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Abstract 

The Swedish crisis management system relies strongly on collaboration. Collaboration is even 

declared within official documents as an obligation when preparing for and acting upon a 

crisis event. Collaborating can bring powerful positive effects on crisis response efforts such 

as an increased workforce, sharing of resources and dissemination of risks. But collaboration 

is hard and depends on the existence of a series of components to be effective. One such 

component is the presence of trust between collaborative partners. 

Due to what appears to be a growing intensity in volunteer engagements within the Swedish 

crisis response system, issues of professional-volunteer collaboration become increasingly 

interesting. Volunteer adds a variety of benefits to a crisis operation, but also brings certain 

difficulties into the collaboration. 

This paper has used semi-structured interviews in order to explored determinants of trust 

building between professionals and volunteers organized in the FRG format. By using a 

qualitative content analysis approach and incorporating identified themes into a novel 

tentative theoretical model, it is shown that operative trust between professionals and 

volunteers are highly dependent on simulation exercises as well as personal and cultural 

familiarity. 
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Introduction 

One of the main principles of the Swedish crisis response system is the requirement of 

collaboration between actors and stakeholders. Both official documents as well as the laws 

governing Swedish incident management speak of collaboration as something compulsory. 

For example, the law regarding the actions of the municipalities and counties during 

extraordinary events explicitly declares a responsibility to ensure collaboration before and 

during times of crisis (SFS 2006:544). The same is mentioned in the law concerning 

protection against accidents and fires (SFS 2003:778) as well as the decree regarding 

heightened preparedness (SFS 2015:1053). Another example can be found in the proposition 

about explosive precursors and account of the crisis management development (Prop. 

2013/14:144). That document clearly states that crisis management is a task based on 

collaboration between public actors, trade and industry, non-profit organizations and the 

individual. Moreover, the Swedish Contingency Agency (abbreviated MSB) intends to 

heighten their efforts to include different actors in crisis work (Johansson, 2016) and they 

have also published several documents, guidelines and handbooks on the subject. 

     Summarily the Swedish crisis response system is strongly reliant on a political, 

jurisdictional and governmental ambition of effective collaboration. Collaboration really 

seems to be the new black as Helena Lindberg, former general director of MSB puts it (2011, 

p.8). 

     However, ambition is one thing and result is something else. Collaboration appears to be 

difficult both to initiate and to sustain and is held back by various organizational, social and 

environmental barriers. Effective collaboration is one of the most important challenges during 

an incident (Carlström, Berlin, 2014). Researchers and decisionmakers are quite aware of the 

benefits of effective collaboration. According to Bryson, Crosby and Middleton Stone (2006) 

it is in fact hard to imagine that grand domestic and global problems like climate change, 

terrorism, educational gaps etc. will be successfully remedied by non-collaborational 

methods. But as sure as we seem to be about the benefits and need for collaboration, as unsure 

do we appear to be when it comes to understanding and implement it in times of crises. We 

are lacking insight on how to actually do collaboration, how to operationalize our ambitions 

(Danielsson et al, 2011). 

     The aim of the present paper is to find how trust as a component in collaboration can be 

understood and operationalized between participants, particularly professionals and 

volunteers. The questions of the study are: 

- What are the perceived basic prerequisites for trust between cross-sector crisis 

response partners? 

- How does the capacities, characteristics and values of volunteer organizations affect 

the nature of their operational usage during incident? 

- What would either party concretely do to strengthen mutual trust during incident? 

Theory 
 

Why do we collaborate? 

Collaboration is regarded as a critical key for successful crisis management by many. In 

Sweden is it a legally binding edict for municipalities and counties to ensure a functioning 

collaboration within its geographical reach (SFS 2006:544; SFS 2006:637). This is mandated 

not only during a crisis but also before it has happened, in the planning and preparation phase. 

Similarities can be found in other countries as well. From a Dutch point of view, 

governmental agencies are unable to decide whether or not to collaborate since disaster 
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management constellations are established on mandatory policies (Kalkman, de Waard, 

2016). Every Norwegian governmental agency and function are given a clear responsibility 

by the samvirkeprinsippet to secure the best possible collaboration (Regjeringen, 2017). 

Collaboration can be viewed as an essential necessity for crisis management (Uhr, 2011) and 

a fundamental approach on how today’s society is to prepare for, act on and learn from 

serious events (Danielsson, et al, 2015). 

     The rationale behind collaboration is well grounded. One of the most accepted 

perspectives is that collaboration is based on recognition of mutual interdependencies. The 

need to collaborate is formed by a lack of capacity to deal with situations by oneself. Bryson, 

Crosby and Middleton Stone denote this as organizational failure (2006). 

An explanatory definition comes from the same authors: 

(---) the linking or sharing of information, resources, activities and capabilities by 

organizations in two or more sectors to achieve jointly an outcome that could not be achieved 

by organizations in one sector separately. (Bryson, Crosby, Middleton Stone, 2006, p.44). 

     Benefits of collaborating include access to a bigger set of available resources, the 

possibility of division of labor, increase of reach and so forth, which together terminates in a 

positive effect on operational outcome. Collaboration can also bring social and political 

benefits to the participants, although these are not directly related to the operational output per 

se. Hillyard (2000) states that interorganizational networks is built around common interests 

and a structure of incentives. Organizations in a collaborative effort must have something to 

gain by participating; be it resources, operational success, authority etc., and must also be 

aware that self-interest gains are best reached by collective action. It is natural to assume that 

an increasing complexity in social structures will reinforce the need for multi-party 

collaboration. Several authors point toward this, including Kapucu (2005, 2007) and Uhr 

(2011). In today’s rapidly changing society, collaboration shouldn’t be seen as a divergence 

from ordinary activity, but rather as the normal state of operations (Stenberg, Pilemalm, 

Yousefi Mojir, 2014). 

     Yet, collaboration might not always be the default solution to disturbances or crises. 

