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ABSTRACT 
 

Public relations literature suggests that there is a gap between existing public 

relations theory in a global context and what’s needed, and this research aims to help fill 

that gap by testing existing manifestations of the Contingency Theory of Accommodation 

in Europe for the first time, specifically in Norway. The research is similar in nature to 

contingency theory tests in China (Li, Cropp, & Jin, 2010; Zhang, Qui & Cameron, 

2004), South Korea (Bae and Park, 2011; Choi & Cameron, 2005; Shin, Heath, & Lee, 

2011) and Singapore (Jin, Pang, & Cameron, 2006). The study finds that factors in all 11 

categories of contingency theory manifest, suggesting that the principles of contingency 

theory are relevant to the practice of conflict management for communication 

practitioners in Norway. While no entirely new factors manifest, a clear fact-based 

orientation emerges for the existing factor “how individuals receive, process and use 

information and influence” emerges. Additionally, this analysis suggests that internal 

variables related to characteristics of individual people not be as relevant to the practice 

of conflict management in Norway on the issue of corporate environmental responsibility 

concerns. 
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Introduction	
	
	
	

The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	test	and	extend	existing	applications	of	the	

Contingency	Theory	of	Accommodation.	Contingency	theory	emerged	nearly	two	

decades	ago	in	the	United	States	as	an	elaboration	and	revision	of	excellence	theory,	

the	most	commonly	cited	public	relations	theory	of	the	time	(Cameron,	Cropp,	&	

Reber,	2000,	p.	242-243).	Since	then	its	principles	have	been	tested	and	further	

developed	in	limited	international	settings	such	as	China	(Li,	Cropp,	&	Jin,	2010;	

Zhang,	Qui	&	Cameron,	2004),	South	Korea	(Bae	and	Park,	2011;	Choi	&	Cameron,	

2005;	Shin,	Heath,	&	Lee,	2011)	and	Singapore	(Jin,	Pang,	&	Cameron,	2006).	This	

study	proposes	to	test	it	for	the	first	time	in	Europe,	specifically	Norway.	

The	issue	under	examination	is	a	particularly	global	issue:	climate	change.	

Every	country	and	indeed	many	companies	must	choose	not	whether	they	engage	in	

issue	of	environmental	sustainability,	but	with	whom,	to	what	extent	and	how.	

Within	and	across	national	borders,	governments,	people,	activist	organizations	and	

companies	all	put	pressure	on	one	another	in	what	is	a	greater	social	dialogue	on	

the	issue.	To	complicate	matters,	many	entities	with	high	environmental	impact	are	

the	same	entities	that	provide	many	people	with	necessities	such	as	heat	and	food.	

The	global	population	today	is	7	billion	and	counting.	To	pull	the	plug	on	any	and	all	

activities	potentially	damaging	to	the	environment	is	hardly	an	option.	This	means	

government,	companies	and	people	must	grapple	with	the	issue,	and	Norway,	given	

its	relatively	stable	education,	welfare	and	social	systems	has	been	a	global	leader	in	
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this	area.	In	March	2015,	Norway	became	the	3rd	nation	to	submit	2030	climate	

change	goals	to	the	United	Nations.	In	March	2015	the	Norwegian	Parliament	also	

decided	to	move	forward	with	creating	a	climate	change	law	with	legally	binding	

benchmarks	(Lonstreth,	2015;	“Norwegian	parliament	votes”,	2015;	Solholm,	2015).		

Public	relations	scholars	should	find	this	research	of	interest	because	it	has	

the	potential	to	add	robustness	to	a	major	theory	in	the	field.	As	our	social	worlds	

and	the	business	world	become	increasingly	globalized,	research	on	how	publics	

relate	to	one	another	must	also	grow	and	account	for	the	changing	nature	of	

communication.	

Public	relations	practitioners	should	find	this	research	of	interest	because	

governments,	businesses	and	people	decide	how	to	spend	their	dollars,	regulate	

others	and	compete	in	the	marketplace	based	on	environmental	concerns.	As	one	

example,	Norway’s	$850	billion	sovereign	wealth	fund,	the	largest	in	the	world,	is	

divesting	itself	of	coal	investments,	and	others	are	expected	to	follow	suit	

(Carrington,	2015).		

What	follows,	per	University	of	Missouri’s	thesis	guidelines	are	in	order	the	

research	questions	guiding	this	proposed	inquiry,	the	theoretical	framework,	

literature	review,	methods	discussion,	analysis	including	reflection	on	strengths	and	

limitations,	and	concluding	remarks	and	areas	for	further	study.	

Research	questions	
	
RQ1:	What	factors	from	the	contingency	theory	of	accommodation	manifest	
when	Norwegian	communications	managers	discuss	how	they	deal	with	key	
publics	on	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concerns?	
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RQ2:	Are	there	additional	considerations	that	Norwegian	communications	
managers	tend	to	emphasize	when	discussing	how	they	deal	with	key	publics	
on	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concerns?	

	
Answering	these	questions	will	add	to	the	robustness	and	international	

application	of	contingency	theory	of	accommodation.		
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Literature	review	

	
	

Theoretical	Framework:	Contingency	Theory	of	Accommodation	in	Public	
Relations	

Contingency	Theory	of	Accommodation	in	Public	Relations	is	an	approach	to	

public	relations	decision	making	that	embraces	dynamism	and	complexity	and	seeks	

to	comprehensively	describe	the	factors	that	go	into	public	relations	decisions	when	

dealing	with	the	desires	or	demands	of	publics	(Cancel,	et	al.,	1997;	Cancel,	Mitrook,	

&	Cameron,	1999;	Reber,	Cropp,	&	Cameron,	2003).	Many	“contingency”	theories	

exist,	e.g.,	contingency	theory	of	business	strategy,	contingency	theory	of	

socialization,	and	it’s	notable	that	as	a	broader	class,	contingency	theories	refer	to	

organizational	or	behavioral	processes	that	cannot	be	reduced	to	a	single	best	

practice	(Shenkar	&	von	Glinow,	1994).	To	the	point,	the	way	in	which	an	

organization	interacts	with	its	publics	is	contingent	upon	or	depends	upon	a	variety	

of	internal	and	external	variables.	Furthermore,	the	interaction	of	these	variables	is	

dynamic,	and	organizational	stance	changes	as	the	situation	demands.	

The	roots	of	Contingency	Theory	of	Accommodation	in	Public	Relations	

(referred	to	as	contingency	theory	from	here	on)	lie	in	Grunig	and	Grunig’s	(1992)	

Excellence	Theory	in	Public	Relations	(excellence	theory	from	here	on),	which	

conveys	a	two-way	symmetrical	model	of	conflict	resolution.	Conflicts	can	arise	

from	actions	outside	parties	such	as	activist	groups	or	from	within	an	organization	

(such	as	fraudulent	activity).	Excellence	theory	states	that	the	most	ethical	practice	

of	public	relations	and	normative	theory	of	public	relations	involves	two-way,	

symmetrical	communication	between	an	organization	and	its	public.	Contingency	
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theory	attempts	to	overcome	the	criticized	shortcomings	of	excellence	theory	when	

applied	to	the	practice	of	public	relations.	It	is	both	an	extension	of	and	a	reaction	to	

one	of	the	core	principles	of	excellence	theory	(Cameron,	Cropp	&	Reber,	2001	p.	

242-243).	

Contingency	Theory’s	Central	Concepts	
	 Contingency	theory	posits	that	sometimes	it	will	be	most	ethical	and	best	for	

an	organization	to	accommodate	a	public,	and	sometimes	it	will	be	most	ethical	and	

best	for	an	organization	to	firmly	stand	its	ground	and	wholly	advocate	for	the	

organization.	While	the	two-way	symmetrical	model	of	excellence	theory	dictates	

there	must	always	be	give	and	take	on	behalf	of	the	organization,	contingency	

theory	recognizes	that	there	are	scenarios	in	which	this	would	not	be	the	best	

practice	or	normative	action.	For	example,	when	dealing	with	a	morally	repugnant	

public,	it	would	be	unethical	to	take	an	accommodative	stance.	By	opening	the	

question	of	right	and	wrong	to	dialogue,	collaboration	and	compromise,	the	

contingency	model	is	inherently	ethical	(Zhang,	Qui	&	Cameron	2004,	p.	392).	

Contingency	theory	proposes	a	continuum	of	accommodation	and	a	matrix	of	

factors	that	influence	where	on	this	continuum	an	organization’s	stance	on	a	given	

issue	with	a	given	public	falls.	The	continuum	is	organized	along	a	scale	of	pure	

accommodation	to	pure	advocacy	as	follows:	
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Figure	1.	The	advocacy-accommodation	continuum		
	

	

Figure	1.	The	advocacy-accommodation	continuum	of	the	Contingency	Theory	of	
Public	Relations	posited	by	Cancel,	et	al,	1997,	p.	37.	
	

Pure	advocacy	on	this	continuum	means	choosing	the	stance	of	pleading	on	

another’s	behalf	or	in	support	of	something.	Public	relations	practitioners	have	

compared	advocacy	to	being	like	an	attorney	representing	one	side	of	an	issue	

toward	the	end	of	creating	public	acceptance	for	a	given	idea	or	commodity.	Some	

practitioners	take	issue	with	defining	advocacy	in	this	way,	and	perhaps	even,	that	

advocacy	is	part	of	the	conversation	because	it	raises	unsavory	accusations	of	

manipulation	or	spin.	Here,	advocacy	means	ethically	and	effectively	pleading	the	

organization’s	case	to	given	publics	(Cancel	et	al.,	1997,	p.	35-36).	

Pure	accommodation	on	this	continuum	means	capitulating	to	the	demands	

of	the	public	or	publics	in	question,	no	matter	whether	odds	with	what	the	

organization	would	do	otherwise.	The	accommodative	role	can	be	seen	as	having	a	

mission	of	trust	building,	and	establishing	and	maintaining	mutually	dependent	

relationships	between	the	organization	and	its	publics	(Cancel	et	al.,	1997,	p.	36).	

Between	the	two	poles	of	the	advocacy-accommodation	continuum	lie	a	wide	

range	of	operational	stances	and	therefore	a	number	of	strategies	that	offer	some	

combination	of	accommodation	and	advocacy.	Cancel	et	al.	(1997)	argues	that	

whether	conscious	or	not,	public	relations	practitioners	choose	a	stance	somewhere	
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between	pure	accommodation	and	pure	advocacy.	The	continuum	offers	a	practical	

view	that	deviates	from	the	normative	theory	that	all	actors	in	the	crisis	seek	to	

resolve	the	conflict	in	a	most	efficient	and	amicable	manner.			

Further,	researchers	argue,	“communication	acts	reflecting	both	extremes	

[pure	accommodation	and	pure	advocacy]	can	actually	occur	simultaneously	in	

dealing	with	one	public.”	(p.	37).		

Contingency	theory	attempts	to	identify	a	comprehensive	list	of	factors	that	

influence	the	decision-making	process	that	practitioners	use	to	determine	an	

organization’s	stance	(Cameron,	Cropp,	&	Reber,	2001;	Cancel,	Cameron,	Sallot,	&	

Mitrook,	1997;	Cancel,	Mitrook,	&	Cameron,	1999).	A	process	of	exploring	academic	

literature	in	public	relations	and	in-depth	interviews	was	used	to	uncover	roughly	

87	variables	that	affect	the	stance	an	organization	takes	toward	a	public	or	publics	

on	an	issue.	These	variables	were	then	confirmed	and	vetted	through	additional	and	

follow-up	interviews.	For	practical	purposes,	these	87	variables	are	divided	into	11	

categories	on	two	dimensions	of	external	and	internal	variables	(Cancel,	Mitrook	&	

Cameron,	1999).	They	can	be	described	as	falling	onto	organizational,	individual	and	

social	levels	(Shin,	Heath	&	Lee,	2011).		

From	a	high	level,	external	factors	are	those	over	which	the	organization	

can’t	directly	exert	control:	threats	such	as	government	regulation	or	litigation,	the	

industry	environment,	general	political	and	social	environment,	characteristics	of	

the	external	public	and	more.	Internal	factors	include	how	much	is	at	stake	for	the	

organization	in	the	situation,	characteristics	of	the	organization,	the	public	relations	

department,	the	dominant	coalition	and	individuals	involved.	More	specifically	
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these	range	from	economic	stability	of	the	organization	to	an	open	or	closed	culture,	

public	relations	representation	in	the	dominant	coalition,	staff	education	levels	and	

more.	(Cancel	et	al.,	1997).	

	 Cancel,	Mitrook	&	Cameron	(1999)	also	logically	divided	the	87	factors	

differently	into	predisposing	variables	and	situational	variables.	Predisposing	

variables	influence	how	an	organization	is	likely	to	approach	or	deal	with	issues	as	

they	arise.	Situational	variables	are	specific	and	“often	changing	dynamics	at	work	

during	particular	situations	involving	an	organization	and	the	particular	public”	(p.	

177).	The	most	supported	predisposing	variables	include	corporation	size,	

corporate	culture,	corporate	business	exposure,	public	relations	access	to	the	

dominant	coalition,	enlightenment	of	the	dominant	coalition,	line	managers,	

enlightenment	of	line	managers	and	individual	characteristics.		

The	“Contingent”	or	“It	Depends”	ideology	presents	a	systematic	manner	in	

which	factors	in	a	crisis	can	be	evaluated	at	different	points	in	dynamically	changing	

situations.	Because	of	its	robustness,	it	lays	an	excellent	foundation	to	evaluate	

conflict	management	within	the	realm	of	public	relations	(Cancel	et	al.,	1997).		 	

Contingency	Theory	in	Action	
Let’s	note	several	revealing	points:	

• “Organizations	will	tend	to	view	advocacy	of	its	position	as	not	only	

best	for	itself	but	best	for	the	world	in	the	long	run,”	(Cancel	et	al.,	

1997	p.	39).		

• Organizations	are	unlikely	to	practice	public	relations	symmetrically	

until	a	public	gains	roughly	equal	power.	Through	the	logic	of	game	
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theory	it	follows	that	organizations	can	get	the	greatest	benefit	by	

practicing	asymmetric	forms	of	communications	in	situations	in	

which	the	organization	has	greater	power	than	its	publics	(Cancel	et	

al.,	1997,	p.	47).	

	
The	principles	of	contingency	theory	have	been	tested	and	further	developed	

in	limited	international	settings:	China	(Li,	Cropp,	&	Jin,	2010;	Zhang,	Qui,	&	

Cameron,	2004),	South	Korea	(Bae	&	Park,	2011;	Choi	&	Cameron,	2005;	Shin,	

Heath,	&	Lee,	2011),	and	Singapore	(Jin,	Pang,	&	Cameron,	2006).	

Cultural	variance	is	a	challenge	to	global	public	relations.	The	work	of	Choi	

and	Cameron	(2005)	investigated	the	international	public	relations	dynamics	of	

contingency	theory	in	Korea,	specifically	as	an	exploration	to	build	a	set	of	

international	contingency	variables	in	order	to	extend	the	theory	and	provide	a	

more	holistic	picture	of	public	relations	practices.	Previous	literature	finds	that	

societal	and	cultural	factors	strongly	affect	public	relations	practices,	and	this	study	

focused	on	Korean	national	identity	(p.	173-174).	Through	interviewing,	

researchers	uncovered	what	is	essentially	a	Confucian	variable	that,	to	oversimplify,	

addresses	the	“we-ness”	versus	“collectiveness”	and	“emotion	over	logic”	of	the	

Korean	culture	that	is	in	contrast	to	Western	culture	(p.183).	Additionally	Choi	and	

Cameron	found	that	local	CEO’s	decision	power	has	a	big	influence	on	stances	of	

multinational	corporations	in	South	Korea.	

Significant	findings	of	contingency	theory	applications	in	Korea	(Bae	and	

Park,	2011)	include	that	offering	financial	compensation	as	an	apology	to	one	public,	

namely	the	national	government,	does	not	satisfy	all	publics,	namely	mass	media	in	
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this	case.	Bae	and	Park	looked	into	the	socio-contextual	influences	of	the	Korean	

news	media	when	huge	corporate	player	Samsung	offered	about	$850	million	as	an	

apology	to	the	Korean	government	after	a	string	of	legal	issues.	This	study	was	

conducted	by	content	analysis	of	the	company’s	official	statement	as	well	as	news	

media	coverage	of	it,	and	found	that	different	interpretations	of	this	major	donation	

stem	from	socio-contextual	factors	as	well	as	a	sudden	swing	in	Samsung’s	stance	

from	advocating	that	legal	accusations	had	no	grounding	to	accommodating	to	the	

tune	of	nearly	$850	million.	The	takeaway	here	is	the	social	context	in	which	

contingency	theory	operates	cannot	be	ignored.	The	socio-contextual	factors	of	

Korean	culture	that	major	conglomerates	have	been	accused	of	illegal	activities	from	

bribing	government	officers	to	manipulating	stock	prices	to	illegal	inheritances	and	

embellishing	corporate	accounts.	For	this	reason,	Korean	publics	don’t	necessarily	

give	full	credit	to	a	company	offering	a	large	monetary	donation	to	the	government	

or	a	good	cause.			

Further	contingency	findings	in	Korea	conclude	a	cultural	and	situational	

contingency	perspective	of	public	relations	leadership	can	help	explain	differences	

between	leadership	preferences	for	public	relations	practitioners	in	the	U.S.	and	

South	Korea	(Shin,	Heath,	&	Lee,	2011).	Researchers	have	predicted	that	into	the	

future,	leadership	in	public	relations	will	mean	the	ability	to	integrate	at	several	

levels	of	business	and	society	for	a	more	integrated	management	process	and	for	

helping	organizations	make	society	more	functional	through	contingent,	strategic,	

skilled	and	reflective	leadership.	Based	on	a	survey	of	1,000	practitioners:	
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Shin	et	al.	(2006)	found	that	individual	level	factors	have	primary	influence	

on	response	to	situations.	Some	of	individual	level	of	factors	includes	

individual	communication	competency,	personal	ethical	values,	ability	to	

handle	complex	problems,	and	familiarity	with	external	publics	or	its	

representatives.	This	contingency	framework	guides	deployment	of	the	

individual	qualifications	necessary	for	effective	conflict	management	(pp.	

171).	

Leadership	&	Culture	
National	culture	is	likely	an	important	element	in	the	contingency	nature	of	

effective	public	relations	because	culture	powerfully	shapes	the	way	people	interact	

with	each	other,	social	environments	and	organizations.	Sin,	Heath,	&	Lee	(2011)	

argue	that	it’s	the	“shared	sense-making	of	each	culture	that	defines	leadership	in	

general,	as	well	as	the	qualities	of	relationships	between	organizations	and	their	key	

publics,”	(p.	173).	Social	psychology	research	by	cross-cultural	psychologist	Geert	

Hofstede	suggests	that	leaders	who	grow	up	with	certain	environmental	restraints	

from	national	and	regional	forces	cannot	help	but	reflect	their	milieu.			

Hofstede	developed	a	model	that	is	generally	accepted	by	business	culture	

scholars	as	the	most	comprehensive	framework	of	the	national	values	of	cultures.	

While	this	model	is	not	without	critics,	it	serves	to	point	out	measurable	differences	

between	U.S.	and	Norwegian	business	culture	that	could	mean	differences	in	

application	of	contingency	from	the	three	international	settings	in	which	it’s	been	

developed	and	tested.	What	follows	is	a	brief	comparison	of	major	constructs	in	the	

U.S.	and	Norway	via	Hofstede’s	website	as	of	March	30,	2015.	
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The	website	attempts	to	offer	an	overview	of	“the	deep	driving	factors	of	

American	culture	relative	to	other	cultures	in	our	world.”	Again,	while	this	is	

certainly	not	a	comprehensive	comparative	analysis,	it	offers	a	jumping	off	point	for	

readers,	as	the	United	States’	position	in	the	global	business	world	is	quite	

prominent;	it	makes	for	a	touchstone	comparison.	

