
  

 

 

Tilburg University

Sensemaking during a complete process of revitalization in a complex context

Probst, M.M.P.

Publication date:
2012

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in Tilburg University Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
Probst, M. M. P. (2012). Sensemaking during a complete process of revitalization in a complex context. Empee
Interim Management.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/daedeb01-c57f-40fe-9ab3-fc099d9a041d


Sensemaking during 

a Complete Process of

Revitalization
in a Complex Context

Marcel M.P. Probst

2012



ISBN 978 90 6464 568 6  |  NUR 807

Copyright © 2012 by Empee Interim Management B.V.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form 

or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or 

by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from 

the publisher.

For information:

Empee Interim Management B.V.

Doornburg 170

1081JX Amsterdam

The Netherlands

www.empee-im.com



Sensemaking during 

a Complete Process of

Revitalization
in a Complex Context

Proefschrift

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor

aan Tilburg University,

op gezag van de rector magnificus,

prof. dr. Ph. Eijlander,

in het openbaar te verdedigen ten overstaan van een

door het college voor promoties aangewezen commissie

in zaal DZ1 van de Universiteit

op woensdag 27 juni 2012 om 16.15 uur

door

Marcellinus Maria Petrus Probst

geboren op 29 december 1959 te Uithoorn



Promotor  : prof. dr. A. de Ruijter

Promotiecommissie : adj. prof. dr. ir. G.M. van Dijk

     dr. F. Peters

     prof. dr. J.B. Rijsman

     prof. dr. P. Verweel

     prof. dr. mr. L. Witvliet



Content

Acknowledgements

Foreword

1. Sensemaking during Revitalization

1.1 Introduction

1.2 The Recession and the Automotive Industry

1.3 The Automotive T-case

1.4 Focus Points and Characteristics of this Study

1.5 What is the Purpose of this Study?

1.6 What is Not the Purpose of this Study?

1.7 The Research Question

1.8 The Structure of this Thesis      

 

2. Conceptual Framework

 2.1 Introduction

 2.2 Social Constructivism

 2.2.1 Introduction

 2.2.2 What is Social Constructivism?

 2.2.3 Structure and Agency within the Ontology of Becoming

 2.2.4 Conclusions

2.3 Sensemaking

 2.3.1 Introduction

  2.3.2 Weick’s Conceptualization of Sensemaking

  2.3.3 Critical Remarks and Additions with regard to Weick’s   

          Conceptualization

                 2.3.4 Conclusions Sensemaking

 2.4 Revitalization 

  2.4.1 Introduction

  2.4.2 Revitalization: An Underexposed Subject

  2.4.3 Psychological and Organizational Phases with regard to   

          Revitalization

9

13

25

27

30

31

32

41

43

45

46

       

49

51

57

57

57

63

65

66

66

67

78

103

107

107

108

111



                 2.4.4 Organizational Aspects & Implications with regard to a   

          Decline Process 

    2.4.5 Lessons Learnt from Revitalization Processes 

     2.4.6 Conclusions  

 2.5 Organizational Change Aspects and Concepts

  2.5.1 Introduction

  2.5.2 Aspects of Organizational Change

  2.5.3 Organizational Change Concepts: Design (or Blueprint) 

               or Development? 

              2.5.4 Conclusions

 2.6 High Performance Organizations (HPOs)

  2.6.1 Introduction

  2.6.2 How to Become a High Performance Organization

 2.6.3 How to Remain a High Performance Organization?

  2.6.4 Conclusions

 2.7 Conclusions Conceptual Framework

2.7.1 Introduction

  2.7.2 Conclusions       

 

3. Methodology

3.1 Introduction

3.2 The Single Case Study Approach

3.3 Insights Instead of Causal Connections

3.4 Validity

3.5 Triangulation

3.6 Quantitative and Qualitative Methods

3.7 Longitudinal Research

3.8 Three Different Roles

3.9 The Ethnographical Nature of this Research

3.10 Trustworthiness: Gathering the Data

3.11 Sequence of Events

3.12 Interviews

3.13 Questionnaire

117 

124

125

127

127

128

130

135

136

136

137

138

146

147

147

147

 

151

153

154

158

160

161

162

163

165

167

168

170

172

173



3.14 Inscription

3.15 Conclusions

4. T-case Description & Findings

4.1 Introduction

 4.2 Economic Background

 4.3 Business Plan 2010: “Op Zoek naar Klanten” (Mike, 2009)

 4.4 Project Turbo 4S

 4.5 Sensemaking during the T-case

  4.5.1 Introduction

  4.5.2 Sensemaking Results - Moment A & Group A

4.5.3 Sensemaking Results - Moment B & Group B

4.5.4 Sensemaking Results - Moment C & Group C

 4.6 Summary T-case Description & Findings

5. Analysis & Discussions

 5.1 Introduction

 5.2 Sensemaking based on Weick’s (1995) Conceptualization

 5.3 Broadening the Concept of Sensemaking

 5.4 Conclusions 

 5.5 Practical Implication s

 5.6 Research Recommendations  - A Plea for an Integrative Perspective

Summary

Samenvatting

References

Attachment A - Questionnaire

174

175

177

179

179

181

184

188

188

189

193

217

233

235

237

238

253

271

277

280

285

293

303

315









11

Acknowledgements

During the course of the last few years, covering the preparation and finally the 
time spent on executing this research and writing this thesis, several people 
stimulated and supported me in accomplishing this study. Without wanting to 
strive for completeness and realizing that only the author is responsible for the 
choices during this research and the reporting of it, I would briefly like to thank the 
following individuals. I really appreciate their contribution.

