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ABSTRACT

We live in a time of overwhelming uncertainty. Whether it is the consequences of the 2025 global trade war, the war in Ukraine,
the outbreak of new pandemics, the validity of knowledge, or the possible extinction of humans as a species, the power of

contingency has never been so profound. Understood as events outside the control of human agency, contingencies are
fundamental for shaping our lives and central for thinking about whether and how we can detect, prepare for, and manage
crises. Yet scholarship within crisis management studies tends to focus on the epistemological generating insights and solutions

to thelogical challenge of contingency rather than its nature: “if we can only know more about contingencies and crises we can

stop them and avoid surprises.” This places limits on the types of questions we can ask, what we can possibly know, and how we

prioritize efforts to manage crises. This explorative article shows that our understanding of the nature of contingency has direct
repercussions for how and what we can know. Using the categories of indeterminacy, conditionality, and uncertainty, it reveals
the value of reflecting on the ontological wagers for generating insights and solutions to the complex set of crises we live with

today.

Major crises, such as the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, the ter-
rorist attacks of 9/11, and the SARS-Cov-2 virus tare away the
superficial face of societal stability, revealing the frightening
reality of insecurity. When thrown into an unwanted and
unexpected environment, the stability of life is replaced in a
moment with the primal need to survive. Dinning at restau-
rants, commuting to work, buying groceries, socializing in the
local pub, and other daily habits are upended in an instant.

The deep uncertainty revealed in these moments of disruption
is not only about a scientific quest to understand the char-
acteristics of a virus, predict the next hurricane, or enhance
response capacities of governments; it also lays bare the back-
ground assumptions that inform how society perceive contin-
gencies and the possibilities of managing them. In the modern
era social sciences have—in line with society as a whole—

tended to orientate their studies based on a conviction that the
future means progress and progress comes with an increased
ability to control future events (Koselleck 1985). If the causes of
crises are studied carefully, so the logic goes, then the knowl-
edge produced will make the unknown unknowns more known
and can contribute to avoiding incidents turning into disasters
(c.f. Metcalfe et al. 2015). If government agencies can facilitate
sustainable solutions for agriculture, build redundancy in crit-
ical infrastructure, improve the accuracy of weather forecasting,
reduce underlying forms of vulnerability in gender or income
inequalities, then disaster risk levels will drop, crises can
be mitigated and society will be resilient. However, in an era
where states are equipped with the most sophisticated crisis
management capacities and prevention plans, where humans
know more about how to avoid unwanted shifts in nature than
ever before and where we have become increasingly aware of

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in any medium, provided the original work

is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made.

© 2025 The Author(s). Risk, Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy published by Wiley Periodicals LLC on behalf of Policy Studies Organization.

Risk, Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy, 2025; 16:€70020
https://doi.org/10.1002/rhc3.70020

1of 11


https://doi.org/10.1002/rhc3.70020
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3509-146X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1527-5368
mailto:Simon.hollis@fhs.se
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1002/rhc3.70020

underlying social vulnerabilities, it is bewildering that fortuna
increasingly finds her way to surprise us with undetermined
events (Wohlstetter 1962; Handel 1976; Hybel 1986; Cunha
et al. 2005; Parker and Stern 2005; Freier 2008; Cancian 2018).

The scientific community has gradually acknowledged that
there are limits to obtaining control via more knowledge in
a time of growing international conflicts, climate change,
dangerous technologies, and complex societal systems where
disasters and accidents have become “normal” (Perrow 1984;
Beck 1999; Taleb 2007; Clarke 1999; Helbing 2013; Roitman
2013). However, scholars continue to struggle with analyzing
ways to predict, prevent and manage crises without including
contingencies beyond human control. They continue to ask:
“How can crisis managers be surprised and perform so
inefficiently given all the knowledge we have produced on the
origins of crises and crisis management over the years?” (Rittel
and Webber 1973; George 1979 and 1991; Chan 1979; Betts
1980-81; Levite 1987; Wildavsky 1988; Vertzberger 1990;
Wildavsky 1988; Borch 2003; Treverton 2011; Helsloot et al.
2012). The article attempts to answer this question by ex-
amining the effects of different understandings of the nature of
contingencies on crisis management and research. The point
of departure for these understandings is that they define
contingencies as events outside the control of agency. The
article is organized in the following way. First, we illustrate
the need to complement the dominating epistemological per-
spective on uncertainty with an ontological perspective on
contingency. Second, the value and different understandings
of contingency is explained. Third, the implications for prac-
titioners are discussed before we present some conclusions for
future research and practice.

2 | The Need for a Complementary Approach

It is well-known that the idea of chance, luck or fortuna
remains natural and integral to crisis practitioners’ everyday
interpretations of calamitous events. When they happen, eva-
luations of crisis responses often include references to happen-
stance, and an acceptance of and preparedness for chance or
luck as part of reality that we never can know anything about in
advance. This is well illustrated by a fire chief's description of
his deployment to a major wildfire:

according to current protocols, we should not have been
stationed to that specific geographical area in response to
the wildfire, but I am so happy we did otherwise I would
have lost my entire unit to the fire. It was pure luck that
we happened to be in the wrong place at the right time!