• Power	distance.	U.S.:	40.	Norway:	31.		

Definition:	The	attitude	of	the	culture	toward	power	inequalities	amongst	its	

people.		Also,	strength	of	social	hierarchy.	

• Individualism.	U.S.:	91.	Norway:	69.	

Definition:	The	degree	of	interdependence	a	society	maintains	among	its	

members.		

• Masculinity.		U.S.:	62.	Norway	8.	

Definition:	Conceptualized	here	as	base	motivation.	Hofstede	calls	a	

masculine	society	one	that	is	motivated	by	wanting	to	be	the	best,	and	a	

feminine	society	as	liking	what	you	do.	As	a	society,	a	high	masculinity	score	

means	the	society	is	driven	by	competition,	achievement	and	success,	with	

success	defined	as	“winning”	or	being	“best-in-the-field.”	A	low	masculinity	

score	means	dominant	values	are	in	caring	for	others	and	the	focus	is	more	

on	quality	of	life.	Quality	of	life	is	the	sign	of	success	and	standing	out	from	

the	crowd	is	not	admirable.	Also,	task	orientation	versus	person-orientation.	

• Uncertainty	avoidance.	U.S.:	46.	Norway:	50.	

Definition:	The	way	a	society	deals	with	the	fact	that	the	future	can	never	be	

known.		
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• Long-term	orientation.		U.S.:	26.	Norway:	35.	

Definition:	How	a	society	maintains	links	with	its	past	while	dealing	with	

present	and	future	challenges.		

• Indulgence.	U.S.:	68.	Norway:	55.	

Definition:	The	extent	to	which	people	try	to	control	desires	and	impulses.	

(http://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html).		

	

Some	scholars	argue	that	public	relations	research	relies	too	heavily	on	

particular	worldviews,	such	as	that	of	the	United	States:	

The	former	international	models	of	public	relations	are	grounded	in	

positivism	(Dozier	&	Lauzen,	1998;	Grunig,	1992;	Holtzhausen,	2000)	and	

largely	predicated	on	neoliberal	economics,	which	proposes	that	the	greatest	

social,	political,	and	economic	good	results	from	the	free	flow	of	capital	and	a	

free-market	system.	These	models	are	grounded	in	assumptions	of	

democracy,	capitalism,	economic	and	press	freedom,	and	civil	liberties,	

among	other	considerations	(Holtzhausen,	2000;	Kruckeberg,	1995;	Pearson,	

1990;	Sharpe,	1992;	Vercic	et	al.,	2001;	Wilson,	1990).	Because	significant	

parts	of	the	world	do	not	fit	these	defining	criteria	and	operate	under	

dramatically	different	political	and	economic	systems,	a	trend	of	retrofitting	

the	Western	neoliberal	model	to	other	cultures	has	evolved	in	the	

scholarship,	with	problematic	implications:	“Many	of	the	assumptions	that	

guide	Western	theories	and	practices	are	not	applicable	in	other	regions	of	

the	world”	(Taylor	&	Kent,	1999,	p.	131).	(Gaither	&	Curtin,	2008,	p.	117).	
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Some	theorists	argue	that	adding	culture	as	a	variable	when	applying	public	

relations	models	to	international	scenarios	could	help,	and	some	have	added	

generalized	cultural	indices	such	as	Hofstede’s	discussed	above.	Gaither	&	Curtin	

(2008)	write	that	the	West’s	is	only	one	reference	point	for	what	it	means	to	study	

and	practice	public	relations.	Notably,	they	propose	a	cultural	model	to	be	

incorporated	with	public	relations.	This	circuit	of	culture	model	encompasses	the	

interrelations	and	interactions	of	regulation,	identity,	production,	consumption	and	

representation	(Gaither	&	Curtin,	2008,	p.	118).	

Contingency	theory	is	relevant	to	apply	to	communicating	environmental	

sustainability.	Communicating	environmental	sustainability	can	be	seen	as	

managing	the	conflict	between	publics	with	climate	change	concerns,	such	as	

government	entities,	activist	publics	and	the	general	public’s	consciousness,	and	

organizations	under	consideration	that	are	in	a	position	of	needing	to	communicate	

on	this	topic.	Some	companies,	by	virtue	of	their	main	function	or	means	of	

operation	have	a	high	impact	on	the	environment	by	definition.	Companies	

conducting	petroleum	exploration	and	production,	for	example	have	a	high	impact	

in	the	environment.	Agriculture	companies	from	those	that	use	fertilizer	(a	

petroleum	product)	to	those	engaged	in	the	harvesting	of	trees	come	under	fire	

from	climate	change	groups.		

The	Norwegian	Landscape:	Corporate	Social	and	Environmental	
Responsibility		

Norway	is	a	modern	and	highly	developed	country	with	a	small	but	robust	

economy.	Gross	domestic	product	per	capita	is	among	the	highest	in	the	world	

(2014	Investment	Climate	Survey	–	Norway,	June	2014,	p.	1),	and	its	sovereign	
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wealth	fund	is	the	largest	in	the	world	at	$830	billion	in	2013	(p.10).	There	are	

approximately	5,500	foreign-owned	companies	in	Norway,	and	foreign	direct	

investment	has	more	than	doubled	in	the	past	decade	to	$183	billion	at	the	end	of	

2012	(p.	5).	When	these	companies	are	operating	on	Norwegian	soil,	they	must	

abide	by	Norwegian	law,	and	to	the	extent	that	Norwegian	publics	wield	power	in	its	

democratic	system,	they	must	stay	in	the	good	graces	of	voting	publics.	

Corporate	social	responsibility	is	“very	much	a	part	of	Norwegian	corporate	

and	political	consciousness,”	(2014	Investment	Climate	Survey	–	Norway,	June	

2014,	p.	10).	The	government	is	a	major	owner	in	the	Norwegian	economy,	(p.	1)	

and	climate	policy,	procurement	policy	and	development	policy	are	all	part	of	the	

government	guidelines	for	“ethical	and	responsible	conduct	in	government-owned	

enterprises,”	(p.	10).		

Past	research	has	sought	to	describe	how	a	firm	arrives	at	its	level	of	

commitment	toward	corporate	environmental	and	social	responsibility.	A	four-part	

conceptual	model	discussed	by	Lynes	and	Andrachuk	(2008)	shows	the	influences,	

motivations	and	catalysts	on	a	firm’s	level	of	commitment	to	these	issues.	Part	I	of	

the	model	is	composed	of	four	key	influence	systems—markets,	social	system,	

political	system	and	science	system—	and	their	interplay	that	make	up	influences	

on	the	given	firm.	Motivations	toward	corporate	environmental	and	social	

responsibility,	such	as	financial	benefits,	competitive	advantage	and	image	

enhancement	make	up	Part	II	of	the	model.	In	Part	III	are	catalysts	such	as	culture,	

internal	leadership	and	financial	policies	and	finally,	the	output	of	the	model,	and	

Part	IV	is	the	firm’s	level	of	commitment	to	corporate	social	and	environmental	
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responsibility	as	demonstrated	by	pledges	to	take	action,	responsibility	taken	for	its	

action,	level	of	involvement	in	social	and	environmental	issues	and	dedication	to	

improving	the	given	firm’s	performance.	(p.	379).	While	these	parts	are	simplified	

here	for	the	sake	of	brevity,	the	important	take-away	from	the	model	is	the	key	

market,	social	system,	political	system	and	science	influences	at	play.	These	

influences	are	dynamically	grouped	into	those	that	are	internal,	external	and	sector-

specific	(Lynes	&	Andrachuk,	2008),	some	of	which	are	notably	parallel	to	

contingency	theory	factor	divisions.	

A	case	study	of	Scandinavian	Airlines’	adoption	of	corporate	social	and	

environmental	practices	involves	different	market	influences	but	key	overlap	with	

the	presently	proposed	study	in	political	system,	social	system,	and	science	

influences.	Politically,	air	travel’s	close	association	with	globalization	heightens	the	

need	for	it	to	examine	social	and	environmental	sustainability	(Lynes	&	Andrachuk,	

2008).	Lynes	&	Andrachuk	write	that	in	Scandinavia	there	are	high	levels	of	social	

security,	high	average	wages,	a	powerful	labor	movement	with	the	highest	union	

membership	rates	in	the	world,	strong	labor	rights	for	women,	the	highest	

proportion	of	women	in	parliament	for	European	Union	countries,	44	percent	in	

Sweden,	and	a	high	level	of	cooperation	between	organizations	and	the	state.	“The	

stability	of	the	Scandinavian	countries	along	with	their	solid	education	system	and	

strong	healthcare	and	social	security	systems	means	that	people	can	concentrate	on	

other	issues,	such	as	the	environmental	responsibility	of	firms.	“	(Lynes	&	

Andrachuk,	2008,	p	382).	Further,	a	study	across	22	countries	found	that	for	

managers	and	professionals,	collectivism	and	universalism	are	positively	related	to	
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corporate	social	and	environmental	responsibility,	while	individualism	is	negatively	

related.	(Egri	et	al.,	2004)	

Lynes	&	Ancrachuk	argue	that	models	that	do	not	take	influences	on	

corporate	commitment	toward	social	and	environmental	responsibility	risk	failure.	
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Methodology	
	
	
	

In	a	first	push	into	examine	contingency	theory’s	manifestations	in	

Norwegian	public	relations,	qualitative	research	methodology	surfaces	as	the	best	

option.	It	is	common	for	exploratory	research	to	be	qualitative	in	nature	and	to	later	

follow	with	quantitative	and	therefore	more	generalizable	analysis	(Silverman,	

2010a).	Fine	details	that	make	a	study	strong	come	through	best	in	an	interview	

format	that	offers	a	platform	for	elaboration	and	expanded	inquiry	where	necessary	

(Spangler	&	Pompper,	2011,	p.	9).		

Semistructured	interviews	were	conducted	with	10	communications	

professionals	who	communicate	environmental	responsibility	as	part	of	their	job.	

This	falls	within	the	proposed	range	of	10-20	interviews,	which	is	based	on	

previously	published	studies	(Cameron,	Cropp,	&	Reber,	2000;	Curtin	1999;	Marra	

1998;	Rollins,	Nickell,	&	Ennis,	2014),	but	ultimately	interviews	continued	until	no	

new	patterns	emerged,	and	idea	saturation	was	reached.		

A	full	paper	trail	including	field	notes	from	interviews,	audio	recordings	of	

interviews	and	notes	on	process	accompany	the	research	process	as	recommended	

by	scholars.	Anonymous	quotes	from	participants	are	in	the	write	up	where	relevant	

(Silverman,	2010b).	To	further	protect	the	anonymity	of	participants,	names	of	

company	products	and	other	identifiable	information	has	been	removed.	

Interviews	were	recorded	on	audio	device,	and	files	saved	with	a	file	name	

coding	system	that	removed	all	identifiable	information	for	the	individuals	
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interviewed.	Once	collected,	audio	data	was	then	transcribed	and	coded	using	

focused	coding.	Integrative	memos	were	written,	then	themes	selected	and	

connection	to	theory	sought	(Emerson,	1995).	All	data	was	then	analyzed	for	

patterns	until	idea	saturation	was	reached.	Files	were	then	transcribed	and	saved	in	

text	documents	using	the	same	nomenclature	and	saved	on	a	password-protected	

laptop.	One	audio	file	did	not	record	properly,	but	immediately	upon	discovering	the	

issue,	the	researcher	wrote	notes	on	the	conversation.	While	the	data	is	sufficient	as	

notes	for	data	analysis	via	the	constant	comparative	method	with	the	other	

transcripts,	this	one	out	of	ten	interviews	does	constitute	a	weakness	in	the	

methodology,	albeit	minor.	

This	research	was	designed	to	maximize	understanding	of	factors	at	play	due	

to	the	preliminary	nature	of	this	cross-cultural	research.	The	best	material	came	

from	the	stories	about	the	conflicts,	and	in	response	to	questions	about	why	certain	

actions	were	chosen,	whether	the	action(s)	had	the	desired	outcome,	what	else	was	

considered,	etc.,	and	relevant	quotes	are	included	throughout.	

Participants	
Interviews	were	with	representatives	of	companies	or	with	agencies	that	

handle	strategic	communication	of	environmental	issues.	All	of	the	individuals	

interviewed	were	the	primary	individual	handling	environmental	communication	

for	the	organization	at	hand.	Interviews	were	with	the	communications	director	or	

top	individual	who	communicates	environmental	issues.	Job	titles	included	vice	

president	of	communications	and	corporate	affairs,	director	of	external	relations	

and	communication,	communication	manager,	managing	partner	and	more.	While	
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there	are	certainly	other	people	and	departments	within	an	organization	that	could	

be	interviewed	on	communicating	environmental	sustainability	(CEO,	

environmental	specialists,	etc.),	professional	communicators	were	the	primary	

interest	because	no	matter	what	they	are	tasked	with	executing	messaging.	

Individuals	were	generally	part	of	organizations’	executive	team.	Individuals	had	

experience	ranging	from	35	years	of	government	work	to	business	development	

turned	government	regulator	turned	communication	and	external	affairs	director	

(RS10).	Most	were	career	communicators,	but	participants	nonetheless	had	varied	

backgrounds	and	educations	outside	communication.	Some	were	schooled	in	

economics	in	Norway	and	abroad	(GHI02,	RS10,	MNO24)	and	some	had	experience	

on	the	political	scene	(ABC04,	MNO24).	Another	trained	as	a	political	scientist,	

educated	further	within	economics	and	journalism	with	twenty	years	of	experience	

in	environmental	communication	(MNO24).	Yet	another	trained	as	a	marine	

biologist	with	four	years	as	a	project	manager	tasked	with	communication	

(BEBH0611).		

Participating	companies	include	global	industry	leaders	operating	in	

Norway’s	primary	sector	including	the	petroleum,	agriculture	and	aquaculture	

industries.	Companies	are	based	in	Norway,	Norwegian	Stock	Exchange	(ABC04),	

one	industry	association	(JKL05),	multinational	corporations	headquartered	in	the	

U.S.,	Norway	and	others	(RS10).	Companies	ranged	in	size	from	fewer	than	10	to	

80,000	globally	with	800	to	900	in	Norway	(RS10).	One	company	does	

environmental	testing	on	behalf	of	industry	and	one	company	is	a	communication	
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agency	that	does	contract	work	for	the	agriculture	and	aquaculture	industries	

among	others.		

Experience	ranged	from	up	to	35	years	in	politics.	Notably	communication	

director	positions	in	these	companies	is	merged	with	other	functions	even	at	large	

companies,	for	example,	a	communication	director	who	is	also	responsible	for	

portions	of	finance	(CDNS),	corporate	affairs	director	and	director	of	

communications	for	7	years	(GHI02)	dealing	with	sustainability	issues	for	those	7	

years	as	well	as	12	years	prior	at	one	of	the	world’s	largest	food	companies.	Dealing	

with	a	vast	range	of	issues	related	to	both	environmental	and	social	sustainability	

issues:	child	labor,	obesity,	sourcing	qualities,	marketing,	and	before	that	

government	service	for	the	ministry	of	agriculture	and	before	that	the	Norwegian	

Foreign	Service	in	Brussels	and	dealing	with	trade	negotiations	with	the	World	

Trade	Organization	dealing	with	agreements	for	trade	and	tariffs	(GHI02).	

Companies	had	made	various	levels	of	commitments	to	environmental	

responsibility,	including	having	signed	the	UN	Global	Compact,	are	member	of	the	

Global	Compact	Nordic	Network	(CDNN),	where	participants	from	Denmark,	

Finland,	Norway	and	Sweden	discuss	common	challenges	and	the	implementation	of	

the	ten	principles	in	the	UN	Global	Compact	(ABC04	Annual	Report).	

Companies	represented	include	those	the	business	world	deems	primary	

sector	businesses,	i.e.,	companies	that	have	their	core	business	function	tied	to	the	

environment	or	natural	resources.	Such	industries	include	petroleum	exploration	&	

production,	agriculture	and	aquaculture.	It’s	worth	noting	that	this	peculiar	

situation—one	where	the	company	inherently	has	a	high	impact	on	the	



22	
	

environment,	yet	the	company	is	tasked	with	communicating	measures	of	

environmental	sustainability—accentuates	the	inadequacy	of	the	two-way	

symmetrical	excellence	model	proposed	by	Grunig	&	Grunig,	1992.	In	this	model,	

one	would	be	expected	to	advocate	on	behalf	of	the	organization,	and	there	is	no	

room	for	accommodating	a	public.	Approximately	half	of	interviewees	were	in	the	

petroleum	industry,	and	this	was	due	in	part	to	the	large	size	of	and	prominent	role	

the	petroleum	sector	plays	in	the	Norwegian	economy.		

Sampling		 	
Two	sampling	techniques,	purposive	and	snowballing	were	used	to	

complement	each	other	due	to	the	difficulty	of	finding	qualified	interviewees	with	

both	time	and	willingness	to	participate.	The	researcher	began	with	discussions	

with	the	founder	of	one	of	Norway’s	largest	public	relations	firms,	who	has	a	

University	of	Missouri	connection,	to	serve	as	a	starting	point	for	snowballing.		

These	members	are	chosen	for	their	highest	likelihood	of	having	the	task	of	

communicating	environmental	friendliness.		

Additionally	the	researcher	reached	out	on	an	individual	basis	to	public	

relations	practitioners	from	leading	organizations	in	these	industries.	Another	note	

on	the	petroleum	industry:	Nearly	half	of	this	study’s	participants	came	from	the	

petroleum	industry	for	several	reasons.	The	petroleum	industry	is	prominent	in	

Norway,	and	the	researcher	was	able	to	make	early	and	fruitful	connections	with	

members	of	this	industry.	Because	it	is	a	large	and	active	industry,	one	membership-

based	industry	organization	was	able	to	make	a	number	of	suggested	connections	
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for	interviewees.	Interviewing	a	number	of	organizations	from	one	industry	could	

bias	the	results	if	there	was	a	pattern	within	that	industry.		

Semistructured	Interviewing	
Semistructured	interviews	offer	ample	opportunity	for	interviewees	to	offer	

information	they	see	as	most	pertinent	and	meaningful	to	the	experience	at	hand	

while	allowing	the	interviewer	the	ability	to	provide	guidance	to	the	interview	and	

make	sure	high	points	are	hit.	Hearing	and	probing,	which	get	at	the	question	of	

how,	and	exploring	motivations,	which	get	at	the	heart	of	why,	are	cited	by	scholars	

as	just	a	few	fortes	of	interviewing.	Context	is	also	important	to	these	questions	

(Berger,	2014,	p	112),	which	through	observations	such	as	area	economic	and	

census	data,	might	be	able	to	more	fully	explain	phenomena.		

Spangler	&	Pompper	(2011,	p.	9)	note	that	interviews	are	commonly	

conducted	when	a	researcher	identifies	given	experts	whose	knowledge	of	a	specific	

field	can	illuminate	the	particular	area	of	research	interest.	The	premise	of	the	

present	study	is	to	draw	on	personal	experiences	and	anecdotes	of	practitioners.	

Qualitative	methodology	provides	nuanced	descriptions	can	also	be	captured	by	

qualitative	methods	(Silverman,	2010a).	Interviewing	allows	for	exploring	

motivations	and	attitudes	of	the	past	and	present	and	hearing	and	probing	(Berger,	

2014,	p.	113).	

A	topic	guide	instrument	of	approximately	10-15	probes	was	piloted	with	a	

lay	person,	a	Norwegian	citizen,	to	minimize	any	unclear	meanings	arising	from	the	

wording	by	the	American	interviewer	and	Norwegian	interviewees.	As	clarifications	
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were	an	absolute	minimum,	the	researcher	was	able	to	proceed	with	added	

confidence	that	the	language	barrier	would	indeed	be	marginal	as	anticipated.	