First, I would like to thank Mike, the key person in this research and Managing 
Director of the Carlux NH organization under investigation. Without Mike’s 
contribution covering a period of two years it would not have been possible to 
accomplish this research. It was really impressive to experience how Mike dealt 
with all the changes. Even though he lost his job during the four months period 
of the revitalization, he continued participating in the study until the end in a 
convincing and fearless manner, which says something about Mike being resilient. 
Mike was and remained interested and open to be the “subject” of investigation. 
He was willing to investigate possible economical and related psychological and 
sociological aspects and causes thoroughly to better understand the situation, his 
behavior, and his process of sensemaking, in order to learn from it. It was great 
to work with Mike and to support him in his process of sensemaking, when it was 
possible and required.

Second, I would like to thank Arie de Ruijter for his confidence in me and 
in the theme of this research. Arie was always available for useful advice, 
recommendations and support helping me to deal with content related issues, to 
keep focus, and to overcome moments of personal doubt. He perfectly understands 
how to play the game and motivated me significantly in accomplishing this 
research. I learnt a lot from him and really appreciate his personality and behavior. 

Third, I would like to thank Diana Bene who unconditionally supported me in 
reading and correcting all text where necessary and providing valuable suggestions 
with regard to content related topics and text. Dia transformed my “to the point” 
writing style into a more smooth and readable writing style via email and two 
extensive sessions at Lago Maggiore in Italy. We spend quite some time together, 
which I really appreciated. I hope Dia will decide to start and accomplish her own 
dissertation process. If requested, it would be a privilege for me to support Dia 
during her dissertation. It was a great pleasure working with her.



12

Sensemaking during Revitalization

Finally, but certainly not least, I would like to thank Jan-Wrister Bouwman and 
Anita Heering. Jan-Wrister for reading all my text and - quickly - providing 
appreciated feedback with regard to grammar and writing style, and Anita for 
being my beloved partner showing a lot of patience during the course of this 
research process. She successfully dealt with and supported me in all time 
consuming dissertation activities, related catering, problems and stress. I 
convincingly dedicate this work to Anita and Venus, section 32/34.







15

Foreword

After twenty years of working for several international companies in different 
positions and industries, I ended up in “consultancy and interim management” 
with regard to organizational change. About twelve years ago, I founded my own 
company offering services to support “organizational change”. This choice was 
not really a coincidence or surprise; during the twenty years before I was mainly 
asked to “repair or manage” complex organizational “out of balance” situations. 
Obviously, I had to offer some personal leadership characteristics effectively 
supporting and improving this kind of chaotic and unpredictable situations. I 
have to admit, I never really understood upfront what I was asked to accomplish, 
due to the unknown organizational internal situation and the unknown external 
context, but I never walked away from those relatively demanding, but challenging 
requests. I really enjoyed working with the available individuals and teams 
significantly improving organizations in various aspects, preferably aiming for the 
characteristics of a High Performance Organization, balancing between short term 
and longer-term objectives. For me, the challenge was to do it extremely well and 
extremely quickly, whatever that exactly means. Key was to clearly lead and at 
the same time clearly support the people around me in various aspects to develop 
both individual and organization, including myself. In general, due to the type of 
“revitalization under pressure” assignments I managed, in terms of what needed 
to be done, I extensively consulted and involved employees and other relevant 
stakeholders, but I was clearly “in the lead”. In terms of how it needed to be done, 
I acted much more in a supportive manner1. In other words: “good leaders not 
always lead”, like: “the best intervention can be no explicit intervention at all”.

After founding my own company providing consultancy and interim management 
services related to organizational change, I was privileged to manage over ten 
complex revitalization assignments varying from bankruptcy, closure, cultural 
change, downsizing or organizational decline, merger, (re)start-up, restructuring, 
take-over, and turnaround. These are examples with different characteristics and 
underlying contexts, but are on the other hand also quite similar with regard to 
“dealing with change”.

It was and still is fascinating and interesting to see how people deal in different 

1   A purely top-down effort, in which there is little or no participation within the organiza-
tion, is just as likely to end in failure as a purely bottom-up approach (Conger, 2000, in Beer 
& Nohria, 2000, p. 100).
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ways with heavily changing organizational situations and environments filled with 
ambiguity2 and insecurity3. For me, as the “leader” and therefore the responsible 
person for revitalization processes, the change was a clear and demanding 
challenge, but my private and working life was not eroded in its basics, as was 
clearly the case for many of my new colleagues. In situations where “someone” 
decides, at a certain point, that the situation is “out of balance” and should get 
back “into balance”, regular individual and organizational life can be shaken up 
significantly; there can be a high level of ambiguity4, emotion, and/or insecurity 
concerning a new job content, a new job location, job security, a new manager, 
new colleagues, a new salary level, a new compensation in cash level, continuation 
of started activities, such as a training or development program, and so on. It 
is clear that this kind of environment contains a lot of ambiguity and increases 
the level of uncertainty for most people involved. This should be recognized and 
appreciated. 

