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Abstract

This research investigates how activities operated during the time of COVID-19 pandemic inside an
international program in a Finnish University of Applied Sciences and how the organization
adapted to the changes caused by the pandemic. Specifically, this research investigates the experi-
ences of staff from the organization and their opinions on how the crisis was managed and ad-
dressed. One of the important groups experiencing the effects were students of the organizations
and the research will be examining how this group was supported at the time of the crisis. This re-
search addresses an identified gap in the literature where decision makers ability to communicate
in a time of uncertainty to stakeholders of the organizations. Foundation is prefaced to the re-
search by literature review and data collection was conducted in qualitative method by semi-struc-
tured interviews from staff of the organizations. Staff members were from different roles of the
organization such as administration, support team and lecturers.

In practice, this research gives organizations the opportunity to see how operations could be ad-
vanced in times of crisis. Feedback from the staff is important and should be considered when de-
veloping the organization's functions. The framework of the research creates an overview of topics
that are important for research, these topics are related to crisis management, innovation, crisis
management in organizations, crisis management in education, online environment in work and
learning, and lastly leadership.

Findings from the study indicated that the organization was following instructions given by the
Finnish government in the time of crisis and the adaptation from the viewpoint of the staff was
seen as mostly successful. Point of development that was brought up during the interviews with
the staff members was a lack of additional communication in the times of COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords/tags (subjects)

Crisis Management, Crisis Management in Education, COVID-19 pandemic, Crisis Management in Organiza-
tions
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Tiivistelma

Tassa tutkimuksessa selvitetaan, kuinka toiminta sujui COVID-19-pandemian aikana ammattikorkeakoulun
kansainvalisessa ohjelmassa ja miten organisaatio sopeutui pandemian aiheuttamiin muutoksiin. Erityisesti
organisaation henkiloston kokemukset ja heidan mielipiteensa kriisin hallinnasta seka sen kasittelysta. Yksi
tarkeimmista vaikutuksista kokeneista ryhmista oli organisaation opiskelijat, tutkimuksessa selvitetaan, mi-
ten tata ryhmaa tuettiin kriisin aikana. Tutkimus kasittelee kirjallisuudesta tunnistettua aukkoa, joka tutkii
paattajien kykya kommunikoida epavarmana aikana organisaatioiden sidosryhmille. Pohja joka tutkimuk-
seen on luotu alkaa kirjallisuuskatsauksesta ja tiedonkeruu tutkimuksessa on tehty kvalitatiivisella menetel-
malla organisaatioiden henkil6ston puolistrukturoiduilla haastatteluilla. Henkilokuntaa oli organisaation eri
rooleista, kuten hallinto, tukitiimi ja luennoitsijat.

Kaytdannossa tama tutkimus voisi antaa organisaatioille mahdollisuuden nahda, miten toimintaa voitaisiin
edistaa kriisiaikoina. Henkildstdn palaute on tarkeaa ja se tulee ottaa huomioon organisaation toimintoja
kehitettaessa. Tutkimuksen viitekehys luo yleiskatsauksen tutkimuksen kannalta tarkeista aiheista, jotka

liittyvat kriisinhallintaan, innovaatioihin, organisaatioiden kriisinhallintaan, koulutuksen kriisinhallintaan,
verkkoymparistoon tyossa ja oppimisessa seka johtamisesta.

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittivat, etta organisaatio noudatti Suomen hallituksen kriisiaikana antamia ohjeita
ja sopeutumista henkiloston nakokulmasta pidettiin paaosin onnistuneena. Henkiloéston haastatteluissa
esiin noussut kehityskohta oli lisaviestinnan puute seka sosiaalisten kanssa kdymisten puute kokonaisuu-
dessaan pandemian aikana.

Avainsanat (asiasanat)

Kriisinhallinta, Koulutuksen kriisinhallinta, COVID-19 pandemia, Kriisinhallinta organisaatioissa



Contents

1

2

3

q

5

3T 4o T ¥ ot T o 3
00 R = 7= ol 4= o U o o PRSPPI 3
1.2 Gap in the LItEratUure...cuue et s et e e e e s s sabae e e e s enabeaes 4
1.3 Motivation for the ReSEarch ............ceoiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 4
1.4 Research Aim and Research QUESTIONS. ......c..eiiiiiiiiiiiieeeiiee e 4

LIterature reVIieW......ouceeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinininn e essess s s s e e ssasssssssesssssssssnnns 6
B T O 4 1Y 1O OPPPPPPPTPPP 6
2.2 The Role of Crisis ManagemeENT .......uuiiiiiiiiiiieeeiiiiieee e essire e e e e s sireee e s s siaeeeessssaeaeeeessnnnes 7
2.3 Crisis Management in Organizations ........cccceiieii i 7

23.1 StrategiC LEAdErSNIP ..vveeee it s e e s 8
2.3.2 Innovation: One Post-Crisis Benefit for Organizations......cccceccvveeeiiviiiieeneeincinnnen. 9
2.4 Crisis Management in EAUCAtION .......coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e e s srae e e 10
2.5 The Evolution of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education .........cccceeciveeiiinninieennnn. 11

(LY L=1d 3 Lo To (o] [ -4V 13
3.1 RESEAICH DBSIEN..iiiiiiiieeeiiiitee ettt e ettt e e e ettt e e e e e s e e e e st ea e e e s seabtae e e e e e araaeeeeeas 13
3.2 ReSEArch MEthOd........c.uiiiiiiiiiiiieee e s 14
3.3 DAt ANAIYSIS . uiiii ittt e e et e e e e et ra e e e e s araaeeeeeas 17

3T U ] | N 19
4.1 Adaptation to Changes in a University of Applied Sciences Amid the COVID-19 Pandemic

20
4.2 Staff Experiences During the PandemiC..........uuiviiiiiiiiiieiiiiiiieee e 22
4.3 Support for Students and their Well-Being........ccoovviiiiiiiiniiiiieiiiieeec e 23
4.4 SUMMArY Of the RESUILS ..cciieiiiiiiiiecceee e e e e s s eaeaae s 25

[T o1 T3] ' o 27

5.1 The Research Questions and Research Aim of the Study Have Been to Cover the Issue of
27

5.2 Summary of KeY FINAINGS.....uuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiteeee ettt e e s s s naaaeeeeeeas 28

5.3 Interpretation of the FINAINGS......ccuviiiiiiiiiiie e 29

5.4  Implications Of FINAINGS ...cc.uviiiiiiiiiiiiee et e e s aae e e e e 31

5.5 Limitations of the StUAY .......uviiiiiii e 32

5.6 Recommendation for Future Research........cccccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiceceeeee 32



(S oY 3 Vol [ ¥ Y [ Y o TP

References
Appendix
Appendix

1. Interview questions for participants in English .........ccccoveiiiiniiiiiiiiiniiiiceceens

2. Interview questions for participants in Finnish ........ccccovvviiiiiiiniiiiceeeeee,



1 Introduction

1.1 Background

At the beginning of the year 2020 outbreak, of a virus called COVID-19 began and led to a global
health crisis. The COVID-19 virus is being referred as coronavirus disease worldwide. The virus
raised challenges to many organizations as the global pandemic that emerged from the virus
caused fear and confusion on people. According to The World Health organization (WHO, 2024),
the disease could spread from the person carrying the virus to a new host in many ways, such as
through liquid expelled from the nose or mouth. According to WHO the infection rates varied from
the end of 2019 into 2023, with several variants of the virus requiring health officials to instigate

mediation recommendations to curb the uptick in infections in each wave.