An	added	benefit	of	the	pilot	interview	was	it	primed	the	interviewer	for	

some	of	the	responses	that	might	come	up	and	confirm	some	of	the	big	

environmental	players	that	might	and	did	come	up	in	actual	interviews.		

The	instrument	guide	was	made	available	to	respondents	in	advance	if	

requested,	but	none	did.	Informed	consent	forms	were	supplied	prior	to	the	

interview	in	accordance	with	the	researchers’	university	Institutional	Review	Board	

requirements.	Respondents	were	asked	a	variety	of	questions	about	their	public	

relations	experience	as	it	pertains	to	the	environment	and	image	and	for	examples	

to	support	statements.	Probes	were	open-ended	to	ensure	conversations	weren’t	

restrictive	and	to	encourage	interviewees	to	self-report	in	as	much	detail	as	they	

were	comfortable.	Interviewees	were	asked	to	define	key	terms	in	accordance	with	

Berger’s	(2014,	p.	115)	suggestion.	Floating	prompts	were	be	used	where	

appropriate	to	elicit	elaboration.	Key	questions	for	elaboration	include	“And	then	

what	happened…	Who	was	involved…	When	did	this	happen…	Why	did	it	happen…	

Where	did	it	happen…	What	was	the	result?”	(p.115).	

To	help	remedy	hesitations	for	revealing	less-than-flattering	practices	in	

communicating	environmental	friendliness,	such	as	the	hypocritical	practice	of	

green	washing,	the	question	of	how	they	perceive	other	companies	in	Norway	

strategize	and	execute	on	the	topic	was	asked.	The	value	of	this	particular	question’s	

response	lay	in	helping	the	researcher	better	recognize	any	hints	at	such	
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communication	practices	in	subsequent	interviews,	so	floating	prompts	could	be	

employed	more	effectively.		

Minimizing	Cultural	Differences,	Maximizing	Theory	Building	
Building	rapport	was	particularly	important	with	this	group,	as	the	

researcher	was	an	American	with	about	five	years	of	professional	experience,	and	

interviewees	were	Norwegian	citizens	with	more	extensive	experience	in	public	

relations.	One	technique	for	this,	easily	applied	to	semi-structured	interviews,	is	

when	a	question	of	understanding	arises	to	inquire,	“When	would	you	do	that?,”	or	

“What	would	you	use	that	for?,”	rather	than	“What	do	you	mean	by	that?,”	which	

might	more	readily	highlight	differences	between	how	the	two	use	language	and	

cause	the	interviewee	to	see	the	interviewer	as	different	than	they	are	(Leech,	2002,	

p.	666).	

This	research	was	100	percent	self-funded	by	the	primary	researcher,	which	

is	worth	noting	because	multiple	interviewees	and	overcame	hesitancy	to	

participate	upon	learning	this.	

In	general,	demonstrating	genuine	interest	and	considerable	investment	

in	time	and	resources	to	explore	contingency	theory’s	applications	to	

communicating	environmental	responsibility	in	Norway	helped	maximize	the	

likelihood	of	potential	interviewees	being	willing	to	participate.	In	particular,	

traveling	from	the	U.S.	to	conduct	face-to-face	interviews	in	Norway	help	

demonstrate	this	interest.		

Additionally,	Norway’s	esteem	for	higher	education	might	have	made	more	

participants	willing	to	share	their	time	and	experiences	with	a	person	they	didn’t	
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personally	know	and	hadn’t	met	before.	Additionally	Norway’s	open	culture	might	

have	helped	as	well.	

The	signature	line	of	all	email	communications	included	the	researcher’s	

professional	portfolio	website	describing	the	current	research	at	hand,	related	

research	presented	by	the	researcher	at	the	International	Public	Relations	Research	

Conference,	and	past	professional	work	in	the	petroleum	and	agriculture	industries.	

The	majority	of	interviews—all	but	one—were	held	at	the	practitioners’	

places	of	work	for	the	sake	of	convenience	for	the	practitioner.	Interviews	were	

approximately	one	hour,	and	the	setup	of	interview	questions	reflected	this.	This	

constraint	was	imposed	by	what	is	considered	a	typical	length	for	a	business	

meeting,	so	that	it	would	conveniently	fit	into	the	interviewee’s	day.		

The	interviews	focused	on	key	publics	the	company	considers	when	

communicating	environmental	safety,	sustainability	and/or	corporate	social	

responsibility.	Interviews	focused	on	the	internal	and	external	factors	a	company	

takes	into	consideration	when	communicating	to	these	publics.	Refer	to	the	research	

questions	guiding	the	study	above.	

Interviews	offer	introspection	on	the	topic	by	the	respondent	while	still	

being	controlled	by	the	researcher.	By	using	the	interview	technique	the	researcher	

gains	access	to	the	spirit	of	communications	in	the	Norwegian	language	that	would	

otherwise	require	a	translator’s	service.	Nuance	can	better	be	conveyed	than	

through	a	survey	and	clarification	sought,	which	will	be	important	given	the	cultural	

differences	between	the	researcher	and	the	respondents.	Advantages	of	

interviewing	include	achieving	maximum	mutual	understanding	of	the	phenomena	
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being	investigated.	Rich	descriptive	qualitative	interview	data	collection	may	serve	

as	a	first	step	in	developing	a	hypothesis	that	could	later	be	tested	using	

quantitative	techniques,	which	would	allow	for	generalization	to	a	larger	population	

at	that	time.	

In	terms	of	mining	for	content,	it	would	have	been	very	easy	for	these	

interviews	to	last	longer.	It’s	worth	noting	that	the	interviewer	was	met	with	some	

resistance	in	talking	in	detail	about	particular	crises	or	risk	stances,	particularly	for	

ongoing	issues.		

In	the	first	few	interviews,	the	first	the	researcher	did	not	suggest	factors	for	

consideration,	but	in	Cameron,	Cropp	&	Reber	(2000),	in	“Getting	Past	Platitudes”,	

this	was	acceptable.	The	authors	write	that	the	socially	desirable	response	in	

discussing	communication	strategy	is	to	“make	nice”	and	not	to	be	too	awfully	

strategic	or	goal	oriented,	which	means	needing	to	give	permission	to	folks	to	open	

up.	After	exhausting	voluntary	considerations	by	the	interviewees,	the	researcher	

then	asked	interviewees	to	share	their	most	memorable	conflict	and	how	it	went	

down,	essentially	probing	to	trigger	recognition	and	elaboration	from	the	

respondent’s	part.		

The	initial	concern	was	to	do	too	much	pressing	and	probing,	and	be	ultra-

careful	not	to	lead	people	to	any	of	the	factors.	More	explicitly	asking	about	the	

actions,	why	that	action,	outcome	and	other	considerations	should	not	ultimately	be	

misleading	to	a	professional.	Time-wise	another	difficulty	was	in	the	time	

constraints.	A	common	pattern	was	for	companies	to	focus	on,	explain	and	defend	

the	environmental	measures	before	discussing	any	communication	strategy.	While	
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not	a	problem,	every	minute	counts	in	a	1-hour	interview.	So	while	the	preliminary	

interview	instrument	did	contain	a	line	of	questions	about	recent	or	otherwise	

memorable	conflicts.		

In	accordance	with	methodology	for	semi-structured	interviews,	the	

instrument	can	be	adjusted	based	on	what	the	researcher	is	learning	from	

interviews	already	conducted.	It	is	designed	to	allow	the	researcher	to	improve	the	

quality	of	information	with	each	subsequent	interview.	
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Analysis	
	
	
	

This	study	was	successful	in	answering	its	two	driving	research	questions,	

which	again	are:		

RQ1:	What	factors	from	the	contingency	theory	of	accommodation	manifest	
when	Norwegian	communications	managers	discuss	how	they	deal	with	key	
publics	on	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concerns?	

	
RQ2:	Are	there	additional	considerations	that	Norwegian	communications	
managers	tend	to	emphasize	when	discussing	how	they	deal	with	key	publics	
on	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concerns?	

	

What	follows	is	a	brief	overview	of	answers	to	these	research	questions	before	a	

roadmap	to	the	analysis	section	and	discussion	on	the	meaning	that	can	be	drawn	

from	the	data	in	the	discussion	section.	

In	answering	RQ1,	factors	in	all	11	categories	of	contingency	theory	manifest.	

In	particular	this	study	found	the	ubiquity	of	threats	related	to	factors	influencing	

political	and	social	support	for	these	companies	manifest	throughout	interviewing.	

In	answering	RQ2,	a	tendency	to	emphasize	on	fact-based	communication	emerged	

as	a	loud	and	clear	preference	emerged	for	the	existing	factor	“how	individuals	

receive,	process	and	use	information	and	influence”,	which	is	in	the	category	of	

internal	variables,	individual	characteristics	(of	public	relations	practitioner,	

dominant	coalition	and	line	managers).		Finally,	although	this	study	did	not	seek	to	

discover	contingency	theory	factors	that	did	not	manifest,	internal	variables	related	

to	characteristics	of	individual	people—PR	practitioners	and	top	management—

arose	less	frequently	than	other	internal	or	external	factors.			
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For	ease	of	managing	86	factors	across	ten	different	interviews,	discussion	

will	surround	the	11	categories	of	internal	and	external	variables	in	contingency	

theory,	which	are	fully	listed	in	Appendix	C.	Categories	of	external	variables	include:	

1)	threats,	2)	industry	environment,	3)	general	political/social	

environment/external	culture,	4)	external	public	and	5)	issue	under	question.	

Categories	of	internal	variables	include:	1)	organization	characteristics,	2)	public	

relations	department	characteristics,	3)	characteristics	of	dominant	coalition,	4)	

internal	threats	5)	individual	characteristics	and	6)	relationship	characteristics.	This	

structure	is	in	accordance	with	Pyrczak	&	Bruce	(2005a,	p.	104),	which	says	

qualitative	research	results	should	be	organized	in	as	straightforward	manner	as	

possible	and	that	organization	be	made	clear	to	the	reader.	For	example,	Pyrczak	&	

Bruce	recommend	reporting	on	major	trends	and	themes	that	emerge	from	

subjective	and	objective	analyses	of	data	such	as	transcribed	interviews.	

Subheadings	below	will	guide	the	reader	through	this	study’s	results.	

Not	each	and	every	factor	was	specifically	addressed	in	every	interview	for	a	

“yes”	or	“no”	as	to	whether	the	factor	manifests	as	a	consideration	though	the	

research	concludes	that	the	majority	did	manifest	even	without	comprehensive	

probing,	but	highlights	are	included	in	each	category	including	relevant	quotes	

throughout.		

Category-by-Category	Factor	Manifestations	

External	variables:	Threats.	
	 Of	all	the	factors	that	manifested	through	interviewing,	threats	were	the	

most	frequent.	Communication	managers	clearly	had	a	thorough	understanding	of	
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repercussions	if	conflict	got	out	of	hand.	This	conclusion	is	reached	not	only	from	

the	number	of	times	the	factors	of	“government	regulation”,	“potentially	damaging	

publicity”	and	“scarring	of	organization’s	reputation	in	community”	arose,	but	also	

because	of	the	nonverbal	cues	associated	that	suggested	familiarity,	clarity	and	

confidence.		 	

	 One	participant	from	the	petroleum	industry	company,	for	example,	explains	

the	implications	of	being	viewed	as	not	environmentally	sustainable	not	necessarily	

as	an	immediate	or	direct	economic	impact,	but	one	that	eventually	ends	in	

government	regulation:	

		“The	government	is	biannually	give	licenses	to	the	oil	companies,	and	how	
much	new	areas	they	are	opening	up	for	oil	exploration	is	depending	on	how	
is	the,	how	much	will	parliament	and	opinion	of	the	people,	society,	accept	to	
open.	And	of	course	the	more	people	that	are	more	against	exploration	and	
against	the	oil	industry,	less	new	areas	to	be	opened	for	this	industry.	So	in	
next	phase,	we	are	suffering	of	course	as	an	industry,”	(PQ31).	

	

	 So	in	the	case	of	the	petroleum	industry,	the	social	license	to	operate	is	also	

literally	a	government-issued	license	to	operate,	because	there	are	literally	fewer	

licenses	available	on	the	whole	that	a	limited	number	of	companies	can	get	in	on.	

(PQ31).	

Many,	many	discussions	of	threats	ultimately	came	back	to	an	aversion	to	

additional	or	onerous	government	regulations	as	a	repercussion	of	not	handling	

conflict	well,	and	that	can	lead	to	expenses,	lost	time	and	more.	In	fact	discussion	of	

most	important	publics	frequently	led	back	to	these	threats	and	ultimately	the	

threat	of	government	regulation.	Most	important	publics	typically	included	the	

government/ministries/regulators,	local	and	regional	communities,	and	media	and	
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the	general	public.	Some	cited	politicians	are	important	publics	because	they	are	the	

ones	“putting	up	the	ramifications”	at	the	local,	regional	and	national	level	(ABC04).	

Multiple	interviewees	expressed	that	losing	the	support	of	politicians	could	lead	to	

new	regulations,	and	if	the	general	population	wasn’t	happy	with	politicians’	

regulations,	there	would	be	no	hesitation	to	replace	those	politicians	with	ones	who	

would	regulate	corporate	environmental	responsibility	as	they	saw	fit.		

	 Another	interviewee	also	places	reputation	as	integral	to	understanding	

threats:		

“Incompetence	is	our	most	difficult	enemy,	and	it’s	the	biggest	threat.	It	can	
destroy	the	reputation…	Today	there	are	in	Norway	maybe	20-25	
environmental	organizations,	and	there	are	some	big.	And	some	of	the	big	
are	very	smart.	They	have	very	skilled	people	that	understand	what	we’re	
doing;	we	are	cooperating	with	them...	[Others]	don’t	see	the	whole,	every,	
the	big	picture,	they’re	just	picking	out	part	of	the	picture	and	making	a	story	
about	it…	That’s	what	we	are	coping	with,	I	think,	when	it	comes	to	this	kind	
of	public	relations	when	you	can	tear	down	your	reputation	in	a	second	by	
incompetent	people	(ABC04).	

	

Reputation	came	up	many	times,	as	interviewees	explained,	because	a	poor	

reputation	can	lead	to	many	negative	political,	social	and	therefore	financial	

consequences.	

“Legitimizing	activists’	claims”	did	not	come	up	directly	in	any	of	the	

interviews;	however,	having	to	avoid	public	conversations	on	questionable	topics	

did.	In	one	interviewee’s	words:	

Incompetence	about	this	business,	about	what’s	effecting	environment,	from	
this	kind	of	organization,	we	are	like	helpless	against	it…	And	that’s	why	we	
are	not	on	the	Facebook.	Because	you	get	a	lot	of	people	commenting	the	
wrong	things.	It’s	like	kids,	like	small	kids	getting	harassed	on	Facebook	and	
on	other	kinds	of	channels.	We	can’t	allow	it.	That’s	why	we	can’t	be	there.	
(ABC04).	
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So	this	wasn’t	spoken	of	directly	as	legitimizing	a	claim	by	addressing	it,	but	rather,	

that	having	social	media	platforms	where	activists	could	make	any	claims	under	the	

sun	was	detrimental	for	this	company	as	it	could	damage	the	company	or	drain	

resources	in	addressing	them.		

External	variables:	Industry	environment.	
	 Most	external	industry	environment	variables	manifest	in	conversation	as	

well.	So	many	interviews	came	back	to	having	a	good	reputation	in	order	to	not	

leave	oneself	vulnerable	to	losing	that	social	license	to	operate	or	to	expose	oneself	

to	the	possibility	for	needing	additional	industry	regulation.	In	this	way,	the	fact	that	

the	most	interviewees	pointed	out	additional	regulations	could	easily	happen	and	

they	did	not	want	them	to	happen,	the	industry	environment’s	ability	to	change	(be	

dynamic	and	not	static)	definitely	kept	communicators	on	their	toes,	and	it’s	

“changing	(dynamic)	or	static”	nature	factored	in	to	communication.	The	“number	of	

competitors/level	of	competition”	mattered	as	well.		

	 Multiple	communicators	in	the	aquaculture	industry	explained	government	

regulations	on	the	size	of	early	fishing	operations	throughout	Norway	until	the	

1990s	has	shaped	the	industry	so	that	there	are	mostly	small	local	companies	with	

now	two	or	three	companies	that	have	become	large	since	industry	licensing	

regulations	changed	in	the	1990s	to	allow	more	than	one	permit	per	company.		One	

person	explains	having	so	many	small,	local	operations:	

That	impacts	very	much	how	also	how	industry	is	seen	and	how	the	industry	
association	can	work…	A	little	company	in	a	local	community	[is]	normally	
highly	respected	in	that	local	community	because	it	employs	people.	Its	
people	they	know.	They	trust	that	company,	and	why	should	a	small	
company	with	a	few	licenses	that	is	highly	recognized	in	their	local	
community,	why	should	they	put	a	lot	of	resources	into	making	a	big	
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sustainability	report?	Who	would	be	interested	in	that?	No	one.	The	
stakeholders	locally,	they	trust	the	company,	ah	so	why	would	they	have	to	
make	a	big	report?	(GHI02).	

	

	 By	contrast,	several	interviewees	mentioned	the	petroleum	industry	had	no	

size	regulations	from	the	start,	so	large	companies	were	able	to	enter	the	market	

from	the	start,	compete	with	the	help	of	the	Norwegian	government,	or	aggressively	

grow	in	size	with	no	regulatory	limitations.	That	said,	one	interviewee	noted	the	

high	number	of	small	competitors	in	the	unique	aquaculture	industry	does	not	

necessarily	lead	it	to	handle	its	environmental	conflicts	with	the	accommodative	

stance	(GHI02).	This	variable	likely	would	not	have	surfaced	if	not	for	the	contrasts	

being	drawn	between	the	petroleum	and	aquaculture	industries.	

	 Interviews	suggest	that	when	compiling	a	sustainability	report	is	mandated,	

the	favorability	of	a	company’s	sustainability	figures	and	trend	of	failing	or	

improving	can	be	viewed	as	either	advocacy	(if	the	numbers/trends	are	good)	or	

viewed	as	accommodation	(if	the	numbers	are	neutral	poor).	

Relative	power	also	matters,	as	one	interviewee	commented:		
	
“And	I	think	[a	new	regulation	on	oil	companies	having	to	supply	offshore	
installations	with	onshore	power]	reflects	the	increased	power	from	these	
NGOs,	which	have	a	major	impact	on	major	political	parties	in	the	parliament	
actually	I	think.	I	think	also	having	a	lot	of	impact	on	the	debate	going	on	in	
the	media	(PQ31).	
	
Companies	must	be	conscious	of	what	that	debate	in	the	media	looks	like,	

which	interviewees	expressed	factors	into	the	way	their	organizations	choose	to	

accommodate	or	advocate.	
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External	variable:	General	political/social	environment/external	
culture.	
	 This	entire	category	manifested	frequently	with	its	factors,	“degree	of	

political	support	of	business”	and	“degree	of	support	of	business”.	This	may	be	

because	loss	of	support	in	these	areas	leads	to	the	repercussions	that	companies	are	

most	trying	to	avoid.			Multiple	interviewees	used	the	same	term,	“social	license	to	

operate”,	to	describe	support,	and	reported	that	if	their	companies	lost	the	that	local	

government	officials	would	step	up	and	begin	regulatory	action,	possibly	leading	to	

further	governmental	regulation,	which	was	viewed	as	a	bad	thing	by	these	

companies.		