Hillyard (2000) claims that the suitability of interorganizational networking is utilized in the 

center of a typological scale of operational complexity. Simple, low-intensity events with a 

high situational recognition doesn’t require a collaboration to be formed. In fact, adding a 

multi-party formation will only increase the complexity and uncertainty of the situation, 

causing more problems that it will solve. At the other end, within a high-intensity chaotic 

incident, collaborative networks will collapse. It is somewhere in between that collaborating 

is given the best value; in a situation that is too complex for any single entity to overcome, but 

manageable enough so that its components can be spread among a diversity of actors and 

solved in a united set of interventions. Relating to the same subject, Bryson, Crosby & 

Middleton Stone (2015) argue that a collaboration must show a clear advantage for its 

existence. According to Danielsson, Johansson & Eliasson (2011) there is a tendency to 

exaggerate the need for collaboration and Larsson (2011) states that we must begin to 

understand collaboration as the mean to an end, not as the end itself. 

 

How do we collaborate? 

Collaboration is a powerful tool for crisis response, but it is also considered quite difficult to 

execute. Bryson, Crosby and Middleton Stone (2015) states that while there have been 

numerous accounts of good examples, research showing bad attempts is also plentiful. 

Mentionable hereof is e.g. the July 22-Comission, spawning out of the need to evaluate the 

terror acts on Oslo and Utøya in 2011, which concludes that one of flaws identified during the 

crisis phase was the lack of ability to collaborate (NOU, 2012:14). And in the work of 

Danielsson et al (2015) it was not uncommon to find those involved in a crisis actually 
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avoided collaboration. 

     Collaboration is often seen in the shape of an end-state condition that is the solution to 

virtually all our possible problems (Lindberg, 2011). Characteristics of optimal cross-sector 

collaboration include agreed structures and visions, shared planning, formal communications, 

pooling of resources and the distribution of risk and reward (Lai, 2012). However, it is rarely 

mentioned how to operationalize collaboration or its components (Berlin, Carlström, 2009; 

Kazmierczak, 2011). People who rarely work together under normal circumstances are 

suddenly expected to operate synergistically during crises (Curnin et al, 2015). As a result, the 

preconditions for effective collaboration are claimed to be pitifully low (Stenberg, Pilemalm, 

Yousefi Mojir, 2014, p.10). 

     Collaborational difficulties can have several reasons. On the most fundamental level lays 

the fact that the involved stakeholders: 

1. …carries different set of skills, abilities and experiences. 

2. …follows different social values, norms and/or regimes. 

3. …mobilizes individually controlled resources for a perceived non-individual purpose. 

Going beyond organizational borders can reveal preconceived assumptions, entrenched 

thinking and confusing terminology (Sitas et al, 2016). Political, social and technical aspects 

could therefore easily constrain collaboration if left untreated (Lai, 2012). What is everyday 

routine for someone is a unique event for another (Larsson, 2011), causing friction, unmet 

expectations and misunderstandings. 

     To avoid lack of results, it is necessary to actively nurture good collaboration. Just forcing 

an idea upon those involved does not bring about real collaboration but rather confusion and 

conflict (Noran, 2014). Mere rhetoric about collaboration or an unrealistic belief in harmony 

doesn’t lead to good collaboration either (Berlin, Carlström, 2009). However, maintenance of 

the right underlying conditions enables effective collaboration. In this regard Mojir (2016) 

sees collaboration as a process to take part in, not a state to reach. Collaboration never 

happens in a vacuum (Lai, 2012), it always takes place in a context involving a spectrum of 

structures and institutions (Stenberg, Pilemalm, Yousefi Mojir, 2014). Pre-written protocols 

are not always applicable due to differences in culture, language, goals and practices 

(Vivaqua et al, 2016). Collaboration should be dynamic and adaptive, and this poses a 

challenge. 

 

Introducing a model of conceptually optimal collaboration 

This section will visually present a tentative theoretical model of collaboration, constructed 

by an attempt to synthesize presented literature and its core themes. The model should be 

understood as an approach of unified interpretation does not necessarily correspond exactly to 

the etymology or classifications of the source material. 

     The model categorizes the collaborational process in three stages; the Integrational 

Preparation Phase (IPP), the Interoperational Action Phase (IAP) and the Experience 

Extraction Phase (EEP). These stages exist within a frame of Active Collaborative Inclusion 

(ACI). In this model collaboration is treated in an idealized form with a distinct timeframe 

ranging from initiation to dismantling while in reality the chronological borders of a crisis 

may not always be so clear cut. 

 



6 
 

 
Figure 1. A tentative model of collaboration and its components. 
 

At the over-arching level, the key to success is to nurture an aura of Active Collaborative 

Inclusion between participants. Everyone that is expected to contribute, needs also to be seen, 

confirmed and actively invited into the proceedings of the fellowship (e.g. Nguyen, Imamura, 

Iuchi, 2017). Qualifications and jurisdictions obviously differs between members, but 

inclusion in this sense connotates that every participant of a collaboration is endorsed as a 

coveted contributor, their actions is praised as significant no matter how small in scope, none 

is left without appropriate safety, information or leadership and everyone can share a sense of 

pride of working together. Yet, this grand ambition of inclusion is challenged by a set of 

human imperatives that pulls management in the opposite direction, such as prestige and 

prejudices, perceived risks of letting up territory, preservation of organizational boundaries 

and so forth.  

     Integrational Preparation Phase: Many scholars conclude that a foundation for effective 

collaboration must be established before the crisis is present. Although it is perfectly possible 

to initiate a joint undertaking directly at the time of incident, it is preferred that the seed of 

collaboration is planted in a calm, non-stressful environment. Involvement between 

stakeholders in prevention, preparation and planning stages carries advantages into operative 

action. 

     Bilateral Simulation Exercises highlights strengths and limitations between participants, 

enables experimental approaches, solidifies roles of responsibility and creates 

interorganizational familiarity (e.g. Danielsson et al, 2011). 

     Maintaining Daily Cooperative processes lead to strengthened personal relationships and 

the understanding of each other’s prerequisites, values and cultural premises (e.g. Berg, 2011; 

MSB, 2017). 

     Interoperational Action Phase: When inside the crisis context, the outcome is essentially 

manifestations of the groundworks put in place during IPP. 