For practitioners, there is a strong element of the (un)antici-
pated that accounts for what can go wrong. This may come in
the form of an expected or unexpected event, social inequalities,
a wrong decision, or a computer malfunction that was outside
our ability to control. Of course, most crisis practitioners try to
avoid relying on luck by attempting to manage crises, quantify
and map risk, learn from mistakes, and improve their capacity
to prevent, prepare, respond, and recover (Rosenthal and
Kouzmin 1997; Boin et al. 2016). But successful leaders also

recognize the limits to what they can know in advance about
crisis processes, prepare for unpredictable surprises, and act in
the crisis-situation on incomplete information that they con-
stantly update (Ansell and Bartenberger 2016; Ansell and
Boin 2019; Penrose 2000). This pragmatic way of reconciling
uncertainty with predictability has also been suggested by
scholars as a heuristic approach that can help us to understand
how to navigate in an uncertain world (Haldén 2023).

Crisis managers know that perfect information about crisis
processes and events can never be achieved, not even in theory.
So, the question from a practitioner perspective is the same as
for the scientific community: are there real limits to our
knowledge about uncertainty or is fallible knowledge a result of
fallible methods for how we learn about the world?

Clearly, there is now a need to expand the analysis of the limits
to what can and cannot be known about an uncertain world by
exploring the impact of contingency on crisis management. In
this article, we move from the question of what we can know
about reality to the nature of reality. The reason for focusing on
contingency is that it can open new way of knowing and hence
help leaders to earlier recognize the limits to what they can
know in advance and thereby more efficiently prepare for and
respond to uncertainty.

3 | The Value of Contingencies

In contrast to those who see uncertainty as a social rather than a
natural fact (Haldén 2023), we believe that uncertainty and
contingencies are an inescapable part of life. They are there
when we predict the next global virus, weigh financial invest-
ments or construct a sense of stability through the reproduction
of social structures, rituals and habits. Many of these events are
fundamental for shaping our lives and are central for thinking
about crises.

While contingencies are a defining feature of crisis, the concept
of contingency is often assumed rather than specifically ad-
dressed in the literature on disasters and crises. Moreover, when
the concept is addressed, definitions remain fairly broad. For
instance, Knight defines contingencies as events that have or
might occur, while Rosenthal and Kouzmin (1993) and Bruins
(2000) refer to contingencies as alternative futures and adverse
developments. Moreover, implicit references to contingencies
often use the term as a synonym for public emergencies (Zhang
et al. 2015), unexpected disturbances (La Porte 1999), disasters
(Bruins 2000) crisis situations (Hobbins and Enander 2015) or
as an umbrella term for types of crises, such as technical events,
“natural disasters,” public health events and accidents
(Bruins 2000; Hobbins and Enander 2015; Zhang et al. 2015;
Rosenthal and Kouzmin 1996). Finally, “contingency planning”
is defined by some as a synonym for disaster or crisis prepa-
ration and planning. Few studies by contrast exploit the rich
concept of contingency as a heuristic device for theory devel-
opment. Some exceptions to this can be seen in recent research
that explicitly focuses on the value of contingency as a
concept. This includes: linking the concept of contingency with
the management of surprises and “unknown knowns”
(Ekengren 2023); building a culture of contingency that affords
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a nuanced mind-set to encourage creativity (Walter 2024);
broadening theoretical horizons (Hollis 2024; Narby 2024);
sense making (Olsson Gardell 2024); and adapting and reacting
outside the normal rules and procedures of crisis management
Deverell and Ganic (2024). Noting this emerging interest in the
concept of contingencies, this article builds on these contribu-
tions by highlighting the theoretical value of engaging with the
multiplicity of contingency thinking at the ontological level.
The aim of this explorative study remains modest: to provide
heuristics for reimagining how we think about uncertainty and
respond to crisis. By focusing on contingency, we not only
complement the studies on epistemic uncertainty (Matejova
and Shesterinina 2023) but deepen our understanding of the
ontological contingencies that human beings today are facing.

While contingency is only beginning to appear in crisis man-
agement studies, it is a well-worn feature in many social the-
ories (see e.g.,, Oakeshott 1975, 101-108; Pocock 1975;
Rorty 1989; Nussbaum 1986), it is often an implicit factor in our
everyday lives and even speaks to the existence of the state
(McCormick 2017, 171). The multiplicity of options from these
and other theoretical positions provides a rich source of ideas
for the discipline of crisis management.

