merit for anticipating the attributed responsibility and the 

effectiveness and adequacy of the crisis response strategies as SCCT stems from Weiner’s 

Attribution Theory and Benoit’s Image Repair Theory (IRT). The attribution Theory “(…) posits 
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that people search for the causes of events (…) and attributes responsibility for an event and will 

experience an emotional reaction to the event.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 165). Benoit’s Image Repair 

Theory (IRT) is one of the most cited crisis communication theories (Austin, Fraustino, Jin, & Liu, 

2018) and is “(…) a rhetorical theory about how and why individuals and organizations defend 

their reputation by applying a set of image repair strategies when accused or suspected of 

wrongdoing.” (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017, p. 95).  

Theoretical review – Criticism 2: Time and virality 

In this part of the prescribed SCCT chain of events, the ‘perception of a sudden and unexpected 

event’ has occurred and turned into a crisis, that the organization at ‘fault’ has to manage. As the 

focus for this thesis is social media crises, which was defined earlier, the crisis has most likely gone 

viral quite fast, which leads to the second point of criticism: time and virality. 

Time 

Due to social media, the response time for organizations in crisis has been greatly reduced (Chen & 

Cameron, 2018) and according to Chen & Cameron (2018), this is especially because of the “(…) 

rapid dissemination of information on social media (…)” (p. 16). In 2006, Coombs stated that speed 

is important for the success of a crisis response. Contrarily, Austin et al., argue that Coombs here 

refers to gaining control over the media frame (Austin, Fraustino, Jin, & Liu, 2018), which is in 

accordance with SCCT’s emphasis on gaining control over the crisis frame (Coombs, 2007). In 

SCCT ‘frame’ refers to salience and emphasis put on elements of a specific matter which influence 

how the public perceives the situation – in this case a crisis. More specifically, it refers to how 

information is presented both regarding specific wording and perspectives in the media and the 

cognitive structures the public utilizes when analyzing a crisis (Coombs, 2007). The crisis frame 

will be elaborated on later in the thesis during the SCCT review. In 2010, Coombs states that social 

media has increased the time pressure for crisis response time on crisis managers (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2010), which was not mentioned in the SCCT from 1995, 2007 or the revised updated 

version of SCCT in ‘Social Media and Crisis Communication’ from 2018. This book is a collection 

of leading communications specialists’ contributions to the field of crisis communication on social 

media. They describe time as a factor that should be researched more, and especially research on a 

critical response time for organizations in crisis, as it is currently underrepresented in the literature 

(Chen & Cameron, 2018).  
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Virality 

The other aspect of time is virality, meaning “Quickly and widely spread or popularized 

especially by means of social media” (Merriam Webster, n.d.), thereby describing the phenomena 

of something quickly spreading on social media both with regards to time, velocity and reach. 

Reach describing the measure of how many people see the content (York, 2020). Virality can be 

seen e.g. when a hashtag spreads quickly throughout the internet or when an organization’s 

Facebook post is viewed and commented on worldwide seemingly out of nowhere. “Social media 

speed up the development of critical situations because they enable rapid sharing of information on 

a hugely unimaginable scale in real time (…) shaping social media networks’ awareness (…) this 

enhancing the escalation of the crisis itself (…)” (Valenti, Romenti, & Kruckeberg, 2018, p. 58). 

Hence, as stated by Valenti et al. about the challenges of social media, especially with viral social 

media crises, the social media enables the public in becoming aware of critical situations they may 

not otherwise have known about, share the information and thus escalate a crisis (Valenti, Romenti, 

& Kruckeberg, 2018).  

 

Virality and social transmission 

Virality is not mentioned in SCCT or a part of the revised version from 2018. Berger & Milkman 

have researched virality and the factors in content with high social transmission (e.g. articles, 

campaigns, posts) with the aim of designing more effective marketing campaigns (Berger & 

Milkman, 2012). Berger & Milkman’s research is applied in this thesis as a tool for investigating 

virality and social transmission on social media. Additionally, it is applied with the aim to elaborate 

on social media crises and which factors affect the spread and course of the crises and consequently 

the crisis management. This leads to the framework being applied to consolidate the criticism of 

SCCT that does not take virality into account.  

 

Berger & Milkman (2012) argue that social transmission is driven by emotions, and more 

specifically emotional valence and arousal, i.e. negative or positive emotions and the inherent 

intensity and energy. Positive valence is more viral than negative valence, which Berger & 

Milkman argue is because positive stories reflect well on the sender as a person who is funny, 

comes with good news etc. and thus carries high social transmission. Moreover, positive valence is 

often combined with high arousal such as awe. On the other hand, negative valence with high 

arousal, such as anger and anxiety, is also likely to go viral in opposition to sadness, which has 
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negative valence but with low arousal. Based on this, they state that negative emotions can hurt 

organizational reputation although negative emotions can also increase social transmission if it 

carries high arousal. This is relevant for marketing efforts with the aim of e.g. a viral campaign. On 

the other hand, they state that it is important to rectify consumer experiences that are based on 

anxiety rather than disappointment due to the social transmission potential, which is higher for 

anxiety than disappointment (Berger & Milkman, 2012). 

 

Virality and crises 

Virality follows a certain logic, which can be applied to crises. Based on Berger & Milkman’s 

(2012) research, the virality of a crisis can arguably be seen in both the emotions it entails but more 

specifically the level of arousal it carries. Thus, in accordance with Berger & Milkman it can be 

argued that a crisis that triggers anger as the main reaction from the public is more likely to go viral, 

than a crisis that triggers sadness. On the other hand, it should be noted that negative emotions and 

reputational threats are inherent in a crisis (Coombs, 2007), which makes the viral potential of a 

social media crisis arguably exist in the arousal of the emotions evoked by the crisis ‘event’. 

Coombs argues that a high level of perceived responsibility for the crisis (this will be elaborated on 

later in the thesis) often generates strong feelings such as anger (Coombs, 2007). Therefore, as all 

crises inherently carry negative emotions, they might create an emotional and arousal abundance, 

which can lead to a dilution of viral potential described by Berger & Milkman (2012) – especially 

with high perceived crisis responsibility and thereby strong feelings. Following this line of thought, 

all severe reputational threats with high perceived responsibility could carry the same viral potential 

with negative valence and high arousal in the form of e.g. anger. Berger & Milkman’s theoretical 

framework presents indicators for virality and can therefore indicate the potential severity of the 

social media crisis. This research can be applied as a tool for crisis managers to screen the crisis at 

hand for emotional arousal, i.e. sadness or anger, when assessing the crisis and the viral potential.  

In summary, this leads me to the second point of criticism: SCCT is not adequate for social media 

crises as it does not incorporate time and virality as important factors in social media crises. 

This rounds off the second point of criticism of time and virality on SCCT and I will therefore 

return to examine SCCT.  
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Initial ethical obligations 

Once the crisis ‘event’ has occurred and the social media crisis has gone viral in the hypothetical 

crisis, SCCT posits that the organization in crisis has some initial ethical obligations. These initial 

obligations must be considered before a crisis manager launches the reputational protection part of 

the crisis management. The three obligations consist of protecting stakeholders from further harm, 

reducing the psychological stress that stakeholders might experience in the midst of a crisis and 

informing stakeholders about what corrective actions are being taken by the organization (Coombs, 

2007). In SCCT stakeholders are defined as “(…) any group that can affect or be affected by the 

behavior of an organization.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 164) and thereby includes customers, employees, 

neighbors, shareholders, the general public etc. . 

Crisis frame 

During a crisis, the main focus of SCCT is to assess the reputational threat that a crisis poses and 

act accordingly. The first step in this process is to determine the frame of the crisis, as it affects and 

influences the attributed responsibility, which is defined as how the stakeholders perceive the crisis 

responsibility. The frame is based on the facts and values emphasized by an individual when 

attributing responsibility for the crisis. Moreover, the crisis frame is also the key to how the 

organization in crisis can persuade the public into changing the attributed responsibility by framing 

the crisis with the aim of reducing potential reputational threat (Coombs, 2007).  

Crisis type and crisis clusters 

The crisis frame determines the crisis type, which in SCCT is grouped into three crisis clusters, 

corresponding to three levels of crisis responsibility. This means that the three crisis clusters are 

based on attributions of crisis responsibility, which are determined by crisis type. Furthermore, the 

most persuasive crisis response strategies are determined by the frame, crisis type and crisis cluster 

(Coombs, 2007). These are:  

1. The victim cluster 

- weak attributions of crisis responsibility 

- mild reputational threat 

e.g. natural disasters, product tampering, rumor etc. 

2. The accidental cluster 

- minimal attributions of crisis responsibility 
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- moderate reputational threat 

e.g. technical-error accident, technical-error product harm etc.  

3. The intentional cluster 

- very strong attributions of crisis responsibility  

- severe reputational threat 

e.g. human-error accident, human-error product harm and organizational misdeed etc.  

(Coombs, 2007, p. 168).  

Intensifying factors 

The next step in assessing the reputational threat posed by a crisis consists of SCCT’s intensifying 

factors. In the original version of SCCT it consisted of two, but Coombs later added a third 

(Frandsen & Johansen, 2017). The two original intensifying factors are crisis history, which refers 

to the number and nature of prior crises in the organization, and prior reputational capital, which 

describes the way the organization has treated the stakeholders in the past (Coombs, 2007). The 

third and more recently added factor is the severity of the crisis (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017). All 

three intensifying factors can increase the reputational threat as they can catalyze the increased 

attributed crisis responsibility, which can change the crisis type and thereby how the crisis should 

be managed (Coombs, 2007).  

Theoretical review – Criticism 3: The tenet of communication 

In this part of the prescribed SCCT chain of events, the crisis is in full motion and the crisis frame, 

crisis type, and crisis cluster have been determined along with the perceived responsibility as well 

as the intensifying factors have been taken into account. In the social media aspect of the crisis, it is 

still viral and there is little time to determine which crisis management efforts should be applied. 

This leads to the third point of criticism: the tenet of communication. 

SCCT’s tenet of communication 

The tenet of communication in SCCT is, as stated earlier in the thesis, that communication can 

affect the public’s perception of a crisis and the organization involved in a crisis, if executed well 

and correctly. This notion is in accordance with Coombs’s (2010) statement that research shows 

that saying “no comment” as a crisis response make the public think that the organization is guilty 

or hiding something (Coombs, 2010). Coombs further states that silence is “(…) too passive and 

allows others to control the crisis” (Coombs, 2010, p. 28). 
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Gordon & Lawton’s tenet of communication and outrage culture 

This stands in opposition to Gordon & Lawton (2015), who state that because of an intensification 

of outrage culture, sometimes communicating during an outrage is like “(…) throwing water on a 

grease fire (…)” (Gordon & Lawton, 2015). In ‘The Year of Outrage’- article in Slate Magazine, 

outrage culture is described as “When something outrageous happens (…) it’s easy to anticipate the 

cycle that follows: anger, sarcasm, recrimination, piling on; defenses and counterattacks; anger at 

the anger, disdain for the outraged; sometimes, an apology … and on to the next.” (Slate, 2014). 

They furthermore argue, that social media makes it easy to participate from home and that the circle 

of outrage happens no matter the severity of the offense, which makes outrage go from its original 

definition as “(…) an act that went outside the bounds of what was permitted (…)” (Slate, 2014) to 

a diluted version and thus also making it easy to forget afterwards (Slate, 2014).  

Gordon & Lawton (2015) argue that because of outrage culture, the current crisis management 

practice consisting of elaborate response plans is outdated and should instead be based on the 

pattern of the outrage life cycle. It should be noted, that Gordon & Lawton’s ‘outrage life cycle’ is 

similar to Slate Magazine’s ‘circle of outrage’. Meaning that the pattern of the outrage lifecycle is 

what sparks the outrage, how it evolves, who gets involved, what course of action is employed, with 

what effect and for how long.  

Outrage culture has, according to Gordon & Lawton, changed the rules of crisis management, as the 

organization in crisis sometimes cannot do anything but “(…) wait out the storm (…)” (Gordon & 

Lawton, 2015). Instead they suggest, that crisis managers analyze patterns of outrage and learn the 

outrage mechanism by keeping up with cultural trends and “(…) get a sense of friction points 

between a brand or organization and the public” (Gordon & Lawton, 2015), as most cases of 

outrage is often sparked by friction between the organization and its opinions or actions and the 

public’s values (Gordon & Lawton, 2015). Gordon & Lawton state that the friction points, resulting 

in public anger, often comes from a strategy launched by organized groups and activists compelling 

the public to engage, which results in strikes and actions (Gordon & Lawton, 2015). Moreover, 

Gordon & Lawton introduce ‘outrage points’ in their research as a way to describe the mechanisms 

of some people seeking adrenaline by finding elements to get outraged by.  

Strategy for handling outrage 

The suggested strategy for organizations to handle this is three-fold. Firstly, to know the audience 
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and their values in order to know which elements to downplay or accentuate in the crisis 

communication strategies. Secondly, to study outrage patterns within the organization’s field of 

business both regarding topic, duration and which precautionary measures to take in order to avoid 

current outrage. Thirdly, applying a value-based approach to monitor for friction on social media 

“(…) before it becomes full-blown outrage” (Gordon & Lawton, 2015) as “The truth is that the 

only unpredictable elements of outrage culture are the consequences.” (Gordon & Lawton, 2015).  

The two opposing tenets 

Hereby presenting two different tenets of communication, as stated by Coombs (1995) and Gordon 

& Lawton (2015). Gordon & Lawton (2015) are arguably in line with the school of thought that 

intentional non-communication is also communication. Meaning that intentional silence is a 

linguistic phenomenon and a communicative activity placed side by side with speech (Kurzon, 

1998). This is in line with Gordon & Lawton’s advice for organization’s in outrage crises to ‘wait 

out the storm’. The strategy of non-communication is a deliberate choice and therefore a 

communicative activity in opposition to making a statement, which could be like ‘throwing water 

on a grease fire’. This non-communicative tenet of communication is, according to Gordon & 

Lawton, due to social media and its effect on outrage culture and ‘outrage points’. These elements 

create an environment for crisis managers, where communicating – no matter if it is well-executed 

or not – can create more outrage just by its mere presence.  

This is in opposition to SCCT and Coombs’s tenet of communication, in which silence is not listed 

as an option and therefore, non-communication is arguably not seen as a communicative action as 

Kurzon (1998) presents it. Moreover, SCCT’s tenet of communication arguably carries an 

insinuation that communication – if well executed – always entails an improvement of the situation. 

This could explain why not communicating, in the literal sense, is not an option in SCCT, as non-

communication does not carry the same improvement of the situation in SCCT’s tenet of 

communication as communicating does. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier in the thesis, gaining 

control of the narrative of the crisis and consequently the crisis frame is urgent in SCCT. In order to 

do so communication, in the literal sense, is required in accordance with SCCT’s aim of limiting 

reputational damage and Coombs’s tenet of communication. 

The receiver’s tenet of communication 

The overall tenet of communication is not only regarding whether or not to communicate but also 
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whether or not the receiver is willing to participate in the communication. The tenet also caters to 

the two frameworks’ stance on communication and whether or not the receivers are willing to listen 

or to be persuaded in a specific direction. Gordon & Lawton’s (2015) metaphor on communication 

during an outrage that it is as throwing water on a grease fire can be seen in two ways. Firstly, as all 

communication during an outrage as ‘water’ which always makes the grease fire worse. Secondly, 

the metaphor can describe the reaction of a forced and unwilling receiver. Both of which are 

applicable to the tenet of communication that communication is not the only option, non-

communication as communication is an option as well. 

