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Abstract 

While scandal can decrease organizational well-being, can coordinated, ethical responses to 

crises and disasters increase well-being? Healthy well-being develops within ethical culture, 

which increases employees' commitment to and engagement in the organization, breeding orga-

nizational trust (Huhtala 2011). Ethical behavior across an organization is shaped by normative 

behavior - positive and negative (Schaubroek 2012) - and a common frame of reference, which 

shapes how decisions are made (Paine 1994). Employees are more likely to take calculated risks 

and innovative where high levels of organizational trust exist (Hosmer 1995, Zak 2017). When 

employees know their management trusts them to do the right thing and make good decisions, 

they are more likely to take the calculated risks that can make the critical difference in the face of 

crisis and disaster. When all hands truly come on deck, organizations are more likely to weather 

the storms of crises and disasters. 

Key words 

Black swan events 
Organizational well-being 
Organizational trust 
Strategic preparedness 
US wine businesses 

!2



ARE ALL HANDS ON DECK IN THE FACE OF CRISIS & NATURAL DISASTER?  

AN EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION INTO ORGANIZATIONAL TRUST, STRATE-

GIC RESPONSE AND RESILIENCE IN THE U.S. WINE INDUSTRY 

“Ethical behavior is doing the right thing when no one else is watching, even when doing the 

wrong thing is legal.”  

― Aldo Leopold 

Prior Research 

Research on business ethics has proven strong ties between ethical behavior of management 

and ethical behavior of employees (Huhtala et al. 2011, Paine 1994, Schaubroek et al. 2012). 

This research has also been used as a basis for research proving links between organizational eth-

ical behavior and organization performance (Hosmer 1995, Zak 2017).  

Research on strategic preparedness for crisis or disaster has linked both managerial level of 

the respondent, as well as organizational size and age of the organization to perceptions of pre-

paredness (Fowler et al. 2007). In the quantitative analysis of our own research on these factors 

on the perceived preparedness in the U.S. wine industry (Gilinsky et al. 2018), we found an in-

verse u-shaped relationship between organizational size and respondents’ perceived ability to 

overcome a disaster, with medium sized organizations feeling the most able to recover from a 

crisis or disaster. Yet, when we delved into individual case studies of wineries in the Napa and 

Sonoma Valleys so prone to natural disasters, e.g., Napa Valley floods (1986), earthquakes 
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(2015) and fires in Napa Valley (2017) and fires in Sonoma County (2017), we discovered an 

additional variable: the role that organizational trust played in the actual preparedness during the 

recent fires and future perceived preparedness of employees at all levels.  

Yet most literature on organizational response in the face of disaster only focuses on the ways 

in which top management response (McLean & Power 2014, Trainor & Velotti 2013). This paper 

serves to fill the gap between organizational trust and organizational-wide response to disaster 

and crisis.  

Methodology 

We conducted both a literature review and in-depth case histories of wine business organiza-

tions to investigate the link between organizational trust and empowered behavior during disas-

ter. Developing and comparing multiple case studies via content analysis for building theory is 

well established in the management literature (Murray, 1996; Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; 

Lawrence, 2010). Typically, this process involves identification of key words and phrases in the 

literature to determine areas of convergence and gaps that remain to be filled. According to Pat-

ton (2002), a content analysis using and comparing structured case studies refers “to any qualita-

tive data reduction and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and at-

tempts to identify core consistencies and meanings,” (Patton, 2002: 453). These core meanings 

are called patterns or themes. An advantage of content analysis stated by Weber (1990) is its di-

rect focus on the products of human communication (i.e. the interview transcripts themselves).  

!4



The comparative case method applied in this investigation derives from the work of Eisen-

hardt (1989), Yin (1994), and Naumes and Naumes (1999). These prior works promote theory 

building via grounded research using structured case studies. Inasmuch as most organizations 

operate in dynamic environments, in which entities evolve, nearly all are compelled to be pre-

pared for or respond to symmetric and asymmetric threats, or at worst, disappear entirely. Unlike 

event-based, cross-sectional surveys, case studies can provide robust longitudinal data for com-

paring organizational responses to dynamic (and often unanticipated) change.  