I am not sure if I am the “typical” interim manager, as described by Witvliet 
(2005). To be honest, after reading his dissertation, you do not really want to be 
part of the “interim clan” anymore. It is interesting to see how interim managers 
see themselves; there seems to be a significant discrepancy between the view of 
the interim manager and reality, more specifically the view of “others”, whatever 
that exactly means. According to Witvliet (2005), the interim branch promotes the 
interim manager as: 

“The “superman” […] … who is “the only hero in his own story”, […] … 
owning convincing characteristics, as being competent, is overqualified 
for the job, is creative in finding solutions, is upright and considerate, 
has charisma and natural supremacy, is energetic and has perseverance, 
connects an ability to achieve to a high pace of work, is communicative 

2   Ambiguity or equivocation means there are more and also contrary interpretations and 
meanings possible. As a result, it is difficult to know what the “right” choice is. 
3   Insecurity can be seen as a lack of information and insufficient sight of the related risks 
and unpredictable consequences.
4   Boonstra (2004, p. 13): “In ambiguous situations, people become confused because 
these situations are difficult to understand, due to the unpredictability of interactions and 
feedback processes, and the multiple meanings and multiple voices of actors. This implies 
that meanings should be constructed socially in direct interaction with others, in dialogue 
that makes room for multiple voices”.
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and deals well with people, easily connects to people, is a team builder, a 
motivator and supervises processes at the same time, can draw from various 
management styles, can act well in several organizational cultures, has 
developed diagnostic and analytic skills, is decisive and alert, can handle 
high pressure due to stress resistance, is independent, and makes himself 
redundant” (Witvliet, 2005, p. 15). 

This is altogether an impressive list of “required” and/or “ideal” characteristics of 
an interim manager. In my opinion, it is hardly possible to fulfill all those aspects 
well at the same time. On the other hand, to be realistic, lacking too many of 
the above described characteristics provides not a good basis for surviving in 
challenging and complex organizational change environments, let alone being 
successful. More important is the availability of those characteristics, beside others, 
in the team or organization facing revitalization. On the other hand, if those 
characteristics were sufficiently available, the organization probably would not be 
in such a bad shape. In this respect, according to Bruch & Ghosal (2002), only 
ten percent of managers could be moving a company forward due to both a high 
level of focus and a high level of energy5. Those managers are called “purposeful 
managers”. Why are purposeful managers so productive? Bruch & Ghosal (2002): 

“With their focus and energy, they carefully orchestrate their time. […] 
They also are crystal clear about their intentions, demonstrate unrelenting 
willpower, pick their battles carefully, and feel personally responsible for their 
company’s fate. Most important, they refuse to let others (bosses, peers) 
or organizational constrains (job descriptions, salaries) limit their agendas. 

5   During a period of ten years, Bruch & Ghosal (2002) investigated the behavior of “busy 
managers” in nearly a dozen large companies, including Sony, LG Electronics, and Lufthan-
sa. They found out that effective or purposeful managers have a high level of energy and 
a high level of focus. This implies that ninety percent of managers is lacking a high level of 
energy, a high level of focus, or both. The managers with low energy and low focus are the 
procrastinators; “they dutifully perform routine tasks, but fail to take initiative, raise perfor-
mance levels, or engage with strategy”. The managers with low energy and high focus are 
disengaged; they “are exhausted and unable to commit to tasks that hold little meaning for 
them. They approach their work halfheartedly, deny that a problem exists, or refuse to act 
even when it is critical”. The managers with high energy and low focus are the distracted; 
this comprises most managers. Shortsighted and overcommitted, they feel desperate to do 
something - anything - when pressure mounts. But short on reflection, they have trouble 
developing strategies and adjusting their behavior to new realities” (Bruch & Ghosal, 2002, 
p. 1). 
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Instead, they define their goals, then control their environment to meet their 
objectives - cultivating influential relationships, independently accessing 
resources, etc.” (Bruch & Ghosal, 2002, p. 1).   

In fact, this implies that ninety percent of managers is lacking a high level of 
energy, a high level of focus, or both. By critically (re)viewing the managers I have 
encountered during my working life, this number makes sense. It is needless to 
say that an organization needs a specific percentage of all type of managers, as 
described by Bruch & Ghosal (2002), to be balanced and to be able to function 
well. Nevertheless, only ten percent of managers being able to move a company 
forward looks quite disappointing and limited; the same as the sixty percent of 
managers having a high level of energy, but a low level of focus. This type of 
managers are “spinning their wheels” every day, over and over again, without 
accomplishing a lot.

Consequently, it looks like it is difficult for (interim) managers to “move and 
accomplish” something, especially in demanding revitalization under pressure 
circumstances. This should be a good reason for managers to critically “reflect-
in-action” and “reflect-on-action” and to learn from existing behavior, different 
experiences and available knowledge6. 

After being involved in many different revitalization processes, an interesting 
niche, I have often witnessed the disastrous results of incompetent - interim - 
management and leadership, both lacking “business” aspects, as well as lacking 
“social” aspects. Business aspects such as vision, mission, several strategies, 
internal and external developments, cash management, innovation, new 
technologies, product development, optimization of operational processes, IT 
systems et cetera, are often neglected. On top of this, I have experienced several 
times “managerial activities” such as theft, swindling and fraud, and spending 
immense amounts of money on “non-business” related entertainment, such as 
bars, cars, hookers, private houses, restaurants and trips. With regard to social 
aspects, it is interesting to see how many employees are “damaged” in one or 
another way after a period of poor management or leadership. In those cases 
where organizations were “broken-down”, managers often (re)acted in a non-