     Role and Mandate Clarification between participants carry heavy impact on the 

collaborative effort as it can reduce misunderstandings, avoid juridical insecurities and 

decrease the overall uncertainty that comes with multi-party collective action. (e.g. Curnin et 

al, 2015; Noran, 2014). 



7 
 

     Many also empathizes the importance of a Shared Situational Awareness; the degree at 

which those involved have a common understanding of surrounding circumstances and the 

ability to distribute information. It is crucial to keep the collaboration updated on 

environmental and social changes to minimize the risk of getting caught in overwhelming 

situations. (e.g. Larsson, 2011; MSB, 2017). 

     It is not by incident that Capacity Identification is situated in the center of the figure. From 

a crisis response standpoint much gravitates around this box. The need to identify and utilize 

the capacities of participants are necessary both by tactical and relational aspects. Without a 

clear picture of available resources and skills, the possibility to extract effect is severed. By 

handing out tasks without mapping the compatibility between capacity and demand, the 

results will be subject to uncontrollability and chance. (e.g. Danielsson et al, 2011). 

     Moving on, there are two types of familiarities that manifest itself during operation, 

Personal and Cultural. The first is directed toward the individuals within an organization and 

the other toward the organization’s value system and world views. Recognizing and being 

sensitive to the cultures, traditions and social ambitions of others is positive to collaborational 

interaction. A collaboration between participants that follows too disparate social values will 

eventually falter. (e.g. Sitas et al, 2016; Waugh Jr, Streib, 2006). Falter will also a 

collaboration lacking the existence of positive personal relationships between individuals. 

Perhaps the single strongest impact on the willingness to trust an operational partner is the 

possibility to put a face unto him, to conceive a human behind the facade of uniforms or 

affiliations. Using specially designated liaison personnel, mandating inter-organizational 

contact points or being personally acquainted with others in a social network can contribute 

massively to trust building (e.g. Kalkman, de Waard, 2016; Asp, 2017). 

     Putting capacity identification, cultural responsiveness and personal relationship together 

will enable the presence of Trust between participants. In this study trust is given a frontal 

position and will be discussed deeper in the next chapter, so for now, it is sufficient to 

conclude that the handling of trust carries a heavy impact on the outcome of collaborational 

action and that this statement is supported by much research. (e.g. Kolmodin, 2017; 

Carlström, Berlin, 2014; Ramsell, Pilemalm, Andersson Granberg, 2016). 

     Lastly, and stemming from a derivation of all earlier factors is Adaptivity and Dynamic 

Tactics. The context of a crisis is never static. As time pass and situations are solved, new 

hazards and priorities battle their way into the calculation. The ability to re-utilize resources, 

shift focuses and also deal with organizational straining, exhaustion and conflict as stress 

levels rises is vital for the continued survival of collaboration. Effective adaptivity exist by 

the presence of clear mandates, a utilized skill base, frictionless information exchange and 

awareness, internal and external familiarities and finally trust to encourage innovation and 

improvisation rather than hierarchical stiffness and stringency of protocol (e.g. Noran, 2014). 

     Experience Extraction Phase: In the aftermath of a crisis effort there is a need to extract 

new insights and initiate learning processes. Although the specific collaboration nears its end, 

it is important for the sake of future constellations not to overlook this significant step. 

Recollection and Evaluation can contribute directly to modifications of separate factors as 

well as set up the scene for better preparatory exercises. Apart from the long-term benefits of 

experiential learning, research has also shown that the existence of a working history, a Past 

Experience, between participants is itself a strong predictor to evolve good collaborations. 

Participants that share experiences from earlier operations are more eager to form functioning 

bonds in the future. (e.g. Lai, 2012; Bryson, Crosby, Middleton Stone, 2006, 2015). 

 

Trust in collaboration 

As shown in the model, trust is given a prominent significance in this paper. The reason for 

this is that within crisis contexts, trust has long been recognized as among the most important 
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enablers to collaboration efforts. Trust as a phenomenon is described by Mayer et al (1995, 

p.712) as ”the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on 

the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, 

irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party.” 

Having trust, actors can be comfortable in delegating task, sharing information and 

distributing resources to others without fearing these grants will be used for non-agreed 

purposes. Trust can lessen the burden of keeping control of others (Aubert, Kelsey, 2003) 

Trust is also needed to accept unplanned interventions and have the freedom to act, especially 

in situations of change requiring adaptation (Dirks, Ferrin, 2001). 

     Examining the definition of trust presented by Mayer et al (1995), it is noticeable that trust 

as a concept entails exposing oneself to the actions of others. Putting it in another choice of 

words, trust equals risk. Trusting is to be vulnerable to the possibility of being let down, either 

by a lack of ability or by conscious betrayal. The price for misplaced trust during a crisis 

event can be severe as human lives and livelihoods are at stake. Thus, it isn’t hard to 

understand a reluctance of granting trust during emergency situations. Yet, overcoming this 

hurdle is crucial for collaborations to work effectively. Consequently, inciting trust between 

collaborators is a question of risk factor minimizing. Completely eliminating risk embedded 

in social interactions is practically impossible, but there do appear to be ways that 

stakeholders can at least lower it enough to accept a higher degree of trust giving. In the 

theoretical model trust is made up from capacity identification and familiarity of individuals 

and organizational cultures, which in turn is created by involvement in preparatory work. The 

scientific evidence appears to confirm much of this. Decreasing the level of perceived risk in 

order to spread mutual trust the following should be considered: 

- Capacity identification. 

Assessing and judging the competence and expertise is a natural criterion for trust giving 

since the concrete ability to perform a specific task will limit what should be entrusted to 

someone (Montgomery, Jordens, Little, 2008). A basis for legitimacy is relevant expertise 

and a positive historical track record (Lai, 2012). Ability is verified as an antecedent for 

trust by Aubert and Kelsey (2003). 

- Personal familiarity. 

Interpersonal relationships are a core determinant for trust giving. Trust evolves from and 

is vital in securing lasting social interactions between people (Seebauer, Babcicky, 2017). 

Ekman, Frykmer and Uhr (2015) show that trust during a crisis context is exchanged 

between individuals and based on knowledge and experiences surrounding specific 

persons.  