It should be mentioned, that Gordon and Lawton (2015) do not state when the preferred option is 

non-communicating and when it is communicating. It is vaguely described as depending on the 

level of outrage (Gordon & Lawton, 2015). The main goal is to avoid outrage all together, which is 

in accordance with SCCT, where it is also stated, that it is preferable to avoid crises (Coombs, 

2007).  

This leads to the last point of criticism: SCCT is based on an outdated tenet of communication 

because it does not cater to social media and outrage culture and is therefore not adequate for 

social media crises. 

Crisis response strategies 

The last step in SCCT’s prescribed chain of events, after the reputational threat has been assessed 

via the crisis frame and crisis cluster, is to decide on the crisis response strategies corresponding to 

the crisis cluster. The crisis response strategies consist of the public communication from the 

organization during or in the wake of a crisis with the aim of repairing “(…) the reputation, to 

reduce negative affect and to prevent negative behavioral intentions.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 170). The 

crisis response strategies are moreover “(…) built around the perceived acceptance of responsibility 

for a crisis embodied in the response.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 170). Meaning that the crisis response is 

in correlation with the reputational threat assessed from the crisis. Moreover, it determines how 

much perceived crisis responsibility the organization accepts via the choice of response, as the level 

of accepted crisis responsibility is embedded in the crisis response (Coombs, 2007). SCCT has four 

groupings of crisis response strategies, which consist of ‘denial, ‘diminish, ‘rebuild’ and 

‘bolstering’. The bolstering strategies can, as the only group in SCCT, be applied in combination 

with any of the other groups of crisis response strategies (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017). In SCCT, 
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the selected crisis response strategies are dependent on the initial crisis assessment, which is based 

on attributed crisis responsibility. Furthermore, this determines the crisis type and thereby the crisis 

cluster. Meaning that the crisis response applied should be in correlation to the reputational threat.  

Crisis Response Strategy Aim / communicative action 

Deny crisis response strategies Eliminate any connection between the crisis and the 

organization 

Attack the accuser Attack or question the legitimacy of claimant  

Denial Assert that there is no crisis 

Scapegoat Blame someone external to the organization for the crisis 

Diminish crisis response strategies Downplay the crisis or claim lack of control over the 

crisis 

Excuse Minimize responsibility by denying harmful intentions or 

inability to control the triggering event 

Justification Minimize perceived damage caused by the crisis 

Rebuild crisis response strategies Improving reputation by material or symbolic aid to 

victims 

Compensation Offer money or gifts to victims 

Apology Ask stakeholders for forgiveness and inherently take full 

responsibility 

Bolstering crisis response strategies  

Reminder Inform stakeholders about past good work 

Integration The organization praises stakeholders and / or reminds 

them of the organization’s past good work 

Victimage Organization reminds stakeholders that the organization 

is a victim too.  

(Coombs, 2007, p. 170) 

Channel selection 

Lastly, Coombs has added communication ‘channel’ to SCCT, as it was assumed in the original 

SCCT, that crisis managers would use traditional media and websites during a crisis. Coombs 
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(2018) argue, that there are two primary points of intersection between social media and SCCT, one 

of them being the selection of channels for crisis communication. As social media has emerged 

alongside with a multitude of channels, the revised SCCT encompasses two aspects for channel 

selection for crisis communication: Firstly, public welfare and safety, this as a part of the initial 

ethical obligations in SCCT, where every channel available should be utilized. Secondly, reputation 

repair in which crisis managers can be more selective and select the channels that are best suited for 

reaching the target stakeholders (Coombs, 2018). This addition is Coombs’s attempt to keep SCCT 

adequate for social media crises and can be seen as his take on the challenges of managing crises on 

social media. The addition of channel relates to the second point of criticism regarding time and 

virality, as it specifically targets social media and the different platforms available. However, 

Coombs does not address the nature of content going viral, how the different platforms function, 

how they can enable virality, and lastly how to manage virality. Thus, Coombs’s addition of 

channel does not comprehend the challenge of social media crises, although it is a step in the right 

direction to acknowledge the different platforms and how to utilize them during a crisis. 

This concludes the prescribed course of events for both the original and revised version of SCCT as 

well as the points of criticism for SCCT when applied to social media crises. 

Theoretical review – Paracrisis 
 

Coombs has later on in his authorship, together with Holladay, added an extension to his body of 

work: the Paracrisis. The paracrisis is the other primary point in the intersection between social 

media and SCCT (Coombs, 2018) and it is added to the revised version of SCCT together with 

channel selection (Coombs, 2018). A paracrisis is an issue that resembles a crisis, as it takes place 

in public, namely on social media, which also can be seen in the name paracrisis, as ‘para’ means 

‘to resemble’. The nature of a paracrisis is a crisis threat, which is a situation that has the potential 

to escalate into a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2012) and thus technically falls under issue 

management. Moreover, the crisis threat inherent in a paracrisis is related either to a challenge, 

which is “(…) premised on charges of irresponsible or unethical conduct but not legal violations.” 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2012, p. 409), an organizational ‘faux pas’, or angry customers (Coombs, 

2018). The warning sign for a challenge crisis is a public petition for an organization to change a 

seemingly unethical or irresponsible behavior as defined by stakeholders (Coombs & Holladay, 

2012). An organizational ‘faux pas’ is most often misuse of social media or a message that offends 
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stakeholders, and angry customers are when there is a violation of customer’s expectations with a 

product or a service (Coombs, 2018). 

The pivotal aspect of a paracrisis is the public nature and how the paracrisis is potentially visible for 

other stakeholders. They could potentially be in agreeance with the charges of unethical behavior, 

‘faux pas’ or anger, and share the petition to change it and thereby make the paracrisis escalate from 

an issue, meaning a crisis threat (paracrisis), to a crisis.  

One of the driving forces behind the creation of the paracrisis theory is according to Coombs that 

“A common claim (…) is that social media has revolutionized crisis communication so drastically 

that all previous crisis communication knowledge is obsolete and useless. While social media does 

have serious implications for crisis communication tactics, strategy rarely goes out of style.” 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2012, p. 410). Coombs moreover states that “Technology does not trump 

strategy.” (Coombs & Holladay, 2012, p. 413). Here Coombs somewhat honors his former body of 

work as well as lays the foundation for the paracrisis theory. The increased time pressure is 

acknowledged in the paracrisis, as stakeholders now expect fast actions due to the internet, although 

Coombs does not introduce a solution for this challenge other than becoming more familiar with 

paracrises and how to address them (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). 

The paracrisis theory is in line with Coombs’s later addition of ‘perception’ to his crisis definition, 

as mentioned earlier. Meaning that a paracrisis can look like a crisis and therefore be perceived by 

the public as a crisis although it is not a crisis by definition. In practice this still has some 

challenges, which will be addressed later in this thesis.  

Managing a paracrisis 

The strategy involved in managing a paracrisis is threefold: assessing the paracrisis, deciding 

whether or not to address the paracrisis and, if the organization chooses to address it, which 

response strategies to apply (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). Firstly, the paracrisis is assessed based on 

stakeholder salience, i.e. stakeholder legitimacy, power and urgency. According to Coombs, 

legitimacy is “(…) the foundation of a paracrisis” (Coombs & Holladay, 2012, p. 410) and the 

factor that defines whether or not the paracrisis has potential to escalate as other stakeholders are 

unlikely to support an illegitimate petition (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). Moreover, if the problem 

relates to the stakeholder’s core values, other stakeholders are more likely to accept the issue 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2012). The power is whether or not the stakeholders can threaten the 
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organization’s reputation (Coombs, 2018) and draw other stakeholders to the paracrisis (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2012). The urgency is how committed the stakeholders are to challenge the organization 

and how much it spreads (Coombs, 2018). Once the paracrisis has been assessed, whether or not to 

address it is a weigh-off between the potential cost of the reputational threat posed by the paracrisis, 

the internal cost of accommodating the petitioned changes and significance of the paracrisis threat. 

If the organization chooses to address the crisis there are six response options. This differs from the 

crisis response strategies, as e.g. seen in SCCT, due to the risk of a paracrisis turning into an actual 

crisis if treated as a crisis (Coombs & Holladay, 2016). 

Response option Communicative action 

*Refusal Ignores the challenge as it is deemed not to pose a threat to the organization. 

The aim is that the paracrisis disappears due to lack of attention 

*Refutation Organization counter argue and defends current practice as being right. The 

aim is to obtain the majority of the stakeholders’ support for the organization 

not to change.  

Repression Efforts to prevent challenging stakeholders to broadcast their messages 

Recognition / 

reception 

Managers acknowledge problem but take no action. 

Revision Action is taken and petitioned practices are altered but not entirely. 

*Reform Management makes the desired changes and acknowledges challenging 

stakeholders’ role in the change. The aim is that reputational threat disappears 

as problematic behavior is amended, and stakeholders therefore support the 

organization. 

*original three response options, the other three have been added to the paracrisis framework later 

on. (Coombs & Holladay, 2016, pp. 56-57). 

The three points of criticism and paracrisis theory 

It should be noted that Frandsen & Johansen (2017) critique the paracrisis for being a problematic 

concept, because a paracrisis is defined very closely to an issue as well as defined close to a crisis. 

This makes it difficult to note the tipping point for when a paracrisis escalates into a crisis and 

therefore also when to change strategic frameworks from issue management to crisis management 

(Frandsen & Johansen, 2017). Criticism on definitions of terminology is also seen in the first point 

of criticism for the SCCT. Although the criticism of SCCT is that it is too narrow with ‘event’ 

whereas the paracrisis is too loosely defined as ‘something that resembles a crisis’. In practice both 

criticisms regarding definition are a challenge, as it can change the issue / crisis management.  
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The second point of criticism of SCCT is time and virality, which is also a point of criticism for 

paracrisis theory. Although the increased expectations on response time are mentioned in paracrisis 

theory, the solution is not entirely fulfilling as it is that crisis managers become more familiar with 

determining and handling paracrises which should increase response time (Coombs & Holladay, 

2012). The viral aspect of a public challenge inherent in a paracrisis is not taken into consideration 

in the framework even though virality influences the assessment of a paracrisis via the stakeholder 

salience. More specifically, virality is seen in the assessment of power of attracting additional 

stakeholders to the paracrisis, which is closely related to the virality of the paracrisis and thereby 

the reach of the paracrisis. Thus, virality is implicitly taken into consideration in the paracrisis 

although not how to navigate and manage virality.  

In Coombs’s additional framework ‘Paracrisis’, he added the option of whether or not to address the 

situation, which was a point of criticism for the original SCCT. Although the option not to address a 

paracrisis is only relevant for somewhat insignificant crisis threats. It should be mentioned, that a 

paracrisis is something that only resembles a crisis and therefore it is not treated as one. Moreover, 

as a paracrisis is not a crisis, treating it as a crisis could potentially make the public perceive it as a 

crisis, which could turn the paracrisis into a real crisis. This conundrum leads back to the first point 

of criticism, which is the loose definition of a paracrisis, the challenges of its specific yet versatile 

nature and how that affects the paracrisis management.  

Theoretical review – Bubble Studies Framework  

The bubble studies framework is applied in this thesis as a framework that encompasses some 

elements of the points of criticism presented in the review of SCCT, namely that of time and 

virality. The bubble studies framework will be described and introduced in this part of the thesis 

and will be applied in the discussion part of the thesis.  

The Bubble Studies framework comprises of a conglomerate of academic disciplines, which 

includes, but is not limited to, economics, mathematics, behavioral science, computer science, 

philosophy, history, social science and political science (Hendricks, 2015). The ‘bubble’ concept, 

known from the world of finance, is defined as “(…) the price people are willing to pay for an asset 

that by far exceeds its fundamental value” (Hendricks, 2015, p. 1). In the Bubble Studies 

framework ‘bubbles’ are applied to other aspects of the world using the terminology and 

understanding from various academic disciplines, which have resulted in this generic definition: “A 
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bubble is an (often) irrational way of collectively aggregating beliefs, preferences or actions based 

on social proof in a bubble-hospitable environment.” (Hendricks, 2015, p. 3). 

The terminology in Bubble Studies is derived from the world of finance and I will elaborate on the 

terms asset, liquidity and value as they are pivotal in describing the formation of a bubble. Assets 

are considered to be the case or the content of the bubble i.e. the item which traded value has been 

blown out of proportion, e.g. tulips in the Dutch tulip bubble (Hendricks, 2015). Liquidity is 

typically cash in the world of finance whereas in the general bubble-terminology it can be likes, 

comments, re-tweet, selfies etc., which can “(…) create a perceived value (…)” (Hendricks, 2015, 

p. 1). If the liquidity is invested in the same assets it can blow the traded value out of proportion. 

Furthermore, Director of Center for Information and Bubble Studies, Vincent Hendricks (2015) 

states that “Sometimes the liquid means chase the wrong assets and overheat the value of a social 

asset — from sympathy over fame to hatred.” (Hendricks, 2015, p. 1). The expected return, 

meaning the pursued value, of investing the abovementioned liquidities can be visibility, power, 

sympathy, status etc. (Hendricks, 2015). These dynamics can result in many different kinds of 

bubbles such as opinion bubbles, bullying bubbles, shitstorms, political identity bubbles etc., which 

are formed by, what Hendricks describes as, “(…) cyber-social bubble economics — everybody 

believes that everybody believes that there is something of value here. It's a bit like day-trading in a 

stock where nobody really cares whether there is a fundamental value attached to the asset.” 

(Hendricks, 2015, p. 2). 

Emotional aspects 

Hendricks (2015) states that another important aspect that can fuel bubble formation is the 

emotional aspect and how it can affect the social transmission of a message. This is tied to specific 

emotions such as anger, fear and indignation in accordance with Berger & Milkman’s (2012) 

research. These emotions are described as activity mobilizing emotions and can, according to 

Hendricks, be extremely viral online. The same applies to topics as gender, race, nationality and 

identity which are extremely viral online (Odde, 2020b) (from now on referred to as viral topics).  

It should be mentioned that, according to Hendricks (2015), not all bubbles are malignant as it 

depends on whether or not the bubble is based on correct information.  

Bubble-hospitable environment 

Hendricks (2015) argues, that bubbles, although it might seem as if they appear out of thin air, are 
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cultivated in bubble-hospitable environments, which can occur in finance, science, society and on 

social media and include ten different aspects. The aspects can be divided into four groupings: 

trade, investors, algorithm and behavioral aspects: 

 The trade aspects refer to a) the asset of interest, meaning social capital, influence, power, stock 

etc., b) it entails a low or cost-neutral investment of liquids, which are likes, comments, cash etc. c) 

it can be boosted by political, institutional or commercial initiatives, that can create an excessive 

willingness from vendor of e.g. mortgage, likes etc. and d) expectations of fast return of the 

investment meaning social capital, reputation, fame, influence, money etc. (Hendricks, 2015, p. 5).  

The second aspect investors refers to a) the presence of investors as well as noise makers in the 

market, which on the internet might be trolls, who can derail other investors and thereby the market, 

b) this entails investor information about other investors, meaning e.g. rumors and stories about 

who acts and insight about the market (Hendricks, 2015).  

Thirdly, the aspect of algorithm, which covers the online platforms and a) how it first of all 

facilitates individual investments, has potential for framing and supports the accumulation of liquid 

means as described above, b) sorting of content and information based on both networks and 

algorithms (Hendricks, 2015).  

Lastly, the fourth aspect regarding behavior covers social proof, bandwagons, bystanders, altruistic 

punishment etc., which can describe and explain the human behavior needed in combination with 

the abovementioned for cultivating bubbles (Hendricks, 2015, p. 5). 