6   Kierkegaard once noted that life is most clearly understood back-wards, but must be lived 
forward (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1229).
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balanced and non-aligned manner, meaning too ad hoc, too aggressive, too 
directive, too emotional, too incompetent, too one-sided, too much one-way 
communication, too political, too powerful, too de-reflective, too self-occupied with 
personal interest, too short term focused, too stressed, and too uncertain. Forms of 
unacceptable behaviour where managers and leaders are struggling to learn. This 
is where Argyris’ “competent incompetence” perfectly fits in7. It is also interesting 
to see that managers and/or leaders attribute themselves certain economical and 
social “transcend rights” due to the fact that they are family, founder, shareholder 
or acting in a specific position or situation. Today, you would expect a socially 
balanced interaction based on “equality”, respecting different interests, positions 
or views, instead of - political - power driven (top-down) communication, which 
does not even comes close to a decent form of discussion, let alone dialogue. Over 
the years, social equality and respect seems to be difficult, as already expressed 
by George Orwell in 1945: “all animals are equal, but some are more equal than 
others”8.

As a result, people often are more or less dealing with symptoms of burnout, de-
motivation, dissatisfaction, emotion, pressure, stress, over-utilization, and under-
utilization, consequently impacting the organization in a negative manner. It is 
also fair to say that quite some employees are having difficulties counter-balancing 
this managerial behavior adequately and are too easy in accepting the role of the 
“victim”. In fact, this means that quite some employees did not really “recover” 
from previous experiences, moreover, did not effectively go through a process 
of sensemaking, with an acceptable “in balance” state, as a result. The dilemma 
to improve or resolve competent incompetence leadership is clear; managers or 
leaders acting in this unprofessional manner are often not aware of their own poor 
behavior and do not “see” the related disastrous results, so why should they reflect 
and learn?

As mentioned, especially in situations such as revitalizations under pressure, a 
lot of ambiguity and uncertainty bubbles up. In those situations, it is essential 

7   “What must be avoided at all times is “competent incompetence”. This expression comes 
from C. Argyris (1982, 1987). Intelligent and skilled people are too often very skilled in “pro-
tecting themselves against pain and threats originated from a learning situation” (Ten Bos & 
Gerdzen, p. 4). 
8   This expression comes from Animal Farm, George Orwell, 1945.
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to get the mind of individuals from an “out of balance” state back into a more 
“balanced”, acceptable state by using approaches as mazeway resyntheses9, 
a new employment contract, and sensegiving and sensemaking. Key in those 
approaches is to understand, appreciate and accept this “time consuming 
process”, and by supporting it to provide as much as possible realistic information. 
Reducing equivocality10 during a revitalization process means, in fact, also reducing 
multiple different meanings that exist at the same time and alongside each other. 
Interesting in this process is also the apparently “discrepancy” between on the one 
hand the purpose of sensegiving and the purpose of sensemaking, respectively 
providing information or intervening to “align” meanings to get organizational 
goals accomplished, moreover “to get all the noses in the same direction”, and on 
the other hand accepting an unlimited social plurality perspective by appreciating 
freedom of actors, interaction, and opinions, moreover, the existence of several 
different meanings alongside each other at the same time.

During my career, I was active in many different companies and industries 
covering fourteen countries of which I lived in six myself. Especially the specific 
characteristics of a “local-social-historical” context11 of a specific individual, expert 
or functional team, company, industry or nation, influencing and determining 
“the way we do things around here”, impressed me. Not so much a specific 
culture or opinion, moreover, I am not judging in terms of “bad or good”, but 
more the apparently “unmovable parts” of it; certain aspects of behavior that are 
difficult to influence or to change, or even not able to change at all. Of course, 
people’s minds and ways of thinking and acting are strongly determined and 
influenced by their roots and their current social environment, but why are they 
so strongly preoccupied and attached to it, and as a result, relatively unwilling to 
act differently, moreover, to change? By fully appreciating and respecting people’s 
choices and opinions, an interesting question is: Why should they change anyway? 

I realize this is a rather general statement and maybe even strongly related to 
my own limited view on life, making use of “colored”, “filtered” or even “wrong” 
lenses, and there are many exceptions in many different ways, but in general, a 
“technical person” is lacking some social capabilities, a small company is rather 

9   For mazeway resyntheses see Phelan (2005) in subparagraph 2.4.3.
10   For equivocality see Weick (1995) in subparagraph 2.3.2.
11   For “local-social-historical” context see Hosking (2004) in subparagraph 2.3.3.
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entrepreneurial, whereas a multinational is rather bureaucratic, a three star 
Michelin restaurant is rather obsessed with customer satisfaction and quality and 
a mass production company is rather preoccupied with process optimization, an 
American is guided by “legal responsibility”, an Englishman focuses on financial 
numbers and a German is driven by “Sicherheit”. Those local-social-historical 
differences are important and are strongly influencing people’s ways of thinking, 
choices, actions, and reactions, not meaning that people always do what they say 
… Moreover, as they say: “A Frenchmen has the most creative innovative visions 
and conceptual ideas to create something, an Italian has the best feel for styling 
and is best able to design a product, a German can provide manufacturing quality, 
the “Deutsche Gründlichkeit”, and should therefore manufacture the product and 
a Dutchman is communicative and sharp and should therefore sell it”. Maybe a bit 
general, but this statement could contain a certain amount of truth. Even illusions 
are real in their consequences, part of a multi layered reality. Beside others, a 
multi-layered “local-social-historical” context, like individual, team, organization, 
branch and nation, build up as a set of Matroesjka’s, is, in my opinion, essential 
in, and therefore strongly influencing, the individual process of sensegiving and 
sensemaking. Every “category or layer” has its own specific background and 
characteristics. By functioning for a longer period in different companies and nation 
cultures, I learned much more about myself and other people. This “local-social-
historical” context, as described by Hosking (2004), is a topic I further would like 
to explore in this study.