Following the lead of Shapiro and Bedi (2007, 6-7), we use
the following categories to analyze and unpack specific in-
sights on ontology and link these insights with ways of
knowing (epistemology). These include: indeterminacy (how
we approach causality); conditionality (how we theorize the
process or event); and uncertainty (as a basic condition of
life). These overlapping categories open possibilities for (re)
thinking how we live with and manage contingencies. They
are chosen because they analytically place the spotlight on
three central and metaphysical dimensions of contingency.
Yet, the aim is not to provide a metaphysical contribution,
but more modestly to use these categories to highlight the
importance of metaphysics for grappling with the manage-
ment of crisis. As the purpose of this article is to acknowledge
the value of contingency thinking for crisis management, the
categories are purposefully broad leaving open the possibility
of using other categories in the future. The categories from
Shapiro and Bedi are addressed under three distinct sub-
categories designed to explore specific connections between
what is (ontology) and what we can know (epistemology).
These include: (1) how ontology influences the questions we
ask (a fundamental starting point for research on crisis
management); (2) how ontology influences experience in the
world (a fundamental object of research for crisis manage-
ment); and (3) how ontology influences the values (axiology)
that guide thought and action (a fundamental orientation for
crisis management).

4 | Contingency as Indeterminacy

There are three reasons for why we should consider contin-
gency as indeterminacy: the “possibility of possibilities.” First, it
makes us reflect on the philosophical predispositions that
inform the questions we ask and how we answer them. Second,
it expands our field of inquiry toward different ways of

knowing, including how we experience the world through
observations, touch (tangere), and emotions. Third, it en-
courages a broader axiological stance on crises.

The questions we ask. Thinking about contingency as an ex-
pression of indeterminacy asks us to see the world in a specific
way. Through an ontological lens, this reality entails that we
have free will: the ability to make choices intentionally, un-
bridled from determining conditions such as history, birth, fate,
or scientific laws (see Kane 2005). Free will exists, at least from
the perspective of incompatibilists, because we have alternative
possibilities; we could have done otherwise (Gray 1996). How-
ever, contingency-as-indeterminism does not mean we have to
fully reject determinism as compatibilism offers the possibility
to mesh free will with determinist conditions, such as social
values. In the words of David Wottoon: “neither chance nor
necessity rules; the construction of a world such as ours
requires a complex interweaving of the two” (2007, 34). This
metaphysical and naturalistic assumption means that human
agency—the capacity of human beings to act intentionally—is a
necessary predisposition for conceptualizing contingency." This
means that when contingency is claimed to be “outside agency”
it does not deny human choice; rather, emphasis is placed on
(1) the inability and limitations in understanding the conse-
quences of our choices and (2) that we experience (un)wanted
phenomena disconnected from the choices we make. So, much
of what happens to human beings is derived from a series of
contingent human choices; but human choice does not hold the
same consequences:

important contingences for human affairs may be, but
need not be, related to human choice, and many partic-
ular human choices, while contingent in that the person
might have done otherwise, may not be especially con-
sequential for larger social and political outcomes.
Shapiro and Bedi 2007, 3*

This understanding of reality has direct repercussions for how
we know (epistemology). When theorists and practitioners
consider a crisis, they will not only be interested in the mis-
judgement of immediate choices in reaction to a perceived
disruption (many of which were formed through previous
human choices), but they will also want to examine (variation
in) the consequences of choices as well as (un)anticipated
phenomena disconnected to human agency. Put simply, con-
tingency thinking helps us to draw out the causal complexity of
crises while acknowledging the complexity goes beyond what
we can know.

The point we wish to underline here, is that indeterminacy is a
metaphysical commitment and even an objective reality (see
Wilson 2020) that informs how we know and examine crises. If
our position on the free will problem defines how we theorize
agency, and if agency is a central building block for any theory
of action, then it is crucial to take our philosophical predis-
positions seriously. It shapes our research agendas and influ-
ences the questions we can and cannot ask, such as:

« How can crisis managers prepare for, and react to, the
unintended consequences of their decisions in a crisis?
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« How should decisions by crisis managers be evaluated if
intentions are not realized in practice?

« Whose should bear the responsibility for (un)intended
consequences of decision makers?

How we experience the world. If the roots of contingency lie
within the uncertain consequences of our choices, then our
analytical attention is placed on the ontology of the human
being: what is a person? Our corporeal situatedness in soci-
ety, our ability to self-reflect, make choices, and perceive
ourselves and the world around us, takes center stage. How
we do this, how we gain access to the world, is a central
ontological wager that influences the epistemological choices
we make, especially in research. One avenue to take is based
on the idea that contingency is an objective fact: it exists in an
open reality outside of our social constructed meaning
making, but we can only know through our socially con-
structed experiences of the world. Following this critical
realist line of thought (Hollis 2024), contingent events can be
understood through a stratified reality where observations of
an empirical reality—such as the identification of an air-born
virus—are explained through a fallible yet “best account” of a
complex combination of mechanisms, structures, and agents
operating simultaneously. For example, the spread of the
virus would be dependent on the immune systems of bodies,
the location of the persons, the ability of persons to move, etc.
Taking contingency seriously for critical realists means
locating casual powers and liabilities of objects in an open
reality (Patoméki & Wight 2000, 224). This requires asking
retroductive questions, such as:

« What combination of mechanisms, structures, and agents
had to exist to explain New Zealand's response to Covid?