Different types of bubbles 

Bubbles can take many forms based on what the bubble emerges from as well as the asset, value 

and liquidity in the bubble. Opinion bubbles, political identity bubbles, Twitterstorms and 

shitstorms are all types of bubbles (Hendricks, 2015; Marker & Hendricks, 2019). A social media 

crisis can be seen as a bubble, if it is based on an opinion bubble or a political identity bubble that 

manifests in e.g. a twitterstorm and is cultivated in a bubble-hospitable environment. It should be 

mentioned that a crisis and a bubble are not the same, but a crisis can be a bubble as well, which 

will be elaborated on later in this thesis. In the bubble studies framework research has not yet 

disclosed how to defuse a malignant opinion bubble or enhance a ‘good’ bubble. 
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Analysis 
 

Presentation of case 

The case chosen for this thesis is SAS’s promotional video ‘SAS - What is truly Scandinavian’ 

from February 10, 2020 that turned into a shitstorm for SAS (Odde, 2020a; Dam, 2020; Hagemann-

Nielsen, Bremer, & Gram, 2020) (from now on referred to as the SAS case). The video begins with 

“What is truly Scandinavian? 6 second pause Absolutely nothing.” (SAS, 2020b), this statement 

is followed by “Nada. Niente. There is no such thing. Everything is copied.” (SAS, 2020b). The 

promotional video then continues to list 12 examples of what is typically known as Scandinavian 

such as paternity leave, meatballs and licorice, and disclose the true origins of them i.e. Swiss, 

Turkish and Chinese (SAS, 2020b). The video got a lot of attention and criticism on SAS’s social 

media platforms as well as threats to boycott SAS (Appendix D) (Dam, 2020) (Hagemann-Nielsen, 

Bremer, & Gram, 2020). The magnitude of negative attention combined with threats to boycott SAS 

is in this thesis defined as outrage in accordance with Slate Magazine’s definition presented in the 

introduction as external manifestations of anger. This can be seen in comments on SAS Facebook 

such as ”Thank you, SAS! A more distasteful approach to your customers is hard to imagine. My 

Eurobonus membership card is cut into pieces. Luckily, there are other great alternatives to flying 

with SAS” (The quote has been translated from Norwegian for the thesis) (Appendix D) and 

“Absolutely horrible.” (Appendix D). SAS also received positive comments such as “Wow! Quite 

brave and refreshing commercial in these times of rising nationalism. I love the video! And I will fly 

SAS even more from now on” (Appendix D) although the negative comments outweighed the 

positive (SAS, 2020c) (SAS, 2020d). 

SAS disabled the comment-section on the video on YouTube which is most often done when a 

video receives too much negative attention and comments. SAS was furthermore exposed to the 

scare tactic known as ‘doxxing’, which is when the identity of specific individuals are released 

online with implicit encouragement to harassment (Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020). In this case employees 

of SAS and the advertising agency behind the video ‘& Co.’ got their identity, addresses and names 

of family members released online by users of 4chan (Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020). Additionally, & Co 

received bomb threats that were traced back to a right-wing extremist ‘board’ (a sub-site) on the 

website ‘4chan’. This ‘board’ is known as a breeding ground for political actions that manipulate 

the public debate, by high jacking debates, comments, online polls etc. and derailing them with 

right-wing narratives and ideas (Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020). Here, the users wrote questions regarding 
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the bomb threats such as “OK, which one of you did it?” (Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020) and suggestions 

to “(…) go full on Breivik, brothers.” (Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020) (both quotes are translated from 

Danish for this thesis), hereby actively encouraging others to commit acts of terrorism as the right-

wing extremist Anders Breivik did in Norway in 2011 (BBC, 2012). 

SAS temporarily removed the video from their platforms due to what SAS defined as an online 

attack until the following day, February 11, 2020, where the video was reposted on YouTube (SAS 

Group, 2020). Two days after the initial release, on February 12, SAS posted a shorter version of 

‘SAS – What is truly Scandinavian’ 1 minute and 57 seconds shorter than the original (SAS, 

2020a). The message of the second video is arguably softer, as the video starts with “What is truly 

Scandinavian?” (SAS, 2020a) and is followed by a videoframe of a girl shrugging her shoulders, 

which is different from the original, where the question is followed by several versions of ‘no’ and 

the ‘everything is copied’-statement. The second video also had a backlash, as the public found that 

SAS caved to the criticism with a shorter and less provocative video. SAS denied these allegations 

and stated that the short version of video was part of the marketing plan for the campaign and that 

SAS stands behind the message (Dam, 2020). SAS replied with a standardized comment on social 

media (one for Facebook and one for Twitter) (Appendix B & C) stating on both platforms that 

SAS is proud of the Scandinavian heritage and that SAS stands behind the message of the video 

(SAS Facebook, 2020; SAS Twitter, 2020). Lastly, SAS continued to stand by the message of the 

video in the press release, addressing the video and subsequent backlash (SAS Group, 2020) (see 

appendix B and C).  

In order to showcase the reactions and the time frame of the SAS case, the development on SAS’s 

social media will be presented with dates and numbers of likes, comments etc. . On SAS’s Twitter 

profile, there are predominantly negative comments in the comment section on the video, which 

was posted on Twitter February 12, 2020, and the comments are primarily from that day. There are 

hardly any comments on the post afterwards (SAS, 2020d). On SAS’s Facebook profile it is a 

different story. There were 13.000 comments by the end of July 2020 both positive and negative. It 

should be mentioned, that Facebook is a popular and used social media platform in Denmark 

(3,800,000 users in Denmark), whereas Twitter is still gaining users (350,000 users in Denmark) 

(Keilberg, 2018). Therefore, Facebook is a more accurate representative on the public’s opinion and 

emotions towards SAS. Although Twitter is still somewhat representative of how intense the crisis 

was online and how fast it went away as well. Parallel to this, the traditional media covered the 
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crisis in articles and interviews with the primary focus on the bomb threat and the online outrage 

(Dam, 2020) (Hagemann-Nielsen, Bremer, & Gram, 2020) (Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020). By the end of 

July 2020, approximately 5,5 months later, the original video ‘SAS – What is truly Scandinavian?’ 

had 125,000 dislikes and 15,000 likes on SAS’s YouTube channel (SAS, 2020b).  

Timeline SAS case 10 February to August 2020: 

Date (2020) Action 

February 10 

 

SAS posts ‘What is Truly Scandinavian?’ video on YouTube (SAS, 2020b) 

SAS is subject to outrage online due to the YouTube video (SAS Group, 2020) 

SAS deactivates the video on YouTube due to what SAS defines as an online 

attack (SAS Group, 2020) 

February 11 SAS reactivates the video on YouTube and disables the comment section (SAS, 

2020b) 

February 12 

 

SAS publishes a press release stating that SAS has been subject to an online 

attack and that SAS stands behind the message of the video as well as plans to 

continue the campaign (SAS Group, 2020) 

SAS posts a shorter version of the video on YouTube with a ‘softer’ message 

(SAS, 2020a). At the same time, SAS posts the original video on the 

organization’s social media channels (Facebook and Twitter). The original 

version of the video on social media gets a lot of attention both positive, 

negative and in the form of outrage (SAS, 2020c) (SAS, 2020d) 

SAS’s Head of Media Relations states in interviews that the shorter version of 

the video was not SAS caving under pressure, but a planned part of the 

marketing campaign (Dam, 2020) 

SAS replies to some of the comments on SAS’s social media platforms with 

two standardized replies with the same message – one version for Facebook and 

another version for Twitter (SAS, 2020c) (SAS, 2020d)  

February 11-

13 

SAS employees and employees from the agency that produced the video, & 

Co., are subjected to ‘Doxxing’, which is traced back to 4chan (Hovalt & 

Elkjær, 2020)  
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February 13 & Co. is subjected to bomb threats, which is also traced back to 4chan (Hovalt 

& Elkjær, 2020) 

February 15 The situation gets no more attention from the traditional media and the pace of 

new comments on SAS social media slows down (SAS, 2020c) 

Ultimo July 125,000 dislikes and 15,000 likes on the original version of the video on SAS’s 

YouTube channel (SAS, 2020b) 

Ultimo July SAS’s Facebook post from February 12, has 13,000 comments, 13,000 

reactions and 1,200 shares (SAS, 2020c) 

August SAS deletes the tweet from February 12, with the original version of the video 

from Twitter (SAS, 2020d). The original video is still available at Facebook and 

YouTube (SAS, 2020c) (SAS, 2020b). 

The case and the outrage evaporated almost as fast as it appeared both in the comments and posts 

on social media and in the traditional media. According to a survey from ultimo February 2020 by 

Danish Marketing (Dansk Markedsføring), SAS had a consistent level of positive public mentions 

(buzz) before and after the crisis, but after the crisis the negative public mentions (buzz) increased 

and resulted in a net total of negative public mentions outweighing the positive ones. The survey 

further showed that, in spite of the increased negative reputation, people still considered to use SAS 

for their next travel. Therefore, the survey showed that SAS took a hit after the crisis, but that it did 

not affect the purchasing intent as well as SAS’s overall impression, which in Norway returned to 

normal two weeks after the incident. This suggests that it might not carry long-term consequences 

for SAS and SAS’s reputation (Odde, 2020a)(Appendix E). 

In March in an interview, SAS’s Danish Head of Media Relations stated, that SAS was caught off 

guard as SAS had not anticipated the outrage. SAS’s Director of Communications further said, that 

in hindsight SAS should not have published the long version of ‘SAS – What is Truly 

Scandinavian?’-video because the outrage in the aftermath got all the attention instead of the 

message of the video (Odde, 2020b). 

It should be mentioned that during the crisis, Corona virus was already in motion in Asia and 

shortly after the SAS crisis, Denmark shut down in medio March due to Corona virus 

(Statsministeriet, 2020) and it took up the attention on both traditional and social media. 
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The SAS case makes for a relevant crisis case for this thesis because it first of all is social media 

born and bred. The video was posted online, the outrage took place online and continued online 

after the crisis transcended offline with real life bomb threats and traditional media coverage. 

Secondly, the crisis represents the versatile nature of some social media crises and how fast they 

can come and go as described by Slate Magazine (Slate, 2014) and Gordon & Lawton (2015) in 

outrage culture. A third factor is the complexity of the crisis and the consequences or lack thereof, 

as seen in Danish Marketing’s survey, in spite of SAS’s rather unconventional crisis management, 

especially with regards to SCCT and its prescribed handling of such a crisis. These statements will 

be elaborated further in the analysis of the case and in the discussion of the subsequent findings. 

The crisis communication conducted by SAS which will be applied in the thesis for the analysis is: 

the press release stating that SAS continues the campaign (Appendix B) and the standardized 

replies from SAS in the comment sections on SAS’s Facebook and Twitter (Appendix C). These 

statements are applied, as they represent the initial crisis response as well as the development when 

the crisis evolved. Moreover, the temporary disabling of the original video and the second shorter 

version of the video will be incorporated in the analysis as a part of SAS crisis management and the 

development of the crisis. Comments from SAS’s social media will also be applied in the analysis 

as examples of the reactions SAS got and the public outrage towards SAS.  

Case analysis – SCCT 

The next part of the thesis is the analysis of the SAS case with SCCT. The case will be analyzed 

with SCCT’s prescribed course of events as well as the points of criticism found in the theoretical 

review of SCCT. The analysis of the case and the discussion of the points of criticism will be 

conducted parallel in the same structure as in the theoretical review of SCCT. It should be noted, 

that the points of criticisms has been introduced the first time they were relevant in the theoretical 

review of SCCT, the points of criticism might be relevant points of criticism several times in the 

prescribed course of events of SCCT and can therefore be applied in more steps during the analysis. 

Because the analysis is conducted in hindsight of the crisis and not during the actual crisis, elements 

of SAS’s crisis communication is applied throughout the analysis even though it precedes 

prescribed chain of events of SCCT and therefore also precedes the choice of crisis response 

strategies and the creation of the crisis communication. This is done as merit for the analysis in 

order to conduct a transparent and reliable research. Moreover, SAS’s communication is 

representative of SAS’s interpretation of the situation and is therefore applied to the analysis as 
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merit for anticipating SAS’s stance and attitude towards the crisis. Lastly, the analyses of SCCT and 

Paracrisis, follow the theoretical frameworks’ prescribed chain of events although the thesis does 

not posit that SAS has theoretical backing for their crisis management and if so, does not attempt to 

assess which framework. 

Crisis definition 

The first step in SCCT is the occurrence of a crisis based on the crisis event. Therefore, the first step 

in the analysis is to define the SAS case as a crisis in accordance with SCCT. The case can be 

defined to be a crisis but with different takes of the crisis ‘event’, as presented in the theoretical 

review of SCCT. It can either follow Coombs’s original crisis definition, where the video is the 

“(…) sudden and unexpected event that threatens to disrupt an organization’s operations and poses 

both a financial and a reputational threat.” (Coombs, 2007, p. 164) that caused the crisis. Or the 

reaction to the original promotional video can be seen as the ‘sudden and unexpected event’. 

Following this line of thought, meaning that the video in itself is not the crisis, because the video is 

not ‘sudden and unexpected’ to SAS as it is part of a planned marketing campaign. Whereas, the 

public’s reaction is sudden and unexpected to SAS, in accordance with SAS’s statement that SAS 

were caught off guard (Odde, 2020b) and is therefore the real crisis event. Another take is following 

Coombs’s revised version of his crisis definition, where he added ‘perception of’ the unexpected 

event (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017), where the video could represent the perception of an event 

meaning the strong and presumably unexpected reaction to the video resulting in the crisis. The 

‘sudden an unexpected’ reaction that resulted in the crisis can be seen in accordance with Coombs’s 

expectation gap, as the message of the video showcased values that are conflicting with the 

stakeholders’ values and thereby expectations of SAS and pose a threat to SAS’s reputation.  

The ‘event’, the video and the strong, negative reactions that followed, can be of harm to SAS’s 

stakeholders in an emotional manner, in accordance with Coombs’s crisis definition (Coombs, 

2007). More specifically, SAS did not expect the outrage and the real-life threats as well as the 

online threats to boycott SAS (Odde, 2020b), which became a threat to SAS’ operations. The crisis 

furthermore entailed a secondary crisis, when the shorter version of the video also resulted in an 

unexpected outrage for SAS (Odde, 2020b) and accusations that SAS caved to the criticism on top 

of the outrage regarding the message of the original video (Dam, 2020). 
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The crisis posed a reputational and financial threat, as the expectation gap, which resulted in the 

outrage and the magnitude of negative attention towards SAS, could affect SAS’s reputation and 

lead to a financial threat. The financial threat can occur as a consequence of the reputational threat, 

resulting in e.g. a drop in SAS’s shares or SAS losing customers if the customers boycott SAS. It 

should be noted, that the SAS crisis harmed the offended stakeholders emotionally, but it did not 

harm any stakeholders physically or financially. Although the crisis subsequently exposed some 

stakeholders (employees) to physical danger from the bomb threat and the doxxing. The crisis also 

carried potential financial consequences for shareholders if the SAS shares dropped, which has not 

been possible to analyze as this crisis was immediately followed by the Corona crisis. 

Lastly, the SAS crisis can be defined as a social media crisis in accordance with Coombs’s social 

media crisis definition, as the social media crisis event transpires or is amplified by social media 

(Coombs, 2018). This definition is congruent with the SAS crisis, as the crisis transpired online 

with a video posted online, online outrage and then it transferred offline into traditional media and 

real-life bomb threats. 