External	variable:	The	external	public.	
More	than	half	of	the	external	public	variables	manifested	.	For	example,	

“size/number	of	members”	matters	because	interviewees	expressed	concern	that	

once	a	community—the	general	voting	public—turns	against	a	company	and	it	loses	

its	“social	license	to	operate”	that	the	company	is	in	danger	of	new	regulations	or	

getting	shut	down	altogether	in	an	area.	One	interviewee	said:	

You	can	split	society	in	three	groups.	You	have	those	who	have	a	major	trust	
to	the	NGOs	and	believe	that	the	oil	companies	[are]	only	bad.	They	are	
polluting	and	destroyer	of	environment.	And	you	have	one	group	that	have	
trust	to	the	industry	and	to	the	different	companies,	and	this	okay.	It’s	
absolutely	possible	to	have	this	business	going	on,	to	produce	oil	and	use	the	
oil	and	do	it	more	environmental	to	make	that	quite	sustainable.	Then	you	
have	a	group	that	have	been	quite	big	in	the	society	that	just	doesn’t	care…	
But	in	the	past	few	years,	I	think	that	group	has	declined…	the	major	part	[of	
the	previously	undecided	group]	I	think	are	sympathizing	with	the	NGOs.”	
	 	
This	interviewee	went	on	to	explain	that	perhaps	60	percent	had	previously	

been	undecided,	with	20	percent	on	either	side,	but	now	the	split	is	shifting	to,	

“maybe	30	percent	on	the	NGO	side,	maybe	15-20	percent	on	our	side,	the	company	
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side.	Then	the	large	group	in	the	middle.”	(PQ31).	Shift	in	public	support	might	

mean	having	to	adjust	strategy.	

The	factor	of	“whether	representatives	of	the	public	know	or	like	

representatives	of	the	organization”	also	manifest.	One	interviewee	relayed	a	

conversation	from	early	in	her	career	that	has	stuck	with	her.	In	the	early	stages	of	

the	interviewee’s	career,	she	attended	one	of	Norway’s	largest	environmental	

conferences	where	she	recognized	and	wanted	to	introduce	herself	to	a	leading	

environmental	critic	who	she	had	been	communicating	with	on	Twitter.	She	

introduced	herself,	and:	

He	[got]	10	centimeters	close	to	my	nose	and	he	just	asked	me,	“How	is	it	to	
make	a	living	from	lies?	Really?	How	is	it?”	Um,	and	then	he	just	started,	just	
like	accusing	me	of	being	a	bad	person,	how	could	I	sleep	at	night,	you’re	
ruining	the	world…	and	he	scared	the	shit	out	of	me.	Because	I	had	never	met	
someone	being	so,	acting	so	childish	and	also	threatening,	like	on	a	
professional	arena.	So	that	kind	of	did	something	to	me…	I	think	it	has	
toughened	me,	but	I	think	it	has	also	made	me	more	critical	to	my	own	
messages.	That	they	need	to	stick,	they	need	to	be	true,	they	need	to	be	very	
good	explained	so	that	they	can	be	as	childish	as	they	want,	but	at	least	I’m	
professional	and	what	I’m	saying	is	actually,	it’s	real.	(JKL05).	
	

This	does	not	necessarily	translate	to	an	advocative	or	accommodative	stance,	but	it	

demonstrates	that	likeability	can	have	an	impact	on	communications.	

Another	factor	in	this	category	that	surfaced	was	“degree	of	source	

credibility/powerful	members	or	connections”	being	credible	versus	“small”	or	

“ignorant”	publics.	Other	factors	that	manifest	here	include	“community’s	

perception	of	public:	reasonable	or	radical”,	“level	of	media	coverage	the	public	has	

received	in	the	past”	and	“whether	representatives	of	the	public	know	or	like	

representatives	of	the	organization”,	and	vice	versa.	



37	
	

External	variables:	Issue	under	question.	
	 All	factors	in	this	category	manifest,	including	“size”,	“stakes”	and	

“complexity”.	While	a	public	might	try	to	blow	a	size	issue	out	of	proportion,	for	

example,	an	activist	group	without	much	credibility,	the	company	might	still	choose	

to	advocate	for	itself	based	on	the	size,	not	the	perception	of	the	size	of	the	issue	

despite	a	vocal	activist	group’s	perception	of	the	size	of	the	issue.	For	example,	one	

interviewee	described	an	oil	spill	of	approximately	20	liters,	which	is	relatively	

minor	in	the	grand	scheme	of	oil	spills:	

Suddenly	it	was	like	[whoosh],	ten	organizations	outside	even	a	small	spill	
over,	small,	very	small…	it	looks	enormous	because	it	gets	on	the	top	of	the	
water.	So	it	looks	like,	it	looks	enormous.	So	if	you	spill	just	this	[holds	up	
coffee	cup],	it	will	be	for	a	big	area,	but	it	looks	really	bad.	So	if	you	had	
outboard	motor	engine,	and	you	fill	with	gas,	petrol	to	it,	and	you	see	it’s	full,	
just	a	few	drops,	and	20	liters	just	looks	really	big.	And	it	was	nothing.	So	the	
government	agency	said	that	this	is	nothing.	What	are	they	making	noise	
of?...	We	took	it	up	immediately,	but	they	made	a	big	fuss	of	it.	(ABC04).	

	

	 Had	the	government	chosen	to	implement	heavy	fines	jeopardizing	

operations	of	the	organization,	the	company	might	have	been	more	inclined	to	

accommodate,	but	in	this	case	a	stance	of	advocacy	was	adequate.	

Internal	variables:	Organization’s	characteristics.	
	 Interviewees	described	“economic	stability	of	the	organization”,	

“organization’s	past	experiences	with	the	public”,	both	playing	a	part	in	choosing	to	

accommodate	or	advocate	on	certain	conflict	scenarios,	but	many	of	the	factors	in	

this	category	were	more	ambiguous	as	to	direct	consequences	for	accommodation	

or	advocacy.	Other	factors	arose	but	had	a	more	ambiguous	impact	on	

accommodation	or	advocacy	in	a	given	scenario.	Interviewees	expressed	

satisfaction—especially	with	“open	or	closed	culture”	and	“stratification/hierarchy	
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of	positions”	with	their	company’s—and	more	broadly	Norway’s—open	culture	and	

flat	hierarchy.	Across	the	board,	interviewees	suggested	these	characteristics	are	

both	positives,	thought	themselves	more	successful	and	effective	in	communication	

because	of	it.	In	one	interviewee’s	words:	

I	think	we	have	quite	open	culture.	And	I	think	actually	that’s	common	with	
Norwegian	companies.	The	hierarchy	is	not	that	significant	here	as	it	is	in	a	
lot	of	other	countries.	So	you	have	this	culture	is	a	lot	more	open,	just	go	
directly	to	the	CEO	and	tell	your	opinion	of	the	case,	you	can	discuss	with	
colleagues	very	open.	All	is	sitting	in	the	same	open	office	location	or	open	
office	environment.	So	I	think	it’s	quite	easy	to	communicate	across	different	
departments,	across	different	levels	in	the	organization.”	(PQ31).	

	

	 Several	factors	that	arose	less	frequently	include,	“dispersed	widely	

geographically	or	centralized”,	“homogeneity	or	heterogeneity	of	employees”,	

distribution	of	decision-making	power”	and	“formalization:	number	of	rules	or	

codes	defining	and	limiting	the	job	descriptions”.	

	 Interestingly,	technology	seems	to	be	related	stances	of	accommodation	in	

some	instances	and	advocacy	in	others.		The	“level	of	technology	the	organization	

uses	to	produce	its	product	or	service”	can	be	argued	as	a	factor	leading	to	greater	

advocacy—as	in	the	organization	can	point	to	all	of	the	technology	being	used	

toward	the	ends	of	environmental	responsibility—or	greater	accommodation—as	in	

technology	is	being	developed	to	do	so.		

We	also	choose	technology,	which	is	really	important,	because	then	that	
shows	you	that	we’re	always	thinking	about	getting	better	and	doing	it	
sustainable….	We	recycle	90%	of	the	water	to	produce	[product],	and	that’s	
also	important	for	us	to	communicate	out,	and	that’s	also	due	to	technology.	
And	it’s	the	technology	part	in	aquaculture	is	the	most	fast-growing,	what	can	
I	say,	than	oil.	It’s	much,	it	grows	faster	that	the	technology	does	in	oil.	
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Through	technology,	these	companies	are	accommodating	public’s	demand	

for	increased	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concerns.	In	turn,	when	they	

are	criticized,	they	can	advocate	for	themselves	by	pointing	to	these	technology-

based	sustainability	measures	and	demonstrating	their	success.		

It	is	interesting	to	speculate	on	possible	reasons	why	technology	is	part	of	

the	conversation	on	communicating	sustainability	measures	beyond	obvious	

measurement	and	reporting	reasons.	Cognitive	Dissonance	Theory	could	suggest	

that	a	strategy	bringing	technology	into	the	discussion	on		corporate	environmental	

responsibility	could	lend	technology’s	general	societal	acceptance,	good	sentiment	

to	the	organization	advocating	its	corporate	environmental	responsibility.	By	

helping	people	understand	that	technology	is	helping	the	company	solve	

environmental	problems,	it’s	possible	the	favorable	attitude	toward	technology	

could	be	lent	to	the	company.	

Internal	variables:	Public	relations	department	characteristics.	
	 Although	this	research	did	not	seek	to	identify	factors	that	did	not	manifest,	

fewer	than	half	of	this	category’s	factors	in	fact	did.	Additionally,	many	of	the	factors	

in	this	category	manifested	through	probing	and	did	not	come	up	as	front-of-mind	

responses	to	what	factored	into	how	recent	conflict	or	crises	were	handled.	The	

most	prominent	factors	manifesting	in	this	category	include	“type	of	past	training	of	

employees”	and	“representation	in	the	dominant	coalition”,	however	the	way	that	

this	functions	is	not	necessarily	what	one	might	expect.		

	 Several	practitioners	mentioned	earning	their	seat	at	the	decision	making	

table	by	having	a	solid	understanding	of	business,	economics	and	politics.	Even	in	
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training,	nearly	all	participants	cited	experience	outside	of	PR	study	as	their	

qualifications,	with	one	interviewee	even	being	trained	as	a	marine	biologist	with	no	

formal	communication	training.	

Resoundingly,	participants	said	to	only	know	communication	is	not	enough.	

The	consultant	working	with	primary	sector	businesses	noted,	

My	clients,	they	don’t	come	to	me	only	because	I	have	the	edge	of	
communication.	They	come	to	me	looking	for	someone	who	knows	business,	
who	knows	their	industry…	From	my	belief	you	won’t	be	able	as	a	
communication	guy	to	earn	your	chair	at	the	table	with	the	management	and	
the	board	without	having	that	kind	of	local	knowledge	within	economics,	
business,	research,	otherwise	you	won’t	be	invited	to	the	table.	You	have	to	
know	how	to	run	a	business.	You	have	to	know	what	the	drivers	are	within	
this	business	in	order	to	create	value…	I’ve	been	with	this	industry	since	’93,	
and	it’s	completely	different	now	than	it	was	10	years	ago.	Because	you	won’t	
be	invited	to	the	management	table	or	to	the	boards	without	proving	that	you	
really	have	some	competencies	and	knowledge	about	their	business	as	well.”	
(MNO24).		
	

He	went	on	to	say	that	understanding	changing	technology	and	its	effects	on	

channels	of	communication	are	very	small	compared	things	like	political	

understanding	that	“takes	you	through	the	whole	way	and	remains	largely	the	

same.”	(MNO24).		

While	technical	competence	to	adhering	to	very	strict	regulations	for	a	

company	publically	listed	on	the	Oslo	Stock	Exchange	is	also	needed	and	effects	how	

companies	communicate	to	the	market,	both	in	press	releases	and	statements	to	the	

stock	exchange,	this	is	minor	in	terms	of	strategy	(PQ31).	While	training	in	research	

and	research	methods	can	be	relevant	to	company	communication,	one	interviewee	

chooses	to	“buy	that	service	from	PR	agency	or	consultant,	external	consultants	for	

example,	but	for		accompany	of	about	525	employees,	that	would	be	hard	to	have	in	

house.”	
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	 Other	factors	that	arose	through	probing	include	“Gender:	percentage	of	

female	upper-level	staff/managers”	and	“physical	placement	of	department	in	

building	(near	CEO	and	other	decision	makers	or	not).		

Internal	variables:	Characteristics	of	dominant	coalition	(top	
management).	
	 Surprisingly,	only	one	factor	manifested	from	this	category,	the	“support	and	

understanding	of	PR”	expressed	by	management.	Multiple	interviewees	expressed	

both	having	a	seat	at	the	decision	making	table	as	well	as	feeling	heard,	with	this	

affecting	company	stance.	One	interviewee	said,	“Of	course	when	we	have	some	

decisions	make	executive	team,	and	I	say	that	okay,	you	have	to	listen	to	me	here,	

we	have	a	huge	risk	on	our	reputation,	whether	it’s	to	the	government	or	to	the	

mass	market	or	industries	or	something.	Then	my	experience	is	that	they’re	

listening	to	me,	absolutely,	yeah,”	(PQ31).	This	same	interviewee	elaborated	that	

despite	constant	back-and-forth	with	the	legal	department	on	communication	

issues,	that	he	is	heard	and	respected	by	top	management.	

Two	possible	explanations	surface	for	this	category’s	low	manifestations.	

One	is	simply	that	the	researcher	should	have	probed	more	in	this	area,	but	most	

probing	took	place	either	within	categories	or	with	related	factors	such	as	internal	

and	external	reputation.	Theory	offers	another	possibility,	which	is	that	Norwegian	

culture	simply	has	less	emphasis	on	hierarchy	and	individualism	than	U.S.	culture	

where	this	theory	was	developed.	As	discussed	in	the	literature	review,	Hofstede	

describes	Norwegian	culture	as	emphasizing	both	power	distance	and	individualism	

less	than	that	in	the	U.S.	Lower	power	distance	and	less	desire	to	stand	out	could	
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remove	some	of	the	characteristics	American	PR	practitioners	might	think	of	when	

thinking	of	top	management.		

Internal	variables:	Internal	threats.	
	 Two	of	the	three	factors	in	this	category	manifest—“economic	loss	or	gain	

from	implementing	various	stances”	and	“marring	of	employee’s	or	stockholders’	

perception	of	the	company”—while	the	third	is	a	glaring	omission	given	the	

preceding	section’s	discussion	on	a	lack	of	emphasis	on	the	individual.	This	third	

factor	that	did	not	manifest	through	interviewing	was	the	“marring	of	the	persona	

reputations	of	the	company	decision	makers”.	

Interviewees	emphatically	and	repeatedly	described	in	detail	their	

understanding	of	possible	repercussions	if	a	corporate	environmental	responsibility	

concern	were	mishandled,	so	“economic	loss	or	gain	from	implementing	various	

stances”	manifest	quite	obviously.		

The	“marring	of	employee’	or	stockholders’	perception	of	the	company”	also	

manifest	quite	obviously,	with	several	interviewees	using	nearly	identical	language	

in	expressing	the	consequences	for	employees—that	employees	would	“feel	bad”	

about	working	for	the	company	and	for	the	industry	(GHI02),	and	that	such	poor	

sentiment	would	be	bad	for	the	company’s	bottom	line.	

Internal	variables:	Individual	characteristics	(public	relations	
practitioner,	dominant	coalition	and	line	managers).	
	 Here	again,	characteristics	of	individual	PR	practitioners,	top	managers	and	

line	mangers	did	not	manifest	nearly	as	frequently	as	other	categories,	especially	

external	factors.	An	interesting	discussion	on	gender	ensued	with	the	help	of	

probing.	
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	 Throughout,	interviewees	talk	about	“personal	ethics”	mattering	top	to	

bottom	in	the	organization,	on	the	job	and	outside	the	job.	The		“extent	to	which	top	

management	can	grasp	others’	world	views”	factors	in	because	as	one	interviewee	

puts	it,	they	can’t	expect	to	go	to	a	new	country	and	operate	only	by	Norway’s	rules	

or	try	to	dictate	all	the	rules,	as	that	would	be	too	bold	or	brash.	

	 	“Cognitive	complexity:	ability	to	handle	complex	problems”	matters,	but	in	

choosing	to	accommodate	or	advocate,	it	really	comes	down	to	the	ability	to	

communicate	those	things	in	a	simplified:	excellent	engineers	informing	smart	top	

management	will	not	necessarily	lead	to	a	certain	stance.	“Training	in	PR,	

marketing,	journalism,	engineering,	etc.”,	matters,	but	particularly	with	the	

communication	aspect,	ability	matters	over	formal	training.	Top	management’s	

“communication	competency”	matters.	One	interviewee	commented,		

I	think	our	industry	is	communicating	too	complex	around	this	topic.	And	the	
success	if	you	say	among	the	NGOs	and	like	some	organizations	like	Bellona	
and	WWF	and	so	on,	that	has	succeeded	to	simplify	the	communication	that	
makes	it	easy	to	people,	use	pictures,	movies,	simplify	communication,	then	
our	industry	is	try	to	communicate	facts	and	communicate	quite	complex	and	
tell	how/what	precautions	we	take,	all	those	regulations	pointing	back	to	the	
government.	It’s	too	complex	I	think.	(PQ31)	

	

	 Commentary	on	gender	as	a	factor	did	not	ever	manifest	naturally	in	

conversation,	but	was	a	result	of	the	researcher’s	probing.	Generally	speaking	

interviewees	didn’t	come	down	hard	on	gender	factoring	into	an	accommodation	or	

advocacy	stance,	but	one	interviewee	did	express	that	it	matters	a	lot.	This	person	

said	that	her	industry	is,	

Full	of	men	in	suits,	old	men	in	suits.	Grey	hair,	not	very	communicative,	
often	a	bit	closed,	and	I	think	I	have	seen	that	it’s	a	good	thing	with	
communication	to	actually	show	off	other	[role	models]…	because	it	makes	
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us	a	very	easy	target.	It’s	very	easy	to	say	you	don’t	listen,	you	don’t	do	
anything,	you	don’t	care	about	environment…”	(JKL05)	
	

	
Being	an	easy	target	makes	it	more	difficult	for	the	organization	to	advocate.	What’s	

more,	it	matters	because	of	media	placement:		

	
“It’s	much	easier	being	a	challenger	getting	media	space	than	it	is	for	me	
calling	from	an	[industry]	trying	to	get	some	positive	coverage…	The	
journalists	are	immediately	a	bit	critical,	which	they	should	be,	but	the	
challengers	they	get	this	place	with	no	questions	asked.	So	that’s	why	I	think	
it’s	very	important	for	people	working	like	in	a	conservative	environment	
and	organizations	that	pollute	a	lot	to	have	spokesperson	that	are	likeable,	
like	friendly,	open,	nice!	Because	I	know	for	a	fact	that	in	the	U.S.,	I	can	clearly	
see	that	the	communication	people	are	of	the	old	school	and	it	doesn’t	really	
help	telling	the	world	how	good	you	are	working	with	environmental	
solutions.	Nobody	believes	you.	(JKL05)	

	

This	means	gender	of	people	in	the	PR	department	or	top	management	might	

matter	as	they	are	seen	by	media	members	and	outside	publics	as	representative	

qualities	or	characteristics	of	the	organization’s	conservative	or	traditional	views,	

likeability,	etc.	It’s	not	a	matter	of	how	people	understand	or	communicate	or	expect	

to	understand	or	communicate	with	one	another,	but	rather,	outside	perceptions	of	

organizational	characteristics	based	on	gender	organization	representatives.	

	 Another	interviewee	deemphasized	gender	as	a	factor:		

Normally	I’m	very	concerned	about	gender,	but	this	is	a	very	male	industry,	
the	farming	industry,	and	in	communication	it’s	mostly	women,	and	I	don’t	
think	that	is	important.	I	think	the	important	part	is	when	you	do	
communication	it’s	not	all	about	sustainability.	It’s	also	about	economy	and	
deciding	the	business,	the	finances,	yeah,	of	the	business.	And	it’s,	if	you	don’t	
connect	with	the	sort	of	the	drivers	of	the	business	and	the	sort	of	the	
economy	of	this	business	you	can’t	succeed	in	communicating	sustainability	
either.	(GHI02).	
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Even	if	other	factors	matter	more	than	gender	as	this	person	suggests,	

gender	could	still	play	a	role,	albeit	minor,	in	the	stance	an	organization	ultimately	

takes.		

