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Abstract 
 

In this study we address the question of what issues organizational actors focus on when 
constructing organizational risks. The past research portrays the actors as attending to a specific 
risk source or outcome when giving meaning to risks and thus organizational risk seems to be a 
simple, one-dimensional, phenomenon. The study shows that the actors attend to multiple and 
interrelated issues including project, concerns or outcomes, measures or plans, consultations, 
other organizational actors, and organizational contexts, and several sub-issues within those key 
issues. The actors give meaning to these six key issues to give meaning to an organizational 
phenomenon as a risk; the construction of organizational risk is shaped by the construction of the 
six key issues. These six key issues and their sub-issues provide an empirical framework of risk 
construction to analyze and understand the process of giving meaning to organizational risk. 
 

Introduction 
 

In this study we address the question of what issues organizational actors attend and 
socially construct when they give meaning to an organizational project as a risk. This study 
extends the organizational literature on risk construction, in which organizational actors’ focus is 
mostly portrayed as limited to an isolated issue, a particular project, activity, relation, or outcome 
when developing an idea about the risk (Beamish, 2002; Dunbar and Garud, 2009; Clarke, 1999; 
Kayes, 2004; Maguire and Hardy, 2013; Roberts, Madsen, and Desai, 2007; Turner, 1976). We 
demonstrate that the actors attend to multiple and in most cases interrelated phenomena to give 
meaning to risks. Organizational risk is a complex, multi-dimensional, phenomenon with 
interrelated components including risk sources, concerns or outcomes, measures or plans, 
consultations, involved actors and their approaches, and institutional contexts, all attended to and 
constructed by organizational actors. This study goes beyond one-dimensional risk 
understandings of the existing studies and provides a perspective to understand the construction 
process of organizational risk in its complexity. 
 

Literature: Issues in Organizational Risk Construction 
 

The studies that explore the social construction process of organizational risk examine 
how organizational actors experience and give meaning to risks produced by organizations 
(Beamish, 2002; Clarke 1999; Gamson and Modigliani, 1989; Gephart, 1993, 1997; Maguire and 
Hardy, 2013; Roberts, Madsen, and Desai, 2007; Turner and Tennant, 2010; Weick, 1993). They 
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develop a situated understanding of organizational risk. Yet, their focus is limited to 
organizational members’ construction of a risk source or outcome. The members seem to be 
concerned about one isolated organizational activity, project, event, or relation as a risk source or 
a harmful outcome of organizational activities. 
 

Organizational roles or actors involved in a risk situation are one of the rare issues 
explored by organizational researchers (Brown, 2000, 2003; Gephart, 1993, 1997). Some actors 
are portrayed as constructing organizational actors and roles involved in a risk situation to give 
meaning to that situation as organizational risk. The actors constructed might be employees 
implementing workplace safety procedures (Rasmussen, 2010), official authorities responding to 
a nationwide medical crisis (Boudes and Laroche, 2009), workers responsible for ensuring 
pipeline safety (Gephart, 1993), or a nurse attacking patients in a hospital (Brown, 2000). 
 

Risk measures or plans are also an issue whose social construction is described (Clarke 
1999; Gephart, 1997). Some actors are described as constructing particular risk measures to give 
meaning to organizational risk in general. 
 

The construction of risk is shaped by particular social-cultural rationalities, which might 
be rooted in local experiences (Beamish, 2002), tacit workplace knowledge (Kamoche and 
Maguire, 2011), stakeholder interests (Scott and Walsham, 2005), institutional understandings 
(Gephart, Steier, and Lawrence, 1990), or risk paradigms or cultures (Stein, 2011). Social-
cultural rationalities provide interpretive frameworks for organizational actors to give meaning to 
organizational phenomena as risk. Still, the studies describe the actors as focused on a particular 
risk source or outcome. The rationalities are not constructed by the actors as part of their risk 
construction but considered as taken-for-granted for the actors. 
 

The construction of risk is also affected by institutional contexts composed of and shaped 
by dominant social classes (Cable, Shriver, and Mix, 2008), capitalist institutions including 
governments and corporations (Zyglidopoulos and Fleming, 2011), free market policies 
(Richardson and Curwen, 1995), legal system (Jasanoff, 1988), and mass media (Gamson and 
Modigliani, 1989). The contexts refer to a political-economic environment that guides and limits 
the actors’ meanings of risk and thus are a source of social-cultural risk rationalities (Stein, 
2011). The studies on institutional contexts also portray organizational actors as constructing an 
isolated risk source or outcome. The contexts appear to be external to the actors and not subject 
to the actors’ construction as part of their attempt to construct organizational risk. 
 