Several major limitations have been associated with the comparative case research method-

ology. The drawbacks include the tendency of the businesses under investigation to be heteroge-

neous rather than homogeneous in terms of industry sector (Kenyon-Rouvinez, 2001). Other 

studies have taken note of the lack of generalizability of samples restricted to respondents from 

family businesses (McCann et al., 2001; Upton et al., 2001). 

Findings and Discussion 

Perceived preparedness appears less a function of size or age than the congruity of company 

culture, which appears to breed trust and clear communication, combined with experience of re-

cent disaster impacts. For instance, we found a lower-level employee in an organization of high 

trust breeching the security of a human resource database to reach colleagues and ensure they 

were safe. When asked if she had considered whether she might be reprimanded for breaking the 

rules, she responded, "No, I just wanted to know how people were. It was one of those things 

where I was lying in bed and I couldn’t sleep and I just wanted to try to make sure people were 
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okay…I guess technically I shouldn’t (have done that) but I felt that I need to go and do that." 

This response illustrates what we later found in a literature review on organizational trust. "Or-

ganizations with high levels of cultural trust…recruit and retain highly motivated employees, 

(who)…make their own decisions; take risks; innovate;…and display organizational citizenship 

behavior (e.g., helping a co-worker in need)" (Starnes et al. 2010).  

In contrast, one winery appeared to have less cohesion, and we noted a stronger sense of hi-

erarchy and a clear hesitation to express one's ideas. One high ranking executive in charge of 

production and procurement said, "I haven’t seen an emergency plan or our executives haven’t 

gone over it [with us]." "We don’t have an active plan. A plan that is at least 50% successful 

would be beneficial. It is on my to do list but with our culture it’s not a priority issue to address." 

Trust and Communication  

Inter-organizational trust comes from “the belief in the integrity, character, and ability of a 

leader” (Robbins 1999, my emphasis). Trust in organizational leaders comes from a combination 

of high levels of "Aptitude: The extent to which I believe you are competent and capable…(and)

…benevolence: The extent to which I believe you care about me and will continue to back me 

up" (Scholtes 1988). Trust (and mistrust) can be "mutually reinforcing", i.e., experiences be-

tween levels of management will be see as trustworthy or not depending on pre-conceived expec-

tations of trustworthiness , and increasing the frequency and quality of communication is seen as 

the best way to build perceived trustworthiness (Young and Daniel, 2003). In our case studies, 

the role of frequent communication was a recurring theme. Nearly every response to disaster was 
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communication-based. Who called who, when; What was said to whom. "One cool thing that 

happened is that [the president] would write daily updates to everyone in the organization, not 

just the California side but [HQ] as well. We relayed updates on employees and what was hap-

pening at the office and it was a simple way for everyone to know what was going on. I had 

friends that work for large organizations who were panicking because they only got radio silence. 

They had no idea what was going on. Even small communication helps even if the communica-

tion is the smallest bit." Phone trees were critical, no mater what level of preparedness. Informa-

tion was pushed out, but only one had a central number to call to seek information. 

Trust, Ethical Culture and Well-Being 

Organizational trust breeds within an ethical culture (Huhtala 2011). Ethical behavior across 

an organization is shaped by "the understandings concerning norms, standards, and sanctions for 

ethical behavior…which reflected the expectations and desires of leaders at various 

levels" (Schaubroek 2012: 1076). The common frame of reference in an ethical culture shapes 

the very way decisions are made, "unifying…functions, lines of business, and employee 

groups" (Paine 1994: 111). Ethical organizations drive employee commitment to and engagement 

in the organization (Huhtala 2011). In the case of the wine industry, the stronger the organiza-

tional culture, the stronger the loyalty to terra firma. "We cried with relief to see (the winery) still 

standing"; "I told him I was a wine maker and that I needed to check on the winery; he [the sher-

iff] said it wasn't safe. I told him I lost my home already; the winery is all I have". Neither of 

these quotes were from the actual owners of the wineries. Yet these two executives fought their 
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way passed the evacuation lines to see with their own eyes that "their"wineries were still stand-

ing. 