Effectively managing a revitalization process seems to be difficult, let alone 
managing this process efficiently. Besides the qualification of the change manager 
or leader, various and an almost unlimited number of business and social aspects 
are involved and interwoven. This complex process of “organizational change” is, 
in my opinion, based on decent processes of sensegiving and sensemaking. During 
a change process, sensegiving and sensemaking are essential; without a change 
in sensemaking, no change in behavior is anticipated (Weick, 1995; Phelan, 2005; 
Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). This is something managers and leaders should 
appreciate and respect by choosing a specific intervention. However, according to 
my doctoral thesis supervisor, Arie de Ruijter, sometimes the best intervention is no 
explicit intervention at all, which I fully agree.

After studying Business Science at Open Universiteit in Heerlen, my interest 
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was raised to further explore the theme “organizational change”. This was the 
reason I started and accomplished a post-doctoral study Change Management 
at Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam. This program provided me with a decent 
background with regard to a variety of organizational change concepts, but I 
was still lacking profound knowledge with regard to psychological and social 
aspects of organizational change. This was a motive to start and accomplish 
the Social Science Master study Culture, Organization and Management at Vrije 
Universiteit in Amsterdam and a post-doctoral study Intervention Management 
at Nyenrode Business University. This is where I met Arie de Ruijter and Leo 
Witvliet, who stimulated me to “combine and further explore previous experience 
and knowledge” in this dissertation. As mentioned, several times I was privileged 
to be actively participating in this complex multiple layer interaction process of 
sensegiving and sensemaking, which takes place in a multiple local-social-historical 
organizational change context. This study is an effort to further explore and 
understand this complex process of social interaction to be able to better lead 
and support revitalization processes. It is about: What can I improve to support 
effective organizational change and at the same time appreciate and respect 
human individual and team dynamics? Finally, to apply the “right” fairness and 
sensitivity towards people and organization, to respectfully “play the games” of 
interaction, and to “give and take”, acting like an smooth “equalizer”. Moreover, 
trying to find the “right” balance between the employee and the organization with 
the clear aim to accomplish “as much as possible in an as short as possible period 
of time”, in a pleasant and respectful manner. 

To achieve this, and applicable to everyone, including myself, the first step is 
to critically evaluate one’s “self”, in front of a visible and perceptible mirror, but 
preferably in a team, with the aim to adjust and improve ones behavior. The 
second step is about further optimization, as for example fascinatingly described 
by Peter Senge (1992). Optimization is about the details; the more details you can 
see, be aware of, know or experience, the more details you can make use of. In 
fact, in my opinion, “details do not exist, everything is important”. This is also my 
experience; the smallest details can have the biggest impact. 

Personally, I would like to increase the “number of selves”, to be less surprised or 
astonished in various situations to be able to (re)act efficiently and effectively. Like 
Weick (1995) states it: 
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“The more selves I have access to, the more meanings I should be able to 
extract and impose in any situation. Furthermore, the more selves I have 
access to, the less the likelihood that I will ever find myself surprised (Louis, 
1980) or astonished (Reason, 1990), although I may find myself confused 
by the overabundance of possibilities and therefore forced to deal with 
equivocality” (Weick, 1995, p. 24). 

In line with this way of thinking, the more “management and leadership selves” I 
have access to, the less “issues” I will face or experience with people around me 
being able to accomplish “things” efficiently, effectively and in a pleasant manner.

It would be appreciated if this study can contribute in one or another way 
to understand the complex process of organizational change, both from an 
organizational point of view and a psychological and social point of view. The idea 
is not so much to provide “ready to use” solutions but to support managers and 
leaders in being able to take better decisions.  









27

Sensemaking during Revitalization

1.1 Introduction

This thesis is about sensemaking during a revitalization process under pressure. 
During the course of my professional life, I have been continuously confronted with 
complex organizational revitalization situations, so-called “organizational change”, 
related to bankruptcy, closure, cultural change, downsizing or decline, merger, (re)
start-up, restructuring, take-over, and turnaround. Due to a significantly increased 
level of global competition and, as a result, business failures, the debate on 
organizational change is thrust centre stage once again12. As Francis & Pett (2004) 
state: 

“With the recent increase of business failures, the study of organizational 
decline and turnaround responses has taken on renewed importance. Most 
firms experience some type of downturn, whether due to external business 
factors or poor internal performance. However, the growing intensity of global 
competition and the complexity of organizational environments has caused this 
pattern to become increasingly familiar” (Francis & Pett, 2004, p. 39).