As a result of the fast spreading of the virus, changes were indispensable, and a lockdown was pre-
sented which led to the closure of educational institutes. In practice, this lockdown referred to
putting on hold classroom teaching and working. As the virus progressed and transitions were
happening at a fast pace, organizations needed to make changes into their operations. Because of
public health measures in 2020, it was suggested according to Valitovarainministerio (Ministry of
Finance Finland, 2021) to move into a distance working mode inside organizations where it was
possible to implement. According to Valtiovarainministeri® it was easier to manage contact be-
tween people which could have advanced the spreading of COVID-19 virus. For the people working

inside organizations this meant distancing and working alone for a prolonged period.

This research will be focusing on how the global health crisis affected a Finnish University of Ap-
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plied Sciences and specifically how the organization adapted to the “new normal.” Changes were
made to keep the organization activities running through the pandemic. For the faculty members
in the University of Applied sciences these changes affected their working environment with the
change fully to online mode as well as the students of the institution. This research was conducted
by interviewing staff of the University of Applied sciences in addition to a literature view with top-
ics relating to the research. Before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic organizations had already
utilized the possibilities of online technology to some extent but what happened when teachers

and students had to work online for a prolonged period? Investigating crisis management opera-

tions inside the organization during a time of COVID-19 pandemic could bring new revelations on



how to develop the already existing protocols and management in preparation for a prospective

crisis.

1.2 Gapin the Literature

According to Younis and Elbanna (2022) a gap can be found in the literature when examining the
changes that the new normal brought and what would be needed to be done to improve this state
as well as to examine the effects of uncertainty on the ability of decision makers to communicate
updated information to stakeholders. This research addresses for example, how staff report what
they perceived as efficient, how decision makers communicated information to stakeholders and
where decisions came from during a crisis. When these things are understood, it is easier to grasp
and understand why and how decisions are made and how the organization could work better

during the pandemic, which was important for individuals for their motivation and coping.

1.3 Motivation for the Research

Interest for embarking on the research journey began from a personal lived experience during cri-
ses such as the COVID-19 starting in 2020 and Russia-Ukraine war from 2022, an interest in the ac-
tivities of organizations in times of crisis as well as crisis management. Amid the COVID-19 pan-
demic another crisis arose, and the effects have likewise been global as well as from the Russia-
Ukraine war. The effects of the war between Russia and Ukraine have also been experienced in
the Finnish University of Applied Science, where staff and students are from those countries. This
second crisis starting from the year 2022 is outside of the scope of this study and won’t be ad-
dressed in the context of my research. During this second crisis, the institution put into practice a
crisis team that has been in contact with the students of the countries to map their well-being and
instructed the staff to support the students during the crisis. Study made by Limone et al. (2022)
showed that anxiety and stress increased amongst students at the times of the COVID-19 pan-

demic and Russia-Ukraine war.

1.4 Research Aim and Research Questions

This next chapter explains the research purpose, objective and the primary research question fol-

lowed by the sub-question. Furthermore, the section will provide insight to aim of the research



and the significance of the study. To clarify these key insights to the study the reader will under-

stand the research framework.

This research focuses on activities in an international program that a Finnish University of Applied
Sciences applied during the COVID-19 pandemic in years 2020-2022. The research examines the
practices implemented at the institution in a time of crisis from the perspective of staff working in
an international program. Additionally, the research investigates how information related to the
crisis was passed on and the impact of pandemic in terms of innovation and what guidelines for
students and staff were implemented. Moreover, | will discuss how the government's restrictions

influenced existing practices within the organization.

The research question and sub-questions chosen for the research:

Main research question

How did an international program at a Finnish University of Applied Sciences manage
changes and requirements mandated for higher education in the time of COVID-19 pan-

demic?

Sub-questions

How did management in the University of Applied Sciences support staff in addressing the

rapid shift and changes in online teaching?

How did the University of Applied Sciences provide support for students during the COVID-

19 pandemic?

The aim of the research is to investigate the solutions that a Finnish University of Applied Sciences
have applied during the COVID-19 pandemic. Research aims are to cover the experiences of the
staff during the pandemic and assess if the practices adopted were perceived as effective. The
analysis allows the organization to evaluate how effective the crisis response was and allow the

organization to utilize the information whether operating methods and additional supports were



useful or require improvement. The organization can use the information collected to develop re-

sponses for future crises.

The inspiration for the thesis emerged at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, due to its effects on
students, teachers and ways of working. This thesis was based on the researcher's own interest on
the topic and experiences. The research could potentially be used in the organization for develop-
mental purposes in the future. The research broadens the researcher's view of the functions of or-

ganizations, such as the view of crisis management and innovation.

The research is prepared by qualitatively conducting interviews with the staff and through it by ob-
serving the organization's activities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Literature review in the re-
search paper has been conducted to support analysis and gives the reader an overview on the
concepts discussed in the paper. Findings could be valuable to organizations as they provide an

evaluation of COVID-19 pandemic impact on the organization’s operations.

2 Literature review

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the education in Finland and around the world cannot
be overstated. In this thesis, | focus on the higher education segment and on bringing attention to
the matters important to handling an organizational crisis. In this literature review, | explain the
key concepts from the literature that are relevant regarding the topic and provide a foundation to

answer my research questions.

2.1 Crisis

In starting off the literature review it is important to examine the meaning of the crisis. The word
crisis originally has come from the Greek word “Krisis” (Glaesser, 2003). According to Rapoport
(1962), crisis covers many different meanings but is mainly associated with an environmental
event that causes a threat to people such as a disaster. Rapoport went on to suggest that the word
crisis is commonly used in combination with the word stress, which could clarify the meaning of
crisis as she separates the concepts by describing the crisis as having growth-promoting potential
unlike stress. Rosenthal and Kouzmin (1993) viewed crisis as prolonged period that can cause

stress, they suggested another version where it could be also viewed as a circular process that



would need preparation to overcome. Jabeen (2018) noted that a crisis can reflect an event where
a natural disaster has taken place, or diseases created by our own environments have been devel-
oped. Brecher in 1979 referred the word crisis to a situation or an event that threatens the pri-
mary goals set by a decision-making unit. Additionally, the researcher suggested a crisis would
limit the time needed for decisions to be implemented, and that a situation that surprises the
members of the decision-making unit could be considered a crisis. In the time where crises have
been affecting operations of organizations it is important to look into crisis management and what

it entails.

2.2 The Role of Crisis Management

Although many crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, occur suddenly or unexpectedly, Jabeen’s
(2018) definition does not reflect all cases. Based on the experiences of other organizational crises,
organizations can consider actions to prevent or control a crisis. Thus, the concept of crisis man-
agement can be introduced. And as the word crisis covers a variety of meaning and events, crisis
management is a broad concept with many variations for utilization. According to Shrivastava et
al. (2012) most important factors to manage a crisis or crises are to apply crisis prevention strate-
gies where they understand consequences of the crisis, analyze the causes and finally adapt to
normal. In the same paper Shrivastava et al. point out that definitions regarding crises and crisis
management vary according to different disciplines, stakeholders and types of crises making crisis
management a broad concept of research. The definitions serve to describe phenomena and pro-
vide potential solutions in terms of crisis management. In 2003 Glaesser portrayed the term man-

agement as most commonly describing the leadership of an organizational unit.

2.3 Crisis Management in Organizations

In this study | will be addressing the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on a University of Applied Sci-
ences and its staff and students. An organization is an environment where participants work to
achieve a common purpose. Moore in 1954 described the organization as a social machine that
promotes the bringing together of versatile dynamic activities and skills while at the same time as
different parts of the social machine are coordinated to achieve the common goal. Moore further
describes that for the mechanism to work at its full potential, instructions, obligations and rules

must also be added into the protocol. Another description of organizations comes from Mann



(1965) where the researcher describes that organization is built to achieve something planned
such as a goal or a purpose and most often the goal is to plan the division of labor so that it is pos-

sible to create task structure.