Trust and Community Resilience 

The AVA within the Napa Valley wine industry we interviewed operates as a small tribe in 

time of disaster, as evidenced by significant personal relationships, communication and aid be-

tween similar organizations. These ties extend to Cal Poly SLO where many of the children of 

the community study. The winemaker from Winery A, who lost his own home said: 

"We have friends that lived in Fountain Grove, just down the hill and they have a 

daughter that goes to Cal Poly with my son. Their daughter is the girlfriend of my one 

of my son’s friends. So my son called his friend to call his girlfriend and she then 

called to her parents to make sure that they were safe. They had no idea that the fire 

was happening and then they were evacuated shortly after that.  It is interesting that it 

took a call from their daughter to learn that a fire was going on and that they had to 

evacuate." 

Many Napa and Sonoma County vintners overrode competitive policies to assist competitors 

who had been affected by natural disasters, e.g., Winery A sold fruit to other wineries: 
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"other growers and us in (our AVA) sold our fruit to a winery that lost their production 

facility. We sold the fruit at the average Napa grape price instead of the (AVA) price. 

That…never happens." 

Winery C bought, stored and processed fruit for other wineries, even mixing other fruit into 

their own county labelled blends, while Winery B has pledged to keep a small adjacent winery 

afloat until they are self-sufficient again: 

"a fellow [grower's association] board member lost her home, her vineyard, every-

thing. She only makes about 300-400 cases. I told my owner that I am going to sell 

her one ton of fruit to help keep her business afloat…for as long as she needs to get 

her back on her feet." 

Only Winery D, which shut down for a few days during the fires because of power outages 

and general transportation impacts but was otherwise unaffected, seemed surprised when asked 

about helping wineries who had been affected by the fires: 

"I don’t know wineries that were terribly affected. We could have opened production 

but we didn’t hear that anyone needed it or was looking for it." 

Finally, this AVA-wide community trust continues to impact the belief in the industry's ability 

to bounce back and thrive against all of the climatic and human threats they face, i.e., the re-
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siliency of the wine industry in Napa and Sonoma Counties. Besides the individual efforts in re-

ducing vulnerability to water and energy sources, e.g., Pinot wineries were more likely have test-

ed and/or implemented dry farming and solar panels; Napa farmers relied on recycled water, irri-

gation technology and generators, the wineries understood the value of all hands - in and outside 

their organizations - on deck in time of disaster. 

"Are we ready [for another fire]? God no, but we will be better prepared…one thing 

that was impressive was how the industry bonded together. Tragedy always bands 

people together."  

Future Research 

We found a clear difference in both strategic preparedness - and even the sense of urgency to 

have a plan - as well the sense of community strength and resilience between wineries in the re-

gion, which had experienced greater impacts from the fires. It was unclear whether these differ-

ences were a function of the regional culture, geography, etc. or simply a function of impact from 

recent disasters. 
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Strategic Preparedness for Crises and Disasters in the US Wine Industry: 
Comparative qualitative data from August – September 2018 field research 

Winery A Winery B Winery C Winery D

Demographics

Age (years) 40 19 60 19

Size (cases 
produced)

25,000 25,000 850,000 8,000 – 10,000

Ownership Family, private Family, private, 
subsidiary of 

larger producer

Family, private Family, private

Interviewees* Winemaker 
Lab technician

Winemaker 
Director of 

Communications

VP Production & 
Procurement† 

Production staff

COO 
Tasting Room Staff

Preparedness

Organizational 
trust

High High Low High

Organizational 
cohesion

Strong Strong Weak Strong

During recent 
disaster

Evacuated but 
returned to front 

lines

Evacuated but 
returned to front 

lines

Did not evacuate/ 
did not share 
response plan

Did not evacuate/ 
notified all staff 

to stay home

Emergency plan None “Discovered ours 
during prep for 

interview”

“That’s not my 
job, but we are 
working on a 

plan”

“No plan – get in 
our cars and drive 

away”

Return to normal 
operations

w/in one week w/in one week w/in one week w/in one week

Market impact foregone tasting 
room revenues

foregone tasting 
room revenues 

and partial loss of 
crop

foregone tasting 
room revenues

foregone tasting 
room revenues
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