In sum, most studies on the construction of risk focus on the actors’ construction of a 
particular risk source or outcome. A limited number of studies examine how the actors give 
meaning to other organizational actors (e.g. Brown, 2000) and risk measures (Gephart, 1997) 
when giving meaning to organizational risk in general. There are also studies on the effect of 
social-cultural rationalities and institutional contexts on individual actors’ construction of risk 
meanings. But such studies take those rationalities and contexts for granted and do not look into 
whether and how the actors give meaning to them as part of their risk construction. Then, our 
research question is what issues organizational actors attend to construct organizational risk. 
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Methodology 
 
The study analyzes the public hearing into the Petrofund Corporation’s application to the 

Alberta Energy and Utilities Board (AEUB) for a license to drill a sour oil well in a residential 
area in Edmonton, held on May 3-4, 2005. The main source of data is the 564 page official 
proceedings of the hearing (AEUB, 2005a). The second document is the 21 page official decision 
of the Board (AEUB, 2005b). The hearing involves different stakeholders that represent key 
social institutions and groups including business, government, and public (Gephart and Pitter, 
1993). The applicant is Petrofund Corporation, a private corporation. The public is represented 
by two groups of residents including West Edmonton Landowners Group (WELG) and River 
Heights Group (RHG) and a landowner, Dr. Singh. The hearing is organized by the Alberta 
Energy and Utilities Board, a provincial government agency. Representatives of the City of 
Edmonton, the municipal government, are also in attendance. 

 
The analysis of the data is based on grounded theory approaches (Glaser, 1978; Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967) and the textual approach (Gephart, 1993; Gephart and Pitter, 1995). First, we 
did line-by-line coding and selected each data segment that addressed a particular issue and 
coded the segment with a word referring to that issue (Glaser, 1978). Second, we compared those 
442 first-order codes and grouped them into 35 categories (Glaser, 1978; Glaser and Strauss, 
1967). Third, we reviewed each data segment for a category and noted emerging issues as the 
attributes of a category (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Fourth, we further refined the categories and 
their attributes to develop the key issues emphasized in the stakeholder discussions (Gephart, 
1993; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The key issues include project, concerns or outcomes, measures 
or plans, consultations, actor approaches and ways, and hearing setting. Fifth, we constructed 
textual tables that include the stakeholders’ statements coded in the grounded analysis and key 
word tables based on the stakeholders’ actual uses of key words that refer to the six key issues 
(Gephart and Pitter, 1995). We interpreted the material in the tables to establish the meaning of 
the six key issues for the stakeholders (Gephart, 1993). We compared those meanings across the 
stakeholders and developed the dimensions of each key issue. 
 

Results 
 

In presenting the results, we reconceptualize the specific actors as business, government, 
and public stakeholders, which refer to three key societal groups emphasized and explored in the 
past research (Gephart and Pitter, 1993; Habermas, 1975). We first look at each stakeholder 
group’s meaning of organizational risk. Then, we highlight the themes in those meanings. 

 
Business (Petrofund) stakeholders’ meanings of organizational risk 

Business stakeholders construct the project as a manageable organizational risk. They 
describe the risk of sour gas release in calculated numbers and thus as calculable. The project is 
conceptualized as the current application only; thus the risk is limited. Its technical aspects are 
emphasized; the project is a technical activity not a risk. The project can be safely operated in a 
residential area for an unspecified period. Business stakeholders highlight individual risk taking 
as an alternative risk source. They distinguish between potential and actual concerns, claiming 
there is no real danger. The risk is addressable through certain plans and actions, cooperation 
with government stakeholders, and consultations with public stakeholders. Business stakeholders 
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emphasize their organizational capability in implementing plans effectively. The process of 
developing plans is ongoing; every organizational risk is eventually addressed. Business 
stakeholders use official government regulations, expert knowledge of consultants, company 
policies and experiences, and common industry experience as references to evaluate the project 
and associated risk and to develop measures and plans. They point to consultations with other 
stakeholders and learning from past incidents, experiences, and exercises as a means to 
understand stakeholder concerns and thus the risk, and to develop measures and plans to address 
the risk. They prefer consultations with the stakeholders themselves and consult with any 
stakeholder accepted as an intervener. Consultations are carried out according to governmental 
and industry standards as well as company policies and expertise of private consultants. Business 
stakeholders argue consultations are successful in general and the risk is better understood and 
thus addressed. Further, business stakeholders’ approach to the project, measures and plans, and 
consultations makes the risk more controllable. Business stakeholders develop an interpretation 
of the hearing setting, which could restrict the scope of participation in the hearing and the 
hearing board’s decision and thus facilitate the construction of the risk as manageable because 
fewer concerns may be discussed. Business stakeholders consider the hearing subject the well 
application only. They emphasize the stakeholders’ personal participation in the hearing and 
argue the stakeholders should give evidence within normal business hours and in line with the 
hearing procedures. Business stakeholders argue the board’s job is restricted to a certain 
legislated jurisdiction and the decision should be based on governmental regulations. 