« What has to exist to explain the observation that a majority
of elderly are dying from Covid?

« What emergent features define a crisis managers experience
of the world?

Another avenue that contingency encourages us to take lies in
the idea that we gain access to the world through touch or
tangere; which happens to also be the Latin etymological root
for the word contingency (Carlson 2019, 3). It is through our
corporal experiences, our “thrownness” into the world and our
ability to self-reflect as fragile persons that we encounter con-
tingency as a part of life.

Thinking along this monist, anti-Cartesian line of reasoning
emphasizes an epistemology that—unlike the scientific
approach—expects anomalies without explaining them away
as “outliers.” Instead, there is an opening to ambiguity;
knowing reality is messy, incomplete, limited, and some-
times surprising.

It is not about how an individual's choice can cause a crisis,
but how the crisis is experienced by and through bodies and
self-reflecting persons as a contingent event. In this sense,
contingency can expand the remit of crisis management
studies by reinvigorating existing psychological studies on
crises (see for instance Parker and Stern 2005), perceptions of

disasters (Penrose 2000; Kriiger et al. 2015), the ethics of
disasters (Svedin 2011; Zack 2010) and opens up a space for
conversation between other disciplines such as anthropologi-
cal theology.

A major empirical implication for thinking about contingency
as indeterminacy is the role of practice. The concept of con-
tingency highlights the importance of time and human lived-
through experiences in contrast to static and rational models.
As mentioned, contingency encourages us to relate to the world
first and foremost through our action and practices—our touch
(tangere). The empirical challenge is to capture our “being in
time” as bodies of flesh and blood. In contrast to the view that
ideas, interests, and identities precede action, and are therefore
central to the study of causes of action, our perspective is that
humans first act and then make sense of their actions and
practice in terms of reason, ideas, interests, identities, norms,
and narratives. The implication for empirical research is
immense: the contingency concept has the potential to help
generate a “practice turn” in the field of crisis studies similar to
the one seen in the IR-field in recent years.3 Indeed, this shift is
already detected in crisis studies inspired by pragmatism
(Ansell and Bartenberger 2019; Ansell and Boin 2019).

Take for example, the recent global pandemic, whereby
contingency-as-indeterminacy can help to explain, and place
empirical focus on, the “touch” (tangere) of emergency man-
agers. As the Dutch medical professor put it after having ana-
lyzed the many facts and images from Coivid-19 in China and
Italy: “You see it, but you do not feel it. Only when you feel it,
you are aware of it” (Ekengren 2023). The national experts had
all the information on the spread of Covid-19 they needed to
take early decisions, but seemed to have hesitated because they
had no personal experience of an outbreak—they could not feel
it in their bodies like their Italian colleagues who lived-through
it. Cognitive understanding was simply not enough to generate
sufficient action. In the case of the migration crisis in 2015, the
extensive research on causes, the massive information of the
refugee streams, and the warnings and activities of close col-
leagues in other EU member states were not enough to trigger
Swedish expert actions, not to mention political address. In
many cases, it seems as if the abstract data and knowledge of
the threat were not sufficient—even for the specialist—to con-
jure up a degree of sense making to generate operative action.

A broad set of research questions emerge from this ontological
lens, such as:

« What do security practitioners and crisis managers actually
do in their everyday work of preventing crisis? (see Olsson
Gardell 2024).

« How are their “doings”—practices and routines—affecting
what they will “do next”?

« How can we understand the nonlinear evolution of threats,
outbreaks and sudden explosions?

« How do persons live-through contingent events, and
how does this experience affect their actions in future
contingencies?

« How do persons interpret chance?
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Axiology. A lot of theorizing about crises is connected to a dis-
tinct ontological value system inherited from the Enlight-
enment that assumes nature as ordered and separate from
humans and that knowing this ordered reality can be achieved
through the scientific method. Science is a tool that can foster
technological development, including crisis prevention, pre-
paredness, and response. A consequence of this is a value-based
assumption, informing a distinct view of reality, is that what
exists beyond order and control is undesirable. Hence, crisis can
be worst-case scenarios (Rosenthal and Kouzmin 1993), black
swans (Taleb 2010) and as negative events that pose a threat to
society or to persons. When considering this value position from
a contingency perspective, a broader image emerges whereby
contingencies can be perceived both as positive or negative
developments; a point a number of crisis scholars have already
made (see for instance Ulmer and Sellnow 2002; Sellnow
et al. 2009). Consider, for example, the etymology of happiness
derived from the Old Norse word happ, meaning chance or
good luck; Tyche, the Greek goddess of chance (Walter 2024); or
the Chinese word for crisis Wei Ji, meaning crisis and oppor-
tunity. Again, this view broadens the types of epistemological
questions we ask:

+ How do crises encourage psychological and socio-
psychological resilience (see Alexander 2013, 2712;
Kumpfer 2002, 181-182)?