Organizational change by itself seems to be difficult due to a variety of aspects 
involved (Boonstra, 2000; Van Nistelrooij & de Wilde, 2008; De Heer, 2009) and 
the availability of normative, fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned change concepts 
(Cozijnsen, 2004; Van Nistelrooij & de Wilde, 2008). Approximately 70 percent of 
all change projects fail (Boonstra, 2000; Strikwerda, 2005) due to poor (strategic 
and operational) preparation, poor operational execution of change activities 
and finally, a lack of follow up on change activities (Cozijnsen, 2004). Besides 
many other reasons for failure, a lack of aligned, continuous and consistent 
involvement of top management, and difficulties with regard to “changing the 
company culture” are mentioned (Boyd, et al., 2005). Downsizing has economical, 
institutional and socio-cognitive consequences (Burke & Nelson, 1998; McKinley 
et al., 2000; Phelan, 2005; De Heer, 2009). As a result, change projects are often 
over budget, are accomplished too late, are not effective in the end, and/or have 
undesirable psychological and social side effects. Consequently, usually employees 

12   Cameron & Zammuto (1984, p. 372): “Given economic and governmental trends, it is 
less productive to think of decline as an exception to the desirable condition of growth, and 
more productive to consider ways to understand and manage it in various forms”.
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are dealing with symptoms of burnout, de-motivation, dissatisfaction, emotion, 
pressure, stress, over-utilization, and under-utilization, impacting the organization 
in a negative manner in the short and medium term. Scholars interested in 
organizational change emphasize the importance of sensemaking before, during 
and after a change process (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Weick, 1995; Homan, 2005; 
Phelan, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & de Wilde, 2008; De Heer, 2009). 

For me, it is fascinating and interesting to see how specific employees deal 
with those chaotic situations, filled with ambiguity, complexity, insecurity and 
unpredictability. Although every specific organizational change case is unique in 
many aspects, for me, this type of work is more or less a daily “routine” after over 
25 years of international change management experience. At the same time, I 
realize, that for most people involved, this kind of change environment is not a free 
choice and not a “routine” at all; their world is completely falling apart.

During the course of the last decades, scholars investigated several interesting 
subjects with regard to “organizational change”, varying on a wide continuum. This 
continuum varies from extremely “rational-economical”, content related topics, 
such as strategy, structure and systems to extremely “social-emotional”, process 
related topics, such as individual or group behavior, teambuilding, and sensegiving 
and sensemaking. The investigation of a specific topic always occurs in a specific 
context, which, of course, influences the outcome. The same can be mentioned 
for the specific characteristics of the applied research methodology, the specific 
interpretation of the results used by and during this specific investigation, and the 
“colored” view of the researcher(s). In that matter, real “objectivism”, in line with 
social constructivism, can be aimed for, but does not exist. 

As mentioned, experience has taught that scientific research often is “normative, 
fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned” (Cozijnsen, 2004, p. 13-15, 191). According 
to Cozijnsen (2004), this is applicable with regard to scientific research of 
organizational change concepts. Cameron & Zammuto (1984) arrived to a similar 
conclusion with regard to research of decline:

“This model leads to the conclusion that the prescriptions of various authors 
for coping with decline, which previously have seemed to be contradictory, 
are in reality complementary. Incompatibilities in the literature can be 



29

Sensemaking during Revitalization

explained by the fact that they address the phenomenon of decline from 
different perspectives. Not one prescription for managerial behavior is 
applicable or appropriate in every condition since they focus on different 
aspects of decline” (Cameron & Zammuto, 1984, p. 372). 

In my opinion, after studying four “independent” organizational change related 
topics during the course of the last years, this conclusion of scientific research 
often being “normative, fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned”, is, in general, 
applicable for three out of four topics discussed in this study. The four main topics 
discussed in this study are: 1. Organizational sensegiving and sensemaking, the 
leading theme in this study, which is developed in a relatively aligned manner 
“upon an around” Weick’s (1995) conceptualization, 2. Revitalization and decline, 
3. Organizational change aspects and concepts, and 4. High Performance 
Organizations. The latter three topics are supportive in this study, as will be 
explained at a later stage and are “normative, fragmented, ad hoc, and not 
aligned”. Assuming this statement of scientific research being often “normative, 
fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned” makes sense, how will we establish an 
alignment and create a connection between the four topics, which in my opinion 
are strongly related in practice? As we will see at a later stage, the alignment 
and connection between the four related topics is weak, if it exists at all, and is 
often based on a different aggregation level, investigated from a different angle or 
perspective or in a non-comparable context.

In my conviction, based on my experience and knowledge, sensegiving and 
sensemaking is the quintessence of (organizational) change. Moreover, without 
a change in sensemaking, no change in behavior is anticipated (Weick, 1995; 
Phelan, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). This implies that topics like 
sensegiving and sensemaking should be - more or less, directly or indirectly - 
covered or at least referred to when studying the above-related topics. This is 
often not the case. 

Recent examples of revitalization under pressure related to the above mentioned 
four connected and interwoven topics are available in the automotive industry, but 
researchers scarcely get access to such cases. In terms of access for research, 
I have the exclusive opportunity to investigate such a situation in detail and in a 
longitudinal manner. Based on my own experience and knowledge, this particular 
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case offers interesting features to interpret results of empirical research with 
regard to existing theories.  

1.2 The Recession and the Automotive Industry

The automotive industry is one of many industries that have been facing a 
significant decline during the course of the last few years. Due to the macro-
economic recession, starting by the end of 2008, the automotive industry failed 
to continue an increase of car sales. Before, in the Netherlands, the annual 
level of new cars sold was incrementally growing from approximately between 
480.000 units in 2004 to approximately 500.000 units in 2008, with a dip of 
approximately 465.000 units in 2005 (Bovag-Rai, 2010). In 2009, this number 
decreased dramatically to just under 388.000 units (Bovag-Rai, 2010); a decrease 
of approximately 23 percent13. Due to a slow European economic recovery, 
the outlook for the car market in 2010 and 2011 was still to further decline 
(Automotive News, 2010)14. 