 
Public (WELG, RHG, and Dr. Singh) stakeholders’ meanings of organizational risk 

Public stakeholders construct the project as an unmanageable organizational risk. Both 
planned and existing activities of business stakeholders are considered as a source of risk. It is 
not safe to place the project in a residential area for an unknown period. Public stakeholders 
emphasize their individual and common health, environment, and economic concerns. They 
demand specific measures and plans, which business stakeholders seem to overlook. They argue 
business stakeholders and municipal government agencies should cooperate in implementing 
measures and plans. Yet, the roles between the two are not clear and municipal agencies do not 
have site-specific knowledge. Thus, the risk does not seem to be addressable. Consultations on 
the project are essential to understand the risk and develop measures and plans. But, business 
stakeholders deny the stakeholders’ concerns and try to validate their own perspective in 
consultations. Public stakeholders emphasize consultations through legal representatives, which 
are sometimes disregarded by business stakeholders. Business stakeholders’ approach in 
addressing concerns is considered as a risk itself; business stakeholders focus only on their 
profit. Public stakeholders’ evaluation of the project and associated risk is based on official 
government regulations and unofficial government recommendations, which provide an up-to-
date framework and yet are ignored by business stakeholders. Public stakeholders also refer to 
lived experience and individual professional knowledge as a framework to understand the risk. 
They develop an interpretation of the hearing setting, which could broaden the scope of 
participation and decision framework and thus facilitate the construction of the risk as 
unmanageable and unacceptable as more concerns may be discussed. They consider both 
existing and planned activities of business stakeholders and related concerns as part of the 
hearing subject. They highlight the restrictions on participation in the hearing such as the need 
for legal help, and ask for conditions for an effective participation. Public stakeholders demand 
flexibility in the evidence process. They emphasize the responsibilities of the Board in 
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addressing their concerns; the Board’s job goes beyond the regulations. As the decision criteria, 
they promote recent unofficial governmental frameworks in addition to official guidelines and 
emphasize that the risk should be addressed. 

 
Government (the Board and the City) stakeholders’ meanings of organizational risk 

The project is given meaning by government stakeholders as a manageable and thus 
legitimate organizational risk. Government stakeholders recognize both the risk and strategies to 
address the risk and highlight the calculability of the risk. The project is described as the current 
application; thus the risk is limited. It is safe to operate the project in an urban area although the 
risk would be higher in a densely populated area. Government stakeholders argue there is no 
need to limit the duration of the operations; yet, they consider the duration a source of risk. They 
mention the technical side of the project as well as consultations with other stakeholders. 
Government stakeholders focus on health risks and claim individual risk taking is a source of 
risk. Stakeholder concerns are addressable with the measures and plans of business stakeholders 
in cooperation with municipal government agencies and in consultation with other stakeholders. 
The development process is continuous; there will be plans for every concern. Government 
stakeholders refer to governmental regulations and professional expertise as the main reference 
to develop measures and plans. Local conditions should also be considered. Thus, government 
stakeholders support ongoing consultations between the stakeholders to better understand and 
integrate public stakeholders’ local concerns into measures and plans. They consider business 
stakeholders’ approach to project satisfactory and collaborative. Business stakeholders are also 
described as investors searching for profit; the project is a legitimate business undertaking. 
Government stakeholders’ interpretation of the hearing setting is mainly based on official 
regulations and expert knowledge, which could help construct the risk as legitimate by neutrally 
restricting the scope of participation and decision framework and thus constructing government 
agencies as independent of business and public stakeholders. For government stakeholders, the 
hearing focus is the current application in line with the regulations. Yet, the existing facilities are 
also an issue. Government stakeholders emphasize official restrictions on participation in the 
hearing and yet support both personal and representative participation. They facilitate the 
evidence of all the stakeholders through a less strict interpretation of the procedures. It is stated 
that the responsibilities of the hearing board are restricted to a certain jurisdiction and the 
primary responsibility is to protect the general public interest. The decision is based on an expert 
evaluation of the risks and benefits, and the plans developed to address those risks. Government 
stakeholders highlight the rules and procedures and thus the institutional nature of the setting. 
 