- Cultural familiarity. 

It might be easy to overlook the importance of common core values when speaking about 

crisis collaboration, but it is by no means an irrelevant factor, especially regarding trust. 

Trust is hardly given to those that do not share at least some basic values or world views, 

which can explain why organizations tend to cooperate mostly with those of the same kind 

(Kapucu, 2005). Earle, Siegrist and Gutscher (2010) argue that trust is based on shared 

values, and according to Enander (2011) value considerations are generally the most 

crucial factor for trust given to governmental agencies. 

 

Collaborating with volunteers 

According to Danielsson et al (2011) more research aimed at voluntary engagement in crisis 

response is needed, especially regarding methods to bridge volunteers and professionals 

together during collaboration. Internationally the study of volunteers during crises has been 

more developed, but within the Swedish emergency and disaster systems, volunteers have 

never had any prominent role (Johansson et al, 2015). However, it now appears that a slight 
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shift in paradigm is staring to take place. MSB has recently formulated a number of 

documents on how to regulate different aspects of collaborative work between professionals 

and volunteers (Hultén, Rådman, Dobson, 2016). They have also declared that effective use 

of volunteers is in fact a necessity (Johansson, 2016). Recent observations indicate that 

volunteerism in Sweden is on the rise, perhaps as a way to respond to new social challenges 

and changes (Ramsell, Pilemalm, Andersson Granberg, 2016; Johansson et al, 2015). 

Volunteer engagements proves that the underlying will to help is big among the population 

(Hallström, Ramsell, Yousefi Mojir, 2017). Summarily it appears that the impact of non-

professionals will be amplified within the Swedish crisis management system in the future. 

     With this comes a demand to be able to accommodate the willingness, knowledge and 

benefits of volunteers in a way that might not even have been discussed before. Working with 

volunteers can appear strange and intimidating to many professional organizations but recent 

large-scale events such as the migration crisis of 2015 (Asp, 2017) and Västmanland wildfires 

in summer 2014 (Kolmodin, 2017) have highlighted some of the potentials of this growing 

social force. 

     As mentioned, the experiences of volunteers have been somewhat different internationally. 

Waugh Jr. and Streib (2006) accounts that during massive events in the US, several hundreds 

of voluntary organizations could become actively involved. Volunteers can enhance the crisis 

efforts by bringing manpower and skills that might be lacking in the professional 

organizations (Fernandez, 2006). In areas where the reliance on volunteers are significant, the 

public might even place greater trust in these organizations than they do in the official 

emergency response forces (Seebauer, Babcicky, 2017). Where volunteerism have been 

developed to become an integral part of the crisis management system, positive side-effects 

have followed such as public savings, lessened burden of injuries and health problems among 

the population, reduced damages from hazards, stronger social cohesion and so forth (Bachner 

et al, 2016). Involvement in disaster events stimulates continued involvement in social work 

and disaster response actions (Twigg, Mosel, 2017) and volunteer participants often show a 

higher level of community orientation than non-participants (Britton, 1991). Given these 

examples, integrated volunteering can become a societal asset in general community building. 

Still, the presence of volunteers on scene creates certain issues that need to be addressed if 

their use is to be effective. Barsky et al (2007) states that volunteers pose a paradox; they 

constitute both a blessing and a disturbance. 

     First; volunteers add a managerial dilemma. Volunteers must be organized and led to 

prevent uncontrolled, unwanted or ineffective activities. The responsibility to do this fall on 

the official rescue organizations and there is a possibility of overstraining them by too much 

managing (Ludwig et al, 2017). Volunteers are often alienated and seen as something 

unnatural to the professional organizations, partly due to such management issues. 

     Second; volunteers can increase uncertainty within the collaboration. Adding non-

professionals to a network increases diversity (Johansson et al, 2015). Since volunteers come 

with a plethora of abilities and experiences, it is likely that others do not always know what to 

expect from them. This makes volunteers a very variable resource (Lassiter, Khademi, Taaffe, 

2015). Voluntary organizations are much more elastic than their professional counterpart 

making their usefulness harder to predict (Danielsson et al, 2011).  

     Third; volunteers bring risks. This includes risks regarding the safety, security, integrity 

and confidentiality of all involved (Fernandez, 2006), but also reputational risks experienced 

by the official organizations (Harris et al, 2017). Volunteers can be seen as threats to 

established hierarchical positions (Britton, 1991). 

     Applying the theoretical model onto these obstacle, viable utilization of volunteers should 

be based on the following themes: 

- Clarification of roles, responsibilities and mandates. 
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It is gravely important that volunteers and professionals are clear on what is expected from 

their respective positions, both from a tactical and a juridical point of view. Volunteers may 

be eager to help but aren’t always aware of society’s decision making processes (Twigg, 

Mosel, 2017). Their perspective might not coincide with bureaucratic principles (Kolmodin, 

2017).  

- Shared situational awareness. 

Information exchange is arguably the most important factor for volunteer work according to 

Vivaqua et al (2016). Volunteers are often driven by interests in specific subjects while the 

situational demands are more general in nature (Mattson, Lindgren, Johansson, 2016), a 

disparity that needs to be addressed by sharing information and commands. For that purpose 

boundary-crossing communication infrastructure is high priority (Ludwig et al, 2017). 

- Capacity identification. 

Volunteers can be of good use by performing both sheer manual work, as presented by Asp 

(2017), as well as qualified tasks such as driving trucks or setting up electrical systems 

(Ludwig et al, 2017). Volunteers with special abilities play vital roles in crisis times (Barsky 

et al, 2007). However, distributing skills to suitable tasks require knowledge about the people 

involved and their pool of capacities. To collaborate with volunteers there is a need to do 

one’s homework (Stenberg, Pilemalm, Yousefi Mojir, 2014, p.62). 

- Personal and cultural familiarity. 

Being familiar with the persons and values is essential when utilizing volunteers. In contrast 

to professionals, unpaid volunteers must be driven by other ambitions than monetary 

sustenance to sacrifice time and energy. Being confirmed, encouraged and included in all 

stages of crisis management is a requirement if volunteer engagement is to increase 

(Mattsson, Lindgren, Johansson, 2016). Building familiarity among specific individuals have 

been identified as a connective instrument between volunteers and professional.  