Case analysis – Criticism 1: Crisis definition 

Following SCCT’s prescribed chain of events and the points of criticism presented in the theoretical 

review earlier in the thesis, the first point of criticism is Coombs’s crisis definition. In the SAS case 

the point of criticism is reflected in the crisis event and the challenge of defining it. In order to do so 

adequately the crisis ‘event’ and the definition of what is ‘sudden and unexpected’ are understood 

separately or comprehended with Coombs’s recent addition of ‘perception’. Meaning that the video 

is not unexpected for SAS, but if ‘perception’ is added it can change the crisis event as the 

‘perception of the event’, as mentioned earlier in this thesis, and result in the video being the 

perception of a sudden and unexpected event. Thus, upholding the criticism on Coombs and his 

crisis definition as not adequate for social media crises. Especially, because the nature of a crisis 

sometimes lacks a specific crisis event, or the event is not sudden and unexpected to the 

organization, as it should be in accordance with Coombs’s definition. On the other hand, it should 

be mentioned, that Coombs somewhat takes this challenge of crisis event into account with the 

‘expectation gap’, which can account for SAS’s crisis, as the crisis consists of too big a gap as the 

cause for outrage. Though, the expectation gap is not defined as the crisis event but as an element in 

and an explanation for some crises. Therefore, even though the SAS crisis can be somewhat 

explained and defined within the terminology of SCCT, Coombs’s crisis definition, both the 
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original and the revised version, is either too narrow or too broad. This dilutes the definition and 

thereby the purpose of a definition, as consisting of the “category of concept + the differentiating 

characteristics” (Unified Compliance Framework, n.d.) because the ‘differentiating characteristics’ 

are lacking due to Coombs’s addition of ‘perception’.  

This ends the first point of criticism and I will now return to analyzing the SAS case. In SCCT’s 

prescribed chain of events, the ‘perception of a sudden and unexpected event’ has occurred – in this 

case the ‘SAS - What is truly Scandinavian?’-video has been posted on SAS’s YouTube channel 

followed by the subsequent outrage on social media. As well as what SAS describes as an online 

attack takes place and is traced back to the users of 4chan. The video and therefore also the crisis 

have quickly gone somewhat viral in Scandinavia. SAS’s attempt to manage this crisis is to 

temporarily deactivate the video on SAS’s YouTube channel.  

Case analysis – Criticism 2: Time and virality 

This leads to the next point of criticism presented in the theoretical review of SCCT, namely time 

and virality. Coombs acknowledges, as mentioned earlier, that there is an increased time pressure 

on crisis managers due to social media (Coombs, 2018), but he does not refer to or take into account 

that a social media crisis can go viral and in what tempo. Consequently, Coombs does not introduce 

tools or guidelines on how to manage time and virality in a crisis.  

SAS’s attempt to handle the increased time and virality of social media crises, by temporarily 

deactivating the video, is an unorthodox and simple attempt to control the crisis. One might argue, 

that the attempt to control the crisis did not have the desired effect, as it instead made matters 

worse. It drew the traditional media’s attention as well as added fuel to the fire for the offended 

party and caused confusion in the public about the situation. As SAS defined it as an online attack, 

and therefore deactivating the video might have been an attempt to buy time to plan the crisis 

management along the lines of desperate times calling for desperate measures. No matter whether 

SAS applied a theoretical framework for handling the situation or not, SCCT does not provide 

theoretical backing for such situations. 

Virality is the second element of this point of criticism on SCCT. In accordance with Berger & 

Milkman’s (2012) research, the crisis’ social transmission and therefore viral potential can be 

defined by the stakeholders’ emotional valence and arousal related to the crisis. More specifically, 
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the video provoked anger, which can be seen in this comment on SAS’s Facebook: “I hope you are 

going to feel this treason financially. I am choosing Norwegian for all future travels.” (The quote 

has been translated from Swedish for the thesis) (Appendix D). Anger carries negative valence and 

a high level of arousal, which results in a high level of social transmission and therefore a high viral 

potential  (Berger & Milkman, 2012). This quote also showcases elements of Coombs’s 

‘Schadenfreude’, meaning “(…) drawing pleasure from the pain of others” (Coombs, 2007, p. 169) 

as the sender wishes negative financial consequences for SAS, which is followed by a pledge to 

boycott SAS for future travels. 

Applying Berger & Milkman (2012) to the case could have enabled SAS’s crisis managers to 

anticipate the viral potential of the crisis and focus on the stakeholders that exhibit high arousal, i.e. 

anger, over stakeholders that show negative valence with low level of arousal, i.e. disappointment. 

On the other hand, defining negative versus positive emotional valence, e.g. happy or angry, is not 

hard but estimating the level of arousal, i.e. disappointed or angry, can be a challenge in short 

pieces of communication such as Facebook comments or tweets. In example the following 

comment can be seen as ironic, sad, disappointed, rude, preachy or angry all dependent on how 

each word is emphasized and the tone of voice “Ouch SAS, where did your PR people go? Off on 

vacation? If you want customers, don’t insult them. I think that this is on page 1, first line in the 

book of good relations.” (Appendix D). In hindsight, the magnitude of comments and attention is 

an indicator of high social transmission and therefore high arousal in accordance with Berger & 

Milkman’s (2012) research. Although, the social transmission and level of arousal could be even 

higher and result in an even more viral crisis.  

Referring to the theoretical review of SCCT and Berger & Milkman (2012), all crises inherently 

occur with negative emotional valence, which can dilute the viral potential of a crisis in comparison 

to other crises. This is because crises can entail the same emotional valence and arousal, creating a 

common viral baseline and thereby possibly carry the same viral potential.  

It should be mentioned that the viral aspect of the SAS crisis might have been distorted by the 

internet forum 4chan. More specifically, the actions, described by SAS as an online attack, may 

have altered the virality of the crisis and made it seem as though more people took part in the online 

outrage. The involvement of 4chan also influenced how the crisis entered into traditional media, 
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because the focus became the supposed online attack and later the bomb threats both of which were 

traced back to 4chan.  

This ends the second point of criticism and I will now return to the analysis of SAS and SCCT. 

SAS’s Initial ethical obligations 

The next step in SCCT’s prescribed course of events is the initial ethical obligations, where an 

organization has to ensure the crisis does not further harm stakeholders and enable stakeholders to 

cope with the crisis. As the SAS crisis did not have any physical victims, as mentioned earlier, SAS 

did not have any initial ethical obligations. 

Crisis frame, crisis type and crisis cluster 

Leading to the crisis frame, crisis type and crisis cluster, which will be analyzed simultaneously as 

they are mutually dependent. The crisis frame is how the public asserts the crisis and in the SAS 

case, there are two opposing frames, the positive frame in favor of SAS’s message “(…) that travel 

enriches us.” (SAS Group, 2020) and the negative frame that the message is “Absolutely horrible.” 

(Appendix D). As the negative frame is the point of departure for the crisis, it results in a crisis type 

belonging to the intentional cluster with a high attribution of responsibility because the message is a 

deliberate choice. Following this line of thought, the crisis type is an organizational misdeed due to 

the deliberateness of the message and the offense resulting in the online outrage.  

On the other hand, because the crisis can be seen as based on an expectation gap between SAS’s 

and the stakeholders’ values, the message in the video is a deliberate choice by SAS, but how the 

video provoked people might not have been deliberate. This in the sense that conflicting values are 

not deliberately provocative but a human condition. Thus, the crisis type is an accident belonging to 

the accidental cluster with a minimal attribution of responsibility because the message accidently 

offended the public. The crisis type can also be seen in accordance with a ‘faux pas’ from 

Coombs’s Crisis Type Matrix, the forerunner to SCCT, from 1995. A ‘faux pas’ is when an 

organization acts in a way that the organization finds appropriate and with no intention to do wrong 

but is accused of wrongdoing by external agents (Coombs, 1995). It should be mentioned, that 

Coombs’s body of work from 1995 laid the ground for SCCT, and when he introduced SCCT in 

2007, the Crisis Type Matrix was not included, though the ‘faux pas’ re-emerged in the paracrisis 

framework (Coombs, 2018).  
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Following the research conducted by Berger & Milkman (2012), the viral potential is higher when 

people attribute high levels of responsibility to SAS because of the high level of emotional arousal 

found in outrage. Moreover, the public who was offended and not outraged by the video will 

presumably not carry a high level of arousal to their negative emotional valence. As they 

acknowledge contradicting values as a human condition and not a deliberate provocation, which 

result in low social transmission and a smaller viral potential. Due to the online outrage and pledges 

to boycott SAS, the crisis type and crisis cluster are defined as an organizational misdeed belonging 

to the intentional cluster as seen in this comment from SAS’s Facebook: ”Thank you, SAS! A more 

distasteful approach to your customers is hard to imagine. My Eurobonus membership card is cut 

into pieces. Luckily, there are other great alternatives to flying with SAS” (The quote has been 

translated from Norwegian for the thesis) (Appendix D). Here, the sender describes SAS’s message 

as an “distasteful approach” (Appendix D), which implies a deliberate choice on SAS’s behalf and 

that the severity of the offense “is hard to imagine” worse (Appendix D). The sender finds the 

approach so offensive, that the sender will no longer be a part of SAS’s loyalty program, both 

literally and metaphorically.  

Intensifying factors 

The intensifying factors is the next step in SCCT’s prescribed course of events. These factors are 

threefold: the organization’s crisis history, reputational capital and severity of the crisis. They can 

increase the level of perceived responsibility or it can mitigate the development of the crisis and 

decrease the attributed crisis responsibility as a one-time offence.  

SAS’s crisis history consists of crises in the past, but not of the same nature as the ‘SAS – What is 

Truly Scandinavian?’-crisis. SAS has been praised for SAS’s crisis management in the past 

(Steensgaard, 2008) and has furthermore won awards for SAS’s crisis management in 2013 (Krog, 

2013). The crisis history is therefore not a liability for SAS, because the former crises did not 

concern values as the ‘SAS – What is Truly Scandinavian?’-crisis did and moreover, SAS is 

renowned for the quality of their crisis management.  

The crisis history affects the second intensifying factor: reputational capital meaning how SAS has 

treated the stakeholders in the past. As mentioned earlier in the thesis, a survey conducted on behalf 

of Danish Marketing (Dansk Markedsføring), shows that SAS had a consistent level of positive 

buzz (how the public perceive the organization based on media, adds, word of mouth etc. (Odde, 
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2020a)). Whereas the negative buzz increased after the video and resulted in an overall negative 

buzz. The survey further showed that even though the negative buzz increased, people were still 

considering SAS for their next travel although the overall impression of SAS had become slightly 

more negative. In Norway the overall impression of SAS had returned to normal two weeks after 

the crisis, which indicates that the crisis may not have long-term consequences at the very least in 

Norway (Odde, 2020a) (Appendix E). The survey overall indicates that SAS had neutral or positive 

reputational capital which can increase the level of attributed responsibility.  

The last intensifying factor is the severity of the crisis. For the SAS case it relates to the initial 

ethical obligations because the SAS crisis did not have any physical victims which makes the 

severity of the crisis decrease and thereby decrease the attributed crisis responsibility. The severity 

of the crisis increased due to the bomb threats and the doxxing, but because these came as 

secondary outcome of the crisis, it presumably would not be part of SAS’s initial crisis assessment.  

The three intensifying factors combined are in SAS’s favor, as the crisis history and the reputational 

capital can be considered neutral or positive. Furthermore, as the severity of the crisis is mild, 

because the crisis is based on conflicting values and not causing physical harm to anyone, the 

intensifying factors can decrease the attributed responsibility from strong attributions to milder and 

potentially decrease the crisis cluster accordingly.  

Case analysis – Criticism 3: The tenet of communication 

Moving from SCCT’s prescribed course of events to the third point of criticism: the tenet of 

communication, which is based on the two opposing tenets of communication presented by Coombs 

in SCCT and by Gordon & Lawton (2015) in outrage culture. 

Following Gordon & Lawton’s (2015) outrage culture, the SAS crisis emerged from frictions 

between SAS’s opinions and actions and the stakeholders’ values. This is in accordance with 

SCCT’s expectation gap between the message of the video and the stakeholders’ values. The crisis 

follows the outrage life cycle described earlier in the thesis: first the outrage sparked by the 

message that nothing is truly Scandinavian, then the outrage is catalyzed by 4chan, thousands of 

angry comments and dislikes are posted to SAS’s social media, politicians, civilians and traditional 

media gets involved, the video is temporarily deactivated, the outrage increases, SAS publicly 
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standing behind the message and then the crisis somewhat evaporates after a week. Two weeks after 

the crisis SAS’s overall impression returns to normal in Norway.  

In accordance with Gordon & Lawton’s outrage framework as well as Kurzon’s (1998) description 

of non-communication as communication, SAS’s temporary deactivation of the original version of 

‘SAS – What is Truly Scandinavian?’-video and the release of the shorter version of the video can 

be seen as deliberate non-communication as a communicative action. More specifically, following 

this line of thought, SAS’s deactivation is a disassociation from the video, which lead to a 

secondary crisis as it could seem as SAS caving under pressure due to the online outrage (Dam, 

2020). This can be seen in the light of Gordon & Lawton’s metaphor on taking action when 

submitted to outrage is equal to throwing water on a grease fire – every move, no matter the 

message or intention, can increase the outrage. SAS seemingly caving under pressure can be seen as 

water on a grease fire on two levels. Firstly, as all communication can increase the outrage and 

secondly because the impression that SAS caved under pressure in the sense that ‘you are not sorry 

you did it, you are sorry you got caught’ which makes SAS seem insincere and unauthentic.  

According to Coombs and SCCT’s tenet of communication SAS was arguably slow to take control 

over the crisis frame. This would presumably be SCCT’s reasoning for why the outrage increased 

after SAS deactivated the video and published the shorter version of the video. More specifically, 

SAS taking action without accompanying those actions with communication is not recommended in 

SCCT unless the actions are part of the initial ethical obligations. Deactivating the SAS video is 

arguably not part of the initial ethical obligations because the damage had been done. Deactivating 

the video and posting a shorter version obscured the crisis frame and made it challenging for the 

public to decode SAS’s purpose with the campaign. This opened up to speculation and 

interpretation of the crisis and SAS did not assert control over the crisis frame.  

The overall tenet of communication regarding whether or not the receivers are susceptible to 

communication is in the SAS case challenging because SAS’s first attempt to control the crisis was 

like throwing water on a grease fire. While the individuals outraged by the campaign seemed to be 

looking for SAS to take responsibility for the message and clarify their intentions. As exemplified 

in this comment from SAS’s Facebook “Well. If nothing is Scandinavian? Why should I bother to 

fly with SAS? It is only a copy of another airline then. Better fly with the original then rather than 

the Scandinavian copy. Did you get the irony?” (Appendix D). Sarcasm aside, the comment 
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contains several questions and an implicit request for SAS to clarify the message of the campaign. 

Hereby, indicating that the public is somewhat open to dialogue and susceptible to communication. 

Although the willingness to listen might be conditioned as the receiver has already decided what 

answer he/she wants. The receiver can also be subject to the cognitive confirmation bias, meaning 

to search for or interpret information so it confirms or supports one’s prior beliefs or values as 

known from cognitive behavioral science (Sunstein & Thaler, 2008). Following this line of thought, 

the receiver listens with the aim of getting a specific answer or deliberately deduce a specific 

message out of the answer.  