As stated by MikusSova and Horvathova (2019) when an organization is having an unexpected turn
of event or events that is causing interference within, the process of crisis management steps into
the picture. The sooner the crisis is identified, and precautions are taken against them the more
efficiently the crisis issues can be managed in organizations. Being prepared for a crisis is im-
portant for organizations to keep their operations functioning. According to Elinkeinoeldman
keskusliitto (Confederation of Finnish Industries, 2016) crisis management and preparedness helps
an organization to anticipate and identify disruptive situations that can be mediated. Some disrup-
tions in question can be surprising, and decision-making is required at a fast pace. Therefore,
Elinkeinoelaman keskusliitto (Confederation of Finnish Industries) emphasizes supporting the con-
tinuity of operations in all situations. They recommend combining the crisis management plan in
parallel with continuity planning, meaning the simultaneous updating of both plans. As stated by
Vukajlovic et al. (2019) each area in an organization that has been affected by the crisis should be
taken in consideration. Further Vukajlovic et al. found that the quality of communication and time-

line were important in the process of crisis management.

Pearson and Clair (1998) emphasized that organizational crises occur with a low probability but
that they are nevertheless a highly influential occurrence. Even if an organizational crisis occurs
with a low probability, it is almost impossible to predict the extent of the crises. Effective crisis
management according to Pearson and Clair, involves minimizing risks even before a crisis occurs.
Further the researchers explain that as a consequence of the event, crisis management would
therefore require that the stakeholders to communicate and improvise in order to re-create

shared roles and meanings.

2.3.1 Strategic Leadership

Leadership plays a significant role in terms of the functioning of organizations and particularly in
times of crisis management, there is a need for strategic leadership. The word strategy refers to a
specific approach or a plan to reach a goal. Mitzberg, in 1987 presented strategy as a specific and

consciously planned course of action. Moore in 1954 compared the development of strategies to



the concept of growth, because the strategy of certain companies only develops further with busi-

ness expansion and growth.

Leadership refers to management aims to achieve the organization's goals and functionality.
Etzioni (1965) described leadership as being the leader's ability to get followers to voluntarily com-
ply with a variety of action or actions. This ability requires skills such as adaptability and self-confi-
dence from the leader to participate in social behavior patterns. In 1965, Mann explained that
leadership is a relative process, where practical combinations, of skills are needed at different lev-
els in the same organization. In practice, the purpose of leadership is to achieve the organization's

goals by influencing followers so that they act in accord with instructions and tasks.

Parpala and Niinisto-Sivuranta (2002) stated that leaders in higher education would benefit from
better guidance in preparing for possible crises. Leaders generally benefit from enhancing their
skills of adaptability, rapid reaction, and problem solving. In a study that was conducted by Long-
muir (2021), it was found that leaders during the COVID-19 pandemic were faced with great chal-
lenges and a new working environment that required adaptability. They found that leaders re-

mained optimistic during the pandemic and were able to prioritize human needs.

2.3.2 Innovation: One Post-Crisis Benefit for Organizations

Even though crises disrupt operations and are typically challenging, once a crisis has been solved it
could benefit an organization by examining its strengths and weaknesses. As stated in my paper
organizational crisis can open an opportunity for new possibilities and a chance for innovation. In-
novation is described to be a tool which could be used to utilize change as an advantage, accord-
ing to Drucker in 1985. In his view innovation creates resources, describing a resource as being de-
pendent on innovation. Drucker believes that crises can change perspectives, as they create a new
situation through which to view practices and how they could be improved. In organizations inno-
vation is used as a tool to build new operations and changes which is why it is a vital part for de-
velopment. Although the word crisis has a negative tone it can also offer an opportunity for devel-
opment. For example, in the education sector resources and support are needed for possible
development. Major (2020) emphasized the need for support from faculties and departments for

innovative development and work that would lead institutions to a functioning future.
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2.4 Crisis Management in Education

As a result of dramatic work-related changes during the pandemic years, various permanent
changes concluded with having effects on the world’s economic state and ways of working just to
name a few. UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization; 2023a) re-
ferred to an educational crisis as they stated that the educational system was disrupted and expe-
rienced great changes from the COVID-19 influence as the historically disruptive coronavirus dis-
ease spread globally. The educators had to take under operation new ways of teaching. According
to UNESCO (2023b) the recovery from the pandemic will continue as it led to many lessons and

damage in various ways.

Opetushallitus (Finnish national agency for education, 2024) encouraged schools in all levels to
prepare for unexpected crisis situations. According to Opetushallitus schools could prepare for
these unexpected incidents by keeping an updated crisis management plan in case of emergency.
Crisis management plans arrived in Finnish schools and came into practice during the early 1990s.
Crisis management plans and crisis preparedness teams came to Finnish schools through Norway
from the United States where new model of crisis work had been developed (Opetushallitus,

2024).

Younis and Elbanna (2022) brought attention to crisis management in online teaching. Their study
stated that evaluation of online teaching in a crisis is still rare. They also concluded that without
proper application of crisis management principles it would be impractical to manage higher edu-
cation. In looking at the presented research on crises in education, | conclude that crisis manage-
ment is necessary if an educational system is expected to function properly as a whole. According
to Younis & Elbanna there is a lack in the specifics on how to examine the changes that the post-

III

pandemic “new normal” has brought to educational institutes and what can be done to improve
the institutional decisions moving forward. Additionally, this gap in the literature complicates how
administrators and other education-system stakeholders can examine the effects of crisis-created
uncertainty on the ability of decision makers to communicate updated information to stakehold-
ers, both in terms of speed and accuracy. Assistance within crisis management situations such as

discussion support and guidance for further information would need to be offered to the students

and personnel.
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The University of Applied Sciences that is the focus of this study has its own social media account
on the Instagram platform where information, instructions and awareness were distributed to stu-
dents during the time of the pandemic crisis. In a study about social media affects in the pandemic
time Abbas et al. (2021) concluded that the usage of social media in global health crisis could ben-
efit users from finding support and information. But excessive use of social media will add stress

on mental health (Abbas et al., 2021).

2.5 The Evolution of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education

As Makela et al. (2020) stated the COVID-19 crisis provided educators the opportunity to enhance
the remote working environment and to consider how this situation could benefit all remote
workers. The virtual working environment is part of many organization working models, but what

does it consist of and what are the ways to connect?

The ways people can connect through online platforms is broad as technology has been develop-
ing rapidly over the few decades. Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999) stated that technological platforms
provide opportunities for people to interact with each other by having videoconferences, tele-
phone conferences, email, and many other ways to connect. Their research showed that global vir-
tual teams can achieve the same performance as traditional teams could have. Virtual teams de-
scribed by Edward and Wilson (2004) are formed from groups of people who are separated either
by distance or time, or both, but are working collectively on tasks. Joint communication among
members of virtual teams take place via electronic communications technologies, such as video
conferencing or e-mails. According to Edward and Wilson (2004), the team members are expected

to perform similarly as when in traditional operating environments.

According to the International Forum of Educational Technology & Society (2005) the definition of
online learning represents learning taking place in an online environment and this online learning
can be organized through any network. According to this Forum, online learning takes place
through an electronic object. Online learning for example with the guidance of universities, gives
the possibility to organize assignments and lectures through electronic means from home or other
remote location. In their analysis they also explored the topic of how distance learning covers both
non-electronic and electronic learning functions. Ultimately technology-based teaching and learn-

ing can be done through any technology which also includes non-synchronous distance learning.
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A study by Gibson and Cohen (2003) suggested that working remotely highlighted the importance
of virtual teams as groups formed by people working together from different parts of the world by
using technology. As concluded by Martins, Gilson and Maynard (2004) the benefits of virtual
teams are the opportunity to work without the limitations of co-located workplaces, thus allowing
companies to enhance their competitiveness on the market. In the study conducted by Saarinen
(2016), the author suggested that the future of managerial work will be implemented inside virtual

teams.