During the course of the last two years, the economic crisis has had a major 
impact on operational and financial results in the automotive industry (iSuppli, 
2009). The complete value chain, from suppliers up to car dealers, suffered 
significantly due to an approximately 20 to 40 percent loss of sales worldwide. 
As a result, well-known brand names and/or dealers went bankrupt, dismissed a 
significant number of employees and restructured their organizations. One of the 
established brand names in the automotive industry is Carlux15, represented in the 
Netherlands by over 100 dealers, partly owned by Carlux Nederland B.V. and partly 
owned by franchise dealers.

13   In 2008, 499.980 new cars were sold compared to 387.699 in 2009, a decline of 22.54 
percent (Bovag-Rai, 2010).
14   On the contrary, the actual number of new cars sold for 2010 is 482.531, almost back on 
the average level per year with regard to the period 2000 to 2008: 507.221 (Bovag-Rai, 2011).
15   This thesis is depersonalized for reasons of confidentiality. The brand name, company 
names and names of persons are fictive. As a result, one reference, Op Zoek naar Klanten, 
(Mike, 2009), the Managing Director of Carlux NH, is fictive as well. “Carlux” is a combina-
tion of “Car” and “luxurious”, due to its real position in a luxurious market segment.   
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1.3 The Automotive T-case

The Automotive Carlux Group is one of the Carlux franchise dealers and, beside 
other automotive activities, representing seven Carlux locations, of which two are 
located in the North-West of the Netherlands, named Carlux Noord-Holland, in 
brief Carlux NH. Those two locations are providing the context of investigation for 
this thesis. In 2009 and 2010 those two Carlux NH locations suffered heavily as 
well. Consequently, approximately 20 percent of the employees were released in 
2009. Over the last few years, ranked from 1 to 100 on a Carlux Nederland B.V. 
performance scale, Carlux NH proved to be average to poor (Mike, 2009). To be 
able to survive, it is necessary to significantly improve operational and financial 
performance in the short term. 

Management of decline in a declining sector seems to be complicated16. The idea 
for Carlux NH is to realize a “metamorphosis” within a relatively short period. 
Originally the anticipated timeframe to achieve this improvement was one year, 
up to January 2011, however, due to an extremely high internal and external 
pressure, this timeframe has been significantly shortened to the challenging date 
of July 1st, 2010. Moreover, a successful metamorphosis should be accomplished 
within a period of only 4 months. This “metamorphosis revitalization project” 
is called: Turbo 4S17, in short, the “T-case”. The purpose of this revitalization 

16   According to Krantz (1985), management of decline in a declining sector is complicated, 
because: ”failure in this context often results not from management mistakes or organiza-
tional dysfunction, but is symptomatic of a larger, more inclusive structural change” (Krantz, 
1985, p. 1). Managing the process of decline is extraordinarily difficult and the conditions 
are perilous: “An increased need for careful thought and collaborative planning is under-
mined by the volatility of the situation and the anxieties inherent in failure and mourn-
ing. Enormous stress inevitably leads to an increase of fantasy-driven elements of group 
behavior. Powerful and primitive emotions strain social defense systems beyond the group’s 
capacity to contain and modify them” (Krantz, 1985, p. 14). 
17   Project Turbo 4S is the project name to initiate, manage and realize the “quantum leap 
in business results in less than a year”. After some brainstorming between Mike and I, 
the “Turbo 4S” name originated. We wanted to come up with a fascinating and stunning 
name to impress employees and to express the core characteristics and importance of this 
revitalization project; everybody should “think” and “talk” Turbo 4S. “Turbo” is chosen to ac-
centuate the relatively short change period of only four months and to stress the high-level 
pressure on and expected contribution of employees. The “4S” is related to the following 
concepts: Superior, Service, Significant and Speed. Moreover, this automotive related term 
stipulates a superior performance (on a High Performance Organization level), based on 
an internal and external oriented Service approach, a required and expected Significant 
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is to become “best in class” by organizing tasks and responsibilities extremely 
low in the organization. Moreover, a “decentralized approach” will be key and 
the basis for adequate operational responsibility and professional execution of 
activities in all aspects. Progress - or regress - is measured by a limited number 
of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). To achieve this best in class position, 
expected improvements differ per KPI from a few percent up to a few hundred 
percent. Hereto, all operational and social processes, including systems and 
documents, are reviewed in detail and (re)defined to the highest standards. 
High level pre-work has been done (Mike, 2009), but needs further additions, 
alignment and detail. In addition, all aspects related to Human Resources 
need adjustment, alignment and attention. Finally, mainly to better understand 
internal and external organizational dynamics, four “learning” goals are given 
for management. Those learning goals are related to the four aforementioned 
main topics of this study: 1. Organizational sensegiving and sensemaking, 2. 
Revitalization and decline, 3. Organizational change aspects and concepts, and 4. 
High Performance Organizations. 

1.4 Focus Points and Characteristics of this Study 

This study has two main focus points:

1. The investigation of a process of sensemaking in a complex organizational 
revitalization context. More specifically:

How do we, as managers, cope with this revitalization process? Moreover, how 
do we, as individuals, in this context, go through a process of sensemaking? 
These questions are considered to be one of the four learning goals for the 
Management Team. 