- Simulation exercises. 

Effective use of volunteers is strengthened by including them in the preparatory stages of 

management process and operative training simulations. Bilateral and relevant training 

exercises build personal relationships and familiarity, capacity knowledge, role clarification 

and common situational awareness (Johansson et al, 2015). To have well prepared volunteers 

that can become an effective asset they need to be included in training, planning and 

education in cooperation with the professionals (Kim, Jung, 2016). 

- Daily cooperation. 

One of the most fundamental obstacles to effective use of volunteers in crisis response is the 

lack of integration under normal, non-crisis circumstances. This is highlighted by several 

papers including Fernandez (2006), Mattsson, Lindgren, Johansson (2016) and Twigg, Mosel 

(2017). Volunteer utilization becomes ineffective if it is reduced to an ad-hoc event that is 

limited to the time and place of incident. By initiating a proactive preparation of volunteer 

inclusion and by introducing the non-professionals into such processes, much can be gained in 

this aspect. After all, collaboration is difficult for the volunteers too (Asp, 2017). 

     With increasing volunteer engagement, the civil society carries a potential power to aid in 

crisis management. This power isn’t always obvious however as it is inseparably joined by a 

number of inconveniences. Many are aware of the benefits that volunteers can provide but 

fewer are familiar on how to harness these benefits, causing professional-volunteer 

collaboration to be cumbersome and difficult. 

 

The FRG 

One method of lowering volunteer-borne uncertainties is to organize them into a format that 

can act as legitimacy of credentials and function as a channel between the individual 

volunteer and the partnership of a crisis effort. Intermediary organizations coordinate 
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volunteer resources and capacities, making their accessibility easier for the professionals 

(Zettl et al, 2017). A membership in such an organization can be used as a quality insurance 

toward the professionals (Asp, 2017; Barsky et al, 2017); a guarantee that each member 

fulfills certain predetermined criteria. In Sweden, one such format is the Voluntary Resource 

Groups (abbreviated FRG). In essence, FRG’s consists of volunteer individuals but operate 

under the direction of public representation, in most cases the local municipality. Although 

the particulars can vary, the core concept of FRG is based on a mutual pledge between several 

differentiated volunteer groups, often with the Civil Defense Association acting as an 

umbrella organization, and the municipality. The volunteers sign an agreement with the 

municipality to become part of the FRG which can be summoned as a unified resource during 

incidents. As of 2018, 151 out of Sweden’s 290 municipalities had established an FRG 

(Civilförsvarsförbundet, 2018). 

     What makes FRG different from other types of volunteer groups, and therefore an 

interesting subject of study regarding collaboration, is that during action its member serve on 

behalf of the municipality and not on behalf of their respective group. A local FRG can be 

formed by individuals stemming from a wide range of interest-specific groups, but when 

mobilized they all carry a coherent uniform, follow the same chain of command and represent 

a cohesive value system. This would indeed make it possible to describe the FRG as an 

intermediary organization. As such, the system has a potential to act as a mediator to decrease 

the collaborative stressors that was mentioned in earlier chapter. Using the FRG as a format 

for volunteer involvement, the burden of management could be lowered, capacities could be 

sorted out proactively, safety risks could be diminished, and so on. 

Method 
 

The general methodology in this study consists of a qualitative content analysis as described 

by Bengtsson (2016). As the scope is to explore perceived determinants for trust from the 

standpoint of professional and volunteer crisis workers, it fits well into the main purposes and 

strengths of qualitative method; to study human realities and the context they live in, record 

opinions and view and produce insights regarding social behaviors (Yin, 2011). The study 

takes on an inductive approach by drawing from available knowledge to create a theoretical 

platform (Bryman, 2008), which also serves as the analytical tool to dissect the empirical 

data. 

     The data was collected from respondents representing both the professional side and the 

FRG. In total four in-depth interviews were conducted, two of them with professional 

representatives and two with volunteers. All in-depth interviews took place in person and 

were between 52-66 minutes long. Three interviews contained a single respondent, but in one, 

two participants were present. All professionals were employed as security coordinators, or 

equivalent, in their respective municipalities. The volunteer respondents inhabited a position 

of authority within their organizations as board members or head of local FRG operations. 

Every in-depth interview was recorded and transcribed. All data was gathered in Swedish and 

manually translated into English. 

     The selection of respondents was carried out strategically from a pre-determined set of 

desirable characteristics. To increase the diversity of perspectives, the main criteria was that 

the municipalities should be in different chronological phases regarding their progress of 

implementing FRG; ranging from those that do not yet have an active FRG to those that trains 

and mobilizes its group frequently. Initially ten relevant organizations were contacted; five 

municipalities and five FRG’s. Out of these, six proclaimed a desire to participate in the 

study. However, two had to withdraw during the process which left four organizations that 

took part in interviews. It is important to observe that connection was established with the 
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organization’s designated point of contact as presented on their homepage. He or she was then 

given the authority to select whoever they saw most fit to be interviewed. 

     During the course of analysis a secondary source of data was introduced by short 

telephone interviews, to compensate for the two interviews that fell through, but in a form that 

required less time and preparation. Selection for participation was randomized but limited to 

municipalities that formally had an FRG and directed exclusively toward the professional 

side. Two such telephone interviews were conducted out of seven enquiries. These hearings 

measured 8 and 11 minutes in length. Due to technical reasons they were not recorded but 

notes were taken impromptu which were recapitulated in the end of each interview. The data 

was then inserted into a re-analysis by the same method as the full in-depth interviews. 

However due to its ad hoc nature and technical limitation, the substance of the two telephone 

interviews were given much lighter weight in the analysis. 