Dimensions or themes within key issues 

When we look into the meanings above, in the issue of project, the stakeholders first try 
to understand the project’s operational scope, whether the project includes the future as well as 
existing facilities. They discuss the project’s temporal scope, whether the project is an ongoing 
or temporally limited activity. Then, they highlight possible concerns due to the project like a 
potential sour gas release from the wells. They propose some strategies to address the concerns 
including an emergency response plan. They also discuss the location, whether it is safe to locate 
the project in a residential area. They use a number of frameworks including the board’s official 
rules and unofficial recommendations to give meaning to the project. Moreover, they portray the 
approach of the company and/or its members, for example as mainly profit-oriented. Lastly, the 
stakeholders describe the project’s content, its technical and non-technical aspects. 
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In terms of concerns or outcomes, the stakeholders first point out people and groups who 

raise concerns; all the participants seem concerned about the project. They discuss the sources of 
concerns such as the company’s existing and planned activities. They also point out different 
concern types like health, environment, and economic concerns. They propose strategies to 
address concerns such as certain terms and conditions regarding the construction and operation. 
They also describe the company’s approach in responding to concerns, for example as responsive 
or reactive. They discuss the process of learning about concerns, consultations as the main one. 
Lastly, they indicate certain interpretive frameworks such as governmental standards and lived 
experience used to give meaning to and address concerns. 

 
Under the issue of measures or plans, the stakeholders first discuss their concerns to be 

addressed, emergency situations being the main concern. They point out different plan types 
such as company and municipal plans. Then, they point out plan parameters including a pre-
defined emergency area and the future availability of financial resources for measures. They 
consider the plan organization, for example roles and responsibilities between the company and 
municipal authority. The stakeholders also talk about plan development process, which involves 
consultations with the other parties and learnings from other projects and incidents. They 
describe the company’s approach in developing plans, for example as cautious and conservative. 
Also, they identify principal emergency responders, the company and municipal authority as the 
main responders. Lastly, they point to reference guides such as official guides and unofficial 
governmental recommendations used to evaluate plans. 

 
In the issue of consultations, first, the stakeholders identify the company and the residents 

and landowners as principal participants in consultations. Next, they highlight their concerns and 
associated plans as the main issues to discuss. They also discuss the purpose of consultations 
such as ensuring the residents’ contribution into the emergency plan. They highlight the results 
of consultations such as disagreements or agreements between the parties. The means of 
consultations such as public or personal meetings and legal representation become another focus. 
Also, the stakeholders describe their own and others’ approaches in consultations, for example as 
long-term and committed. Lastly, they emphasize certain references like the board guidelines, 
industry guidelines, and formal company policies used to evaluate consultations. 

 
In terms of actor approaches, the stakeholders first describe their own and others’ 

approach to the company’s operations and oil and gas industry, using such terms as safe, 
responsible, and abusive. Then, they discuss the approach in addressing concerns, for example as 
cooperative, responsive, dangerous, and insincere. Next, they talk about the approach in 
consultations with terms such as neighborly, uncompromising, and unfair. Lastly, they mention 
personal or group characteristics like professions to portray themselves or others. 

 
In the issue of hearing setting, the stakeholders first talk about the hearing subject, 

whether it is the current application or all the operations. They also discuss the participation 
conditions, for example legal and cost restrictions on the participation. They discuss the evidence 
process, who can give evidence and how. The board’s responsibilities and their limits are another 
theme. The stakeholders also talk about the decision criteria including the company’s approach, 
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current regulations, recommended sour gas procedures, and the terms of the municipal authority. 
Lastly, they identify the institutional rules of the hearing. 