Saarinen (2016) also researched how virtual teams will be changing the cross-cultural aspect of
working and found that new implementations need to be considered. In this study, Saarinen
(2016) found that in focus groups that were built from managers in different industries, respond-
ents suggested that the various ways to cope and perform under the pressures in their meetings
with their employees from different time zones. Saarinen found that the managers experienced
difficulty in handling the various issues their employees encountered when the managers were un-

able to react promptly thus creating additional pressure on them.

As a result of interviews regarding pandemic effects to online education Selvaraj et al. (2020)
found that their participant group, which consisted of students and teachers preferred traditional
way of teaching. The participants were in favor of traditional classroom teaching although, they
noted that distance learning and teaching brought its advantages (e.g. in terms of comfort). Even
though the majority of respondents felt that online learning and teaching did not work as well for
them as the traditional way of education it could be possible that the shock of the new education
situation and the unprecedented circumstances are part of the reason. The study by Younis et al.
(2022) found that, although online learning brings flexibility to students' everyday life, it still has
not worked without challenges. They felt that the move to online learning during the COVID-19
lockdown provided an opportunity to explore more about how this flexibility affects students’ feel-
ings of isolation and/or equality. In the immediate post-pandemic education environment, particu-
larly in higher education, online teaching remains part of the professional readiness although it is
still not the only option (Rapanta et al., 2020). Further, Universities should direct investments to
the professional development of teachers preparing them to provide effective pedagogical meth-

ods either with or without online technology (Rapanta et al., 2020).
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Zhai and Du (2020) emphasized an important approach that universities could have taken during
the pandemic and implementation of full-time online learning: Create a space where students
could seek help if they noticed any signs of impaired functioning in their school performance or
overall health. As the experience of moving to online learning for longer periodical time happened
unexpectedly, it is important to evaluate members of the organizations well-being during such an

unexpected event.

Algahtan and Rajkhani (2020) in their study about e-learning and its success factors during the

COVID-19 pandemic found that the most influential factors related to online teaching and learning
were leadership and support, technology skills management and increasing student knowledge of
online learning systems. These support skills were required from universities and provided mainly

to teachers and students, to keep online learning productive and functioning.

3 Methodology

In this section, | explain in what manner the study was conducted, including which data collection
materials were used to execute the research and what these concepts entail. It is essential for con-
ducting qualitative research to choose an appropriate methodology. In this case | found the most
useful way to execute data collection through semi-structured interview. The final analysis of the
study was made by thematic data analysis. The methodology section will first look at the research
design starting off with the research philosophy and research methods which after will the data

collection be addressed.

3.1 Research Design

Chosen philosophy for the research is phenomenology. According to Gallagher & Zahavi (2020) the
phenomenology philosophy’s focus is on the phenomena and according to them phenomenology
is referred as how things are experienced from a first-person perspective. In my research this
means exploring the participant experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The approach suits
this study as it gives an outline for understanding the perspective of the participants in how they
experienced the organization adaptation to the new situation and how they perceived how they
and students were supported throughout the pandemic. With qualitative research as my chosen

method is interviews, | aimed to capture feelings and insights from the lived experience.
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The research began by examining the literature on matters of crisis management, and purpose of
crisis management with the idea to provide overview on the concept. Impacts to an organization
during COVID-19 crisis at a University of Applied Sciences research idea came over time through
discussions with my thesis supervisor from JAMK University of Applied Sciences. Through coopera-
tion suitable research area was determined and themes around it were established. Eventually a
defined focus point for the study was found. Information search was conducted from different lit-

erature sources.

Generally, research method is either chosen in between two research options or mixing qualitative
and quantitative research. Keegan (2006) described the differences between quantitative and
qualitative research in the following way: Qualitative research is used to understand relationships
(why and how), while in quantitative research reflects statistical statistics and relationships (how

much and when).

Choosing appropriate methods for data collection is important, as it could lead to affecting the di-
rection of the research or the accuracy of the findings. According to Hannila and Kyngas (2008),
the interview as a research method is efficient. The different theme areas give freedom to the re-
search regarding the order of the questions, which means that the interviewee is not limited to

certain answers. It is possible to ask additional in-depth and detailed questions.

3.2 Research Method

This research has been conducted with the base of qualitative research as it tries to understand
experiences of personnel and what gone through during COVID-19 epidemic in the organization.
According to Williams (2007) there are different research designs that use qualitative research
techniques. Williams suggests that one of the hallmarks of qualitative research is a social phenom-

enon, as seen from the perspective of the participant.

According to Bryman (2016) the deductive approach for research begins with either a hypothesis
or a theory and is often used for quantitative research. An opposite approach is the inductive,
which Bryman said starts with data collection that was done in my research without a specific hy-
pothesis. According to Bryman the inductive approach is mainly associated with qualitative re-

search that is examining theoretical frameworks. The clearest way to distinguish the differences
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between these two approaches would be to explain that in deductive approach you are testing
theory whilst in inductive approach you are generating your own theory. This was done as the pur-
pose of the thesis was to understand experiences of the participants during the COVID-19 pan-

demic and to find themes that might suggest new theories.

The starting point for inductive reasoning can be built precisely with qualitative research. In such
cases, the researcher tries to explain the questions that arise from the observational elements.
Williams (2007) further goes on suggesting that qualitative research methods are designed to han-
dle certain types of research questions, and they investigate different information requirements.
The complexity of the phenomenon becomes understandable to the researcher with the help of a

gualitative method.

For this research thematical interview and semi-structured interview were selected. The reasoning
behind choosing a thematical interview was to build an understanding of the experiences of the
study participants with the help of themes on the topic to then structure the interview questions.
This further helped me focus on relevant key themes regarding the study. A semi-structured inter-
view process was chosen because of its flexible nature as this was necessary for gaining the per-

spective of the interviewees and their experiences.

Other options for the methods were a questionnaire and an observational method. As explained
by Bryman (2016) questionnaire is built from structured questions that participants would answer
online. Bryman adds that questionnaires are usually the most suitable for collecting quantitative
data which was not aligned with my research methods or purpose of the study. According to Bry-
man (2016) while using a questionnaire during the research there is no possibility to ask the partic-
ipant to elaborate on their answer. Because my aim on the research was to gain insight on the ex-
periences and changes during the time of COVID-19 pandemic, using only a questionnaire where |
could not go deeper with my questions with the participants would have been a problem where |
wanted specific experiences and feelings of the staff from the time of pandemic. By using inter-
views, it allowed me to have full conversations with the participants where | could find new topics

from the area of research and discuss their responses to my questions with them.
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Observational methods also can be used in qualitative research. As Bakerman and Quera (2011)
explain observational methods are used as endogenous variables of correlational and experi-
mental studies or measuring a certain outcome. According to the writers the observational meth-
ods is distinguished from other research methods that observation is conducted by trained ob-
server that codes the behaviour over a session and is a much time-consuming process. This was
not aligned with my research as a process that would have been very time consuming, and the
data could have been too complex for my research to code and analyse which did not align with

my research objective.

In this research | used the method of a semi-structured, thematic interview. According to Sarajarvi
and Tuomi, (2018) a thematic interview refers to an interview that proceeds according to the
themes chosen in advance and the detailed questions related to the themes. Stated by Sarajarvi
and Tuomi with this interview method, it is possible to deepen and refine the questions based on
the answers given in the interview. Wengraf, (2001) emphasized that semi-structured interviews
are prepared and planned similar to other forms of research, but the script has been thought out,
planned either in half or a quarter so that the questions could be partially prepared in advance.
According to Wengraf semi-structured interviews also require improvisation, but with a carefully
considered nature. My interview questions were planned so that | could prepare some level of
questions in advance, but they remained open and flexible. As Bryman (2016) explained, the re-
searcher remains open about what needs to be known to answer the research question. According
to Bryman it is important so that theories and concepts can be prepared from the information,

and this is when a semi-structured interview is usually used as a research method.