Internal	variables:	Relationship	characteristics.	
	 The	factor	that	most	often	manifest	in	interviews	from	this	category	is	“level	

of	trust	between	organization	and	external	public”.	A	prime	example	of	this	is	a	

company	that	was	enthusiastic	about	its	successful	company	efforts	communicating	

corporate	environmental	responsibility.	The	company	held	a	seminar	to	present	its	

annual	sustainability	report	to	the	public,	shared	an	advance	copy	of	the	report	with	

a	prominent	NGO,	then	invited	the	NGO	to	participate.	Even	though	they	weren’t	

trusting	the	NGO	to	not	criticize	them	at	the	seminar	and	in	public,	they	were	

trusting	them	to	bring	a	certain	amount	of	credibility	and	predictability	to	their	

arguments	based	on	an	ongoing	relationship	dealing	with	one	another.			

	 Additionally,	in	addressing	the	factor	of	“ideological	barriers	between	

organization	and	public”,	one	interviewee	actually	explained	that	there	are	none	in	

their	view	and	went	on	to	describe	how	there	are	disagreements	on	facts	as	well	as	

degree,	but	not	on	philosophy.		For	example,	a	debate	goes	on	and	on	“about	how	

much	you	should	and	how	much	you	should	pay	for	farming	in	common	waters”	due	

to	a	lack	of	private	land	or	rent	agreement	for	fish	farmers,	which	has	become	a	

larger	issue	since	licensing	has	opened	up	because	corporate	taxes	are	no	longer	

necessarily	paid	to	the	local	community	where	the	fish	are	being	harvested,	but	

instead	to	company	headquarters	in	Bergen	or	Oslo	for	instance.		
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Best	Practices	Arising	From	Interviews	
While	the	factor-by-factor	and	category-by-category	analysis	above	is	both	

useful	and	necessary,	it	is	also	useful	to	collectively	examine	the	tactics	and	

strategies	that	arose	through	conversation	as	well	as	practitioners’	own	

commentary	on	the	perceived	level	of	success	of	those	strategies	and	tactics.	

Overarching	strategies	mentioned	include	tying	company	practices	to	

Norwegian/International	standards	and	enhancing	image.	Tactics	included	

publishing	sustainability	reports,	sending	press	releases	4	to	7	times	per	year,	

sponsoring	music	festivals,	being	silent,	garnering	employee	support	through	a	bike	

program,	being	an	immediate	part	of	the	conversation,	holding	a	seminar	or	

participating	in	a	conference,	integrating	sustainability	into	daily	thinking	of	people	

across	the	organization	and	tying	company	practices	to	

science/technology/innovation.	Each	is	described	in	this	section,	with	more	

practical	takeaways	appearing	in	the	discussion	section.	

Publish	a	sustainability	report.	
The	most	common	tactic	interviewees	reported	in	communicating	corporate	

environmental	responsibility	was	publically	reporting	on	sustainability	measures.	

This	actually	came	in	many	forms,	from	an	annual	report	incorporating	corporate	

environmental	responsibility	and	sustainability	measures,	to	a	stand-alone	

sustainability	report.	

Publishing	a	report	is	really	about	transparency,	and	what	data	a	company	is	

required	to	reveal	and	when,	and	any	information	beyond	that	it	chooses	to	reveal	

whether	it	be	favorable	or	unfavorable.	One	interviewee	notes,	“My	perception	is	

that	[our	company]	is	sort	of	trusted	for	being	transparent,	and	also	what	is	
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important	when	we	have	our	sustainability	reporting	is	it	is	being	reviewed	by	

auditors,	which	we	believe	is	important.	If	you	take	the	reporting	seriously	it	should	

be	reviewed	by	auditors	just	like	the	financial	reporting.”	(GHI02).	

Again	and	again	it	shines	through	in	the	interviews	that	companies	

conducting	advanced	reporting	are	quite	proud	of	doing	so.	One	interviewee	said	

the	main	issue	of	communicating	sustainability	is	actually	proving	sustainability	and	

not	having	it	be	just	words	(GHI02).	Another	described	this	as	having	not	the	

wrapping	on	the	box,	but	the	contents	of	the	box.	Also,	it’s	vital	to	understand	where	

the	interest	of	the	stakeholders	lie,	and	what	they	are	really	concerned	about	in	

order	to	find	the	piece	of	information	that	they	are	looking	for	and	be	able	to	

present	that	in	an	understandable	way	and	also	being	able	to	communicate	

internally	to	executive	leadership	that	it’s	good	to	communicate	this,	disclose	the	

information	and	tell	the	story.	(GHI02).	

Integrate	sustainability	into	daily	thinking	of	people	across	the	
organization.	

Interviewees	resoundingly	responded	that	communicating	environmental	

responsibility	concerns	is	not	a	stand-alone	task.	One	of	the	most	illuminating	and	

direct	responses	is	that	environmental	issues	should	be	built	into	each	leaders’	daily	

work	as	“part	of	his	daily	thinking”	(ABC04).	This	person	explained	that	in	the	

1970s,	environmental	breakthroughs	came	in	cleaning	up	the	mess	of	the	50	years	

of	pollution	that	preceded	the	decade,	that	leaders	had	to	be	trained	to	think	

environmentally	in	everything	they	did.	“They	had	to	think	sustainability	in	their	

mind	all	the	time,”	(ABC04)	and	said	that	in	this	particular	company,	one	doesn’t	

find	leaders	that	don’t	understand	the	message	that	the	environment	and	corporate	
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social	responsibility	are	very	important.	Within	the	organization,	it	is	embedded	in	

the	politics	of	the	organization	(ABC04).	For	overall	communication	as	one	

interviewee	put	it,	“It’s	a	basis	for	everything.	Because	if	you	don’t	have	this	as	a	

base,	you	will	get	eventually	a	problem	because	it’s	expected	from	you.”	(ABC04)	

Not	only	this,	but	the	understanding	permeates	the	organization:	

You	don’t	find	any	leader	in	our	company	that	don’t	understand	the	message	
that	the	environment	that	CSR,	you	know,	Corporate	Social	Responsibility,	is	
very	important.	It	can	cost	you	a	lot	of	money	not	understanding	it	and	not	
following	it.	So	it	should	be	embedded	in	the	thinking	of	each	person.	I	think	
that’s	very	important.	The	environment	is	kind	of	inside	the	head	of	each	
leader	(ABC04).	
	 	

Another	interviewee	compared	thinking	about	environmental	sustainability	

to	thinking	about	safety:	“It’s	not	just	safety	at	work;	it’s	safety	24	hours.	You	should	

bring	the	safety	standard	back	to	your	home.	And	you	drive	car.	And	you	can	bicycle.	

You	should	think	this	kind	of	safety.”	(ABC04).		

Several	interviewees	highlighted	corporate	environmental	responsibility	

communication	comes	down	to	operations:	implementing	environmentally	

sustainable	projects	and	operations	that	are	environmentally	sustainable	that	can	

be	talked	about	(RS10).	As	one	interviewee	put	it,	it’s	not	about	the	wrapping	on	the	

box;	it’s	what’s	inside	the	box	(XY05),	so	communicating	environmental	

sustainability,	yes	is	the	job	of	communicators,	but	it	can’t	be	done	in	a	meaningful	

way	without	other	parties	on	board.	

Release	research	reports	to	the	press.	
The	organization	with	the	least	robust	communication	strategy	of	all	used	

news	releases	on	its	research—whether	positive	or	negative	research	results—
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directly	to	the	media.	The	organization	was	pleased	with	this	strategy	albeit	

simplistic	in	the	interviewee’s	words.		

	 Sponsor	a	music	festival.	 	
Multiple	members	of	the	petroleum	industry	mentioned	sponsoring	local	

festivals	and	events	with	mixed	results.	Some	came	under	heavy	criticism	from	

activist	groups	and	boycotters	saying	it’s	to	essentially	buy	community	support.	In	

fact,	one	of	the	companies	interviewed	and	others	anecdotally	came	under	very	

public	criticism	for	sponsoring	such	festivals	in	Norway.	Some	artists	and	musicians	

refused	to	play	in	the	sponsored	festivals,	and	the,	“NGOs	together	with	musicians	

made	a	lot	of	noise	in	the	media,”	(PQ31).		The	public	debate	started	with	one	

newspaper	but	then	was	on	Danish	radio	stations,	and	a	lot	of	people	became	quite	

engaged	in	the	topic.	The	interviewee	engaged	in	debate	and	media	interviews,	and	

ultimately	a	lot	of	people	stood	up	to	argue	for	the	company.	(PQ31).			

Silence.	
Silence	can	come	in	several	forms.	In	one	form	an	interviewee	reported	the	

organization	no	longer	maintaining	a	social	media	presence	because	it	had	become	

too	easy	organizations	with	questionable	credibility	to	attack	the	company	and	

make	big	and	extended	issues	based	on	faulty	information	(ABC04).	Although	not	

being	on	social	media	was	not	considered	ideal,	the	interviewee	said	it	had	to	be	

done.	In	another	form	of	silence,	a	different	company	reported	purposefully	laying	

low	and	not	raising	the	corporate	“voice”	to	draw	attention	to	itself	as	part	of	the	

ongoing	public	conversation	(GHI02).	
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Be	an	immediate	part	of	the	conversation.	
One	of	the	same	interviewees	that	said	silence	was	effective	also	said	that	the	

company	is	purposefully	headed	toward	becoming	more	of	an	immediate	part	of	the	

conversation.	Multiple	interviewees	note	the	locus	of	control	for	what	to	report	and	

when	also	matters.	One	said	reporting,	even	when	numbers	are	unflattering,	is	

effective	because,	“You	avoid	a	lot	of	sort	of	negative	surprises	because	nobody	can	

sort	of	find	out	about	you,	because	you	disclosed	it.	So	that	puts	you	much	more	in	

the	position	where	you	have	control,”	(GHI02).	

Also	related	to	the	locus	of	control	in	revealing	information,	another	

interviewee	said,	“When	we	succeed	in	planning	what	we	want	to	go	out	with,	we	

get	much	better	results,	but	quite	often	we	are	taken	by	surprise	because	we	are	not	

well-organized	internally.	If	many	things	we	could	have	planned	better,	and	then	we	

would	be	in	control,	but	we’re	not	in	control	when	things	come	from	outside,”	

(GHI02).	This	acknowledges	that	any	public	reporting	might	take	unexpected	turns,	

but	this	person	at	least,	thinks	that	is	preferable	to	completely	coming	from	the	

outside.	

Garner	employee	support	through	a	bike	program.	
One	interviewee	pointed	out	that	having	an	employee	bike	program	is	in	its	

repertoire	of	communicating	and	supporting	environmental	sustainability	on	an	

ongoing	basis.	It	includes	supporting	employees	to	walk,	ride	bike	or	take	the	bus	by	

offering	days,	for	example	where	everybody	that	comes	to	work	on	a	bike	can	get	

them	serviced	for	free.	This	all	combines	in	reducing	C02	emissions,	reducing	

queuing	and	getting	people	more	fit,	and	is	viewed	as	a	measure	for	building	
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employee	awareness	and	social	support	for	environmental	responsibility	in	all	

aspects	of	life,	as	well	as	its	actual	impact,	(RS10).	

Hold	a	seminar	or	participate	in	a	conference.	
	 The	most	enthusiastic	success	and	satisfaction	with	their	company’s	efforts	

communicating	corporate	environmental	responsibility	came	from	an	interviewee	

who	described	going	a	step	beyond	annual	reporting	to	holding	a	seminar	to	share	

findings	with	the	media	as	well	as	the	very	NGOs	that	often	put	tremendous	

pressure	on	the	company,	(GHI02).		

Going	back	seven	years,	the	company	was	in	a	lot	of	conflict	between	the	

industry	and	NGOs	in	particular,	both	inside	and	outside	of	Norway,	saying	the	

industry	was	irresponsible,	not	caring	for	the	environment,	not	caring	for	fish,	etc.	

The	company	decided	that	what	the	majority	of	the	industry	and	this	company	in	

particular	did,	which	was	to	say,	“Yes,	we	are	doing	fine,	we	are	responsible…	There	

is	not	reason	to	criticize	us,”	did	not	bring	the	company	nor	the	industry	forward	in	

any	way.	By	fish	farming	in	open	waters,	the	company	depends	on	the	“social	license	

to	operate”,	which	means	the	company	depends	on	being	“sort	of	wanted	in	the	local	

areas…	[because]	this	allows	employees	to	be	proud	of	working	in	the	industry	and	

not	have	any	reason	to	feel	ashamed	or	not	want	to	tell	where	they’re	working,”	

(GHI02).	

At	the	time	mentioned	above	(GHI02),	the	company	was	majority	owned	by	

the	Norwegian	government,	so	the	government	disliked	criticisms	of	the	company.	

The	interviewee	said	this	caused	the	company	to	look	into	precisely	what	it	means	

to	be	operating	sustainably…		
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Not	just	saying	that	we	are	sustainable…	We	have	to	say,	what	do	we	mean	
with	sustainable	operations?	So	we	laid	down	a	few	short	principles	and	also	
said	we	need	to	document	how	we	are	doing	those	principles.	So	we	started	
reporting…	[This]	took	a	lot	of	work,	starting	with	defining	the	indicators	we	
wanted	to	use,	global	reporting	initiative	has	a	lot	of	great	indicators,	but	
they	are	applicable	to	industries	across	all	sectors,	and	we	need	some	
indicators	also	that,	is	very	specific	to	our	industry…	set	a	goal	system	and	
we	reported	one	year	to	see	that	the	reporting	would	work.”	(GHI02).		
	

But	the	company	went	a	step	beyond:	In	addition	to	publishing	the	report	in	web	

and	print,	the	company	also	held	a	seminar	in	which,	

We	try	to	set	agenda	about	sustainability	issues	in	our	sector,	and	that	was	
also	a	means	to	take	control	of	the	debate	because	we	had	demonstrated	
coming	to	our	meeting,	and	they	would	visit	the	parliament	and	news	
stations	and	ministries	as	part	of	their	tour	protesting	against	us	in	Norway	
and	also	protesting	other	companies.	And	so	we	set	seminar	to	set	agenda,	
and	we	reported	our	results,”	(GHI02).	
	
	
	The	interviewee	noted	that	there	was	a	lot	of	internal	debate	about	all	of	the	

issues	to	be	included.	One	topic,	being	too	reactive	and	sensitive,	was	taken	off	the	

agenda	because	company	leadership	thought,	“It	will	probably	not	be	worth	what	

they	expect	from	us	so,	so	it’s	better	to	get	it	out.”	And	the	seminar	worked:	The	

discussion	changed	from	being:	

Sort	of	allegations	and	discussions	about	things	that	people	don’t	know	to	be	
discussions	about	how	to	improve	and	other	areas.	So	all	those	areas	where	
we	published	detailed	report	on	our	performance,	we	were	not	criticized	
anymore	because	it	was	no,	it	wasn’t	that	bad,	it	was	quite	good	results.	So	
we	were	not	criticized,	and	allegation	that	we	were	doing	wrong	in	these	
areas	just	stopped,	but	we	got	request	for	more	information,	more	detailed	
information,	and	other	types	of	information,	etc.	and	that	will	of	course	
continue	and	we	will	never	be	able	to	publish	all	the	information,	all	the	
stakeholder	would	like	to	see,	but	we	have	moved	into	a	stage	where	we	
discuss	more	on	the	basis	of	knowledge,	on	the	basis	of	facts,	which	is	much	
more	fruitful,	so	I	think	that	has	been	our	strategy	to	solve	[this],”	(GHI02).	
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The	seminar	was	considered	an	absolute	success	by	the	company.	In	fact	the	

seminar	was	entering	its	sixth	year	upon	interviewing.	

The	interviewee	reported	company	leadership	had	felt	very	brave	the	first	

year	presenting	the	sustainability	report,	confidentially	sharing	the	report	findings	

in	advance	to	one	of	Norway’s	most	active	environmental	groups	and	then	inviting	

them	to	the	seminar	to	talk	about	how	good	it	was,	etc.	Since	that	first	year,	the	

company	has	incorporated	more	and	more	external	parties	to	the	agenda.	The	first	

year	it	was	only	the	company,	the	second	year,	the	company	and	one	outside	group,	

then	more	and	more	external	groups,	which	was	risky:		

[This	year]	we	had	invited	I	think	the	most	profiled	NGO	leader,	or	the	most	
profiled	NGO	leader….	And	she’s	very	critical	and	doesn’t	think	that	
[operations]	should	be	allowed	at	all...	She’s	[very	skilled]	and	very	
reasonable	when	she’s	professional	and	good	when	she’s	presenting.		
	
	

The	result?:	“And	then	one	of	the	Tweets	from	the	seminar,	was	one	other	NGO	was	

that	he	would	credit	[the	company]	for	inviting	this	NGO	to	present	[on	this	topic]	at	

this	seminar.	(GHI02).	Again,	this	was	viewed	as	a	huge	win	by	the	company.	

In	order	to	improve,	this	same	interviewee	notes	you	have	to	first	get	the	

issue	on	the	agenda,	and	then	a	fact-based	discussion	can	commence:	

The	way	to	get	there	is	actually	to	put	[your	own	sensitive	issue]	on	the	
agenda,	and	inviting	the	most,	the	most	engaged	stakeholders	that	you	can	
discuss	with	based	on	knowledge,	based	on	fact,	to	discuss	with	them,	I	think	
that’s	a	way	forward.	It’s	also	a	way	we	can	present	to	them	what	we	are	
doing.	So	that	is,	that	is	our	approach.	(GHI02).	
	
Yet	another	company	participated	in	a	conference	in	order	to	discuss	and	be	

very	open	about	some	of	the	findings—but	not	all—of	findings	arising	from	a	joint	

examination	of	company	facilities	by	a	major	NGO	(MNO24).	In	addition	to	being	
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involved	in	order	to	help	set	and	direct	the	agenda,	more	broadly	there’s	a	practice	

of	positioning	oneself	to	be	an	immediate	part	of	the	ongoing	conversation:	

The	biggest	challenge	for	us	is	sort	of	building	the	position	for	[our	company]	
to	be	much	more	active	in	public	debate.	Sort	of	before	the	debate	closes,	
before	the	debate	is	not	anymore	interest	in	the	public,	the	topic	is	not	any	
more	interesting,	we	are	still	a	bit	slow	to	say	this	is	our	opinion.	And	if	
you’re	not	able	to	state	your	opinion	immediately	when	the	topic	arises	in	
public	debate	then	nobody’s	interested	in	our	opinion	two	days	later	or	three	
days	later.	(GHI02)	
	

Leverage	established	communication	channels	outside	the	
organization.	

As	a	next	best	practice,	looking	at	using	established	channels	outside	the	

organization,	such	as	European	Union	partnership	project,	to	communicate	issues.	

Other	publics	include	governmental,	research	bodies,	industry	itself.	Additionally	

this	company	uses	an	EU	project	where	the	local	governments	are	the	project	

managers	and	Norway	is	collaborating	with	five	different	countries	to	develop	pilot	

projects.	That	communication	person	is	using	the	EU	communication	channels	to	

discuss	industry	successes	and	failure.		

Be	transparent.	
Other	general	rules	touted	include	transparency:	“By	being	very	transparent	

you	avoid	a	lot	of	surprises.	You	avoid	a	lot	of	sort	of	negative	surprises	because	

nobody	can	sort	of	find	out	about	you,	because	you	disclosed	it.	So	that	puts	you	

much	more	in	the	position	where	you	have	control,”	(GHI02).	
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Get	and	maintain	the	“social	license	to	operate”.	
Another	general	rule	throughout	interviews	was	to	get	the	“social	license	to	

operate.”	Here	advocacy	could	look	like	arguing	the	value	of	the	industry	to	society.	