This stands in opposition to Gordon & Lawton’s (2015) notion that communication in some 

instances makes the situation worse. In this case the public is willing to listen to communication 

albeit with a specific message in mind or to interact with SAS with the aim of getting an apology or 

that SAS withdraws the campaign. SCCT does not take the contrary tenet of communication or a 

reluctant receiver into account – regardless the quality and accuracy of the communication. 

Gordon & Lawton’s friction monitoring will be addressed later in the thesis during the discussion of 

bubble studies and how the framework can account for some of the shortcomings found in SCCT. 

Crisis response strategies 

This rounds of the third point of criticism of SCCT and the further analysis of SCCT and the SAS 

case will proceed with the next step in SCCT: crisis response strategies based on the crisis cluster. 

The abovementioned challenge of the tenet of communication and whether or not the receiver is 

willing to engage in communication is especially relevant for this step of SCCT: crisis response 

strategies. If the public is not willing to listen, choosing the perfect and relevant crisis response 

strategy can in the worst-case scenario become obsolete.  

In accordance with the analysis the SAS crisis belonged to the accidental or intentional cluster 

dependent on how much weight is attached to the intensifying factors. The crisis response strategies 

corresponding with the accidental and intentional clusters are the diminish crisis response strategies, 

where the organization downplays the crisis or claim lack of control over crisis, and the rebuild 

crisis response strategies, where the organization improves reputation by material or symbolic aid to 

the victims (Coombs, 2007).  
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Contrary to the recommendations from SCCT recovered in the analysis, SAS applied another set of 

crisis response strategies, namely Denial from the deny crisis response strategies. This strategy 

corresponds to the victim cluster with weak attributions of crisis responsibility. The denial crisis 

response strategy asserts that there is no crisis by “explaining why there is no crisis” (Coombs, 

1995, p. 450). The denial crisis response strategy and the corresponding victim cluster can be seen 

in SAS’s standardized responses on Facebook and Twitter. The standardized response from Twitter 

is identical to the sub headline of SAS’s press release (SAS, 2020d) (SAS Group, 2020): “SAS is a 

Scandinavian airline that brings travelers to, from and within Scandinavia, and we stand behind the 

message in the film that travel enriches us. We are proud of our Scandinavian heritage. It is part of 

SAS’s DNA and the foundation of our existence.” (SAS, 2020d) (SAS Group, 2020) (Appendix C). 

Here SAS states their ‘raison d’être’, which is to bring travelers around the world, and proceeds to 

substantiate that SAS stands behind the message of the video, i.e. that travel enriches us, and 

implicitly disassociates themselves from the misinterpreted message that SAS is anti-Scandinavian. 

Then SAS continues to mitigate the message of the video by stating that SAS is of the Scandinavian 

heritage and that SAS therefore embraces Scandinavia.  

On Facebook SAS’s standardized response is similar but not identical to the press release and the 

standardized reply on Twitter: “We are very proud of our Scandinavian heritage and of course 

there are a lot that is Scandinavian. In the commercial, we want to challenge what we perceive as 

Scandinavian and where some of this has derived from. With this, we want to tell the story that 

travel enriches us, gives us new ideas and innovation.” (SAS, 2020c). Here, SAS initiates with 

stating SAS’s pride of being Scandinavian and then contradicts the video, by stating that numerous 

of things are inevitably Scandinavian. Then SAS clarifies the incentive for making the video as well 

as elaborates the message of the video that travel enables innovation. 

Both of the replies emphasize that SAS stands behind the message and that SAS does not apologize 

or recall the video or the message. In the Facebook reply SAS further elaborates on the incentives 

for creating the video and choosing the message, which was to challenge the perception of 

Scandinavian by emphasizing how travel has enriched the Scandinavian culture. It could be argued 

that SAS aims to clarify a ‘misunderstanding’ of the message and therefore asserts that there is not a 

crisis communicatively. This results in the denial crisis response strategy as the SAS case is based 

on a misinterpretation of the video and thus a clarification can make it disappear. SAS does not 

downplay the crisis or claim lack of control, which is corresponding to the diminish crisis response 
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strategies and the accidental cluster. Moreover, SAS does not give aid to victims, which would be in 

accordance with the rebuild crisis response strategies in the intentional crisis cluster. In the press 

release SAS states in addition to standing behind the message and the Scandinavian heritage, that 

“It is regrettable that the film is misunderstood, that some choose to interpret the message and use 

if for their own purpose.” (SAS Group, 2020) (Appendix D). Hereby further eliminating the 

connection between the crisis and the organization in accordance with the deny crisis response 

strategies and the victim cluster. More specifically, “regrettable” (Appendix D) is not an apology 

but an expression that it is a shame that the situation took this turn of events and that the offended 

party have chosen to interpret the message and misunderstand the video. Whether or not this is 

aimed at the 4chan users or the general offended party is not stated in the press release. Thus, 

further substantiating that SAS attempted to eliminate the connection between SAS and the offence 

taken from the video, as it is a deliberate misinterpretation and not on SAS.  

Virality of SAS’s crisis response 

Once SAS had decided upon a crisis response strategy the next challenge was to get the crisis 

communication to become as viral as the crisis was – more specifically the crisis management 

efforts should reach the same individuals as the crisis did. This challenge is in accordance with the 

second point of criticism of SCCT regarding time and virality, as SCCT does not take this challenge 

into consideration in the prescribed chain of events. Moreover, the viral aspect becomes even more 

challenging, if the third point of criticism, the tenet of communication, applies to the case and the 

receivers are not interested in the crisis management efforts or does not seek it themselves. How 

does the organization ensure that the crisis management efforts reach the public affected by the 

crisis?  

Channel selection 

This challenge leads to Coombs’s recent addition to the SCCT and the final step of SCCT’s 

prescribed chain of events: the channel. The revised version of SCCT suggests that crisis managers 

should be aware of and selective with channel selection when it comes to organizational reputation 

repair (Coombs, 2018). In this case SAS engaged almost all of their social media channels: 

YouTube, Facebook and Twitter (not Instagram) as well as the website for the press releases and 

traditional media in the form of interviews with SAS’s management. SAS issued the same message 

across all channels albeit the messages came in different versions on the different platforms. The 
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activation of SAS’s social media channels might have been an attempt to accommodate the 

challenge of reaching the stakeholders affected by the crisis. – willingly or not. 

Case analysis – Paracrisis 

The analysis of the SAS case as a paracrisis will follow the same structure as the SCCT analysis of 

the case. However, when it comes to the prescribed course of events the analysis will follow the 

paracrisis theory and not SCCT. The points of criticism found in the SCCT and in the paracrisis 

theory will be analyzed and discussed following the analysis. 

Paracrisis definition 

A paracrisis is something that resembles a crisis and causes a crisis threat (Coombs & Holladay, 

2012). For SAS, the initial part of the SAS case resembles a paracrisis. More specifically, the initial 

response to the video ‘SAS – What is Truly Scandinavian’ can be seen as a paracrisis in the form of 

a public petition to change. The paracrisis type is a ‘faux pas’ meaning misuse of social media and a 

violation of expectations. Following this line of thought, the publication of the video and the 

message in the video is a misuse of SAS’s social media and violates the public’s expectations to 

SAS and SAS’s values. The claim is that SAS is in the wrong by stating that nothing is truly 

Scandinavian and that SAS should apologize, as seen in this comment from SAS’s Instagram: 

“@flysas truly not Scandinavian view come on guys apologies [misspelled apologize]  for you 

commercial please”(Appendix D). 

Assessing a paracrisis 

The first of the three steps in Coombs’s strategy for handling paracrisis is to assess the paracrisis via 

stakeholder salience, meaning legitimacy, power and urgency (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). The 

legitimacy, meaning how legitimate the claim is, and based on this, how likely others are to support 

the paracrisis, depends on whether or not one subscribes to the same values as the offended party 

does. The claim that SAS is in the wrong is therefore legitimate for individuals expecting SAS to 

conform to values of Scandinavian origins and the importance of that.  

Power, the function of attracting others to the paracrisis and thereby threaten the organization is 

grouped into two groups of stakeholders. The first group is the users of the right-wing extremist 

board on 4chan who launched the online attack on SAS and the campaign. More specifically, 70% 

of the initial traffic towards SAS was traced back to forums such as 4chan (Odde, 2020b). This 
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stakeholder group had power to make SAS temporarily deactivate the video, as a result of the 

magnitude of the online attack. The second group of stakeholders consists of people who are 

offended by the video and utilize their social media to direct attention to the issue. For this group of 

stakeholders, the power is twofold: either people with a large number of followers can employ their 

power of a large reach by the volume of their followers. This was exemplified by the Danish MP 

Søren Espersen who expressed his disappointment towards SAS on his Facebook profile (Dam, 

2020) to his 13,000 followers (Facebook, 2020). The other element affecting the power of the 

stakeholders is the algorithm on the social media platform, which can accelerate the reach and 

virality of the social media content on specific topics. In accordance with Valenti et al.’s (2018) 

notion that social media enables the public to become aware of situations they may otherwise not 

have known about. The volume of individuals becoming aware of the crisis threat and potentially 

agree with it can threaten SAS’s reputation. The last element in assessing the paracrisis is urgency, 

meaning the level of commitment from the stakeholders to challenge the organization and how 

much the paracrisis can spread, is divided into the abovementioned two stakeholder groups. The 

aforementioned 70% initial traffic traced back to 4Chan indicates a high level of commitment. The 

other stakeholder group is heterogenous, as seen in the diverse nature of the comments on SAS’s 

social media (Appendix D). This group can be seen as fairly committed as well, as indicated by the 

continuous comments in the following days and the volume of interactions on SAS’s social media 

channels (Appendix D).  

Whether or not address the paracrisis 

After the paracrisis has been assessed using stakeholder salience, the next step is deciding whether 

or not to address the paracrisis based on the potential cost of the reputational threat, the internal cost 

of accommodating the paracrisis and the severity of the crisis threat. Based on the assessment of the 

SAS case, SAS should address the paracrisis because the claim is seen as legitimate and the 

stakeholders have power as well as urgency to spread the paracrisis and engage more stakeholders 

in the paracrisis. This threat to SAS could potentially cost more than the internal cost of handling 

the paracrisis and pose a severe crisis threat and should therefore be handled. 

Paracrisis strategy 

Once weighing the costs of addressing the paracrisis or not, the last step of the paracrisis strategy is 

to decide upon a response option. As seen in the case, SAS chose to address the case although the 

initial action, temporarily deactivating the video, was outside the paracrisis’ prescribed response 
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options. In accordance with Kurzon’s (1998) definition of deliberate non-communication as a 

communicative act, deactivating the video is a communicative action and is therefore part of SAS’s 

paracrisis management efforts. As stated earlier in this thesis: SAS’s initial aim to manage the 

situation at hand was not very successful. However, SAS’s secondary response, the press release 

and replies on social media, were somewhat within the paracrisis’ prescribed response options. In 

the form of the refutation response option, meaning the organization defending the current practice 

as right, SAS defends the video by stating that “(…) we stand behind the message in the film (…)” 

(SAS Group, 2020). SAS’s defense consists of ‘standing behind the message’, however SAS does 

not counter argue, which is also part of the refutation, instead SAS aims to further clarify the 

message of the video by stating that “(…) we want to challenge what we perceive as Scandinavian 

and where some of this has derived from.” (SAS, 2020c) and that SAS “(…) want to tell the story 

that travel enriches us (…)” (SAS, 2020c). The presumably implicit goal for SAS is to gain mutual 

understanding and reduce outrage. SAS further clarifies the message of the video by stating that 

“(…) of course there are a lot that is Scandinavian.” (SAS, 2020c). This can also be seen as 

carrying elements of counter-arguing the individuals who were offended that SAS challenged the 

Scandinavian origins. SAS’s refutation strategy is not explicit and boisterous instead it is somewhat 

introverted in the sense, that SAS states the support for the video as well as clarifies the message 

and incentive behind it but nothing more. Due to this non-confrontational message style in the 

replies and press release, the strategy can be seen along the lines of the refusal strategy, which is to 

ignore the issue, and simultaneously carrying the main elements of the refutation as SAS defends 

the video. 

The three points of criticism and SAS as a paracrisis 

This ends Coombs’s paracrisis’ prescribed course of events and leads to the analysis of the three 

points of criticism and the SAS case as a paracrisis. 

The first point of criticism regards the definition of crisis and paracrisis: In the SAS case defining 

whether or not it was a paracrisis, a crisis or a paracrisis that turned into a crisis, and in that case 

when that change occurred. In this part of the thesis, the challenge of defining a paracrisis based on 

the criticism presented earlier in the points of criticism that the definition is too loose, makes it 

challenging to distinct and apply a paracrisis. The SAS case can be seen as something that 

resembles a crisis, which is based on an organizational ‘faux pas’ due to the public petition towards 

the video. The challenge presented by Frandsen & Johansen (2017) that the paracrisis is 
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problematic because it is defined closely to both an issue and a crisis and therefore it is difficult to 

note when the shift between the two occurs. In the SAS case, Frandsen & Johansen’s criticism 

applies, as it is challenging to note if the tipping point from a paracrisis to a crisis is when 4chan 

launched the online attack, when the online communication took the form of outrage, when it 

transcended into traditional media, or when a bomb threat was made towards the advertising agency 

& Co. .Contrarily, within the paracrisis theory, it can be argued that the paracrisis did not tip over to 

become a crisis. This in accordance with the survey, presented earlier in the thesis, where SAS was 

back to its normal buzz in Norway two weeks after the video was launched. In a colloquial sense, 

the SAS case might have become a crisis because traditional media described the SAS case a 

shitstorm (Odde, 2020a; Hovalt & Elkjær, 2020) implying a crisis. Following the social 

constructionist paradigm and the notion that language create reality (Nygaard, 2012): calling 

something a crisis can make it become a crisis. This notion is in accordance with Coombs, who 

states that crises are socially constructed and have a perceptive nature (Coombs, 2010) and 

following this line of thought, the tipping point for the SAS case to go from a paracrisis to a crisis is 

when it was called a shitstorm and a crisis.  

The second point of criticism regarding time and virality: The increased time pressure on crisis 

managers is acknowledged in the paracrisis. However, Coombs’s solution, that the crisis managers 

should become more familiar with the paracrisis framework, does not address the increased pace 

with which a crisis can spread or solves the challenge of a crisis’ increased reach on social media. 

For SAS it would presumably not have made a difference if SAS’s crisis managers had been 

familiar with the paracrisis framework as SAS found itself under online attack. However, if SAS’s 

crisis managers had been familiar with paracrisis theory they might not have temporarily 

deactivated the video. The viral aspect of a paracrisis is not addressed either, although Coombs does 

take virality somewhat into account in the stakeholder salience assessment of power regarding the 

reach of the paracrisis. In SAS’s case the assessment tied to the reach of the crisis does not provide 

much information other than the potential threat of the paracrisis and not how to manage the viral 

aspect. Exemplified in the stakeholder group of 4chan users and their online attack on SAS. Here 

SAS deactivated the video as an attempt to manage the power of this stakeholder group and their 

influence on the virality of the paracrisis. Moreover, being aware of the implicit viral potential does 

not enable SAS to better manage the challenge of a viral paracrisis. The challenge stated earlier in 

this thesis of getting the SCCT’s crisis communication to become as viral as the crisis itself also 

applies to the paracrisis theory as it is not mentioned in the framework. 
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The third point of criticism regards the tenet of communication: As mentioned earlier, this is 

accommodated in the SAS case because the paracrisis theory introduces the option of whether or 

not to address the paracrisis. However, in spite Coombs introducing the option of not addressing the 

paracrisis, it is primarily applicable for paracrises with a low crisis threat and high paracrisis 

management costs. In SAS’s case, the crisis threat and the potential costs it carried was arguably 

too high and thus left SAS no choice but to address the paracrisis. . Although the framework 

primarily leans towards SCCT’s tenet of communication, as not communicating is mainly relevant 

for paracrises carrying a low level of crisis threat. Hereby, the case represents a hybrid between the 

two tenets of communication presented in this thesis, as both communication and non-

communication is an option.  