+ How can crisis management contribute to conflict resolu-
tion in failed states?

5 | Contingency as Conditionality

The idea of contingency as an expression of conditionality
invites us to not only consider human nature and the conse-
quences of choice, but also our dependence on others and
events outside our control and ability to comprehend. To be
contingent is to except an ontological view of reality where we
are “dependent on the collisions of events, bodies, and cir-
cumstances outside one's control, a change in any one of which
could produce a different reality” (Carlson 2019, 38). This
ontological wager has ramifications for the questions we ask,
our experience in the world as well as defining values.

The questions we ask. This idea of conditionality suggests the
epistemological need to include all level of analysis in building a
larger, albeit always incomplete, understanding of contingent
relations (see Hollis 2024). This includes not only the constant
need for horizontal and vertical collaboration across institutions
and agencies, but also inter-linkages from personal and bodily
experiences of contingency to earth system processes.

A good example to clarify the significance of conditionality-as-
reality is to take on a planetary view of crisis. Here, analysis
would start with the ontological statement that the earth system
is intimately connected to and largely constituted by human
activity (see Fagan 2019; Latour 2017). Viewing physical and
social reality through this Anthropocene lens leads to episte-
mological concerns that readdresses the multitude of conditions
that come together to disrupt our lives in an ever-changing
environment. In this sense, contingency-as-conditionality

builds on a growing number of theories on the cause of crises
or disasters that lie in the complex entanglement of natural and
social systems (Dombrowsky 1998; Matthewman 2015; Oliver-
Smith 1999; Turner 1994). The difficulty here is whether we can
actually talk about causality in an overly complex socio-natural
system. As Turner (1994) points out, the idea of chance is often
associated with the negation of causality (Hume 1739), or when
we cannot locate causal links in theorizing an outcome. Con-
tingency thinking thus provides a space for reassessing how we
define causality. This is the path taken by critical scholars who
accept contingency as the basis for (de)constructing knowledge;
to use the idea of contingency as a tool for disenchantment
(Carlson 2019; Narby 2024).

Like those who have been sceptical about the idea of
returning to a stable equilibrium after a disruption (see
Dombrowsky 1998, 182; Hewitt 1995, 321), the planetary
level of analysis also reinforces epistemological calls to lock
our attention on adaption and transformation, perceiving
crises in nonlinear terms and even via multiple temporalities
(see Morton 2018). Thus, crises are not only found in the
unexpected, surprising, or rude event; it is also about (un)
expected events that lead to discontinuation. Frédéric Le-
nior, Philosopher and founder of Ensamble pour les animaux,
for instance, defines a crisis as when “things cannot continue
as they are.” Human activity on the planet (human agency)
has produced an unintended physical and social dis-
continuation with history (Chakrabarty 2009).

« To What Extent Does the Concept of Causality Reduce the
Ability to Understand Contingency?

« If discontinuation requires transformation, how should the
form in transformation be defined and by whom?.

How we experience the world. For many decades, we have lived
in societies where accidents are inevitable due to tightly coupled
and complex technological systems delimited in time and space
(Perrow 1984). Today, we are also confronted with complex
interdependencies at multiple levels of governance, from the
local to the global. The strong transboundary nature of many of
these crises makes them unbounded in time and space. From a
national and local perspective crises are always going on
somewhere in the world. The question is to what extent these
crises will “travel” over borders and hit other nation-states and
local communities. This makes global crises permanent crises
for our Western societies until they develop into acute national
or local manifestations—often in the form of contingencies. The
“tipping-point” is when they cross the border of our own soci-
ety, sector, and institutions and transform into a normal de-
limited crisis. In the realm of the cyber domain, the tipping-
point is when the cyber crisis “spills-over” into the real world
(Prevezianou 2021). The permanent and global nature of today's
crises and their daily national and local manifestations
(weather-related disasters, terrorist attacks, outbreaks of epi-
demics, disruptions in financial systems) distinguish them from
the crises that we have known of hitherto. We have gone from a
permanent process of incubation (Turner 1994) and normal
accidents (Perrow 1984) to permanent processes of trans-
national crises, awaiting triggering events for full-blown local
outbreaks, what we can call an era of normal translocal crises
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(c.f. Ekengren 2018). The crises we experience in the world are
only a small fraction of a much more complex system of con-
tingent relations.