Accommodation	could	look	like	this:	

A	little	company	in	a	local	community	normally	highly	respected	in	that	local	
community,	because	it	employs	people,	it’s	people	they	know,	they	trust	that	
company,	and	why	should	a	small	company	with	a	few	licenses	that	is	highly	
recognized	in	their	local	community,	why	should	they	put	a	lot	of	resources	
into	making	a	big	sustainability	report?	Who	would	be	interested	in	that?	No	
one.	The	stakeholders	locally,	they	trust	the	company,	ah	so	why	would	they	
have	to	make	a	big	report?”	(GHI02).		
	

While	this	example	also	speaks	to	reporting,	large	companies	likely	have	to	work	to	

earn	that	local	respect	in	some	way	or	interviewees	said	they	could	have	difficulty	

operating	or	even	lose	political	support	and	literal	licensing	needed	to	allow	the	

company	to	remain.	Multiple	interviewees	reported	perceiving	a	high	level	of	voter	

agency—that	if	the	community	lost	its	support	for	a	company’s	operations	but	

politicians	didn’t	reflect	this,	then	voters	would	replace	the	politician	with	one	that	

would	reflect	the	constituents’	desires.	

Tie	company	practices	to	science/technology/innovation.	
	 Many	interviewees	talked	about	environmental	sustainability	measures	and	

communicating	environmental	responsibility	in	terms	of	the	science—for	instance	

innovation	to	combat	a	particular	bacteria	(TU04)	or	using	new	technology	to	boost	

efficiencies	providing	utilities	and	services	to	an	offshore	site	(XY05).	Rather	than	

talk	in	terms	of	the	way	that	people	feel	about	the	environment,	which	is	part	of	the	

discussion,	the	emphasis	is	more	on	science,	technology,	innovation,	research	and	

the	like	and	is	strongly	presented	in	terms	of	facts.	



56	
	

Tie	company	practices	to	Norwegian/international	standards.	
Another	best	practice	these	interviews	uncovered	involves	tying	in	company	

objectives	and	communications	to	those	of	larger	or	more	broad	organizations	with	

similar	sustainability	goals,	for	example	in	the	world	of	aquaculture,	Global	Salmon	

Initiative,	which	involves	large	salmon	companies	worldwide,	with	14	companies	

covering	around	half	of	the	salmon	industry	globally	to	band	together	and	address	

several	issues	the	industry	faces,	for	instance,	sourcing	feed,	and	addressing	sea	lice.	

(GHI02).	

This	section	closes	with	a	sentiment	expressed	by	an	interviewee	that	is	

shared	wholeheartedly	by	the	researcher.	There	will	not	be	any	silver	bullet	or	

perfectly	straightforward	option	for	communicating	environmental	sustainability,	

but	rather,	it’s	a	matter	of	finding	something	that	works	and	then	expanding	on	it,	

maybe	giving	it	a	new	twist	every	year.	The	good	news	is	that	it’s	not	all	uphill	work	

(GHI02).		
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Discussion	
	
	
	

The	discussion	that	follows	elaborates	on	three	key	observations	of	this	

study,	which	include	the	prevalence	of	factors	related	to	political-social	support,	a	

fact-based	orientation	and	a	lack	of	factors	related	to	individual	people.	Then	the	

strategies	and	tactics	that	arose	through	the	interviewing	process	are	summarized	

and	linked	to	theory	by	mapping	them	onto	the	contingency	theory’s	continuum.	

Lastly	is	a	discussion	of	this	study’s	strengths	and	limitations.	

Influences	of	Political-Social	Support	
Interviews	revealed	a	dominant,	extensive	and	recurring	theme	revolving	

around	factors	related	to	social	and	political	support	for	the	organization,	and	this	

finding	is	supported	by	research	on	sustainability	studies	(Lynes	&	Andrachuk,	

2008)	and	research	testing	contingency	theory’s	application	in	outside	the	U.S.	(Li,	

Cropp	&	Jin,	2010)		previously	mentioned	in	the	review	of	literature.	

It	seems	that	repercussions	affecting	stance	sometimes	but	not	always	tied	

back	to	financial	repercussions	that	resulted	or	might	result	from	losing	social	or	

political	support.			

Others	said	governments	are	important	twofold	because	of	politics	as	well	as	

the	government	itself	actually	being	one	an	investor.	In	the	words	of	one	of	those	

interviewees:	

They	are	putting	up	their	money,	shareholders,	investors,	bankers,	especially	
government	in	Norway	we	have	big	government	funds,	huge,	huge	funds	they	
are	investing	in	business.	And	they	are	very	picky	shareholders.	They	have	all	
these	questions	relating	to	CSR	all	the	time.	They	don’t	look	so	much	at	the	
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financial	performance.	They	are	very	concerned	about	that	you	are	following	
the	compliance.	(ABC04)	
	

Another	interviewee	said	that	understanding	the	Norwegian	models	of	

conflict	management	means	looking	though	a	historical	lens,	and	politically	

speaking,	not	only	talk	about	Norway,	but	look	into	the	“Nordic	kind	of	model	

regarding	the,	yeah,	call	it	the	social	democratic	models	of	welfare	model,	

democracy,	we	have	a	Nordic	model	which	is	the	kind	of	basis	for	thinking	like	we	

do	regarding	ethical,	environmental	issues,	sustainability,	and	all	that	and	you	can	

go	back	and	look	at	Gro	Harlem	Brundtland…	She	was	a	person	who	really	put	

sustainability	and	environmental	questions	on	the	global	agenda.”	(MNO24).	

Another	interviewee	noted	that	the	way	sustainability	issues	are	handled	and	

communicated	didn’t	change	when	the	Norwegian	government	sold	its	shares	and	

the	company	was	purchased	by	a	multinational	corporation	headquartered	in	Asia.	

The	interviewee	said,		

We	have	found	the	way	we	address	sustainability	fits	very	well	with	the	long-
term	perspective	that	[the	new	parent	company]	holds…	They	have	said	they	
want	to	pursue	the	way	that	we	work	with	sustainability,	so	there	were	not	
changes	there.	Still	I	think	that	the	need	to	be	very	transparent	comes	
stronger	with	governmental	ownership.	Because	they	will	be	very	hard,	sort	
of	very,	much	criticized	if	the	companies	they	owned	hold	information	back.”	
(GHI02).	

	

Repercussions	included	in	the	long-term	having	difficulties	in	selling	products	to	

different	markets.	One	interviewee	reports	the	overall	goal	of	communicating	

environmental	sustainability	is	improving	the	company’s	bottom	line:	“The	overall	

goal	was	trying	to	prove	that	taking	environmental	issues	seriously	you	can	actually	

improve	your	business,”	(MNO24).	
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	 That	same	interviewee	said	frankly,	not	all	management	holds	the	values	of	

being	environmentally	responsible	or	having	sustainable	approaches.	He	says	being	

in	the	communication	field	means	helping	management	fully	understand	the	

financial	impact	of	political	and	social	matters.	He	said:	

	“This	is	all	about	making	the	owners,	the	board,	the	management,	really	to	
see	that	by	doing	this	you	can	actually	improve	your	business.	By	doing	this	
the	right	way	step	by	step	you	can	actually	improve	your	business.	
Techniques	for	this	include	doing	your	research	well	trying	to	find	all	the	
cases	and	examples	showing	how	companies	who	have	not	done	their	
homework	regarding	CSR,	how	they	can	really	be	hit	by	boycotts,	by	
consumers,	by	NGOs	starting	campaigns,	and	so	on…	Because	at	the	bottom	
line,	owners	and	management,	it	all	comes	down	to	figures	and	how	they	
really	can	be	hit	if	they	don’t	do	this	right.	That’s	the	only	language	that	at	the	
end	they	really	understand,"	(MNO24).	
	

This	dynamic	of	political,	social	and	financial	factors	and	consequences	is	

very	much	in	line	with	the	four-part	conceptual	model	discussed	by	Lynes	and	

Andrachuk	(2008),	which	is	composed	of	four	key	influence	systems—markets,	

social	system,	political	system	and	science	system—	and	their	interplay	that	make	

up	influences	on	the	given	firm.	While	these	parts	are	simplified	here	for	the	sake	of	

brevity,	the	important	take-away	from	the	model	is	the	key	market,	social	system,	

political	system	and	science	influences	at	play.	These	influences	are	dynamically	

grouped	into	those	that	are	internal,	external	and	sector-specific	(Lynes	&	

Andrachuk,	2008),	some	of	which,	again,	are	notably	parallel	to	contingency	theory	

factor	divisions.	

This	political-social	influence	is	also	seen	in	Li,	Cropp	&	Jin’s	(2010)	

quantitative	research	on	that	supported	contingency	theory’s	application	within	

conflict	management	in	Chinese	public	relations.	While	the	current	study	does	not	



60	
	

offer	quantitative	or	reliable—i.e.,	randomly	sampled—support	for	this,	the	fact	that	

these	were	two	of	the	top	items	surfacing	in	many	interviews	suggests	this	could	be	

true	in	the	Norwegian	PR	context	as	well.		

Finally,	the	politics	and	social	support	of	an	issue	such	as	environmental	

sustainability	and	responsibility	may	vary	from	country	to	country	as	well	as	from	

sector	to	sector,	which	can	ultimately	boil	down	to	differing	values,	differing	

economic	demands	for	preservation	of	social	support,	etc.	

Fact-Based	Orientation	
A	fact-based	orientation	for	the	communication	managers’	approach	to	

communicating	with	key	publics	on	corporate	environmental	responsibility	

concerns	came	up	again	and	again:		

• “Then	we	prepared	for	handling	potential	criticism,	then	explained	how	
much	C02	they	planned	to	emit	according	to	the	updated	plan.	A	very	fact-
based	document…	As	I	said	we’ve	tried	to	have	very	fact-based	information,	
because	that	is	what	the	external	and	the	internal	is	asking	for.	Not	trying	to	
convince	people,	but	more	be	factual.”	(RS10)	
	

• We	communicate	internally,	externally	and	we	try	to	stick	to	the	facts,	and	
the	fact	is	very	broadly,	take	this	power	cable	for	instance.	It’s	not	only	the	
environmental	aspect	of	it,	we	also	need	to	tell	why	we	have	done	it	because	
it’s	an	economical	factor	with	involved	with	it.	(RS10)	

	
• “Well,	I	think	that	we	have	to	continuously	tell	people	about	facts,	because	

some	of	this	NGOs,	they	have	their	own	agenda,	they	are	trying	to	paint	a	
picture	that	is	a	lot	worse	than	the	reality	is.”(PQ31).	

	
• “And	I	think	the	media	in	Norway	is	different	than	for	instance…	the	United	

Kingdom.	They	are	more	fact-oriented	here	is	my	impression	than	the	U.K.”	
(RS10).	
	

• One	thing	is	what	you’re	saying,	and	what	you’re	saying	is	based	on	the	facts	
you’re	given	from	the	different	departments.	(VW04)	
	

• “[Activist	groups]	make	the	discussions	happen,	so	and	I	talk	to	a	lot	of	them	
all	the	time.	Some	of	them	are	easier	to	discuss	with	because	they	are	kind	of	
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fact-founded.	Others	are	very	black	and	white	and	the	discussions	very	often	
turn	personal.	Sot	that	makes	it	a	bit	difficult.”	(JKL05).		

	
	

O’Leary	(2004	p.	196)	writes	that	exploring	words	can	lead	to	themes	by	

their	repetition	or	though	exploration	of	their	context	and	usage.	Specific	to	the	

“fact”-based	communication,	this	arose	as	something	that	may	be	culturally	

significant.	O’Leary	writes	that	specific	cultural	connotations	of	particular	words	can	

also	lead	to	relevant	themes,	referred	to	as	‘indigenous	categories’	by	Patton	(2001)	

and	‘in	vivo’	coding	by	Strauss	and	Corbin	(1998).		

Only	one	interviewee	acknowledged	the	emotional	aspect	of	company	

communications	as	very	important:			

So	when	you	talk	to	media	you	have	to	be	aware	of	because	they	don’t	have	
all	the	knowledge	or	the	technical	aspect	and	technically	it’s	no	issue	at	all	to	
be	aware,	but	it’s	an	issue	because	of	the	perception	of	it	and	then	you	have	
to	deal	with	it	according	to	that	and	not	just	fact-based,	that	everything	is	fine	
based	on	the	fact	of	it…	That	emotional	aspect	of	it,	that’s	a	very	important	
one.	
	
	
That	same	participant	gave	a	highly	nuanced	understanding	of	the	general	

public’s	willingness	to	dig	into	facts:	

Interviewee:	If	you’re	not,	if	you’re	not	especially	interested	to	dive	into	big	
subject	and	learn	a	lot,	what	is	here	immediately	is	all	the	scope	you	know	
about	it	and	you	make	your	assessment	based	on	this	little	piece	of	
information	you	have,	and	it’s	like	a	piece	of	information	on	mortality	or	
antibiotics	that	is	sort	of	the	concept	of	salmon	farming,	so	it’s	our	task	when	
communicating	to	make	that	story,	the	whole	picture		

	
Researcher:	The	whole	picture,	for	instance	of	a	growing	world	population.	
	
Interviewee:	Yeah,	yeah.	And	almost	respecting	that	nobody	know,	will	
sacrifice	our	coastlines	and	costal	environment	to	feed	all	the	world,	so	they	
have	to	find	the	right	story	not	disregarding	facts,	because	facts	is	important,	
but	when	we	focus	only	on	salmon,	the	facts	that	are	important	for	those	
managing	the	sea	farm,	it’s	not	the	same	facts	as	we	should	communicate	
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externally	or	not	communicate	only	those	facts…	I	think	when	we	
communicate	we	should	be	sort	of	better	to	tell	the	whole	story	and	not	sort	
of	focusing	on	the,	sort	of	what	the	specifics	that	everybody	sees	as	big,	big	
problems,	because	then	you	don’t,	we	just	communicate	problems	instead	of	
communicating	solutions.”	(GHI02)	
		
	
When	this	fact-based	orientation	kept	arising	from	the	interviews,	the	

researcher	began	asking	how	to	choose	which	set	of	facts	to	communicate,	and	the	

general	response	was	to	communicate	either	based	on	audience	or	in	order	to	tell	

the	larger	picture	as	mentioned	above.	

This	brings	to	mind	the	parable	of	the	six	blind	men	describing	an	elephant,	

which	demonstrates	how	facts	don’t	always	tell	the	whole	story.	One	man	touches	

the	trunk	and	insists	elephants	are	like	snakes,	another	the	side	of	the	elephant	and	

insists	elephants	are	like	brick	walls.	One	touches	an	ear,	describing	a	fan,	another	

the	tusk,	who	describes	elephants	as	a	spear.	Still	further	one	man	touches	the	

elephant’s	leg	and	says	elephants	are	like	tree	trunks,	and	finally	a	man	holding	the	

elephant’s	tail	concludes	that	elephants	are	like	ropes.	Facts	are	not	so	simple,	and	a	

compilation	of	facts	does	not	necessarily	lead	one	to	the	truth.		

Mortimer	J.	Adler,	in	his	vast	work	synthesizing	2,500	years	of	collectively	

defined	Western	thought	into	102	so-called	“Great	Ideas”,	dedicates	not	one	but	four	

of	these	ideas	to	this	matter:	knowledge,		truth,	and	wisdom	and	by	alternative	

definition,	opinion,	which	stand	alongside	wide-ranging	and	far-reaching	ideas	such	

as	metaphysics,	medicine,	slavery,	immortality	and	more.	These	ideas	that	describe	

facts	are	considered	by	big	thinkers	and	prolific	writers	such	as	Aristotle,	Augustine,	

Aquinas,	Hobbes,	Descartes,	Spinoza,	Locke,	Hume,	Kant,	Planck	and	others.	The	

author	personally	aligns	with	Hobbes’	view	that	“true	and	false	are	attributes	of	
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speech,	not	of	things.	And	where	speech	is	not,	there	is	neither	truth	nor	falsehood,”	

(Adler,	1992).	Fact,	opinion,	knowledge	wisdom,	truth	have	vast	nuance	which	the	

practice	of	public	relations	does	not	harness	separately	from	society.	

The	fact-based	orientation	does	not	fit	neatly	as	an	additional	factor,	as	the	

Confucian	variable	uncovered	by	Choi	and	Cameron’s	2005	study	of	contingency	

theory’s	applications	in	Korea.	That	Confucian	variable	that,	to	oversimplify,	

addresses	the	“we-ness”	versus	“collectiveness”	and	“emotion	over	logic”	of	the	

Korean	culture	that	is	in	contrast	to	Western	culture	(p.	183).	Previous	literature	

finds	that	societal	and	cultural	factors	strongly	affect	public	relations	practices	(p.	

173-174),	so	it’s	not	shocking	that	Norway’s	secular	and	science	revering	society	

might	hold	up	logic	and	the	facts	that	are	plugged	into	logic	in	order	to	arrive	at	

conclusions	for	proper	conduct.	

This	fact-based	orientation	permeates	or	is	an	approach	for	thinking	about	

other	already	existing	factors,	but	it	is	notable	nonetheless.	

Lack	of	Individualism	
An	unexpected	observation	from	this	interview	data	reveals	a	minimal	

manifestation	of	factors	related	to	individual	characteristics,	particularly	those	of	

members	of	top	management	and	public	relations	professionals.		

Two	possible	explanations	surface	for	this	category’s	low	manifestations.	

One	is	simply	that	the	researcher	should	have	probed	more	in	this	area,	but	most	

probing	took	place	either	within	categories	or	with	related	factors	such	as	internal	

and	external	reputation.	Theory	offers	another	possibility,	which	is	that	Norwegian	

culture	simply	has	less	emphasis	on	hierarchy	and	individualism	than	U.S.	culture	
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where	this	theory	was	developed.	As	discussed	in	the	literature	review,	Hofstede	

describes	Norwegian	culture	as	emphasizing	both	power	distance	and	individualism	

less	than	that	in	the	U.S.	Hofstede’s	measure	of	individualism,	which	compares	as	91	

in	the	U.S.	where	contingency	theory	was	developed	versus	69	in	Norway.	While	this	

is	a	measure	of	degree	of	interdependence	amongst	a	society’s	members,	it	can	

contribute	toward	an	understanding	of	leadership	where	the	focus	is	not	on	the	

individual.	Indeed,	CEO	pay	in	Norway	is	much	closer	to	the	pay	of	workers	as	

compared	to	in	the	U.S.	where	contingency	theory	was	developed.	Lower	power	

distance	and	less	desire	to	stand	out	could	remove	some	of	the	characteristics	

American	PR	practitioners	might	think	of	when	thinking	of	top	management.	

Best	Practices	Along	the	Continuum	
This	section	takes	the	strategies	and	tactics	discussed	in	interviews	and	maps	

them	onto	contingency	theory’s	continuum	of	advocacy	to	accommodation.	Much	in	

the	same	way	that	Jin,	Pang	and	Cameron	(2006)	mapped	Coombs’	(1998)	crisis	

communication	strategies	onto	the	contingency	framework	in	order	to	build	an	

analytic	framework	for	crisis	situations,	the	beginnings	of	a	framework	for	

Norwegian	conflict	management	of	environmental	issues	is	presented.	This	is	one	

step	toward	building	a	fully	fleshed-out	theoretical	framework	that	could	be	of	

practical	purpose	for	communication	managers	of	Norwegian	primary	sector	

businesses	addressing	corporate	environmental	responsibility.		

As	a	starting	point,	here	are	Jin,	Pang	and	Cameron’s	strategies	along	the	

contingency	theory	continuum	of	advocacy-accommodation:	
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Figure	2.	Jin,	Pang	and	Cameron’s	(2006)	Strategies	for	building	an	analytic	
framework	for	crisis	situations	

	
	
Figure	2.	This	figure	shows	Jin,	Pang	&	Cameron’s	(2006)	strategies	for	building	an	
analytic	framework	for	crisis	situations	along	contingency	theory’s	advocacy-
accommodation	continuum.	
	