Ethical considerations 

Two areas of primary ethical consideration have been identified; the protection of respondents 

and the protection of sensitive information. Due to the nature of the field, which can include 

the handling of confidential data, and with regard to the limited number of people in positions 

relevant to the study, precautions have had to been taken to secure the integrity of the 

empirical sources. This is of outmost importance since the validity of the material is 

compromised if respondents cannot be open and honest due to fear of reprisals. Therefore, all 

interviews have been anonymized by default, hiding personal information and locality as well 

as any other name or place that was mentioned during interview. Although a hypothetical risk 

of coming across restricted information existed, e.g. regarding internal municipal security 

work procedures, this did not happen. No available information was identified as sensitive 

enough to require any censoring measures. And as no participant was younger than 18 years 

of age nor in an otherwise vulnerable or exposed situation, further precautions or the use of an 

ethical committee was not needed. 

Result 

Content Analysis 

Shown here is the categorization of respondents and their respective interview, followed by 

the textual parts that have been judged as most illustrative for the complete analysis. In the 

final stage of the process the data is incorporated into the framework of the theoretical model 

to fit its terminologies. Doing this reveals two new, unplanned, themes; Encumbrance, 

reasons for unwillingness to include volunteers, and Mitigation, methods of lowering 

volunteer-induced risk factors. 

Interview Title Designation 

In-depth 1 Professional P1 

In-depth 2 Professional P2 

In-depth 2 Professional P3 

In-depth 3 Volunteer V1 

In-depth 4 Volunteer V2 

Telephone 1 Complimentary Professional C1 
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Telephone 2 Complimentary Professional C2 

Table 2. Categorization and designation of respondents. 

  

Respondent Meaning Unit Code Sub-category Category 

P3 We invite them to our 

yearly exercises, one in the 

spring and one in the fall. 

Our intention is for them to 

train, good exercises under 

a good leadership. But they 

will also connect to the 

other forces of our rescue 

organization, they will see 

that they have a part to 

play. The same would 

probably apply to the FRG. 

We must arrange exercises 

and meetings so that they 

can be seen and confirmed. 

If you feel you are part of a 

community, that is in a way 

basic human needs we 

could satisfy. 

Frequent 

exercises and 

networking 

intends to make 

the volunteer 

firefighters feel 

valuable. 

An FRG would 

probably need the 

same. 

Maintaining 

functionality. 

S 

I 

M 

U 

L 

A 

T 

I 

O 

N 

 

E 

X 

C 

E 

R 

C 

I 

S 

E 

S 

V1 You get reliance by 

practice. I’ve been in much 

contact with the emergency 

services and they say, for 

the rescue leader to feel 

safe with an organization 

like this, it must have been 

exercised for quite a while. 

Practice makes 

the rescue leader 

feel safe, but it 

takes time. 

Promoting 

decision 

maker 

confidence. 

V2 Other groups take on duties 

as actors during training. 

That is completely 

irrelevant to us. I can play 

dead any other day. If we 

are taking part in an 

exercise, it should be with 

the real tasks that we could 

be given in a crisis event, 

nothing else is interesting. 

Exercises must 

be relevant to be 

valuable. 

Exercise 

design. 

 

P2 Regarding that, I believe 

we must meet the groups in 

our area to get a feel for 

Personal 

meetings are 

required to get to 

know the 

Impacts of 

personal 

connection. 

P 

E 
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them. organizations. R 

S 

O 

N 

A 

L 

 

F 

A 

M 

I 

L 

I 

A 

R 

I 

T 

Y 

P3 The view I have, a little bit 

from the side, is that much 

seem to be based on the 

individual level. You 

function better or worse 

from person to person, 

depending on who their 

respective contacts are. 

There are many people 

involved in volunteer 

groups, but the 

municipalities have contact 

with only a few. So if that 

contact is, doesn’t work 

very well, it’s quite 

sensitive. 

Much is based on 

personal 

chemistry 

between 

individuals, 

which makes the 

inter-

organizational 

relationship 

sensitive. 

Impacts of 

personal 

connection. 

V2 I think, to some extent, it is 

because of me as a person. 

I might not be very 

charming, but I have been 

working here for many 

years. I know how the 

place functions, I know 

who does what, I know the 

roles. I have amassed a 

good network of politicians 

into this. 

The good 

relations are a 

result of the 

respondent’s 

personal history 

with the 

municipality. 

Beneficial 

networks. 

 

P2 We’ve been in some 

contact with our colleagues 

in [Another municipality]. 

Over there, things have 

actually been somewhat 

negative. Not very good 

experiences. It’s been a few 

differences of opinions. 

Professionals and 

volunteers do not 

always see eye to 

eye regarding 

their cooperation. 

Existence of 

cross-sector 

tension. 

C 

U 

L 

T 

U 

R 

A 

L 

 

F 

A 

M 

V2 We’re lucky enough to 

have the rescue chief 

among our volunteers, so 

they know very well what 

they can use us for. 

Having the 

rescue chief in 

the organization 

increases the 

professional’s 

knowledge of 

how to use the 

volunteers. 

Values of 

cross-sector 

positions. 

C2 If I should be honest, you Staff Values of 
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would get much more 

positive answers if you ask 

[Neighboring municipality] 

instead. Many of them have 

been involved themselves. 

Either in FRG or in another 

volunteer organization, the 

Home Guard etcetera. They 

all know each other. Here, 

people are strangers, so to 

speak. That’s much harder 

I’m sure. 

involvement in 

volunteer groups 

is positive for the 

municipal 

management of 

volunteers. 

cross-sector 

positions. 

I 

L 

I 

A 

R 

I 

T 

Y 

 

P1 I would say we have some 

knowledge about their 

competences, but in the end 

the situation will dictate 

what we should ask them to 

do. 

I think it would be difficult 

to match specific abilities 

to the FRG during the 

incident. This is because 

the FRG isn’t a self-evident 

resource to us. We can’t 

say: bring us five from 

FRG and they will come. 

We get what we get. 

Specifying FRG 

to certain tasks 

will be a matter 

of situation. 

The use of FRG 

isn’t self-evident, 

the municipality 

must settle on 

what they can 

get. 

Unpredictable 

support. 

C 

A 

P 

A 

C 

I 

T 

Y 

 

I 

D 

E 

N 

T 

I 

F 

I 

C 

A 

T 

I 

O 

P3 We already have some 

volunteer forces in our 

organizations, our 

volunteer fire stations. And 

with them, we never know 

beforehand if they will 

respond to an alarm. So, we 

always act as if they don’t. 