 
In sum, there are six key interrelated issues and numerous sub-issues or dimensions under 

each the stakeholders attend to construct an organizational project as an organizational risk. The 
stakeholders do not focus on only risk sources or outcomes. In a complex process, they explore 
and use multiple sub-issues to construct the six key issues, which then shape their meanings of 
organizational risks. Each key issue and sub-issue becomes a component of their risk meanings. 
Hence, the six key issues and their dimensions provide an empirical framework, which can help 
analyze the process of giving meaning to risk in similar organizational settings. Figure 1 below 
highlights the components of organizational actors’ risk meanings and the main relationships 
between them. 
 
Figure 1: The construction of organizational risk meanings 
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Discussion 
 
This study shows organizational risk is a complex phenomenon constructed by the actors’ 

interpretations of the six key issues including project, concerns or outcomes, measures or plans, 
consultations, organizational actors, and organizational contexts, and their sub-issues. Hence, the 
construction of organizational risk is shaped by the construction of the six key issues. For 
example, in order to develop a meaning of concerns or outcomes, the actors attend to the specific 
stakeholders with concerns, sources and types of concerns, strategies to address concerns, 
involved company’s approach in responding to concerns, and process to understand concerns. 
They utilize certain understanding frameworks to give meaning to and/or address concerns. 
Hence, their specific meanings and use of these sub-issues help the actors construct a general 
meaning for concerns. In turn, the meanings of concerns and other five key issues developed 
through the interpretations of sub-issues help them construct a general risk meaning for the 
organizational activity in question. 

The study complements and extends the existing insights in organizational risk literature. 
It confirms, in order to interpret organizational risk, the actors attend to particular risk sources 
(Dunbar and Garud, 2009; Maguire and Hardy, 2013; Weick, 1993), give meaning to specific 
concerns or potential outcomes (Roberts, Madsen, and Desai, 2007) as well as risk management 
measures and plans (Clarke, 1999; Gephart, 1997), and construct other actors involved in a risk 
situation (Boudes and Laroche, 2009; Brown, 2000; Gephart, 1993; Rasmussen, 2010). It also 
shows the actors attend to numerous sub-issues together to develop a meaning of a risk source, 
outcome, and measure, and organizational actors involved. 

 
The study’s findings are also consistent with the insight social-cultural rationalities 

(Beamish, 2002; Gephart, Steier, and Lawrence, 1990; Kamoche and Maguire, 2011; Scott and 
Walsham, 2005; Stein, 2011) and institutional contexts (Cable, Shriver, and Mix, 2008; Gamson 
and Modigliani, 1989; Gephart and Pitter, 1993; Jasanoff, 1988; Richardson and Curwen, 1995; 
Zyglidopoulos and Fleming, 2011) shape risk meanings. The sub-issues including understanding 
frameworks and reference guides indicate certain social-cultural rationalities are utilized in the 
development of risk meanings and institutional contexts such as a governmental setting of public 
hearing affect risk interpretations. The study also demonstrates the actors’ role in constructing 
and shaping the setting or context itself in order to shape other actors’ meanings. 

 
Lastly, the study suggests organizational actors develop interpretations about the process 

of consultations on organizational projects to interpret the risk. The past studies mention the 
actors’ communicative and discursive practices in interpreting organizational risks (Brown, 
2000; Clarke, 1999; Maguire and Hardy, 2013). This study illustrates such practices are not only 
a tool but also an issue in-itself for the actors to give meaning to in the process of risk 
construction. 

 
The empirical framework developed in this study can help comparatively explore the risk 

constructions of different stakeholders in similar organizational settings. For example, the 
researchers might look at the construction of the risk of long-term use of cellular phones. The 
research questions might include which concerns are raised with respect to cellular phones, 
which measures and plans are developed to address them, what communications occur between 
different stakeholders about those and counter-measures, by which approach involved 
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stakeholders respond to the issue, in which institutional settings cellular phones are constructed 
as risk, and how all these questions contribute to different actors’ risk meanings regarding 
cellular phones. 

 
For business practitioners, this study shows that risk management involves management 

of risk communication and identity construction in addition to specific risk measures and plans. 
The study confirms the need to develop ongoing relations and consultations with local public 
stakeholders to ensure their contributions to business projects and help build an image of 
approachability and dependability for effective and cooperative risk management. Active and 
effective  involvement of public stakeholders in the formulation and implementation of risk 
management practices is important for sustainable businesses and communities. Organizations 
should thus form effective participation mechanisms without waiting for governments’ official 
intervention to ensure the contribution of local communities. Business stakeholders should try to 
understand and integrate local perspectives into risk management before justifying their projects 
and associated risks with legal-technical arguments and references. 
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