SAS case as a crisis and paracrisis compared 

This ends the analysis of the SAS case with first SCCT followed by the paracrisis theory and leads 

to the comparative summation of the two analyses and points of criticism. To sum up, the SAS case 

can be seen as both a crisis and paracrisis. This highlights another aspect of the first point of 

criticism, regarding the definition aspect of both SCCT’s crisis definition as well as the paracrisis 

definition. The SAS case was defined by the media as a shitstorm and a crisis (Odde, 2020a). This 

follows the social constructionist paradigm as well as Coombs. They both state, that meaning and 

crises are both socially constructed and that crises have a perceptual nature (Coombs, 2010). Thus, 

the definitions available, how it is defined and how it is perceived, might not correspond. More 

specifically, because the media defined the SAS case as a crisis and people perceived it as a crisis, it 

became a crisis. Had the media described the SAS case as a something that resembles a crisis but 

might not actually be a crisis, this could have shaped the public’s perception of the SAS case.  

The other aspect of the point of criticism regarding defining both the crisis, the crisis event and a 

paracrisis is for SCCT that the definition of crisis and crisis event are too narrow and exclude 

several types of crisis. Moreover, it clouds the crisis event if the crisis is of a different nature than 

what SCCT encompasses. Contrarily, the paracrisis is too loosely defined resulting in the paracrisis 

encompassing too many instances as well as the lack of a definition of tipping point for 

transforming into a crisis. This is exemplified as the SAS case can be defined within both 

frameworks albeit with small adjustments and interpretations of the frameworks.  
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The second point of criticism regarding time and virality is not fully comprehended by either of the 

frameworks although they both acknowledge the increased time pressure on crisis managers, but 

not the increased pace and the reach of a crisis on social media. The viral aspect was implicitly 

taken into consideration in the stakeholder salience analysis in the paracrisis, but not directly 

articulated or rectified. In the SAS case, the temporary deactivation of the video was presumable 

SAS’s attempt to meet this challenge and aimed at controlling the spread of the video and the online 

outrage towards SAS, which backfired instead of remedying the crisis. Berger & Milkman’s (2012) 

research could have enabled SAS to assess the viral potential of the SAS case and the outrage, 

based on the emotional valence and arousal for the receivers. This case had negative emotional 

valence and high arousal resulting in a high social transmission and thereby high viral potential. 

The viral potential is also applicable for the paracrisis.  

The third and last point of criticism describing the tenet of communication are somewhat different 

for SCCT and the paracrisis theory, as the paracrisis theory acknowledges some instances where it 

is relevant not to address the paracrisis. However, the overall tenet that communication can increase 

outrage by its mere presence is not encompassed in the paracrisis. The tenet can be exemplified in 

the outrage SAS’s temporary deactivation caused (Dam, 2020) as communication being like 

throwing water on a grease fire (Gordon & Lawton, 2015). Contrarily, the comments on SAS’s 

social media platforms invited to dialogue between the commenters and SAS, in accordance with 

Coombs’s tenet of communication. Although the commenter might have initiated the 

communication with the expectations of one specific answer, e.g. an apology, or SAS taking 

responsibility for the pain they have caused. The standardized replies as seen in the comments on 

SAS social media platforms might have been a disappointment to the commenters (Appendix D).  

This ends the analysis of the SAS case as a crisis and a paracrisis in accordance with Coombs 

revised frameworks as well as the three points of criticism.  

Discussion 

In order to discuss the adequacy of Coombs’s body of work, SCCT and the paracrisis theory, for 

handling social media crises, and answer my problem formulation: “To what extend is Situational 

Crisis Communication Theory adequate for handling social media crises and what are the 

challenges for crisis communication theory in the social media crisis-landscape?”, it is 

necessary to firstly evaluate the three points of criticism of Coombs’s authorship presented in this 
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thesis. Based on the evaluation of the points of criticism, SCCT’s adequacy will be discussed and 

lastly the Bubble studies framework is introduced to the thesis and evaluated as a framework, that 

encompasses elements of the shortcomings found in the points of criticism. 

Discussion: Points of criticism 

The points of criticism have been presented, elaborated on with other additional theoretical 

frameworks and applied to the case. Based on this, the points of criticism formulated to test the 

adequacy of SCCT were subjected to testing as well throughout the analysis of the case in order to 

investigate how sufficient the points of criticism are. 

The first point of criticism is Coombs’s definition of crisis, crisis event and paracrisis. This 

criticism was functional and adequate in pinpointing the shortcomings in SCCT and the paracrisis 

regarding the definitions, which are either too loose or too narrow. However, the challenge of 

creating a definition, which clearly describes the category of concept as well as the differentiating 

characteristics (Unified Compliance Framework, n.d.) is universal and not just applicable for crisis 

communication theory and social media. Coombs presumably tried to accommodate the changing 

nature of crises by adding ‘perception’ to his crisis definition and with the emergence of paracrisis 

theory. This resulted in a new challenge as the new definition encompasses too broad a spectrum of 

issues, crises and paracrises, as exemplified by the analysis of the SAS case to be both a crisis and a 

paracrisis. On the other hand, encompassing the perceptual nature of crises and the visibility on 

social media the extended definition could be seen as an upgrade from the original definition.   

Time and virality is the second point of criticism presented in the thesis, which SCCT and the 

paracrisis theory did not fully comprehend. Although, Coombs acknowledges the increased time 

pressure on crisis managers and the implicit viral aspect of the power in the stakeholder salience 

analysis in the paracrisis assessment. The increased pace of which social media crises can spread is 

a big challenge and how to solve the challenge might be even bigger. Consequently, a solution that 

includes the viral potential in the risk assessment, or fully grasp or alter the algorithms on social 

media and how that affect the pace of the crisis reach, is hard to imagine – and it is not within the 

scope of this thesis. In order to encompass virality, Berger & Milkman’s (2012) research on virality 

and social transmission were applied in this thesis. As this research was conducted with the aim of 

investigating virality in marketing campaigns its applicability for crisis management might be 

limited to indicating viral potential for a crisis where the emotional valence inherently is negative 
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with varying emotional arousal. As mentioned earlier in this thesis, the negative emotional valence 

inherent in crises with differing levels of arousal might dilute each other when applied to crisis 

management. This is in opposition to marketing where both positive and negative emotional 

valence is activated. Moreover, it depends on Berger & Milkman’s (2015) research and whether or 

not it can differentiate between different levels of negative emotional valence and arousal, or if the 

social transmission will be diluted by the sole negative valence. For SAS, it could have enabled the 

crisis managers to assess which stakeholder group to target, due to their negative emotional valence 

and high arousal, who would carry the highest viral potential. Moreover, the organization in crisis 

will presumably not apply Berger & Milkman’s research in a comparative manner to other crises 

and in that manner, Berger & Milkman can encompass elements virality in a crisis that SCCT does 

not.  

The challenge of detecting topics that have high viral potential with fast pace will be addressed later 

in the thesis when the bubble studies framework is applied.  

The third point of criticism is the tenet of communication where two different tenets were 

presented. The tenet of communication in accordance with Gordon & Lawton (2015), that 

communication might sometimes worsen the crisis was ambiguous in the SAS case, as the initial 

deactivation of the video sparked the outrage in accordance with Gordon & Lawton. However, the 

subsequent comments on SAS’s social media and the crisis communication performed by SAS 

indicated that in this case the public was interested in some level of communication, closer to 

Coombs’s tenet of communication. Although the interest could be seen as limited to a specific 

answer. Following this line of thought, Gordon & Lawton’s research, on outrage and how 

communication by its mere presence can worsen the situation at hand, is not applicable to all social 

media crisis. One might argue that it is especially applicable for crises belonging to the intentional 

cluster with a high level of perceived responsibility based on deliberate actions of an unforgivable 

character. Such as an organizational misdeed with physical victims and severe casualties, the use of 

child labor or a pattern of sexual misconduct. Due to the deliberateness of such crises an apology 

might not be adequate, as it presumably will have a hollow ring to it along the lines of ‘you are not 

sorry you did it, you are sorry you got caught’. None of which is applicable to the SAS case, as it 

did not cause any physical victims or severe casualties – apart from the bomb threat and doxxing. 

The SAS case represents a hybrid between the two tenets, where communication can improve the 
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situation if it belongs to the specific type of communication the receiver wants to accept e.g. an 

apology.  

Overall, I assess, that the points of criticism served their purpose by highlighting weaknesses of 

SCCT and the paracrisis theory when handling social media crises. However, when applied to the 

SAS case some of the points of criticism were not fully applicable as Coombs’s framework 

encompassed parts of the elements of the SAS case connected to the points of criticism. The overall 

point that all definitions have an inherent challenge of not being specific enough and not too broad, 

mitigate the first point of criticism although it still pinpoints a weakness in SCCT. The power of 

virality is implicitly encompassed in the paracrisis theory in assessing a paracrisis. Coombs 

introduces the option not to address a paracrisis, but merely for weak crisis threats, resulting in the 

overall tenet of communication that communication will improve the situation. In the SAS case 

none of the tenets of communication were fully represented, denoting that the tenet of 

communication can vary. In summation, the points of criticism presented in the theory did stand the 

scrutiny and do indicate weaknesses in SCCT and the paracrisis theory. 

Discussion: SCCT’s adequacy for social media crises 

In order to discuss the adequacy of SCCT on social media crises, I firstly have to evaluate on the 

SAS case. SAS did not act in accordance with SCCT’s recommendations as found in the analysis of 

the SAS case, which can affect the validity of my findings on the adequacy of SCCT. Secondly, I 

will evaluate the outcome of the SAS case, as it has not had any distinct long-term consequences 

(Odde, 2020a) and investigate the reason for this. Lastly, based on the abovementioned discussions 

I will evaluate on the adequacy of SCCT for handling social media crises. 

SAS did not follow SCCT’s prescribed strategy based on the attributed crisis responsibility, 

corresponding crisis cluster and response strategy. As found in the analysis, it is one of the rebuild 

crisis response strategies offering aid to the victims. This is corresponding to the intentional crisis 

cluster with high attributions of responsibility according to SCCT. Instead SAS applied the denial 

strategy corresponding to the victim cluster with the lowest attribution of responsibility. Following 

this line of thought, SAS defined the case as an incident and misinterpretation, which is in 

opposition to SCCT as the framework’s crisis assessment is based on the public’s perception of the 

crisis and not the organization’s internal reality (Coombs, 2007). Furthermore, Berger & Milkman 

research indicates that the highest social transmission will be from people with negative emotional 
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valence and high arousal such as anger. Meaning that the attributed responsibility of a social media 

crisis should be assessed based on the most offended individuals and not based on the least 

offended individuals. It goes without saying that the crisis assessment and attributed crisis 

responsibility should reflect the public opinion as accurately as possible and not deliberately be 

seen as in favor of the organization’s reputation.  

SAS did not act in accordance with SCCT’s recommended strategies, which has implications for the 

evaluation of SCCT’s adequacy. On the other hand, although SAS did not apply SCCT strictly by 

the book, the analysis of the case validated the points of criticism presented in the thesis, as they 

were not encompassed by SCCT in theory or in the case. This is the foundation for the evaluation of 

SCCT’s adequacy for handling social media crises and not the accuracy to which SCCT was 

applied in the case. It should furthermore be mentioned, that SAS’s crisis managers might have 

applied a different framework for managing organizational crises than SCCT or not have any 

theoretical backing for their crisis management at all.  

SAS’s handling of the case as a paracrisis was not fully in accordance with the framework’s 

recommended strategies, seen in the temporary deactivation in the video, which is not part of the 

options in the paracrisis theory. However, the framework is based on a subjective assessment of 

favorable response options and not based on crisis type and crisis cluster with corresponding 

response options as in SCCT. It is therefore not possible to fully evaluate whether or not SAS’s 

handling of the case as a paracrisis was in accordance with the recommended paracrisis 

management.  

In spite of SAS not applying SCCT as prescribed, the crisis did not affect the customers intent to 

travel with SAS throughout the crisis or have consequences for the customers’ overall impression of 

SAS in Norway two weeks after the crisis event (Odde, 2020a)(Appendix E). The development in 

Norway and the continued intent to buy indicates that the crisis did not result in long-term 

consequences for SAS. The survey providing the data, was conducted in Ultimo February and the 

development since then is therefore unknown.  

Other factors affecting the outcome of the SAS case 

Other factors than SAS’s crisis management can have influenced the outcome and consequences of 

the SAS case. More specifically, some of these factors are the global pandemic, the bomb threat and 

the intensifying factors. 
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The global pandemic of Corona virus affected the case in several ways. First of all, the pandemic 

had very high attention in the media and in the public as it was a more severe and widespread crisis 

than the SAS case with far worse potential outcomes. Secondly, a global financial recession 

followed the pandemic (Jones, Palumbo, & Brown, 2020), which posed a bigger threat than a crisis 

based on the perception of conflicting values. Thirdly, in addition to the global threat of the virus 

and the global financial regression, the airline industry was particularly affected by travel 

restrictions and reduction of flights (Jones, Palumbo, & Brown, 2020). Due to the financial 

recession and downturn in the airline industry it would not be possible to detect whether or not the 

SAS case had financial consequences for SAS because the pandemic was in motion when the SAS 

case happened and the following decrease in flights.  

Another factor in the outcome of the SAS case is the bomb threat towards & Co., the doxxing on 

the SAS and & Co. employees and the overall involvement of right-wing extremists from 4chan. 

The threat and doxxing can be off-putting for the individuals who are offended and angry but who 

are not right-wing extremists or feeling schadenfreude, as described by Coombs, or wanting to be 

associated with such values. Following this line of thought, the bomb threat might have limited the 

lifetime of the crisis and the virality because it arguably distorted the discourse of being offended 

by the video with being right-wing extremist and practice vigilantism outside social media and not 

just offence or anger.  

The intensifying factors described in the SCCT analysis can also affect the impact of the crisis, 

especially the reputational capital and the severity of the crisis might mitigate the perception of the 

crisis and the attributed responsibility. Especially the fact that the SAS case did not have any 

physical victims or casualties can affect the severity of the long-term consequences of a crisis. 

Each of these factors could have affected the consequences of the crisis individually or combined 

even if SAS had acted in accordance with SCCT recommendations, in accordance with another 

crisis communication framework or without any theoretical backing. It should be mentioned that the 

outcome of a crisis and the following consequences are, according to Coombs, affected by the crisis 

management only. However, in this case it shows that the abovementioned factors regarding the 

SAS case also influence the outcome in the form of timing, luck, ‘force majeure’ etc. outside the 

control of the organization – no matter the quality of the crisis management. Even though these 
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factors affect the outcome of a crisis, they do not affect the overall adequacy of a theoretical 

framework with regards to social media crises or other types of crises.  

SCCT’s adequacy for social media crises 

The overall adequacy of SCCT based on the analysis of the SAS case is that SCCT is not fully 

adequate in handling social media crises. More specifically, SCCT does not encompass the points 

of criticism presented in this thesis. SCCT is not adequate to define the shifting and versatile nature 

of social media crisis, which does not necessarily entail a specific crisis event that is sudden and 

unexpected. Although if the event and the sudden and unexpected are seen separately, the crisis 

definition could comprehend a broader spectrum of crises. On the other hand, social media crisis 

can carry the perception of a sudden and unexpected event in line with Coombs’s recent crisis 

definition. The criticism that a definition should be distinct and clear in encompassing what it 

defines and what is outside the scope of the definition, is applicable to definitions in general, 

although it is a weakness in SCCT regarding social media crises as the original definition is too 

specific and the recent definition is not specific enough.  