I think the same would go 

here. If we have some tasks 

that we must fulfill during 

crisis, the main option 

should always be to handle 

it on our own. FRG are a 

valuable resource to use, 

but we must be able to 

handle every task 

ourselves. We can’t 

become reliant on them, 

it’s much too fragile for 

The FRG should 

always be 

considered as an 

extra, non-vital 

asset. 

Operational 

complement. 
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that. N 

V2 We do have some unique 

abilities, but we are 

amateurs! We do not 

replace anyone, we support 

them. I try to educate my 

volunteers to know how to 

behave when they first 

arrive at a scene. I basically 

tell them not to take any 

initiatives, to stay out of the 

way and just follow orders. 

Volunteers 

cannot replace 

the professionals. 

They should 

avoid taking 

initiatives or do 

things they 

haven’t been 

ordered to do. 

Tactical 

limitations. 

 

P2 And to be able to handle, 

because after all they are 

supposed to be invited to 

exercises, and certain 

things need to happen 

during the year, to maintain 

it. And then, well, we need 

to put these tasks on 

ourselves. We have had 

some debate over that. 

The municipality 

debate whether 

the workload of 

maintaining a 

volunteer force 

will be too big. 

Volunteers as 

management 

issue. 

E 

N 

C 

U 

M 

B 

R 

A 

N 

C 

E 

P3 One of the things is to 

make this survive over 

time. To continue having 

exercises and network 

meetings. We can’t let it 

become a happening for a 

few years and then die 

away. A feasible long-term 

plan is required, of what 

our needs are and how 

much we can actually 

manage. 

The system must 

be built to last, 

not as a one-time 

happening. 

It is important 

that ambitions are 

plausible and 

manageable. 

Realistic 

expectations. 

V1 I have a feeling they rather 

wait. It seems like tough 

work for them. And I know 

there have been some 

problems, in [Another 

municipality] for example. 

It was too much to do. 

Organizing 

volunteers is 

tough work. 

Volunteers as 

management 

issue. 

 

P1 I generally believe people 

will come if you ask them, 

but we can never be sure. 

Increasing the 

geographical 

scope of the 

Securing 

mobilization.  

M 
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But a bigger organization, 

on regional level, could 

give a better security 

simply because it will 

involve more people. If you 

have 200 volunteers it 

would be very improbable 

that no-one will show up. 

volunteer 

organization 

increases the 

probability of a 

large enough 

available force. 

I 

T 

I 

G 

A 

T 

I 

O 

N 

V1 I think, there might be a 

sense of “we’re fixing this 

alone”. It’s like the police, 

it takes a long time before 

outside resources are used. 

The professionals 

will rather solve 

problems by 

themselves. 

Consolidating 

command. 

V2 I believe, yes, it is a 

weakness. But this 

weakness can be overcome 

if the municipality keeps 

these people committed. To 

continue providing chances 

to train, so that the 

members can use their 

basic competence. 

Training and 

using the 

member’s basic 

competences 

keeps them 

committed. 

Securing 

mobilization. 

C1 What we have done is to 

take control of the FRG 

ourselves. Here FRG is a 

municipal matter altogether 

and is not tied to the Civil 

Defense Association in the 

same way they are on many 

other places. This gives us 

better opportunities to 

choose exactly how we 

want them to develop. 

Upholding the 

FRG on their 

own gives the 

municipality 

better control of 

its credentials. 

Consolidating 

command. 

Table 3. Qualitative analysis of the interviews. 

Summary Results 

The most frequently stated prerequisite for trust building is the use of scenario-based 

exercises. Every respondent expressed this to various degree. There was undoubtedly a broad 

consensus for increasing the frequency and depth of bilateral exercises. Paradoxically, at the 

same time the belief that volunteers could increase the general workload on the response 

organizations was common both to professionals (P2 – Encumbrance) and volunteers (V1 – 

Encumbrance). This is interesting and can be interpreted as a contradiction to the wish for 

more exercise which would increase the workload even further. And yet, both sides seem to 

agree that the responsibility to maintain sustainability and encouragement for the FRG lay 

within the municipality (P3 – Simulation Exercises; P1 – Capacity Identification; V2 – 

Mitigation). 

     Looking at some differences, volunteers expressed a feeling that the professional rescue 

forces or municipal executives appeared to be territorial and protective of their prerogatives 
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(e.g. V1 – Mitigation). None of the professional respondents mentioned such things however. 

Instead there seems to be indications of a major line of separation between professionals and 

volunteers regarding the level of attention that FRG should receive. According to the 

professionals (e.g. P3 – Encumbrance) it is important not to become overly ambitions but to 

establish plausible and sustainable goals based on the limitations of the municipal 

organization. The volunteers on the other hand clearly stated that if the municipality can’t 

keep the FRG members committed by providing them more training time, opportunities etc., 

they might lose their motivation (e.g. V2 – Mitigation). 

     In general the content analysis indicates a consensus between professionals and volunteers 

on the issues at hand, but from different perspectives. Both parties wish to take part in more 

simulation exercises in order to build mutual trust. However, both parties seem also aware 

that municipal resources are limited and that the possibilities for bilateral exchange is 

constrained. And yet, both parties recognize the need for the municipality to motivate and 

confirm the members of FRG, which is best done by creating opportunity for exercise. 

Analysis 

Using the results and circling back to the components in the theoretical model a few 

implications can be deducted. 

     First; There are strong indications showing the importance of Simulation Exercises, which 

supports both the model and earlier research. Interestingly however is the notion that exercise 

have no raison d’être in itself. It must be relevant to be desirable. 

     Second; As shown, Personal Familiarity is also a good instrument for building mutual 

trust. In some textual parts within this category lies an implicit reference to the implications of 

Daily Cooperation (e.g. V2 – Personal Familiarity). However this is never openly expressed 

in the interviews. 