While	these	strategies	are	for	dealing	with	crisis,	and	the	scenarios	discussed	in	

interviews	ranged	from	immediate	crises	such	as	oil	spills,	to	ongoing,	long-term	

conflict,	they	are	similar	enough	for	this	mapping	to	be	useful	theoretically	and	for	

practitioners.	An	example	of	denial	on	Jin,	Pang	&	Cameron’s	framework	is	to	deny	

responsibility	for	an	action.	On	the	other	side	of	the	continuum,	accommodating	a	

public	might	look	like	cooperating	through	information	sharing	or	offering	

resources	to	help	solve	a	problem.	

Mapping	particular	strategies	and	tactics	onto	contingency	theory’s	

continuum	can	only	be	done	for	a	particular	moment	in	time	with	one	particular	

public	in	mind,	and	taking	into	consideration	all	of	the	predisposing	and	situational	

variables	that	gives	context	to	the	organization’s	situation.		

The	favorability	or	unfavorability	of	a	company’s	position	is	an	important	

consideration	when	mapping	these	strategies	and	tactics	onto	the	continuum.	For	
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instance,	a	company	with	stellar	environmental	sustainability	figures	might	look	at	

it	as	advocating	for	itself	to	publish	those	numbers	in	an	annual	sustainability	

report,	because	it	reflects	positively	on	the	company	and	helps	build	a	good	image.	

On	the	contrary,	a	company	with	very	poor	or	failing	sustainability	figures	that	is	

forced	to	publish	an	annual	sustainability	report	would	be	publishing	based	on	the	

regulatory	requirement	to	do	so.		

When	all	of	these	strategies	and	tactics	are	shown	together	on	the	

continuum,	an	interesting	observation	is	that	those	strategies	and	tactics	toward	the	

center	of	the	continuum	were	the	ones	most	often	talked	about	with	the	most	

enthusiasm	for	the	success	of	the	tactic	or	strategy.		
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Figure	3.	Best	practices	along	the	continuum	

	

Figure	3.	Practices	arising	from	interviews	mapped	onto	the	advocacy-
accommodation	continuum	of	the	Contingency	Theory	of	Public	Relations	posited	
by	Cancel,	et	al.,	1997,	p.	37.	
	

The	takeaway	here	is	the	big	picture;	that	the	practices	with	the	most	enthusiasm	

for	their	success	seem	to	fall	toward	the	middle	of	the	continuum.	This	middle	

ground	is	a	place	where	the	company	is	not	purely	acting	in	its	own	interest	and	
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disregarding	its	publics	on	a	particular	issue	at	a	given	point	in	time,	nor	is	it	taking	

action	to	accommodate	or	appease	its	public	and	disregarding	ramifications	such	as	

financial	ones	that	could	result	in	the	company	going	bankrupt.		

The	overarching	purpose	of	this	section	is	to	discuss	strategies	and	tactics	

that	came	up	in	interviews,	not	necessarily	to	provide	a	fully-fleshed	out	and	all-

encompassing	range	of	strategies	and	tactics.	This	information,	however,	could	be	

highly	useful	in	creating	such	a	framework.	Strategies	here	can	be	thought	of	as	the	

end	goal,	and	tactics,	a	means	of	achieving	a	greater	goal,	often	toward	the	image	of	

the	company	and	the	way	it	wants	to	be	perceived.	So	tactics	can	be	thought	of	as	

the	how	and	strategies	as	the	why.	The	exact	order	of	strategies	and	tactics	falling	

on	the	advocacy	side	of	the	continuum	is	merely	approximated.	The	general	thought	

process,	however	for	location	is	as	follows.	

Publish	a	sustainability	report.	
A	company	with	outstanding	sustainability	numbers	might	consider	

revealing	those	numbers	an	act	of	advocacy	because	it	improves	its	image	or	

reputation	by	doing	so.	That	might	appear	toward	the	end	of	pure	accommodation	

along	the	continuum.		

Revealing	negative	information,	however,	can	be	a	difficult	decision	to	make,	

and	previous	research	shows	it’s	not	always	the	favored	tactic.	A	study	by	Shin,	Park	

&	Cameron	(2006)	found	that	when	asked	whether	an	organization	should	always	

release	all	information,	even	when	it	negatively	impacts	the	organization,	only	42	

percent	of	PR	practitioners	surveyed	reported	“yes”,	suggesting	a	significant	

willingness	to	withhold	negative	information.	Further,	the	tendency	proved	deeper,	
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as	when	asked	about	practitioner’s	respective	organization,	only	about	38	percent	

reported	actually	releasing	negative	information	(Shin,	Park	&	Cameron,	2006).	This	

study,	however,	was	not	looking	at	environmental	sustainability	measures	of	

primary	sector	businesses	and	was	not	conducted	in	Norway,	so	key	context	is	lost.	

The	takeaway	here	is	that	companies	are	expressing	a	desire	to	have	as	much	

control	as	possible	over	revealing	their	sustainability	information.	Where	on	the	

continuum	publishing	a	report	falls	will	vary,	likely	according	to	the	favorability	

figures	and	whether	or	not	a	company	is	required	to	disclose	them,	or	they	are	going	

above	and	beyond.	

On	the	other	hand,	publishing	a	sustainability	report	revealing	less-than-

desirable	figures	is	a	strong	act	of	accommodation,	perhaps	coming	from	

accommodating	a	government	mandate.	

Integrate	sustainability	into	daily	thinking	of	people	across	the	
organization.	

Many	interviewees	noted	the	general	mindset	of	environmental	

responsibility	permeating	their	organizations	being	necessary	to	successful	

environmental	actions	and	communications—and	communications	is	merely	one	

facet.	Consciously	and	strategically	getting	environmental	sustainability	into	the	

thought	processes	of	company	leadership	and	employees	at	all	levels	is	the	

managerial	equivalent	of	getting	the	issue	on	the	agenda	in	the	world	of	journalism	

for	the	public	sphere.	By	doing	this,	a	initial	step	is	made	to	recognize	

environmental	issues,	and	that	is	the	first	step	to	understanding	position	and	

possibilities.	By	getting	environmental	issues	into	each	leaders’	daily	work	as	“part	

of	his	daily	thinking”	(ABC04),	more	has	to	happen	for	meaningful	accommodation	
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to	take	place,	but	it	sets	the	stage.	For	this	reason,	the	practice	of	integrating	

sustainability	into	daily	thinking	of	people	across	the	organization	falls	toward	the	

middle	of	the	continuum,	though	it	is	arguably	more	on	the	side	of	accommodation.	

Release	research	reports	to	the	press.	
	 Sending	press	releases	typically	falls	more	on	the	side	of	pure	advocacy.	It’s	

worth	noting	that	the	organization	interviewed	here	says	its	practice	is	to	conduct	

its	studies	and	release	the	findings	whether	good,	bad	or	a	mix	of	the	two.	The	

organization	was	pleased	with	this	strategy,	and	the	willingness	to	publish	study	

results	that	bode	poorly	environmental	efforts	means	there’s	accommodation	of	a	

greater	public	discourse	at	play.	Similarly,	for	a	company	to	compile	and	send	news	

releases,	or	to	be	entirely	silent	on	an	issue,	this	is	a	matter	of	information	being	

pushed	out	by	an	organization,	and	it’s	probably	going	to	be	in	as	favorable	light	as	

possible	for	the	company.	If	a	company	has	a	policy	to	do	news	releases	on	studies,	

for	example,	whether	they	are	good	or	bad	for	the	company,	this	would	likely	fall	on	

the	accommodation	side	of	the	continuum.	Particularly	in	the	case	of	publishing	

unflattering	information,	there	has	to	be	a	reason	for	this,	so	that	is	a	matter	of	

accommodating	that	particular	public.	

Sponsor	a	music	festival.	
	 Sponsoring	a	music	festival	falls	toward	the	side	of	pure	advocacy,	because	it	

is	a	move	that	supports	a	local	community,	but	doesn’t	offer	an	outlet	of	change	for	a	

company’s	policy	or	practices.	When	sponsoring	a	music	festival,	no	real	data	or	

company	information	is	shared.	The	company	is	spending	its	resources	when	it	

might	not	otherwise,	but	such	an	event’s	purpose	is	to	increase	positive	exposure	
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and	a	good	image	as	a	community	partner.	No	real	change	on	an	environmental	

issue	is	meant	to	be	grappled	with	at	the	festival.	

Silence.	
	 Being	silent	is	ultimately	a	strategy	of	continuing	the	current	positon	of	the	

company,	so	it	can	be	seen	as	an	act	of	strong	advocacy	on	behalf	of	the	

organization,	particularly	if	the	company	is	receiving	inquiries	and	remaining	silent.	

Be	an	immediate	part	of	the	conversation.	
Being	part	of	that	ongoing	conversation	might	mean	asking	hard	questions	

and	being	criticized,	but	it	also	increases	opportunities	for	positive	coverage,	

familiarity	and	understanding	in	addition	to	potentially	helping	set	the	agenda	or	

focus	discussion.	

Garner	employee	support	through	a	bike	program.	 	
	 Along	the	continuum,	this	might	fall	more	on	the	side	of	advocacy	because	

the	company	can	wholly	control	the	program	and	and	its	messaging.	Garnering	

employee	support	through	bike	programs	could	also	be	viewed	as	advocative	

because	it’s	support-building	for	the	company.	That	said,	if	employees	were	really	

pushing	for	such	a	program	for	the	actual	environmental	impact	in	mind,	it	might	

nearer	the	middle	of	the	continuum.	

Holding	a	seminar	or	participate	in	a	conference.	
	 Holding	a	seminar	or	conference	falls	in	about	the	middle	of	the	continuum,	

because	on	one	hand,	the	organization	is	offering	its	own	platform	on	which	to	

engage	with	key	publics.	It	cannot,	however	be	considered	pure	advocacy,	because	

by	inviting	opposing	view	holders	into	the	fold	and	allow	a	pubic	albeit	guided	

discussion,	is	opening	oneself	up	to	criticism	pushing	for	accommodation.	
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Several	caveats,	on	this	section	as	well:	It’s	important	to	note	that	

contingency	theory	was	developed	in	order	to	refine	and	improve	the	more	one-

size-fits-all	strategy	of	excellence	theory	of	public	relations,	so	from	its	beginnings,	

contingency	theory	does	not	prescribe	best	practices	for	managing	conflict	per	say.	

Additionally,	it’s	vital	to	note	that	this	study	was	not	designed	to	and	therefore	it	

cannot	conclude	that	contingency	theory,	as	it	has	been	described	in	20	years	of	

study	and	previous	literature,	definitively	applies	to	the	practice	of	Norwegian	

conflict	management.	However,	the	concepts	of	advocating	for	an	organization	

versus	accommodating	publics	can	be	recognized,	and	therefore	it	is	a	worthwhile	

exercise	to	examine	the	effectiveness	of	these	approaches	as	described	by	

interviewees.		

Leverage	established	communication	channels	outside	the	
organization.	
	 This	could	really	be	viewed	as	accommodation	or	advocacy,	depending	on	

the	company’s	situation.	A	company	looking	to	really	push	and	gain	increasing	

speed	in	environmental	sustainability	measures	might	fall	more	on	the	

accommodation	side	of	the	continuum,	whereas	a	company	looking	to	control	its	

own	messaging	but	not	necessarily	make	substantive	accommodations	as	well	might	

place	this	more	on	the	continuum’s	side	of	advocacy.	

Be	transparent.	
A	policy	to	be	transparent	on	environmental	responsibility	issues	no	matter	

how	bad	the	organization	could	look	and	no	matter	its	effect	on	organizational	

stability	would	place	this	practice	on	the	end	of	accommodation.	On	the	continuum	

above,	it	falls	more	toward	the	middle	of	the	continuum,	because	the	general	
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comment	when	transparency	came	up	in	interviews	is	that	interviewees’	companies	

try	to	be	as	transparent	as	they	can—which	is	not	a	100%	transparency	policy.	

Get	and	maintain	the	“social	license	to	operate”.	
This	was	such	an	important	practice	throughout	all	industries	interviewed,	

and	all	sizes	of	companies.	Another	general	rule	throughout	interviews	was	to	get	

the	“social	license	to	operate.”	Here	advocacy	could	look	like	arguing	the	value	of	the	

industry	to	society.	Accommodation	could	look	like	this:	

A	little	company	in	a	local	community	normally	highly	respected	in	that	local	
community,	because	it	employs	people,	it’s	people	they	know,	they	trust	that	
company,	and	why	should	a	small	company	with	a	few	licenses	that	is	highly	
recognized	in	their	local	community,	why	should	they	put	a	lot	of	resources	
into	making	a	big	sustainability	report?	Who	would	be	interested	in	that?	No	
one.	The	stakeholders	locally,	they	trust	the	company,	ah	so	why	would	they	
have	to	make	a	big	report?”	(GHI02).		
	

While	this	example	also	speaks	to	reporting,	large	companies	likely	have	to	work	to	

earn	that	local	respect	in	some	way	or	interviewees	said	they	could	have	difficulty	

operating	or	even	lose	political	support	and	literal	licensing	needed	to	allow	the	

company	to	remain.	Multiple	interviewees	reported	perceiving	a	high	level	of	voter	

agency—that	if	the	community	lost	its	support	for	a	company’s	operations	but	

politicians	didn’t	reflect	this,	then	voters	would	replace	the	politician	with	one	that	

would	reflect	the	constituents’	desires.	

Tie	company	practices	to	science/technology/innovation.	
One	possible	explanation	for	seeing	ties	back	to	science/technology	and	

innovation	is	because	science,	technology	and	innovation	hold	an	esteemed	position	

within	society	as	a	whole,	tying	company	practices	back	to	this	borrows	from	the	

good	reputation.	Therefore,	talking	about	environmental	sustainability	measures	in	
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these	terms	is	more	toward	advocacy	on	the	continuum.	To	tie	company	practices	to	

science,	technology	and	innovation	is	to	borrow	from	the	credibility	and	social	

support	for	them.	This	focus	is	also	highly	conducive	to	primary	discussion	with	

facts,	which	is	discussed	earlier	as	a	noticeable	pattern	emerging	from	these	

interviews.		

Tie	company	practices	to	Norwegian/international	standards.	
To	adhere	to	state	or	international	standards	only	when	required	by	law	is	a	

rather	extreme	example	of	accommodation.	If	company	policies	were	cutting	edge	

and	communicators	could	then	say,	look	we	are	ahead	of	the	wave,	ahead	of	the	

curve,	then	this	could	actually	be	considered	advocacy	for	the	organization.	But	at	

this	point,	we’re	no	longer	talking	about	conflict	communications—this	would	be	

cooperation.	For	this	reason,	this	practice	is	shown	on	the	accommodation	end	of	

the	continuum.	

	 Strengths	&	Limitations	
	 This	study	is	methodologically	strong	in	that	in	accordance	with	it	being	a	

preliminary	cross-cultural	study,	it	is	foremost	concerned	with	the	validity	of	

responses	and	understanding	factors	at	play	by	allowing	for	elaboration	and	

explanation	needed	for	maximum	understanding	and	clarification.	Steps	taken	in	

interview	setup	helped	ensure	this.		

Although	this	research	contributes	preliminary	insight	into	the	manifestation	

of	contingency	theory	factors	at	play	in	conflict	management	in	Norway,	it	is	not	

without	limitations.	This	research	only	examines	a	particular	sector	of	a	fully	

developed	economy	(the	primary	sector)	and	managing	conflict	on	one	particular	
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issue,	(communicating	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concerns).	In	order	

to	get	a	rounder	or	fuller	perspective	on	conflict	management	surrounding	the	issue	

of	environmental	issues	for	instance,	more	types	of	players	would	need	to	be	

interviewed:	particularly	communicators	from	environmental	activist	group,	

government	officials	at	the	state	and	locals	levels	and	industry	associations	

advocating	on	the	part	of	specific	industries.	This	weakness	was	anticipated;	

however,	and	by	allowing	this	weakness	the	resources	of	time	and	money	were	

maximized,	given	that	this	is	a	preliminary	study	anyway.	

With	ten	people	being	interviewed	for	this	research,	this	is	on	the	low	end	of	

the	anticipated	10	to	20	interviews	suggested	by	previous	studies.	There	were	both	

time	and	resource	limitations	that	limited	the	number	of	interviews.	The	researcher	

could	only	be	in	country	for	90	days	without	extensive	and	expensive	paperwork,	

and	summer	2015	is	the	timeframe	that	fit	for	the	researcher.	Given	that	much	of	

Norway	takes	family	time	in	July,	no	interviews	were	conducted	in	that	month.	

While	the	number	of	interviews	conducted	was	on	the	low	side	of	what	was	

proposed,	about	10	interviews	out	of	the	proposed	10-20,	to	do	additional	

interviews	at	this	time	would	introduce	a	time	variable	that	would	need	to	be	

accounted	for	in	the	responses.	Public	opinion	can	sway	or	evolve	over	time	on	

issues,	so	factors	taken	into	consideration	handling	a	conflict	scenario	for	a	primary	

sector	business	on	environmental	sustainability	issues	might	need	to	be	adapted	to	

fit.	The	way	in	which	an	organization	interacts	with	its	publics	is	contingent	upon	or	

depends	upon	a	variety	of	internal	and	external	variables.	Furthermore,	the	
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interaction	of	these	variables	is	dynamic,	and	organizational	stance	changes	as	the	

situation	demands,	which	may	change	over	time.	(Reber,	Cropp,	&	Cameron,	2003).	

Also,	as	noted	by	Li,	Cropp	&	Jin	(2010)	in	the	Chinese	context,	conflict	

management	is	not	synonymous	with	public	relations,	so	examining	public	relations	

practitioners	for	their	conflict	management	practices	does	not	comprehensively	

acknowledge	the	challenges	and	complexities	in	effective	and	ethical	conflict	

management	in	Norway.	Results	of	the	current	study	and	proposed	future	study,	

however,	will	facilitate	researchers	and	practitioners	in	obtaining	new	perspectives	

for	examining	Norwegian	PR	practice	and	providing	practical	and	theoretical	

insights	of	how	to	strategically	identify	and	combine	the	most	influential	factors.	

Previous	studies	have	found	whether	a	practitioner	works	for	the	PR	

department	of	an	organization	versus	working	for	a	PR	firm	impacts	the	influence	of	

certain	factors.	For	instance,	it	seems	that	practitioners	working	in	a	PR	department	

are	more	influenced	by	the	organization’s	characteristics	than	those	working	in	a	PR	

firm,	due	to	the	different	environment,	nature	of	clients,	work	style,	etc.	(Li,	Cropp	&	

Jin,	2010,	p.	254).	

Finally,	several	interviewees	hesitated	to	share	much	detailed	information	on	

particular	crises,	and	because	of	that,	it’s	worth	noting	that	in	a	small	way,	this	

researcher	was	like	a	public	that	needed	to	be	dealt	with	to	a	certain	degree.	
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Implications	&	Future	Research	
	
	
	
	 Perhaps	the	most	interesting	and	novel	takeaways	from	this	research	lies	in	

its	implications	and	future	research.	Future	quantitative	research	could	reveal	the	

structural	soundness	of	the	Contingency	Theory	of	Accommodation	in	Norway.	A	

logical	next	step	for	this	research	is	to	conduct	a	quantitative	online	survey,	the	over	

80	individual	contingent	variables	as	perceived	by	Norwegian	public	relations	

practitioners	could	be	examined	for	influence,	potentially	allowing	the	most	

influential	variables	for	Norwegian	public	relations	practice	to	surface.	A	study	of	

public	relations	practitioners	across	industries	without	topical	limitations	could	go	

further	to	suggest	the	structural	stability—or	instability—of	the	contingency	matrix	

in	the	Norwegian	business	and	social	climate.		