This calls for a shift in empirical focus from incubation
periods and complex systems, in the quest for the causes of
crisis, to the nonlinear causality between permanent global
crises (i.e., global warming) and their local manifestations.
The challenge for research is that many of today's crises do
not have beginnings and ends nor do they originate within
any specific system or territory, such as a nation-state. The
question is not only when a crisis will emerge in our societies
but also where in the world it originates. Today, it is not if
but when global warming, returning IS-warriors, market
disequilibrium, cyber incidents, social inequality, and epi-
demics will cause major crises and potential disasters for our
societies.

Contingency can also highlight how humans literally embody
crises—such as breathing in pollution and microplastics—while
also being the crisis they are trying to manage. This ontological
statement implies that humans are not only the primary cause
of the environmental crisis, but they are also the crisis. It is
impossible to disentangle human activity and being-in-the-
world with the loss of biodiversity, rising sea water, higher
mean temperatures, droughts, and hurricanes.

— How can we include more levels of analysis in the study of
contingent relations?

— What forms of social behavior can contribute to em-
bodying sustainable practices?

Axiology. The irreversible change in the earth system (caused
by human activity) amplifies contingent relations, forcing us
to question our values at a most profound level (Servigne
et al. 2021). This provides a space for those arguments found
in crisis studies that are critical of the tenency to embrace
the spectacular by thinking of crises only as a disruption or
rapid on-set event. Here, we acknowledge important con-
tributions on wicked problems (Rittel and Webber 1973)
creeping disasters (Rosenthal 1998, 152), creeping crisis
(Boin et al. 2020), crisis as a chronic condition
(Roitman 2013) and normal disasters (Matthewman 2015).
Crises, or the conditions for a crisis, can occur slowly over
decades, centuries, or even millennia and may never result
in a spectacle of destruction. The climate crisis, for instance,
has been likened to the slow movement of a roller-coaster
carriage to the apex of its climb without anyone realizing
they are sitting on the carriage (Morton 2018). Contingency-
as-conditionality takes the next step in these related argu-
ments by suggesting that we can think of crises along non-
linear and multiple temporal terms in a similar manner to
alternative worldviews on disaster risk, which can shift value
preferences (see Hollis 2021). For instance, an Indigenous
Tongan worldview on crisis management would focus on
community, ritual (the past is the future), and relationality
as the ontologically informed value system towards
contingency-as-conditionality. This, in turn, can also create a
sense of hope and stability instead of fear and fatality within
a contingent world.

« How do current value systems in a society contribute to the
climate crisis?

» How can we begin to understand crises in nonlinear terms?

6 | Contingency as Uncertainty

Contingency-as-uncertainty means that reality cannot be com-
pletely known. We cannot accurately anticipate all future
events (Shapiro and Bedi 2007, 4-5). This ontological statement
entails that the epistemological foci of crises, as disruptions, will
be largely ex-post because we cannot predict an event with
certainty (Perrow 1984).

The questions we ask. Today's threat environment is defined by
its complexity, where a plethora of natural and physical struc-
tures interact, producing positive and negative feedback loops;
many of which are unpredictable and hence unknowable. A
“simple” example would be the unintended consequences of
World War II technologies that produced DDT insecticide. This
was sprayed over soldiers to kill lice and over crops to increase
the efficiency of crops. However, “the chemists” ingenuity in
devising insecticides long ago outstripped the biologists’
knowledge of the way these poisons affect living organisms’
(Carson 1962, p.23). The point to be made here is the uncer-
tainty that emerges through the use of technology for solving
crisis (lice and food production), can lead to multiple creeping
crises and disasters (i.e., pesticide residue in food products,
significant drop in pollination, the extinction of insect and bird
species, etc.).

As mentioned above, managing violation in an entangled
complex web of social and natural structures and relations
question the modern, positivist, and western approaches to
reality that remain attached to seeking certainty and control
(see Hewitt 1995, 321). Many studies of crises tend to focus on
how to minimize uncertainty and control potential disruptions.
Hence, we see arguments along the following lines: if we could
gain access to and process information faster and more effi-
ciently through technology we would have a better situational
awareness and predictive capacities; if we had higher levels of
trust, crisis communication, local resilience and coordination
would be more efficient; if we had a better interorganizational
coordination, learning and evaluation processes and routines,
decision making would be faster and more effective. Focus is
placed on trying to make the unknowns known through facts
and causes (Perrow 1984; Allison and Zelikow 1971; George
1991; Rosenthal and Kouzmin 1997; Boin et al. 2016). With no
wish to criticize these types of contributions, they all share a
particular orientation to contingency whereby the aim is to
reduce, tame, minimize or control uncertainty (Hollis 2024).
Just like Machiavelli who championed a modern approach to
contingency, the aim of politics is to reduce “the influence of
contingency in human affairs” (Shapiro and Bedi 2007, 4).
Contingency-as-uncertainty directly challenges these assump-
tions by maintaining that uncertainty cannot be tamed (c.f.
Ansell and Boin 2019).