Interview participants were University of Applied Science personnel from an international program
and for this research seven people were selected. For the research to be broad enough, personnel
were chosen from different positions and different area of specialties with a wide age range. The
personnel of University of Applied Sciences were from distinct roles: two administrators, two sup-
port staff members, and three teachers. Data was collected via interviews conducted in the period
from August 2022 to November 2022. The research in question does not intend to use personal

data.
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The questions chosen for the interviews were simple in nature, so that the data received from the
interviews would be as broad as possible and in line with the study participant personal experi-
ences. Questions were modified in line with the participant role in the organization at the time of
crisis to gain the most beneficial data for this study. In addition, the interviews were conducted in
Finnish or English depending on the interviewees preference and/or skill in the Finnish language.
The basis of the interview structure and questions remained similar regardless of the adaptations.
The first version of interview questions can be found in Appendix 1 and Appendix 2, which do not
contain the modified questions according to the position of the study participant. The purpose

was to find out perspectives of the personnel and examine the processes and activities that pro-

gressed during the crisis. The questions cover the organization's actions such as instructions, com

munication, period, effects during and post crises.

Each interview was carried out individually. The interviews were conducted via the Zoom online
meeting tool and were recorded with the permission of each interviewee. As described by Adams
(2015) it is interviewer's decision how they want to record their interviews. According to Adams
digital recording, however, gives the interviewer the freedom to participate in the conversation
without the pressure of writing down the answers. This means of recording also offered me the
opportunity to return to the interviews at a later date or multiple times to clarify comments. This

is possible only if the interviewee gives permissions for the recording.

At the beginning of each interview, | explained the purpose behind the research, after which the
conversation began. The length of the interviews varied from 25 minutes to 50 minutes. Although
the length of the interviews varied, each interviewee answered extensively and meaningfully. Kan-
ste et al. (2022) stated that the most common data collection methods in studies using content
analysis are thematic interviews and semi-structured interviews. As this research is mainly based
on data collected from interviews a thematic analysis can be considered a suitable approach for

conducting the data analysis.

3.3 Data Analysis

According to Braun and Clarke (2012), thematical analysis is a method that makes it possible to
gain insight to and to organize and systematically identify themes that comprise the meaning pat-

terns of a data set. Thematic analysis enables the researcher to understand collective or shared
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experiences and meanings from a clear perspective. As described by Braun and Clarke, researchers
employ this method to identify what is common in the way in which the topic in question is spo-
ken or written and to understand the common features. According to Braun and Clarke thematic
analysis is a process that starts with getting to know the data, from which codes are made, and
then themes are uncovered in data. Once established the themes are reviewed, named and de-

fined, and the research report written.

Recorded interviews allowed for the possibility of transcribing the information afterwards; the re-
cording also improved the ability to conduct the analysis effortlessly. After data collection, accord-
ing to Miller (2006) the research proceeds with transcribing the interviews which refers to the
process where spoken language, and non-verbal aspects between people are translated from
video or audio recordings into a written medium. This process is time-consuming and must there-
fore be limited; in this study information that was not deemed useful in addressing the research

guestion was not transcribed.

As Hammond and Wellington, (2013) pointed out, inductive analysis aims to explore and develop
relationships between the data during the research. The inductive approach is flexible, as it allows
the researcher to stay adaptable while working with coding frameworks. Alhojailan (2012), stated
that thematic analysis allows the researcher to accurately determine the relationships between
different concepts and compare them with the data. Alhojailan suggests if an inductive approach is
used, most of the collected data will start with the exact content, after which it will move to gen-
eralizations and finally to theories. According to Braun and Clarke (2021) during the thematic anal-
ysis, the researcher must decide if the researcher wants to create the codes with software de-
signed for this particular purpose. Qualitative software can help the researcher in data
management, analysis and coding, although the interpretation process remains the responsibility
of the researcher (Byrne, 2001). Bryman (2016) explains that the researchers pick up common

themes that can be distinguished within or between transcripts.

A data analysis software was used to code the data gained from the interviews. The transcribed
data was uploaded to a Delve data analysis software. Reasoning for choosing to use the Delve data
analysis software was its easy usability. The Delve data analysis software helped me as a re-

searcher to conduct qualitative coding process. According to Delve (2024) a process of qualitative
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coding happens by systematically organizing the qualitative data to find patterns and themes from
the data. In the software the data is organized to codes which are reflecting a certain theme
regarding the research analysis. With the help of Delve tool inductive coding was conducted where
according to Delve (2024) inductive coding approach allows a narrative to build from the data by
deriving codes from the data uploaded to the system. After the codes were decided and data were
transferred under these codes, creation of the analysis started. Themes for the results section
were decided from the codes created in Delve. Final output of the analysis process adresses the

research question which can be found from the results section of the thesis.

4 Results

In this section, the results from the semi-structured, thematic interviews provide the reader in-
sight into this qualitative research. The results are sectioned into themes from the basis of the
interview data in order to conduct a thematic analysis. The themes in the Results section are three
themes which first one is, adaptation to changes in the case University of Applied Sciences under
COVID-19 pandemic, staff experiences during the pandemic and support given to students and
their well-being. The data will be presented through summaries of the comments from the inter-
view participants, which will be supported by direct quotes from the data. The data quotes are
coded by T-1 to T-7 representing each participant from the interviews. All the Finnish comments

have been translated to the text in English.

The first theme gives insight to what the new instructions/changes were in the organization,
where instructions came from and what the impacts were. The section will provide concrete ex-
amples of the changes that took place, and the partcipants personal experiences during the pan-
demic. The second theme presents how the change was organized, how the decision-making pro-
cesses were managed. It also will give insight to personal opinions of the participants about how
the situation was handled. The last theme will result to be what kind of support system was of-
fered to students during the pandemic, what kind of feedback has been received from students,

and whether international students have received any special support.
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4.1 Adaptation to Changes in a University of Applied Sciences Amid the COVID-
19 Pandemic

Participants described the biggest change resulting from the mandated lockdowns associated with
the pandemic as being the switch to online mode in teaching. The participants described that the
changes including adapting classroom teaching methods to online platforms. This involved not
only moving from classroom to online mode but balancing the uncertainty of the new situation.
The interviewees described that in the beginning of year 2020, the situation was new, and while
everyone was instructed to move to online mode in short span of time the instructions regarding
the pandemic working conditions changed. Six of seven people interviewed described the situation
at the beginning as being confusing and uncertain. Staff members were not prepared for a pan-

demic that turned out as immense as it was.

The interviews revealed that instructions were given by the Finnish government, from which the
organization then acted on. An interviewee told that the situation was addressed through the or-
ganization’s website in addition to the information shared by the head of department and the

vice-rector.

Effects on the quality of teaching varied, according to one participant. One of the challenges of
online teaching was the students' activity in class because the students were not seen when they
did not have the cameras on. According to a interviewee first-year students who joined classes
from abroad experienced significantly more challenges in distance learning because the school's
systems were not familiar to the new students. The participant also expressed that providing the
student with additional support in this situation could be possible, but keeping track of each

student was a challenge.

Two of the seven participants described the lack of the social aspect among the students as
possibly affecting their learning motivation, then affected their performance. One of these
participants expressed that getting students to spend several hours in the Zoom online meeting
service, through which the classes were held, was challenging. Two of the participants said that
the number of students in online classes started to decrease the further the COVID-19 pandemic

progressed. Most of the interviewees expressed how remote learning changed studying and
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teaching substantially. A participant said that at the time people were left without much support

including staff and students.