Continued	research	in	this	vein	could	suggest	that	contingency	theory	of	

accommodation	can	be	effectively	applied	to	Norwegian	public	relations	practice	to	

help	practitioners	understand	and	improve	their	involvement	of	strategic	

communication	practitioners	with	a	more	sophisticated	understanding	of	the	

complex	communication	environment,	which	could	eventually	equip	Norwegian	

practitioners	with	higher	communication	competency	in	handling	different	conflict	

situations.	Additionally,	as	the	global	economy	continues	to	develop,	studies	that	

seek	to	push	beyond	the	borders	of	one	country,	such	as	the	U.S.,	or	one	tradition,	

such	as	the	Western	Tradition,	become	more	and	more	relevant	to	understanding	
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the	global	economy	with	all	its	nuance	and	unleash	it	for	betterment	of	quality	of	life	

around	the	globe.		

Cancel	et	al	(1997)	notes	that	situational	variables	are	often	more	

challenging	than	predisposing	variables,	which	supports	the	idea	of	pursuing	a	pre-

programmed	quantitative	tool.		

Structural	Stability	of	Contingency	Theory	across	Cultural	Contexts	
The	findings	of	this	preliminary	research	suggest	structural	stability	of	

contingency	theory	in	Norway.	It	is	outside	the	scope	of	this	study	to	determine	

whether	or	not	contingency	theory’s	factors	definitively	hold	in	the	Norwegian	

conflict	management	context,	but	this	study	does	provide	insights	on	how	

Norwegian	practitioners	make	strategic	decisions	for	their	organizations	and	

clients.	Findings	of	this	preliminary	study	do	seem	to	fit	well	alongside	a	more	

developed	field	of	studies	applying	Contingency	Theory	in	China,	Korea	and	

Singapore	of	this	U.S.-developed	theory	that	suggest	contingency	theory	of	

accommodation	could	serve	a	valuable	role	in	continually	reflecting	the	complex	

reality	of	public	relations	practice	in	different	countries	and	regions	as	well	as	

informing	practitioners	on	the	effective	strategic	conflict	management	based	on	a	

solid	understanding	of	internal	and	external	influences.		

As	previously	mentioned	in	the	literature	review,	contingency	theory	studies	

in	Korea	suggest	a	cultural	and	situational	contingency	perspective	of	public	

relations	leadership	can	help	explain	differences	between	leadership	preferences	

for	public	relations	practitioners	in	the	U.S.	and	South	Korea	(Shin,	Heath,	&	Lee,	

2011).	Researchers	have	predicted	that	into	the	future,	leadership	in	public	
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relations	will	mean	the	ability	to	integrate	at	several	levels	of	business	and	society	

for	a	more	integrated	management	process	and	for	helping	organizations	make	

society	more	functional	through	contingent,	strategic,	skilled	and	reflective	

leadership.	Based	on	a	survey	of	1,000	practitioners:	

Shin	et	al.	(2006)	found	that	individual	level	factors	have	primary	influence	
on	response	to	situations.	Some	of	individual	level	of	factors	includes	
individual	communication	competency,	personal	ethical	values,	ability	to	
handle	complex	problems,	and	familiarity	with	external	publics	or	its	
representatives.	This	contingency	framework	guides	deployment	of	the	
individual	qualifications	necessary	for	effective	conflict	management	(pp.	
171).	

	

Cameron	et	al.	(2001)	noted,	“it	is	one	thing,	however,	for	practitioners	to	

monitor	the	environment	and	add	to	weight	many	factors	in	arriving	at	a	stance.	It	is	

another	for	teachers	and	theorists	to	manage	over	80	distinct	factors	in	any	useful	

way”	(p.	247).	The	author	posits	that	it’s	this	wide-ranging,	parsimony	eluding,	

difficult-to-manage	group	of	factors,	that	is	exactly	what	allows	for	the	dynamic	

application	of	the	theory	across	social	boundaries	as	it’s	been	tested	thus	far.	It	is	

beyond	the	limits	of	this	study	to	say	that	the	theory	indeed	holds	true	inside	

Norwegian	conflict	management	practices,	but	again	it	appears	to	be	holding	true.	

Contingency	Decision	Matrix:	A	Quantitative	Tool	
As	previously	mentioned	in	the	literature	review,	leadership	and	culture	are	

relevant	to	contingency	theory.	Cultural	differences,	however,	do	not	only	exist	

between	one	country	and	the	next.	Many	subcultures	can	exist	with	their	own	

defining	characteristics,	histories,	visions	for	the	future,	similar	goals	and	so	forth.	

So	it	is	reasonable	to	segment	the	business	world	into	distinct	cultures:	the	
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petroleum	industry	culture,	the	agriculture	industry	culture,	aquaculture	industry	

culture;	primary	sector	culture	versus	retail	sector	culture	versus	financial	services	

sector;	big	business	culture	versus	entrepreneurial	culture;	those	publically	listed	

on	a	stock	exchange	versus	privately	held	versus	part	government-owned,	and	so	

forth.	

In	this	same	vein,	previous	research	by	Sin	et	al.,	has	found	differences	in	the	

way	that	crisis	responses	of	non-profit	and	for-profit	organizations	tend	to	differ,	

namely	in	that	non-profit	organizations	were	more	likely	to	be	more	

accommodative	toward	its	publics	and	vice-versa,	than	non-profit	organizations	

when	analyzing	the	actions	following	rather	than	scenarios	preceding	a	crisis	(Jin,	

Pang	&	Cameron,	2006,	p.	99).	

A	promising	application	of	this	would	be	to	develop	industry-specific	models	

for	the	Contingency	Decision	Matrix	(CDM)	proposed	in	2015	conference	

proceedings	of	the	International	Public	Relations	Research	Conference.	Such	models	

for	the	CDM	could	help	quantify	and	ultimately	expedite	decisions	to	accommodate	

or	advocate	for	a	given	corporate	environmental	responsibility	concern	at	a	certain	

point	in	time	with	a	certain	public.	Strasburg,	Tham	&	Cameron	in	2015	proposed	

this	model,	which	incorporates	principles	and	mechanics	of	decision	and	game	

theories	with	contingency	theory’s	broad	and	dynamic	spectrum	of	factors	in	order	

to	analyze	multi-faceted	problems	faced	by	public	relations	professionals.		

The	interesting	implications	here	are	by	pattern,	so	similarly	there	could	be	

industry	defaults	or	defaults	by	country.	The	model	would	be	most	useful	allowing	
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practitioners	to	set	up	its	own	default	settings-	for	speedy	application	when	a	

conflict	or	crisis	arises.	Those	factors	would	already	have	approximate	scores.		
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Conclusion	
	
	
	
	 As	Contingency	Theory	of	Accommodation	enters	its	third	decade	of	

research,	it	flexes	its	strength	and	dynamic	applications	through	research	in	the	

form	of	interviews,	case	studies,	content	analysis,	factor	analysis,	surveys	and	more	

to	build,	bolster	and	where	needed—modify—the	theory’s	central	propositions	

(Cameron,	1997;	Cameron,	Cropp	&	Reber,	2001;	Cancel,	Cameron,	Sallot	&	Mitrook,	

1997;	Cancel,	Mitrook	&	Cameron,	1999;	Reber	&	Cameron,	2003;	Shin,	Cameron	&	

Cropp,	2002;	Shin,	Cheng,	Jin	&	Cameron,	2005;	Yarbrough,	Cameron,	Sallot	&	

McWilliams,	1998).		The	theory	has	been	successfully	stretching	outside	the	bounds	

of	the	U.S.	geographical	border	to	prove	relevant	and	offer	insights	into	conflict	

management	in	China,	Korea	and	Singapore	(Li,	Cropp	&	Jin,	2010;	Bae	&	Park,	

2011;	Shin,	Heath	&	Lee,	2011;	Zhang,	Qiu	&	Cameron,	2004).	

	 This	exploration	of	contingency	theory’s	application	in	Norway,	the	first	of	its	

kind	in	Europe,	indicates	support	for	this	already	robust	theory.	Findings	will	

contribute	to	an	academic	dialogue	that	has	thus	far	seen	its	testing	and	

development	mainly	in	the	U.S.,	China,	South	Korea	and	Singapore.	A	more	robust,	

applicable	and	dynamic	theory	is	good	for	public	relations	practitioners	as	well,	

particularly	because	much	has	been	done	to	root	this	theory	in	practical	experience	

(Cameron,	Cropp	&	Reber,	2000).		

In	particular	this	study	found	the	ubiquity	of	threats	related	to	factors	

influencing	political	and	social	support	for	these	companies	manifest	throughout	
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interviewing.	While	no	entirely	new	factors	manifested,	a	loud	and	clear	preference	

emerged	for	the	existing	factor	“how	individuals	receive,	process	and	use	

information	and	influence,”	in	that	in	most	interviews,	a	fact-based	orientation	

surfaced,	which	often	ultimately	was	a	method	of	advocacy,	specifically	how	and	

why	a	given	organization	either	is	making	strides	in	environmental	responsibility	

concerns.		

Although	this	study	did	not	seek	to	discover	factors	that	did	not	manifest,	

analysis	suggests	that	internal	variables	related	to	characteristics	of	individual	

people—PR	practitioners	and	top	management—may	not	be	as	relevant	to	the	

practice	of	conflict	management	in	Norway	on	the	issue	of	corporate	environmental	

responsibility	concerns.		

Further	study	of	contingency	theory	in	Norway	warrants	investigation	

because	globalization	means	communicating	effectively	cross	culturally.	Norway	

made	$4.4	billion	of	direct	purchases	of	U.S.	real	estate	last	year,	making	it	the	

biggest	foreign	buyer	after	Canada,	according	to	commercial-property	brokerage	

CBRE	Group	Inc.	The	trend	continues,	as	earlier	this	year	Norway’s	federal	fund	

dropped	$1.5	billion	on	prime	New	York	real	estate	(Mulholland,	2015).	Further,	

Norway	invested	more	than	$9	billion	in	the	United	States	in	2013,	which	was	a	

232%	increase	from	2012	(Organization	for	International	Investment,	2014).	In	

Norway,	one	in	four	foreign	investments	is	American,	which	is	more	than	any	other	

country.	Ultimately	having	a	more	robust	and	nuanced	understanding	of	

contingency	theory	will	help	continue	advancing	both	the	theoretical	and	practical	

development	of	the	field	of	public	relations	and	conflict	management.	
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Appendix	A:	Preliminary	Interview	Instrument	
Respondent		

1. What	is	your	position	in	the	company,	and	how	long	have	you	worked	for	the	
company?	

2. How	long	have	you	been	working	in	this	position?		
3. Describe	your	experience	in	communicating	environmental	sustainability	

issues?	

Environmental	sustainability	

4. Where	does	communicating	environmental	sustainability	fit	into	the	grand	
scheme	of	your	company’s	operations?	Communication	plan?	

5. How	does	your	company	define	environmental	sustainability?	
6. What	are	the	environmental	sustainability	values	defined	by	your	company?		
7. How	are	these	values	decided	upon?	

Publics	
	

8. Tell	me	about	the	most	important	public	you	deal	with	when	communicating	
environmental	sustainability.	Why	is	this	one	the	most	important?	

9. Tell	me	about	the	most	recent	time	you	had	to	communicate	environmental	
issues	with	this	most	important	public.	

10. Tell	me	about	the	most	difficult	pubic	you	deal	with	when	communicating	
environmental	sustainability.	Why	is	this	one	the	most	difficult?		

11. Tell	me	about	the	most	recent	time	you	had	to	communicate	environmental	
issues	with	this	most	difficult	public.	

12. What	are	the	other	publics	you	deal	with	when	communicating	
environmental	sustainability?	Tell	me	a	little	about	each	and	why	each	is	
important.	

	 	
Stance	
	

13. I’d	like	to	explore	several	big,	important	or	otherwise	memorable	instances	
where	you	had	to	communicate	environmental	sustainability.	Can	you	list	
three	instances?	For	each:		

a. Tell	me	about	the	stance(s)	you	took	with	which	public(s).	
b. How	did	you	arrive	at	that	stance?	

i. Who	was	involved	in	the	discussion	determining	this	stance?	
ii. What	factors	did	you	take	into	consideration	in	determining	

stance?	Be	comprehensive.	
Final	thoughts	
	

14. Is	there	anything	you	believe	is	important	that	you	would	like	to	add?	
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Appendix	B:	Revised	Interview	Instrument	
Respondent	&	Company	

1. What	is	your	position	in	the	company,	and	how	long	have	you	worked	for	the	
company?	

2. How	long	have	you	been	working	in	this	position?		

	
Conflict	&	Stance	
	

3. I’d	like	to	explore	a	memorable	instance	of	communicating	conflict	regarding	
environmental	sustainability.	Describe	a	time	when	a	conflict	arose.	

	
a. What/how	much	was	at	stake	with	the	conflict?	
b. Tell	me	about	the	actions	you	took.	Why	were	they	chosen?	
c. What	was	the	desired	outcome,	and	did	these	actions	achieve	it?	
d. What	considerations	outside	your	company’s	control	were	relevant?	

i. What	factors	did	you	take	into	consideration	in	determining	
stance?	Be	comprehensive.	

e. What	considerations	within	company’s	control	were	relevant?	
i. What	characteristics	of	these	considerations	made	them	worth	
considering?	

ii. What	characteristics	of	the	company	mattered?	
iii. What	characteristics	of	the	issue	mattered?	
iv. What	characteristics	of	the	PR	team	mattered?	
v. Get	into	the	nitty	gritty!	

f. What	situational	factors	were	relevant?	
i. How	did	you	choose	what	facts	to	include	and	how?	

g. Who	within	the	company	and	who	outside	of	the	company	ultimately	
had	an	effect	on	the	outcome?	Any	one	from	PR?	

	 	
Publics	
	

4. Tell	me	about	the	most	important	public	you	deal	with	when	communicating	
environmental	sustainability.	Why	is	this	one	the	most	important?	

a. Tell	me	about	the	most	recent	time	you	had	to	communicate	
environmental	issues	with	this	most	important	public.	

5. Tell	me	about	the	most	difficult	pubic	you	deal	with	when	communicating	
environmental	sustainability.	Why	is	this	one	the	most	difficult?		

a. Tell	me	about	the	most	recent	time	you	had	to	communicate	
environmental	issues	with	this	most	difficult	public.	

6. What	are	the	other	publics	you	deal	with	when	communicating	
environmental	sustainability?	Tell	me	a	little	about	each	and	why	each	is	
important.	
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Final	thoughts	
	

7. Generally	speaking,	how	would	you	characterize	this	company’s	approach	to	
dealing	with	conflict?	Why?	

8. Is	there	anything	you	believe	is	important	that	you	would	like	to	add?	
“might	have	to	probe	to	trigger	recognition”	
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Appendix	C:	Contingency	Theory	Factors*		
External	variables	

1. Threats	
a. Litigation	
b. Government	regulation	
c. Potentially	damaging	publicity	
d. Scarring	of	organization’s	reputation	in	community	
e. Legitimizing	activists’	claims	

2. Industry	environment	
a. Changing	(dynamic)	or	static	
b. Number	of	competitors/level	of	competition	
c. Richness	or	leanness	of	resources	in	the	environment	

3. General	political/social	environment/external	culture	((level	of	
constraint/uncertainty)	

a. Degree	of	political	support	of	business	
b. Degree	of	support	of	business	

4. The	external	public	(group,	individual,	etc.)	
a. Size/number	of	members	
b. Degree	of	source	credibility/powerful	members	or	connections	
c. Past	successes	or	failures	of	public	to	evoke	change	
d. Amount	of	advocacy	practiced	by	organization	
e. Level	of	communication/involvement	of	public/s	members		
f. Whether	the	public	has	public	relations	counsellors	or	not	
g. Community’s	perception	of	public:	reasonable	or	radical	
h. Level	of	media	coverage	the	public	has	received	in	the	past	
i. Whether	representatives	of	the	public	know	or	like	representatives	of	

the	organization	
j. Whether	representatives	of	the	organization	know	or	like	

representatives	from	the	public	
k. Public’s	willingness	to	dilute	its	cause/request/claim	
l. Moves	and	countermoves	
m. Relative	power	of	organization	
n. Relative	power	of	public	

5. Issue	under	question	
a. Size	
b. Stakes	
c. Complexity	

	
Internal	variables	

1. Organization’s	characteristics	
a. Open	or	closed	culture	
b. Dispersed	widely	geographically	or	centralized	
c. Level	of	technology	the	organization	uses	to	produce	its	product	or	

service	
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d. Homogeneity	or	heterogeneity	of	employees	
e. Age	of	the	organization/value	placed	on	tradition	
f. Speed	of	growth	in	the	knowledge	level	the	organization	uses	
g. Economic	stability	of	the	organization	
h. Existence	or	non-existence	of	issues	management	personnel	or	

program	
i. Organization’s	past	experiences	with	the	public	
j. Distribution	of	decision-making	power	
k. Formalization:	number	of	rules	or	codes	defining	and	limiting	the	job	

descriptions	
l. stratification/hierarchy	of	positions	
m. Existence	or	influence	of	legal	department	
n. Business	exposure	(product	mix	and	consumer	mix)	
o. Corporate	culture	

2. Public	relations	department	characteristics	
a. Total	number	of	practitioners	and	number	with	college	degrees	
b. Type	of	past	training	of	employees:	trained	in	PR	or	ex-journalists,	

marketing,	etc.	
c. Location	of	PR	department	in	hierarchy:	independent	or	under	

marketing	umbrella/experiencing	encroachment	of	
marketing/persuasive	mentality	

d. Representation	in	the	dominant	coalition	
e. Experience	level	of	PR	practitioners	in	dealing	with	conflict	
f. General	communication	competency	of	department	
g. Autonomy	of	department	
h. Physical	placement	of	department	in	building	(near	CEO	and	other	top	

decision	makers	or	not)	
i. Staff	trained	in	research	methods	
j. Amount	of	funding	available	for	dealing	with	external	publics	
k. Amount	of	time	allowed	to	use	dealing	with	external	publics	
l. Gender:	percentage	of	female	upper-level	staff/managers	
m. Potential	of	department	to	practice	various	models	of	public	relations	

3. Characteristics	of	dominant	coalition	(top	management)	
a. Political	values:	conservative	or	liberal/open	or	closed	to	change	
b. Management	style:	domineering	or	laid	back	
c. General	altruism	level	
d. Support	and	understanding	of	PR	
e. Frequency	of	external	contact	with	publics	
f. Department	perception	of	the	organization’s	external	environment	
g. Calculation	of	potential	rewards	or	losses	using	different	strategies	

with	external	publics	
h. Degree	of	line	manager	involvement	in	external	affairs	

4. Internal	threats	(how	much	is	at	stake	in	the	situation)	
a. Economic	loss	or	gain	from	implementing	various	stances	
b. Marring	of	employees’	or	stockholders’	perception	of	the	company	
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c. Marring	of	the	personal	reputations	of	the	company	decision	makers	
(image	in	employees’	perceptions	and	general	public’s	perception)	

5. Individual	characteristics	(public	relations	practitioner,	dominant	coalition	
and	line	managers)	

a. Training	in	PR,	marketing,	journalism,	engineering,	etc.	
b. Personal	ethics		
c. Tolerance	of	ability	to	deal	with	uncertainty	
d. Comfort	level	with	conflict	or	dissonance	
e. Comfort	level	with	change	
f. Ability	to	recognize	potential	and	existing	problems	
g. Extent	of	openness	to	innovation	
h. Extent	to	which	individual	can	grasp	others’	world	views	
i. Personality:	dogmatic,	authoritarian	
j. Communication	competency	
k. Cognitive	complexity:	ability	to	handle	complex	problems	
l. Predisposition	towards	negotiation	
m. Predisposition	towards	altruism	
n. How	individuals	receive,	process	and	use	information	and	influence	
o. Familiarity	with	external	public	or	its	representative	
p. Like	external	public	or	its	representative	
q. Gender:	female	versus	male	

6. Relationship	characteristics	
a. Level	of	trust	between	organization	and	external	public	
b. Dependency	of	parties	involved	
c. Ideological	barriers	between	organization	and	public	

				
					*Per	Cameron,	Cropp	&	Reber,	2000	
	
	