SCCT is not fully adequate to handle the challenge of time and virality as stated in the second point 

of criticism. Coombs acknowledges the increased time pressure for crisis management but not for 

the crisis reach on social media. On the other hand, Coombs implicitly takes virality into account 

when assessing the paracrisis and the power in the stakeholder salience analysis although not to the 

extension necessary for virality to be encompassed by SCCT. The framework does not present a 

way to handle the challenge of virality in social media crises either. Moreover, SCCT does not 

encompass the challenge of getting the crisis communication to reach the individuals concerned and 

affected by the crisis, although Coombs has added channel selection for crisis communication to 

SCCT as something to be aware of. One might argue, that channel selection is a minimum 

requirement for a crisis management framework revised with the aim of better encompassing crises 

on social media, as SCCT was in 2018. Becoming aware of channel selection and how to apply 

them for reputation management cannot be used as a solution for making sure that the affected 

people are reached by the crisis management efforts and crisis communication and that the crisis 

communication is as viral as the crisis was.  

The overall challenge to control the pace of reach and virality on social media is a challenge for 

crisis management as well as for marketeers, communications professionals and employer branding 
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– and that is within the field of communication in general. Finding a solution for controlling 

increased time pace and virality for social media content, be it a crisis or not, is difficult and 

whether or not it is even possible is outside the scope of this thesis.  

SCCT is somewhat adequate for handling the third point of criticism presented in this thesis: the 

tenet of communication. Two different tenets were presented in the theory, the first one that 

communication, if executed correctly, can always improve a situation and the second one, that 

communication by its mere presence can make a situation worse. In the analysis of the SAS case, 

the chosen tenet of communication is somewhere between the two tenets presented, in the sense that 

the people were interested in communication although they were arguably interested in one specific 

outcome of the communication: an apology or SAS backtracking the campaign. Thus, showcasing 

that different tenets of communication can apply to a crisis, whether it is that communication 

improves the situation at hand, that communication makes it worse or that the communication has 

to accommodate a specific need for the receiver in order to be successful. Following the shifty 

nature of tenets of communication, the third point of criticism does pinpoint a weakness in SCCT 

even though the point of criticism is not applicable to all crises. However, acknowledging Gordon 

& Lawton’s (2015) tenet of communication is relevant for social media crises as it represents the 

versatile and shifting nature of social media crises. Coombs presented the paracrisis theory in order 

to accommodate this shifting and versatile nature of social media and organizational issues and 

crises. The theory comprehends elements of the points of criticism in the versatile definition of the 

paracrisis, the option not to address a paracrisis and the importance of virality in drawing other’s 

attention to a paracrisis. However, the paracrisis theory does not fully comprehend the points of 

criticism presented in the thesis, as the broad definition of the paracrisis and the lack of tipping-

point into a crisis, render the paracrisis difficult to apply. Moreover, the lacking guidelines for 

handling increased time and virality makes the paracrisis inadequate for managing social media. 

Lastly, the option not to address a paracrisis is preserved for a paracrisis with low crisis threat 

indicates that the overall tenet of communication is in agreement with that of SCCT.  

In summation, I assess that Coombs’s SCCT and paracrisis theory are not fully adequate for 

handling social media crises even though Coombs’s body of work entails elements of the points of 

criticism when applied to the case. SCCT and paracrisis theory do not acknowledge or fully 

comprehend the challenges presented in the thesis for the crisis communication theory regarding 

social media crises or apply solutions for handling such challenges.  
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Discussion: Bubble studies framework and social media crises 

Following the evaluation of the points of criticism presented in the thesis, the validity of the results 

found in the analysis and the adequacy of SCCT for social media crises, I will now introduce the 

bubble studies framework as a different way to study and define the nature of social media crises. It 

should be mentioned, that not all social media crises are bubbles, but they can be bubbles, take the 

form of a bubble or resemble a bubble. Moreover, the bubble framework describes when people 

collectively aggregate beliefs, such as collectively getting offended by a commercial or other online 

shitstorms. This resemblance between crises and bubbles can enable the bubble studies framework 

to expand the perception of crises and broaden the approach to defining, investigating and handling 

social media crises. This will be elaborated later in the thesis. 

Outline of the SAS case as a bubble 

The bubble studies framework has been introduced during the theoretical review of the thesis and I 

will now briefly outline the SAS case as a bubble using Hendricks’s (2015) definition of a bubble 

and elements of a bubble-hospitable environment. 

The ‘bubble’ concept, known from the world of finance, is defined as “(…) the price people are 

willing to pay for an asset that by far exceeds its fundamental value” (Hendricks, 2015, p. 1). In the 

Bubble Studies framework ‘bubbles’ are applied to other aspects of the world using the terminology 

and understanding from various academic disciplines. This has resulted in the generic definition of 

a bubble as “(…) an (often) irrational way of collectively aggregating beliefs, preferences or 

actions based on social proof in a bubble-hospitable environment.” (Hendricks, 2015, p. 3) and 

more specifically“(…) the price people are willing to pay for an asset that by far exceeds its 

fundamental value” (Hendricks, 2015, p. 1) as stated earlier in the thesis. In the SAS case, the 

definition applied to the asset, the ‘SAS – What is truly Scandinavian’-video, which traded value 

was blown out of proportion. The liquidity was the perceived value marker, meaning comments and 

dislikes on SAS’s social media channels. The value was visibility and power, as people wanted 

power to influence SAS and SAS’s values. According to Chris Holmsted Larsen, chief consultant in 

Danish Centre for Prevention of Extremism, the users of 4chan aimed to scare SAS and & Co. and 

send a political signal of how powerful they are (Odde, 2020b). The other stakeholder group 

defined earlier in this thesis consisting of users of social media who arguably also want power and 

influence to make SAS change the message of the video and the underlying values. This can be 
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seen in comments such as “Not even a simple apology for your racist ad on youtube?” (Appendix 

D). 

The bubble studies framework applies Berger & Milkman’s (2012) research on social transmission, 

which in the analysis of the case was found to be high due to negative emotional valence and high 

emotional arousal i.e. anger, outrage etc.. According to Hendricks, the SAS crisis can be explained 

by the video implicitly addressing viral topics such as race, nationality and identity. These viral 

topics can trigger activity mobilizing emotions resulting in high social transmission and often 

ending up as ‘shitstorms’ (Odde, 2020b).  

The SAS case was formed in a bubble-hospitable environment as seen in the ten elements of a 

bubble-hospitable environment grouped into four categories: trade, investors, algorithm and 

behavior. Firstly, the trade regarding the asset of interest was power, which required cost-neutral 

liquidities in the form of likes and comments. Moreover, the SAS case was boosted by political 

initiatives, e.g. Søren Espersen’s Facebook rage on SAS, and had a fast return of investment for the 

stakeholders in the form of influence. Secondly, the investors were affected by trolls, 4chan, who 

derailed the market with false information and, in SAS’s point of view, misinterpreted the message 

in the video. Thirdly, the algorithm on social media facilitating virality and favors content that make 

people angry, frighten, hateful and outraged, according to Hendricks (Marker & Hendricks, 2019). 

In the SAS case, anger and outrage were some of the primary negative emotions displayed in SAS’s 

comment feed on social media, as found in the analysis (Appendix D). Lastly, the behavioral aspect, 

i.e. social proof meaning people copying other people’s behavior because they are unsure of what to 

do and want to fit in. In the SAS case, following the bubble framework, social proof can be seen in 

people joining the offended party as an attempt to follow ‘comme il faut’ and thus made the SAS 

case something people cared about. Although, if it had not been for social proof, people might 

initially not have taken interest in the case and cared about the message of the video or whether or 

not it offended them. 4chan’s involvement in the case facilitated both social proof and increased 

awareness of the case. 

A bubble can take many forms, one of which is an identity politics bubble. This is when overheated 

attention surpasses the fundamental value and the bubble is based on misinformation and framed 

articles, which reproduces polarizing narratives (Marker & Hendricks, 2019). The SAS case can be 

seen as an identity politics bubble, more specifically, the video deals with Scandinavian heritage, 

which implicitly entails the topics racism, nationality and identity. These viral topics are deemed 
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extremely viral and shitstorm-stimulating by Hendricks in an interview about the SAS case (Odde, 

2020b). The SAS case carried misinformation in the sense, that the message of the video was 

misinterpreted, according to SAS, and the deranged message was overheated with attention and 

reproduced a polarizing narrative that people were either for or against taking pride in Scandinavian 

heritage and thereby identity. Hereby, ending the brief outline of the SAS case as an identity 

politics bubble. 

Bubbles and crises 

The SAS case can be seen as a crisis, a paracrisis and a bubble. Vincent Hendricks describes that 

shitstorms and twitterstorms – online outrage on Twitter on a specific topic or individual or group – 

are types of bubbles (Hendricks, 2015). Thus, Hendricks presents an overlap between social media 

outrage, which can turn into a crisis, and some types of bubbles. This was exemplified in the SAS 

case as it represented the versatile nature of social media crises, as being social media crises, 

paracrises and bubbles. On the other hand, as mentioned earlier, a social media crisis is not 

necessarily a bubble and vice versa. In order for a crisis to be a bubble as well, the situation at hand 

has to encompass both Coombs’s crisis definition as the ‘perception of a sudden and unexpected 

event’ as well as Hendricks’s definition of a bubble, surpassing the fundamental value, and the ten 

elements of a bubble-hospitable environment. Contrarily, this resemblance between social media 

crises and bubbles can potentially enable both areas of research to gain a deeper understanding 

especially in the border between them, where the SCCT and bubble studies framework can 

complement each other. The bubble studies framework covers virality and the behavioral aspect of 

virality, which SCCT lacks. Whereas, SCCT covers the management of crises and the audience’s 

assessment and comprehension of the situation, which potentially could support the bubble studies 

framework research on diffusing and managing bubbles.  

Social media as a bubble-hospitable environment  

The bubble studies framework enables anticipating bubble formation based on the ten elements of a 

bubble-hospitable environment. More specifically, if the ten elements are present, the environment 

is bubble-hospitable and can enable the formation of a bubble. As these ten elements are often 

present on social media, it arguably makes social media’s baseline rather bubble-hospitable and can 

thereby dilute the bubble formation potential. This bubble-hospitable baseline is based on the asset 

of interest, e.g. social capital and influence, and entails cost-neutral investment of liquidities in the 

form of likes and comment on social media and the return of investment, e.g. social capital and 



 64 

influence, is fast on social media. Trolls are social media citizens that aim to derail the conversation 

and in bubble terminology derail the investors and market with incorrect information. The 

algorithms facilitate social media and the virality of the content. Lastly, the behavioral aspect takes 

place both offline and online, as a part of human nature. Thus, resulting in a rather high bubble-

hospitable baseline on social media, due to the ten elements of a bubble-hospitable environment 

which can dilute the anticipation of bubbles on social media. Additionally, this dilution can be seen 

as similar to the criticism of Berger & Milkman’s (2012) research on social transmission as 

presented earlier in this thesis. This dilution of the social transmission potential is applicable to 

social media crises, as all crises inherently carry the negative emotional valence. On the other hand, 

the anticipation of bubble formation on social media can be diluted due to the high baseline, but a 

high baseline does not eliminate the indicators of bubble-hospitality and a high potential for bubble 

formation. Moreover, as argued in the criticism of Berger & Milkman, the individual organizations 

do not comparatively analyze the bubble potential and the specificity of the elements will differ, 

e.g. the value, liquidity, topic etc. Therefore, the bubble studies framework can serve as an addition 

to crisis management as a way to view the social media crises resembling bubbles and indicate 

trends, topics etc. with high risk of becoming a bubble and help organizations prevent that. The 

bubble pattern is applicable to suddenly occurring trends such as viral profiles, twitterstorms, online 

outrage and social media crises. In that way it can pinpoint elements that affect virality and human 

behavior, when we collectively aggregate beliefs and act similar without being aware of it, which is 

not encompassed in SCCT or the paracrisis theory.  

The applicability of the bubble studies framework for crises  

As mentioned earlier in the thesis, the bubble studies framework has not yet discovered how to 

diffuse malignant bubbles or enhance good bubbles. The framework can therefore not be applied for 

crisis management or crisis communication for social media crises stemming from a bubble or 

resembling a bubble. Furthermore, as the bubble studies framework currently cannot diffuse a 

malignant bubble it does not present how to and if to communicatively handle or address a bubble. 

On the other hand, the point of criticism presented earlier in the thesis does not apply to the 

assessment of a crisis or crisis communication strategies of SCCT, they concern the definition of a 

crisis, the reach of crisis in a short time span and whether or not communication can improve a 

situation. The bubble studies framework accommodates the second point of criticism of time and 

virality, as the framework includes this in the bubble elements and the bubble-hospitable 

environment. The increased pace is represented in the expectations of a fast return of investment 
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and the bubble-hospitable environment encompasses virality by entailing social transmission, social 

media algorithm, human behavior and the low costs of participating on social media, which all 

affect virality. In summation, bubble studies can provide a context for a crisis and highlight that 

crises do not happen in a vacuum – the crisis event in itself might not create a crisis threat but in the 

right, or wrong, context it can result in a big crisis threat. This can be exemplified in e.g. sexism 

before and after the #MeToo-movement, as #MeToo arguably increased the crisis threat for crisis 

events entailing sexual misconduct as it went from a potential misunderstanding to a deliberate 

offense following the #MeToo discourse. 

Bubble mechanisms and the SAS case 

In the SAS case, several factors encompassed in the bubble studies framework explained why it 

went viral additionally to 4chan’s involvement. First of all, the video tapped into the viral topics 

race, nationality and identity, which according to Vincent Hendricks carry a high viral potential and 

often result in activity mobilizing emotions such as outrage and anger (Odde, 2020b). The 

behavioral aspect presented in the bubble studies framework can further clarify the intense 

involvement in the SAS case based on a video, as it can be seen as a result of social proof and other 

behavioral elements overheating the attention beyond the fundamental value of the video. Thus, 

following Hendricks’s definition of cyber-social bubble economics, describing that people act in 

accordance with what they believe that others believe and thereby overheat the attention based on 

perceived value and not fundamental value (Hendricks, 2015). In regard to SCCT, why the SAS 

case emerged, went viral and became a threat to SAS is outside the scope of the framework, as it 

belongs to issue management, before the crises occurs, and not crisis management, which is after 

the crisis occurs. Although, as mentioned earlier, the preferred crisis management of SCCT is to 

avoid a crisis, which is where there paracrisis and issue management come into use. Moreover, the 

bubble studies framework could provide further insight into monitoring and avoiding risks and 

thereby support the pre-crisis initiatives, such as paracrisis theory. 