Beyond the theoretical and normative implications of thinking
about contingency through the ontological lens of uncertainty,
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there are also empirical implications. First, when faced with a
growing number of interlinked threats—climate change, pan-
demics, food shortages, and migration—a puzzle emerges: even
though decision-makers have a good understanding that threats
can potentially materialize in their own country, they still ex-
perience these crises as contingencies. Crises suddenly emerge
“out of the blue.” Why did governments not act earlier against
the COVID-19-virus in light of the many foreshadowing out-
breaks in China and in Italy and other EU Member States? Why
were some crisis managers unprepared for the reception of
migrants in 2015 despite the many international reports on the
streams of refugees from Syria?

By acknowledging uncertainty we can make a better empirical
assessment of what could have realistically been expected of the
decision-makers in terms of anticipation and action given their
knowledge of threats. Did the crisis emerge because they didn't
use available information on the developing threats to make the
situation more certain or because the world is becoming more
uncertain and unpredictable—a fact we have to learn to
live with?

« How can crisis management be made more effective by
embracing the unknown?

« How can crisis management capacities incorporate uncer-
tainty to limit surprises and hence better prepare for
contingency?

How we experience the world. Contingency reminds us that we
have very little control over nature (Carlson 2019, 30). Uncer-
tainty is thus an ontological condition of life; it marks a subtle
shift in how we see the world by inviting us to accept contin-
gencies and vulnerabilities as a normal part of our life. It
becomes less about specific disruptions in our social life, and
more about how we can endure, adapt, live with or become
resilient to the multiple contingent relations we face each day.
It is not about disruptions, but the perceived intensity of
physical, social, financial, psychological, and political change in
our lives. By using the term contingency, we problematize the
unknown nature of events and processes and analyze the pos-
sibilities of human response less in terms of management and
more as a question of acceptance, preparedness, trusteeship,
and resilience. At the very least, thinking about the reality of
contingency should reduce hubris.

+ How can human responses to crisis be improved through
the acceptance of vulnerability?

Axiology. Contingency-as-uncertainty opens up another
field of research on suffering and its related theological
and moral dimensions. This is explored by Hollis (2021),
for instance, who builds on Aristotle’s idea of eudemonia
by locating contingency as a central aspect of the human
condition from which disaster resilience emerges. Liane
Carlson also links suffering with contingency through
her focus on “touch”; indeed, she claims that “contin-
gency is a question of suffering” (2019, 13). Connecting
this type of research with crisis and disasters will not
only help to expand the theoretical remit of these disci-
plines, but it can also encourage alternative approaches
to living with contingency rather than trying to control

or explain it. In addition to asking how to reduce vul-
nerability, this approach asks how existing vulnerability
and suffering (from a crisis) can contribute to a better
society.

« When can suffering be good for managing crises?

7 | Implications for Practitioners

Using the concepts indeterminacy, conditionality and
uncertainty to explore the relevance of contingency for (re)
thinking crisis management, reveals how this concept can
broaden the types of questions asked and thence knowledge
produced. But what implications does this type of theorizing
have for practitioners? How can the concept of contingency
assist practitioners to make decisions under conditions of
limited control? The goal is to better understand how we can
help crisis managers prepare for uncertainty and avoid par-
alyzing moments of surprise.

One might expect that practitioners have, at least, an implicit
sense of contingencies, acknowledging that “It was pure luck
that we happened to be in the wrong place at the right time!”
Based on this account, one would expect emergency response
professionals to be always ready to adapt their training, norms,
and practices toward “surprises” and unexpected occurrences
during a crisis or disaster. However, this is not always the case.
One study, for instance, illustrates how the migration crisis in
2015 and the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 led to unexpected and
paralysing surprises within the Swedish government despite
extensive preparedness plans (Ekengren 2023) Thinking about
contingency can be a welcome reminder to practitioners to
expect and plan for surprise and imagine effective crisis
response outside of existing norms, rules and procedures.

Attention to the concept of contingency, as the Serenity Prayer
goes, underlines a need to “Accept the things we cannot
change; Courage to change the things we can; And wisdom to
know the difference.” Considering the global threat environ-
ment, practitioners need the courage to make positive changes
even if global uncertainty looms larger than ever. Through the
prism of ontology explored in this paper, this entails a more
holistic and broader view on crisis management that wrestles
with problems of weak imagination capacity and cross-sectorial
policy on, for instance:

« Problematising the difference between intentions and
practice in crisis management evaluations (contingency-as-
indeterminism).

« Identifying who should be made responsible for the (un)
intended consequences of decision making (contingency-
as-indeterminism).

« Creating substitutes for lived-through experience of con-
tingency to generate imagination capacity and preparedness
actions of those who have not (yet) a direct, personal ex-
perience of contingency, for instance through the sharing of
international experiences (“if it happens there, it can hap-
pen also here”), exercises, simulation games, and new vi-
sualisation techniques (contingency-as-indeterminism).
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« Identifying successful practices and routines (at home and
globally) for dealing with contingency on which prepared-
ness can be built (contingency-as-indeterminism).