During the interviews it was found that the organization had an already existing crisis manage-
ment group. At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic the group transformed into a COVID-19
crisis group that comprised the University’s management team. According to one participant the
group was composed of the Rector, Administrative director, the Head of International Affairs, and

the Director of Facility Services.

The staff had to establish offices at home due to the pandemic and lockdown conditions when
classes were not held at the campus, but online. Two of the participants shared their experiences
on establishing a home office due to the pandemic. These data quotes show how the participants

managed the process.

Due to the pandemic for example, informant P-1 stated, “Also, your family lives there so setting up
office where proper technology, proper lightning, camera, quality of cameras, for me as a teacher
was quite concerning as | wanted to achieve satisfaction level from the student point of view”.
Similarly, the process of setting up an appropriate home office wasn’t only about physical space
for P-3: “I had to set up a completely advanced office and where | could use the technology, use

these zoom devices, engage with students--and how to do that it was completely a learning curve”.

The changes that took place, particularly at the start of the pandemic-forced online environment,
were experienced differently by the various staff members. Main challenges for some focused on
the technical aspects such as setting up an office home or having difficulties with online platform

tools. One participant described the situation as follows:

Coming to this technological part was not easy. It involved a lot of resources. So, for
teacher who was given 100 hour for teaching a course or even for a semester, the
resources were enormous - not only in terms of resources of others but also
compensating the family and environment of home as well. It became a very stressful

situation at that time. (P-2)
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Another experience regarding the technical aspect of remote working was described by P-1, “Man-
agement and also teachers reacted fast for the situation and the technical part worked really good

with zoom”.

A participant P-7 expressed that the transition to distance learning felt easy from classroom to
online environment. According to the interviews the management, both on the crisis management
team and for the middle management who needed to implement the directives, the institution
needed to wait until new regulations and instructions were given by the Finnish government. After

the government informed how the organization could act, they did.

4.2 Staff Experiences During the Pandemic

Most interviewees said they were informed to follow the guidelines and to prepare for online
teaching from home. Some ways how the management handled the change in the organization

were for example according to the data quotes the following.

These changes according to participant P-2 were, “Providing necessary materials and having liquid
for hands available in entrances also masks available in the entrance of the campus in the
pandemic. | think overall it has been done quite well”. Atmosphere while working in the organiza-
tion during the pandemic times was described by a participant P-1 in the following way, “One of
the good things that | could credit or the management that there has not been any feeling of panic

or fear at any time so that is something good to mention”.

One participant shared that during the time of the pandemic, staff members were contacted and
that the organization counted on occupational health service from the University for moving on

from the situation.

Each manager certainly developed different ways, called the personnel and organized
regular meetings, soon as the green light was given, everyone was invited back. There
is good occupational health, we tried to move forward with the support of

occupational health. (P-5)
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The differences of opinions on how the situation was handled was noticeable in the answers
provided. Participant P-4 expressed how the support from management in the situation was
mainly directed to making sure the assignments by students were being done. However
participant P-7 expressed how they would have hoped that the communication during the

pandemic time would have been more active on the management side.

Communication as a point of development is definitely in the direction of students
and staff, would start to develop a genuine reaction. Necessarily in a crisis situation
you have to be flexible, goals have to be flexible in terms of the ways of doing internal

things. (P-4)

The participants were mainly satisfied with how things were handled by the management, but four
of the participants did mention that there is always room for improvement in how things can be
handled. One participant also expressed how they enjoyed the advantages of switching to online

teaching, such as saving time when traveling.

Always room for improvement, could have been handled more efficiently not waiting
for the policy makers or government to make some decisions, should have not waited
for instructions but the institution should have made decisions by itself as that is

leadership. (P-1)

4.3 Support for Students and their Well-Being

According to the interviews resources were added to support students with their struggles in the
middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. These resources included additional discussion sessions with
the students and adding new study psychologists to the staff for helping students cope under the

stressful events. Participant P-5 explained what these resources were:

The number of study psychologists was increased. It was essential to know what the
situation was for international students and what they could have done in the situa-
tion. It made it easier when [the University of Applied Sciences] promised to teach

online so that the international students could get [access] to the study courses.
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It wasn’t just an increase in support staff that the program administrators employed to keep in
touch with the students. Both finances and current teaching and support staff were key to the ini-
tial understanding that the institution need to be active in reaching out to check on students’ wel-
fare. As Participant P-4 explained,"In the first autumn of the pandemic, an operation was carried
out, which involved the previously mentioned increase in resources at the [program] level, a deci-

sion where all teachers and tutors contacted every student. A message or phone call “.

Feedback the staff gained from the students was mixed according to these interviews. Some of the
students studying in Finland enjoyed benefits gained from for example not needing to commute
and in studying from home. Other students from Finland and abroad according to the interviewees
found the situation stressful and according to the feedback the students and staff are expected to

take long time to get back to normal even after the pandemic.

A student directly said that he "cannot concentrate online". The guidance was chal-
lenging, which can be seen today. When the pandemic begins to be in a calm situa-
tion, in terms of students' and staff's ability to cope, we will continue to work for a

long time. (P-4)

The interviews were gathered in the first full academic year after the lockdown was lifted. Thus, it
is clear that the respondents were still unsure at that time about how the fallout of the total dis-
tance learning mandate would impact students, particularly those just starting their studies when
the pandemic hit, as they were moving ahead with their studies on campus. "Two years of
isolation has left its mark on young students. Psychologists and study supervisors tell the harsh
message that there is a load and stress on students. The post-treatment phase of the crisis is going

on". (P-5)

According to the interviews the institution had to assess in line with the situation if international
students were accepted to the University of Applied Sciences as students in the time of a crisis.
There was support given to international students coming from outside of Finland at the time of
the pandemic who were not able to return to their home countries. This support included getting

adding contact with students and asking about their personal situation.
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According to the guidelines of the government, it was monitored whether exchange
students were accepted or not. The matter was discussed, the exchange students who
had already come were in a situation where they had time to go to the city, after
which they have only studied online and have not met anyone.

Pop-up guidance transferred to online and there was educational guid-
ance conducted by study counselors and speakers. The guidance included guidance
on time management and online studying, "How Do You Cope Online", how to learn

techniques and avoid procrastination in the spring. (P-4)

From the point of view of international students, it was essential to know what the situation was
and what they could do generally. It made it easier when [University of Applied Sciences] agreed to

switch to online mode so that the [international] students get to the study courses. (P-5)

4.4 Summary of the Results

The first theme focuses on the organization’s adaptation during the COVID-19 pandemic and how
it was experienced by the participants. In general, the COVID-19 pandemic caused uncertainty for
the personnel along with bringing new challenges and changes. The organization followed instruc-
tions given by the Finnish government which in this case instructed the teaching to be changed
from the traditional class teaching to online mode of teaching. The staff members needed to apply
the traditional classroom teaching to online mode of teaching and come up with solutions to pro-
vide the teaching suitable for online mode. According to the observations of the staff, the stu-
dents' activity as participants in classes decreased the further the COVID-19 pandemic progressed.
The organization had an already existing crisis management group which was changed during the
pandemic to a COVID-19 crisis group, within this group decisions were made about how to com-
municate the situation in the organization and how to follow the government's instructions. The
comments from the participants were aligned and the participants agreed the effects on teaching
were significant. However, the individual experiences were not aligned, and they differed accord-
ing to the different situations of the persons, for example if lived with family or regarding the tech-

nology perspective.