The SAS case and its implications for crisis management 

Vincent Hendricks, Director of Center for Information and Bubble Studies, stated in an interview 

about the SAS video and the following online outrage, that it exemplifies the need for organizations 

to conduct risk assessments on marketing campaigns before launch (Odde, 2020b). Hendricks 

specifically states in the interview that a campaign touching on the viral topics of race, gender, 

nationality and identity will most likely get a reaction and organizations therefore should conduct a 
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risk assessment of the campaign beforehand. The risk assessment should, according to Hendricks, 

cover identification of risks, risk causes and how to mitigate and monitor the risks. The outcome of 

the risk assessment should be contingency plans (Odde, 2020b). This with the aim of either 

avoiding outrage or being caught off guard. The strategy of avoiding outrage or crisis at all, is in 

agreeance with both Coombs (1995; 2007; 2018) and Gordon & Lawton (2015) who state, that 

avoiding outrage and crises are preferable. The strategy to avoid outrage coincides with Hendricks, 

who states that shitstorms are on the rise, due to social media and the new ‘purpose wave’ for 

organizations. Social media can leave the receiver with a distorted message as most people only 

watches a few second of a video, without sound etc., which results in a fragmented version of the 

intended message. The purpose wave is referring to the rising trend that organizations take a stance 

on society and communicate their purpose, as a way to differentiate themselves from the 

competition (Odde, 2020b). These two factors combined with the viral topics and organizations 

wanting to position themselves in relation to society and competitors give rise to more outrage and 

crises. Especially if the messages stray into a bubble-hospitable environment and turn into an 

opinion bubble, twitterstorm or political identity bubble. Contrarily, an organization communicating 

its purpose can be a deliberate choice including the subsequent outrage as a way to position 

themselves and signal transparency and integrity to the organization’s primary target group. 

Included in this deliberate strategy, is that the outrage and loss of customers offended by the 

purpose and stance on society is a calculated risk. Nike did this in 2018 with NFL player Colin 

Kaepernick, when they made him the face of Nike campaign after he had been cancelled by the 

NFL for kneeling during the national anthem. This resulted in outrage and people burning Nike 

shoes, although Nike’s sales increased and so did Nike’s net worth as it was in alignment with 

Nike’s values and their target customers’ values (Odde, 2020b). In the traditional media, SAS has 

been accused of applying the same strategy as Nike, by taking a stance on Scandinavian identity as 

a calculated risk (Odde, 2020b) (Boas, 2020). SAS’s Danish Head of Media Relations has denied 

this and stated in an interview that “We do not see it as a campaign loaded with values for debate. 

We see it as a marketing campaign” (the quote has been translated from Danish for this thesis) 

(Dam, 2020). He has further stated that, that SAS was caught off guard by the social media outrage 

implying that it was not a calculated risk, as mentioned earlier in the thesis (Odde, 2020b). 

Friction monitoring and viral topics 

The notion of trying to avoid crises and bubbles might seem logical, as this is the preferred situation 

for many frameworks, e.g. SCCT, paracrisis theory and outrage culture. Hendricks argues that 



 67 

because bubbles in the form of shitstorms are on the rise, organizations should carry out risk 

assessments on their marketing campaigns. This risk assessment can be seen in accordance with 

Gordon & Lawton’s (2015) strategy of friction monitoring – monitoring one’s industry for actions, 

topics and situations which might cause friction and outrage. The viral topics, race, gender, 

nationality and identity defined by Hendricks, can further extend Gordon & Lawton’s (2015) 

friction monitoring strategy as permanent causes of friction. It should be mentioned that risk 

assessments and friction monitoring are not a part of SCCT, as it belongs to issue management and 

not crisis management. Issue management concerns preventing external phenomena, such as the 

political, economic and social environment becoming problems whereas crisis management 

concerns preparing and handling such problems (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017). Hendricks’s 

suggestion, that the risk assessment should result in contingency plans corresponds to 

communication practice of developing crisis contingency plans in order to avoid being caught off 

guard for the most likely crisis scenarios (Cornelissen, 2017). Thus, even though Hendricks and 

Gordon & Lawton’s suggestion of risk assessment, friction monitoring and contingency plans are 

not within the field of crisis communication it is a well-known part of issue and crisis management. 

 

Something old, something borrowed or something new 

In summation the overall aim of this thesis is to evaluate SCCT’s adequacy for handling social 

media crises and the challenges for crisis communication regarding social media crises. As 

mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, the main authors of the book Social Media and Crisis 

Communication, Austin & Jin (2018) suggest that crisis communication researchers should 

continue applying established crisis communication theories such as Coombs’s SCCT and Benoit’s 

IRT to social media crises in order “(…) to study the role of social media (both content and form) in 

effective crisis communication practice.” (Austin & Jin, 2018, p. 449) as this can enable scholars to 

find new strategies, factors and propositions when established theories encounter the changing 

social media landscape (Austin & Jin, 2018).  

Something old 

In this thesis, I have analyzed and studied how the established theorist W. Timothy Coombs and his 

body of work has handled encountering a social media crisis, the SAS case, in order to pinpoint 

shortcomings of SCCT based on elements that have changed since the creation of SCCT. This 

resulted in the points of criticism that applied to Coombs’s revised version of SCCT and the 
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paracrisis theory both theoretically and when analyzed with the SAS case. There were implicit 

elements of Coombs’s authorship where the points of criticism applied less, once the SAS case was 

analyzed. The points of criticism were subjected to criticism as well, in the sense that the purpose of 

a definition is challenging, shortcomings that are hard to change, i.e. time and virality and the 

applicability of the tenet of communication as it can be seen as variable. The overall assessment of 

SCCT is that it is not adequate for handling social media crises based on the shortcomings 

represented in the points of criticism, which SCCT and paracrisis theory does not encompass 

sufficiently.  

Something borrowed 

I borrowed the bubble studies framework in order to encompass elements that SCCT did not and 

elaborate on the changing media landscape and how it affects people’s behavior and thereby the 

nature of conduct on social media. This change affected the nature of crises, to be more versatile 

and sometimes resembling bubbles and thus affecting SCCT’s adequacy as it was created for 

traditional media and not social media. The bubble studies framework covers elements of SCCT’s 

shortcomings and enables a deeper understanding of social media both regarding the people’s 

behavior on social media and how that influences the nature of crises. 

Something new 

Austin & Jin (2018) suggested, that scholars should consider developing crisis communication 

theory specifically for social media in order to better anticipate responses and outcomes of the crisis 

communication. This was outside the scope of the thesis, but the outcome of this thesis illuminates 

the challenges of current crisis communication theory on social media and thus point in the 

direction of where a new social media crisis communication theory should take its point of 

departure. Once the bubble studies framework discovers how to enhance, diffuse and overall 

manage bubbles, this could present a starting point for developing new social media crisis 

communication theory. Until then, borrowing from the bubble studies framework gives new field to 

crisis communication theory, a different comprehension of crises resembling bubbles and covers 

some of the challenges for SCCT in handling social media crises.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the aim of this thesis was to investigate to what extend Situational Crisis 

Communication Theory is adequate for handling social media crises and what the challenges 
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for crisis communication theory are in the social media crisis-landscape. In order to do so W. 

Timothy Coombs’s authorship was chosen as it is an established crisis communication framework 

and Coombs has revised the framework in order to better encompass social media, as the original 

version of the framework preceded social media. The revised version of SCCT consists of SCCT, 

paracrisis theory and channel-selection.  

The three points of criticism were presented in the thesis as the challenges for the SCCT framework 

– both in the original and revised versions – for handling social media crises. The first point of 

criticism is the crisis definition as SCCT’s original crisis definition is too narrow to encompass the 

versatile nature of social media crises and the revised definition with perception is too broad, as 

perception makes the crisis definition too versatile. This criticism applies to the paracrisis theory as 

well, as the definition of a paracrisis is too broad and lacks a tipping point from paracrisis to crisis. 

The second point of criticism regarding time and virality describes that SCCT and the paracrisis 

theory do not encompass the increased pace of dissemination of information on social media and 

the viral aspect of crises. Berger & Milkman’s (2012) research applied the thesis with a framework 

for encompassing and analyzing the viral potential in the form of social transmission based on 

emotional valence and arousal. The third point of criticism is the tenet of communication, where 

Gordon & Lawton (2015) argue that due to outrage culture, communication can worsen a situation 

by its mere presence during an outrage. This is in opposition to Coombs’s tenet of communication 

where communication is seen as a tool that can improve any situation if applied correctly.  

The result of the analysis of the theories and the points of criticism on the SAS case, showed that 

the SAS case is versatile in the sense that it can be seen as a crisis, a paracrisis and a bubble. The 

case does not prove that paracrises, crises and bubbles are the same, but it emphasizes the versatile 

nature of social media crises and the challenge in handling them. In the case, SAS did not act in 

accordance with either SCCT’s or the paracrisis theory’s recommendations, but the SAS case still 

indicates the challenges in SCCT for social media crises, as the challenges did not apply to the 

errors SAS made, from SCCT’s point of view. There are several reasons, outside the scope of 

SCCT, why SAS did not suffer severe reputational damage: the global pandemic, the subsequent 

financial recession, the bomb threats towards and the intensifying factors such as prior reputation 

and the severity of the crisis. 
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Based on this, the overall assessment is that SCCT and the paracrisis theory are not adequate for 

handling social media crises, as the frameworks do not encompass the points of criticism presented 

in the theory adequately. SCCT does not encompass the versatile nature of social media crises in the 

definition of crisis and crisis event and neither does the paracrisis theory. SCCT does not 

encompass the increased spread of social media regarding time and virality. The paracrisis theory 

does to some extent encompass virality, although the paracrisis is not fully adequate for handling 

virality. SCCT does not encompass that the tenet of communication can change, and 

communication does not always improve the situation if executed correctly. The paracrisis theory 

does to some extend encompass the changing tenet of communication although not fully and 

adequately. 

The bubble studies framework presents a different definition for the crises that resemble a bubble or 

emanates from a bubble. The framework, furthermore, encompasses the viral aspect of social media 

although it does not present a solution for handling this challenge. The bubble studies framework 

has not yet discovered how to manage bubbles, but it presents a framework for comprehending the 

versatile nature of social media behavior and explains elements in this behavior, which SCCT does 

not as social transmission, behavioral biases and contextualizes the crisis. 

Future research  

There are several alternative approaches to this thesis regarding the theoretical framework, the 

nature and numbers of cases and the scope of the thesis.  

First of all, a way to substantiate the investigation of the adequacy of SCCT and social media crises 

is to apply several cases of a versatile nature, in order to better asses SCCT’s adequacy and increase 

reliability of the findings. This could further strengthen the reliability of the points of criticism 

presented in the thesis and how adequate they are in theory as well as when applied to several real-

life cases. 

Secondly, the alternative approach to evaluate adequacy of crisis communication theories and social 

media crises, would be to subject several frameworks to the points of criticism. Including both the 

established frameworks such as Coombs’s SCCT and Benoit’s Image Repair Theory as well as 

more recent framework as Austin, Liu & Jin’s (2012) Social Mediated Crisis Management and Jin, 

Pang & Cameron’s (2010) Integrated Crisis Mapping. Especially, if and how the points of criticism 
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presented in this thesis apply to the other frameworks as anticipated in this thesis due to the relation 

between the other frameworks and SCCT. 

Scholz & Smith (2019) have combined branding research with crisis communication and found that 

brands can benefit from “fighting back online” (Scholz & Smith, 2019, p. 1100) in the form of 

flyting, describing a ritualized dialogical exchange between two parties, as a way to establish 

identity (Scholz & Smith, 2019). It is a strategy where the organization fights back using an 

escalation strategy in online firestorms (shitstorms) in order to build brand value (Scholz & Smith, 

2019). This perspective is rather different from SCCT recommended strategies and might be more 

adequate for handling social media crises. Moreover, the perspective might not be susceptible to the 

three points of criticism presented in the thesis as it arguably focuses on the nature of social media 

crises. The research is conducted on social media and created specifically for social media in 

opposition to the other frameworks, which are adapted to social media. Assessing this perspective’s 

adequacy for social media crises in relation to SCCT could further indicate what makes a 

framework adequate for handling social media crises.  

Thirdly, the scope of the thesis could have encompassed frameworks from other academic 

disciplines such as interpersonal conflict management and research on conflict and social media. In 

the book ‘So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed’, Journalist Jon Ronson (2015) investigates online 

shaming and the historical antecedents. Moreover, Ronson examines public shaming, vigilantism 

and social media (Ronson, 2015) which could enable insight into people’s behavior on social media 

and the nature of conflicts on social media. This could enable examining the elements that have 

changed for crisis management, e.g. the nature of conflicts, since the birth of SCCT such as 

people’s behavior on social media. Conflict management research and Ronson’s (2015) book could 

potentially enable a broader understanding of outrage culture, cancel culture and the overall tenet of 

communication with regard to the psychological aspect of conflict management and how that relates 

to social media crises and crisis communication theory. 

Lastly, further evaluating the bubble studies framework’s applicability on more types of crises and 

further investigating the common ground between crises and bubbles. Moreover, researching how 

this common ground can expose new perspectives on how to handle crises. Finally, when the 

bubble studies framework discovers how to manage bubbles it could influence crisis management 

on social media.   
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Abbreviations 

 

ICM Integrated Crisis Mapping 

IRT Image Repair Theory 

SCCT Situational Crisis Communication Theory 

SMCC Social Mediated Crisis Communication 
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Appendix B  

SAS’s press release February 12, 2020 

 

SAS CONTINUES THE CAMPAIGN” WHAT IS TRULY SCANDINAVIAN” 

February 12, 2020 17:18 

SAS is a Scandinavian airline that brings travelers to, from and within Scandinavia, and we stand 

behind the message in the film that travel enriches us. We are proud of our Scandinavian heritage. It 

is part of SAS’ DNA and the foundation for our existence. We are now continuing the planned 

campaign by publishing a shorter and clearer version. 

When we travel, we influence our surroundings and we are influenced by others. The experiences 

we bring back from our travels inspire us as individuals, but also our society. 

It is regrettable that the film is misunderstood, that some choose to interpret the message and use it 

for their own purpose. 

The pattern in the comment sections and the volume of reactions in SAS’ social media channels 

suggest that the campaign was subject to an attack. We cannot accept being a platform for values 

that we do not share. Consequently, we decided to unpublish the film in our own channels and we 

have now evaluated the situation. 

We are now continuing the planned campaign and we hope that it emphasizes the core message that 

travel enriches us. 

(SAS, 2020a) 
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Appendix C  

SAS’s standardized response on Social Media 

 

Twitter: 

SAS is a Scandinavian airline that brings travelers to, from and within Scandinavia, and we stand 

behind the message in the film that travel enriches us. We are proud of our Scandinavian heritage. It 

is part of SAS’s DNA and the foundation of our existence.  

 

(SAS, 2020d) 

 

Facebook: 

We are very proud of our Scandinavian heritage and of course there are a lot that is Scandinavian. 

In the commercial, we want to challenge what we perceive as Scandinavian and where some of this 

has derived from. With this, we want to tell the story that travel enriches us, gives us new ideas and 

innovation.  

 

(SAS, 2020c) 
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Appendix D 

Comments from SAS’s social media channels regarding the ‘SAS – What is Truly 

Scandinavian’-video 

 
(SAS, 2020c)  

 

 
(SAS, 2020c)  

 

 
(SAS, 2020c)  

 

 
 

(SAS Facebook, 2020) 
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(SAS, 2020c)  

 

 

 
(SAS, 2020c)  

 

 
 

(SAS, 2020e) 

 

 
(SAS, 2020e) 
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Appendix E 

Survey on SAS before and after crisis 

 

Graph 1: positive and negative buzz in the last two weeks. 

 

 
 

Graph 2: Net buzz, impression rate and consideration rate 

 
 

Graph 3: Net buzz for Scandinavia 
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Graph 4: Net impression rate for Scandinavia 

 
 

 

The graphs are retrieved from Dansk Markedsføring by demand.  

 

The content of the graphs is applied in (Odde, 2020).  
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