« Under which situations should communities become more
independent from organized crisis response to foster long-
term resilience? (contingency-as-conditionality).

« What initiatives can be made to increase proactive en-
gagement from persons and communities to contribute
to modified ways of living with crises? (contingency-as-
uncertainty).

+ How can a more explicit and thought-through distinction
between what can and cannot be known about the world
help public agencies prioritize between the detection of
future crises and contingency planning? (contingency-as-
uncertainty).

We maintain that contingency is needed to plan and prepare
in the era of the complex and unknown threats (c.f. Fischer
et al. 2018). There is a need to find a balance, for instance,
between the effects of planetary threats outside human
control and a humble and wise attitude to what we can
change. A contingency approach provides a means for
achieving this balance through its emphasis on being in close
touch with nature, nonlinear causality, and emotions. It also
adds to the vulnerability paradigm in disaster studies and
disaster risk reduction by emphasizing that not all vulner-
abilities and risks can be managed; rather, there is value in
accepting some vulnerabilities as a means for honest en-
gagement. By showing how and why some risks, vulner-
abilities, threats, and crises cannot be understood and
controlled, the contingency perspective provides a useful
reminder that not all crises can be controlled if they are
managed in the right way (a traditional view in crisis man-
agement research and practice).* For an increasing number
of crises—not least for the ones at a planetary scale—there is
a need for contingency planning rather than just strength-
ening crisis management capabilities and reducing disas-
ter risk.

8 | Conclusions and Suggestions for the Future

Focusing on contingency could not be timelier when consid-
ering the increasing complex and uncertain conditions practi-
tioners are forced the make decisions today. The scale and
breadth of crises can be overwhelming. Crisis managers are not
only faced with immediate crisis—whether it be a cyber-attack
or forest fire—but also have to contend with creeping crises that
have no clear beginning or end, such as the climate crisis or
antibiotic resistance. Some crises even expand or shift the ref-
erence point of protection beyond the human (i.e. protection of
animals) or connect the global with local level of analysis (i.e.,
anxiety over global warming). This “new reality” is even
understood by some as a permanent state of crisis.’

Analyzing contingency through an ontological lens constructs a
wider epistemological net for asking new and old questions.
Perhaps now, more than ever before, these questions must be
asked to address the multitude of crises facing humanity, from

global warming and environmental degradation to nuclear
proliferation, war, and threats to democracy. This article dem-
onstrates how contingency can contribute towards this aim.
This is achieved by reflecting on the types of research questions
that emerge by probing various ontological assumptions of
reality, including indeterminacy, conditionality, and uncer-
tainty. While scholars of crisis management tend to favor
epistemological questions over ontological ones, it is only when
we begin to question the ontological wagers that make up our
research paradigms that we can begin to broaden our horizons
and ask questions that may produce surprising answers for the
complex set of crises we live with today.
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Endnotes

This approach to reality is not only grounded in metaphysical argu-
ments, but is also considered an “objective feature of the world:
[contingency] is not simply a function of our representation of the
world” (Wilson 2020, p. 3). Instead, leading approaches in Everettian
quantum mechanics makes a case for contingency as an emergent or
derivative feature of reality (see Hollis 2024).

%It is worth mentioning here that Hobbes definition of contingencies
neatly overlaps with this approach: contingencies, for Hobbes, is
about: “all things which may be done, and may not be done, may
happen or may not happen, by reason for the indetermination, or
accidental concurrence of the causes,” and even as “events as happen
beside the scope, or intention of the Agents” (1656).

3The practice turn is now contributing to a shift of focus in a whole

range of central areas within international relations (IR). It provides an
understanding of the emergence of new international identities and
units of analysis (Neumann 2002; Adler 2008; Mérand 2008;
Bicchi 2016; Bremberg 2016; Graeger 2016) and new explanations of
peace and conflict (Pouliot 2020), power (Adler-Nissen and Pouliot
2014), institutions (Lequesne 2015), recognition (Bueger 2016), hier-
archy (Pouliot 2016); change (Hopf 2017), and action (Ekengren 2018)
in world politics.

4See Turner 1994; Perrow 1984; Allison and Zelikow 1971; George 1991;
Rosenthal and Kouzmin 1997; Boin et al. 2016.

*Due to the transformative power of human actions, the earth system
has experienced a rupture from a certain and stable Holocene to a
more volatile and uncertain socio-natural system known as the An-
thropocene (Crutzen and Stoermer 2000; Crutzen and Stoermer 2000;
Hamilton 2017; Hollis 2022). It marks a new geological epoch that is
distinguished by the transformative power of humans on the earth
system (Lewis and Maslin 2018). Our physical reality has funda-
mentally changed begging the need to revise how we imagine crises
beyond the prediction, prevention, and management thinking of the
modern Western world.
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