The second theme focuses on the participants experience during the pandemic and their feedback

from the time. The feedback from the participants focused on the organization’s activities during
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the COVID-19 pandemic. The way the organization operated during the pandemic was mainly per-
ceived as good although the participant expressed that there is always room for improvement. The
organization could have been more active with communication according to the interviews. Al-
though the organization had been in contact with its employees individually, it could have empha-
sized communication more. One participant would have wanted to see the organization to take a
more independent approach to the implementation of actions without waiting for the govern-
ment’s guidelines on the situation. The organization had prepared for pandemic conditions on the
campus by supplying equipment emphasized in the guidelines during the pandemic, such as masks
and hand sanitizers. The organization trusted that the staff would contact the occupational health
service if they felt the need for additional support. The interviews revealed that despite the world-
wide pandemic, the organization was able to keep the atmosphere calm without panic. In unison,

the participants told about the management's actions and the support it offers.

In the last theme, results related to the support that students received during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Based on the participants' answers, the organization had increased resources that sup-
ported the students during the pandemic. These resources referred to increasing the number of
study psychologists to the organization and personal contacted students individually to evaluate
their situation to offer additional discussion sessions if they felt were needed. In this situation, in-
ternational students were specifically taken into consideration because they were possibly in need
of greater support as they came to a new country to study without a safety net. Feedback that the

participants received from students was contradictory.

Some students enjoyed the various advantages of distance learning, such as the fact that traveling
did not take up extra time in the day as the studies could be done from home. The other half of
the students experienced the situation as difficult because there was no opportunity for social in-
teractions or and the situation was generally perceived as stressful. In the end, the feedback re-
ceived by the participants was consistent and the differences mainly concerned feedback about

distance learning and how individuals experienced it.
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5 Discussion

This section will provide overview on the objective of the research to outline the summary of key
findings from the research. In addition, in this section will be provided the information regarding

the limitations of the study and recommendations for future research.

The objective of the study has been to analyse how a Finnish University of Applied Sciences
adapted to changes during the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects on the quality of teaching, man-
agement’s role during the time and the support of students. In the time of the crisis the organisa-
tion had to manage under government set regulations and a worldwide crisis state. The data

gained from the interviews was thematically analysed by using Delve tool.

5.1 The Research Questions and Research Aim of the Study Have Been to Cover
the Issue of

How did an international program at a Finnish University of Applied Sciences manage changes and

requirements mandated for higher education in the time of COVID-19 pandemic?

This question aims to examine how the activities in the educational sector have changed during an
unexpected worldwide pandemic. In addition, how is crisis management applied in the organiza-
tion. Sub-questions in the research have focused more on the experiences of the participants in
the organisation such as staff and students and how they were supported by management during

this time.

How did management in the University of Applied sciences support staff in addressing rapid shift

and changes in online teaching?

The first sub-question of the study aims to investigate how management of the organisation pro-
vided support during the time COVID-19 crisis and pandemic to their staff. In this study | re-
searched the operational methods, resources and management styles that were applied during

that time in the University of Applied Sciences.
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How did the University of Applied Sciences provide support for students during the COVID-19 pan-

demic?

The second sub-question aims to examine how students at University of Applied Sciences in the
international program were helped to adapt during a time of crisis. How were the students taken
into consideration and what was done for their well-being and to add motivation during world-

wide lockdown?

5.2 Summary of Key Findings

By examining the results of the research key findings indicate that, the University of Applied Sci-
ences managed the changes and requirements at the time of COVID-19 pandemic by acting on in-
structions ruled by the Finnish government. When the organization was given any instructions,
they were addressing the situation in the organization’s website and through the head of depart-
ment and an associated vice-rector. The organisation set-up a COVID-19 crisis management group
which consisted of Administrative Director, the Head of International Affairs, the Rector, and the
person in charge of Facility Services. This COVID-19 crisis group was meant to make the decisions
and actions in the time of the COVID-19 crisis. From the feedback can be seen that people were
overall satisfied with how the management handled the situation. However, participants reported
that they would have hoped the management taking more lead rather than waiting for the gov-

ernment regulations in the time of the pandemic.

The organization supported personnel according to the interview by providing the necessary mate-
rials needed for keeping staff healthy during the COVID-19 crisis. These materials were hand sani-
tizer and masks on the campus. Additionally, the participants noted that the management of the
international program addressed the rapid change with ease and no evidence of panic. In the
times of the COVID-19 pandemic staff members were contacted by the management and hosted
regular meetings with the staff members. The organization provided occupational healthcare ser-

vices to support the personnel of the organization.

The interviewees collectively agreed on the point that there is always room for improvement. Ac-
cording to the results feedback from the staff members was mainly focused on the need for more

communication under a time of crisis. Few participants reported that at the times of undertaking
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new way of teaching online it was experiences as being difficult with trying to balance work and
personal life. In the times of COVID-19 the management added resources to support students,
who were managing the crisis in isolation. The resources added included additional discussion ses-
sions with the students and a new study psychologist to support the well-being of the students.
Study tutors supported the students by hosting different types of discussion sessions with the stu-
dents to help them navigate in the new situation by providing instructions on time management.
The teachers were in closer touch with the students during the first year of COVID-19 pandemic by
contacting each student by email or phone to see how they were managing under the new circum-
stances. From the point of view of guidance, the students were contacted more frequently during
the time of COVID-19 pandemic. According to the respondents, students reported to them that
working from home and saving time not having to commute worked for them very well but also

some struggled with technology and isolation.

5.3 Interpretation of the Findings

MikuSova and Horvathova (2019) concluded that being prepared for a crisis is important for keep-
ing operations functioning in any organization. In alignment to this research as the University of
Applied Sciences had already established a crisis management team, it demonstrates proactive ap-
proach to being prepared from their behalf before a crisis. The University of Applied Sciences did
not interrupt operations during the time of the COVID-19 crisis instead adapting into online teach-
ing which allowed the organization to keep operating. This decision demonstrated the suggestion
from Elinkeinoelaman keskusliitto (Confederation of Finnish Industries, 2016). Disruptions in or-
ganizations require fast-paced decision making from the management. Therefore,
Elinkeinoelaman keskusliitto (Confederation of Finnish Industries, 2016) emphasize the im-
portance of continuing operations in every situation. As stated by Parpala and Niinist6-Sivuranta
(2022), leaders of the higher education would benefit from better guidance from the management
for possible prospective crises. According to Parpala and Niinist6-Sivuranta leaders would benefit
from skills of adaptability, rapid reaction and problem solving. Whether or not the government is
providing instructions how to move forward and adjust under a crisis the University of Applied Sci-
ences should be able to make independent solutions for the benefit of its staff members and stu-

dents.
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Younis and Elbanna (2022) point out that evaluation of online teaching had been rare in crises.
This study brings light to the missing research in the field. Younis and Elbanna also stated that
without proper application of crisis management principles in higher education it would be im-
practical to manage higher education. Vukajlovic et al. concluded that quality of communication is
important in the process of crisis management. Communication is a pillar of crisis management,
which is also clear in this University of Applied Sciences organization. In my study it was revealed
that the methods of operation under a crisis from the organization's side was to contact employ-
ees and hold additional meetings with them to provide support and instructions. Although the or-
ganization was adding communication amid the crisis according, to the interview results some,
staff members reported needing more communication to manage their specific pandemic-created

challenges.

Selvaraj et al. (2020) found in a study about the pandemic effects on online education that their
target group which consisted of, students and teachers, preferred the traditional classroom teach-
ing although distance learning/teaching brought its advantages for example in terms of comfort.
According to experiences from Selvaraj et al. the respondents had mostly stated that efficiency,
general understanding, and interaction improved with the traditional model. Even though the vast
majority of respondents felt that online learning/teaching did not work as well for them as the tra-
ditional way of education one could conclude that the shock of the new situation and the unprece-
dented circumstances are part of the reason. Regarding my research, the experiences of the uni-
versity’s administrators, teachers, and support staff regarding online learning in teaching were
similar to those of Selvaraj et al. Mostly respondents reported that missing the social aspect on
their daily work lives were affecting motivation of students and teachers according to feedback
they had received. This was experienced according by the feedback gained from the participants
staff members, they enjoyed having an environment where working is not interrupting their per-

sonal lives.