     Third; Regarding Cultural Familiarity there are indications that sharing crew members 

between different sectors positively affects their mutual respects and abilities. However, no 

words were ushered about the consequences of cultural values or ideologies within an 

organization. This could indicate that, challenging earlier research, cultural value is not given 

a high priority for trust in this specific context. But it could also be that the issue itself is seen 

as irrelevant because of FRG being a municipal subject and thereby expected to follow the 

same ideals. 

     Fourth; An interesting discovery about Capacity Identification is that it is most often 

spoken of in negative terms (e.g. P1 – Capacity Identification). Identifying capacities, 

formulate one own’s needs and finally matching these two together is seen as obstructions, 

manifested by unpredictability, limitations and unrealistic ambitions. This could indicate a 

perspective that the handling of capacities is only related to the stressful and time-critical 

action phase. Very rarely is Capacity Identification seen as a possibility for preparatory asset 

management. 

     Fifth; Stretching beyond the theoretical model, two more concepts are introduced by the 

analysis. Although not part of the model these constitute highly interesting aspects because 

they contribute to the research questions nonetheless. Encumbrance and Mitigation appear to 

influence the behavior of professionals and their willingness for inclusion when collaborating 

with FRG. 

Conclusion 

To conclude the work the questions of the study are answered:  

- What are the perceived basic prerequisites for trust between cross-sector crisis 

partners? 
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The most frequently expressed factor is the use of practical training and simulation 

exercises. Bilateral exercises are critical! However, personal connection, and exchange 

of individuals are also strong prerequisites. 

 

- How does the capacities, characteristics and values of volunteer organizations 

affect the nature of their operational usage during incident? 

Due to lack of predictability, lack of self-evident skills and being a potential 

management hazard, the utilization of volunteers is heavily based on the situational 

premises of the event, as it seems difficult to plan their usability beforehand. In fact, 

because of these aspects, professionals sometimes seek behaviors of exclusion. 

Volunteers can view this as territorialism but to the professionals it is rather an act of 

risk mitigation, to maintain as much control as possible on their own. Volunteers are 

therefore generally seen as non-vital auxiliaries. The primary idea seems to be that the 

ordinary rescue forces should be able to fulfill every task by themselves and the FRG 

constitutes an external ‘bonus resource’. 

 

- What would either party concretely do to strengthen mutual trust during 

incident? 

According to professionals, FRG need to create bigger, un-localized structures to 

create mobilization robustness and capacity power, which will make professionals 

more confident on the volunteer resource. 

According to FRG, Professionals need to make a deeper effort to include the thought 

of FRG participation and provisions in the early planning stages in order to increase 

commitment and potential. 

According to both sides, contribution to more bilateral exercises and organizational 

exchange is important to diminish uncertainties. 

Discussion 

This work constitutes an attempt to explore the building of trust within collaborations 

between FRG’s and professionals, motivated by our lack of knowledge on how to 

operationalize collaboration into comprehensible units. This has been done by introducing a 

tentative theoretical model of collaboration and incorporating it into the data analysis. The 

result confirms much of what we already know, e.g. the importance of simulation exercises 

and that volunteers poses both an opportunity and a challenge. The innovative part is the 

framework which does not only serve as a conceptualization of collaborative subparts, but 

also aspires to be an applicable tool for practical use to the crisis manager and operative 

leader. With a future seemingly turning increasingly toward collaboration and civil readiness 

during critical events, the implications of this work could be of interest. Although the theory 

isn’t definite and should be modified whenever possible to fit the complexity of crises even 

better, it is a step forward and do provide some insights for dissecting the idea of 

collaboration. 

Result discussion 

The outcome of the qualitative content analysis relates to earlier research in a number of 

ways, including the strengthening of certain key concepts. For example, the most obvious 

result drawn from the analysis is the high frequency of respondents stating bilateral exercises 

as a critical prerequisite for operational trust. In available literature, the importance of 

formulating effective exercises is emphasized by Carlström and Berling (2014), it is 

mentioned in Danielsson et al’s review study (2011) and it is seen as a foundation for role 
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clarity, priorities and mutual understandings by Johansson et al, (2015) to name a few 

examples. The result also supports the theoretical model where simulation exercises in the 

preparatory stage are regarded as building blocks for a palette of operative benefits. An 

interesting finding however is that exercise isn’t just perceived as a tactical, operational 

enabler but also a motivator, especially for the volunteers. Performing bilateral exercises can 

contribute to the overall appeal of the FRG organization and morale of its members, apart 

from being a tool for tactical understanding between participants. 

     When it comes to personal and cultural familiarities, the result from the analysis 

strengthens the theoretical model somewhat. Earlier research confirms that inter-personal 

relationships play a very important role (Kalkman, de Waard, 2017), as does established 

contact points (Kolmodin, 2017) and the presence of driving spirits and facilitators mentioned 

by Asp (2017) and Sitas et al (2016). It appears that collaborative effort is based more on 

personalities and singular connections than it is on structures and systems according to the 

respondents. And contrary to what Enander (2011) and Earle, Siegrist and Gutscher (2010) 

say, values and norms does not seem to bear much weight for the respondents. 

     In contrast to the theoretical model and much literature, the analysis could not find strong 

support for the influence of daily cooperation, role and mandate clarification, shared 

situational awareness or adaptivity and dynamic tactics. This could mean that the empirical 

result challenges earlier research and the model, but a more reasonable explanation is that the 

respondents haven’t considered or experienced such concepts and that it doesn’t come to 

mind during interview. The lack of references to daily cooperation in the interviews is 

perhaps a consequence of the lack of daily cooperation in practice, so to speak. 

Further research 

Some gateways for future studies have been identified. Most obvious, the model should be 

tested and applied on a bigger and more diversified empirical sample to strengthen and 

develop it. It would also be of value to initiate a mapping of how to turn the conceptual 

themes into operative tools; e.g. how is capacity identification done and what considerations 

are relevant when performing it? Crisis management insights shouldn’t be reduced only to 

abstract ideas of the optimal. Ideas solve no crises, so it is crucial that knowledge is brought 

into practical usability. Finally, there is a need to explore how municipal resource limitations 

influence volunteer inclusion and use of volunteer assets.  
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