As found in my research, the management of the university emphasized communicational support
for the students. This validated that the organization operated correctly as aligned with the re-
search from Younis and Elbanna (2022). The researchers insist that within a crisis the organizations
management should offer the students and staff members discussion support and guidance. Re-

sults from my interviews showed that the staff and students were competent on technological
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skills and there were no interruptions with teaching or learning because of the technological skills.
The only group that the participants in this study indicated had struggled with the technology was
the first-year students: They were unfamiliar with the organization’s systems. Algahtan and Raj-
khani (2020) found that the most influential factors related to online teaching and learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic were leadership and support, technology skills management and increas-
ing student knowledge online learning systems. According to these researchers these skills were
required in universities mainly for teachers and students to keep online learning productive and
functioning. Edward and Wilson (2004) state that virtual teams are expected to perform similarly
to traditional operating environments. In other words, Edward and Wilson found that the perfor-
mance rate is expected to be similar as working in person. However, the findings of my study con-
trasts with the conclusions of Edward and Wilson in that a working group offline/online is not par-
allel to students learning full time in class/online. The circumstances are vastly different.
Specifically, the lack of social interaction, which would normally motivate members of an organiza-
tion to work more efficiently, was absent in the educational lockdown. Moreover, considering the
statement from Edward and Wilson was made 20 years ago, applicability at this time could be lim-

ited as technology has advanced significantly in this time.

5.4 Implications of Findings

In this research | address the gap in the literature that was noted by Younis and Elbanna (2022) for
higher education. The research examined the experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic from the
perspective of personnel in Finnish University of Applied sciences what they perceived as efficient
from management, how decision makers communicated information to stakeholders and where
decisions came from during the crisis. Understanding these aspects help to explain why and how
decisions were made in addition to giving perspective on developing the organizations operations
during a pandemic. Findings of this research could be valuable to organizations as they provide an
evaluation of COVID-19 pandemic impact on their organization’s operations. Furthermore, organi-
zations could implement the knowledge gained from this study by gathering information from this
study and analyzing it for their usage. Additionally participant opinions on what would have been

useful could provide valuable information for crisis preparation.



32

5.5 Limitations of the Study

Every research has limitations, and this research is no exception. As the objective of my study was
to focus on the experiences of international program, | also could have gathered data on another

program at the University of Applied Sciences to uncover any differences between the programs.

The differences would have been interesting to examine and would have added value to the re-

sults.

Moreover, to receive the most comprehensive understanding as possible for the research | could
have had wider pool of interviewees. Another option to add complexity and broadness to answers
would have been to interview students as well as additional members of the staff such as, more

teachers or the University administrators involved in the COVID-19 crisis group.

5.6 Recommendation for Future Research

Despite the limitations the research provides information that contributes to the field and could
guide future research. While conducting the theoretical framework and finalizing my research re-
sults, | found other interesting topics relating to this study which could provide value and be im-
portant to examine. One such research topics included ideas such as, how crisis adaptation was
operated from the perspective of students during the pandemic and or crisis. This future research
recommendation includes elements that were discussed in the Limitations subsection. Specifically,
interviewing students would have brought a broader view of the pandemic’s experiences at the
university and perhaps could have opened new perspectives on the decision making from that
time. Other topics relating isolation, mental health challenges and such could be also recommen-

dations for the future research with the student perspective.

One key finding from my research is that additional communication from the university’s manage-
ment during the crisis was desired. For future research it could be valuable to examine in addition
the ways to enhance communication via online services to support staff in an organization during

a crisis and analyze decisions and practices based on ever-changing external situation.
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6 Conclusion

The findings of the study address the research questions by emphasizing how an organization
adapted during an crisis. Additionally, will be resulted how the most important participants of the

organization for example the staff and students of the organization, were supported.

The research offers the higher education and for University of Applied Sciences a deeper under-
standing of how the staff experienced the crisis and what they would have liked more from the or-
ganization in a time of crisis. According to the research results, the organization had, for the most
part, operated effectively and in accordance with the policies given out by the Finnish govern-
ment. However, the results of this study showed that the organization could have increased com-
munication during the time of the crisis to be more transparent regarding the situation and to of-

fer additional support to those in need.

For the future it would be essential to investigate similar situations. The way support systems op-
erate in organizations and schools during crises highlights strengths and reveal areas to improve.
By identifying the areas for crisis management, it could be ensured to work efficiently and meet

the needs of those who would be impacted. This would support the well-being and motivation of

the organization’s participants, who also support the organization's operations.
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Appendix 1. Interview questions for participants in English

1. What experiences do you have of teaching during a pandemic?

2. How did online teaching affect your teaching and students learning?

3. Was your work at school or completely remote?

4. How has the well-being of the personnel been taken into account in crises?

5. What kind of instructions have you received during the Ukraine-Russia war? Has the

situation affected the students in these countries and their guidance particularly?

6. How did communication work at the University of Applied Sciences during the pandemic as

the situation had to be managed remotely?

7. How clear were the instructions during the crisis?

8. How have you adapted to teaching during crises and what has your own coping been like

under these circumstances?

9. How was the crisis period reflected in the organization?

10. Has the University of Applied Science used a crisis management plan?

11. Was there a visible development in crisis management at University of Applied Sciences as

the crisis situations progressed?

12. Do you feel that the crisis is already over or is it still impacting you? If so, how?

13. What are your thoughts on how the situations were administered? Have there been any

aspects of development that you would particularly like to highlight?
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14. Can you think of a question that didn't come up in the interview that you think would have

been important to examine?
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Appendix 2. Interview questions for participants in Finnish

1. Millaisia kokemuksia sinulla on pandemia aikana opettamisesta?

2. Kuinka etdopetus vaikutti opettamiseen seka oppilaiden oppimiseen?

3. Oliko tyonne edelleen koululla vai tdysin etana?

4. Kuinka henkilokunnan hyvinvointi on otettu huomioon kyseisissa tilanteissa?

5. Millaisia ohjeistuksia olette saaneet Ukraina-Venadja sodan aikana? Onko tilanne vaikutta-

nut erityisella tavalla ndiden maiden oppilaisiin seka heidan ohjaukseensa?

6. Milla tavalla viestinta toimi ammattikorkeakoulussa korona-aikana koska tilanne jouduttiin

hoitamaan etana?

7. Kuinka selkeitd ohjeistukset olivat kriisi aikoina?

8. Miten olet sopeutunut kriisitilanteiden aikana opettamiseen seka millaista oma jaksamisen

on ollut kriisien aikoina?

9. Kuinka kriisit ndkyivat organisaatiossa?

10. Oliko ammattikorkeakoulussa ollut kaytdssaan kriisinhallintasuunnitelmaa?

11. Oliko nakyvaa kehitysta kriisinhallinnassa ammattikorkeakoulussa kriisitilanteiden ede-

tessa?

12. Koetko etta kriisi on jo ohi vaikuttaako se edelleen? Jos kyll3, niin kuinka?

13. Millaisia mielipiteita sinulla on siitd, kuinka tilanteet hoidettiin? Onko ollut kehityskohtia,

joita haluaisi erityisesti nostaa esille?
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14. Tuleeko mieleesi kysymys, joka ei noussut haastattelussa esille, joka olisi ollut mielestasi

tarkeaa kasitella?