2. Providing a broad conceptual framework covering phases individuals and 
organizations are going through during a process of revitalization. More 
specifically:

increase of performance (from a poor to average level to a high performance level; the 
“quantum leap”) with Speed; to be accomplished in only four months.
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A. What are the organizational and psychological phases with regard to 
revitalization, the organizational aspects and implications with regard 
to a decline process, and what kind of lessons can be learnt from 
revitalization processes? 

B. What are the key aspects of organizational change and what kind of 
change concepts are available to support such a change? 

C. What are the main characteristics of a High Performance Organization 
and what do we need to improve to become and remain a High 
Performance Organization?

The first focus point and the related learning goal provides the basis for the 
research question, which will be described and explained in paragraph 1.7. The 
second focus point and the related three learning goals are supportive and 
considered as part of the organizational revitalization context in which the process 
of sensemaking takes place. The study contains several specific “stand-alone” 
characteristics, and characteristics originated by the interwoven combination of 
these characteristics. These characteristics, in random order, are:

•	 This study covers roughly five different, more or less consecutive, but at the 
same time iterative, “phases” of organizational development connected by an 
inscription18 of a process of sensegiving and sensemaking, mainly viewed from 
a retrospective perspective and partly from a prospective perspective. Those 
consecutive phases are: 1. The moment starting the decline period; state 
2008, 2. The decline period, 3. The moment of initiating concrete action to 
start a recovery period; state 2010, 4. The recovery period itself, and 5. The 
“final” situation to aim for, preferably based on the characteristics of a High 
Performance Organization. Those phases are outlined in the figure on the next 
page.

18    The interaction between participants and Researcher is considered to be a conscious at-
tempt to organize or structure, ambiguous, questionable, unclear or even not understandable 
data. Instead of a description an inscription is applicable: “not so much a method of transfer-
ring information as a material operation of creating order” (Latour & Woolgar, 1986, p. 245).



34

Sensemaking during Revitalization

Figure 1. From decline to HPO - A process of revitalization.

•	 This study provides, besides a conceptual framework about a process of 
sensegiving and sensemaking, the leading theme in this study, a relatively 
broad conceptual framework with regard to the outlined process of 
organizational change, covering the following three subjects: 1. Revitalization 
and decline, 2. Organizational change aspects and concepts, and 3. High 
Performance Organizations. This is to better understand the context in which 
the process of sensegiving and sensemaking takes place.

•	 The quintessence of the process of sensemaking in this study is based on the 
conceptualization of Weick (1995). Although Weick’s (1995) conceptualization 
offers an adequate basis, it still has some imperfections to support this study. 
As a result, additional views are required to further refine Weick’s (1995) 
conceptualization. The “missing” micro-macro problem in social theory based 
on Wiley (1988), a social plurality perspective based on Van Dongen et al. 
(1996), (un)conscious and prospective sensemaking and emotions based Gioia 
& Mehra (1996), and the importance of a specific context based on Van Londen & 
De Ruijter (2001) and Hosking (2004) will be covered. In addition, several types 
of problems and contextual complexity in which an individual and organization 
interact will be described, based on Rittel & Webber (1973), Heifetz (1994), Kurtz 
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& Snowden (2003), and Scharmer (2010). Weick’s (1995) conceptualization will 
be further completed and refined by describing the importance of “inequality” in 
interaction, related to a difference in - political - power. This is based on Popper 
(1957), Foucault (1975), Zald & Berger (1978), Crozier & Friedberg (1980), Quinn 
(1980), Kanter (1983), Pettigrew (1985), Morgan (1986), Demers (2007), Huff 
(1988), De Heer (2009), and Fellunga (2012). Finally, an introduction with regard 
to emotion during organizational change and downsizing, a neglected subject by 
Weick (1995), will be given based on Fineman (2008). A longitudinal perspective 
with regard to organizational sensemaking - the sequential and reciprocal cycle of 
sensegiving and sensemaking - based on Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) will close the 
list of additions.

Especially Hosking’s (2004) view, in line with Chia’ s (1996) “stabilized effects”, is 
in my opinion essential and a ponderous argument in a process of sensemaking. 
In my view, the “local-social-historical” context, as described by Hosking (2004), 
is “categorized and multi-layered”, consists out of several interwoven categories 
and layers, getting more “fundamental” in the process of sensemaking, as soon 
as it comes closer to the “lived experience” of an individual. 

To give an example of one “category with layers” applicable in this study, 
starting wide and zooming in, is the recession in the automotive industry 
worldwide, the recession in the automotive industry in the Netherlands, 
the effects on Carlux Nederland B.V., the effects on the Automotive Carlux 
Group, the “economical” and related “psychological and sociological” effects 
of this recession on the two Carlux NH locations involved in this study, the 
“economical” and related “psychological and sociological” effects of this 
recession on the management team, and finally the “economical” and related 
“psychological and sociological” effects of this on the Managing Director of 
Carlux NH, are respectively, in an increasing degree influencing the Managing 
Director’s process of sensemaking and are slowly “fading away” as the 
“distance” increases. On top of this layered and interwoven category, other 
layered categories are (inter)actively influencing the process of sensemaking, 
such as the category “Coach”, “Consultant”, “education” with regard to the 
four learning goals, “private”, and “revitalization” (read: the project context, 
the T-case) et cetera. A fictive example of this complex and interwoven 
categorized and multi-layered local-social-historical context is outlined in 
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the figure below: specific categories, expressed in A, B, C, et cetera, are 
influencing a process of sensemaking with major, mediocre or low impact, 
depending on, for example, past experiences and - one or more - “critical” 
moments of truth.

Figure 2. Local-social-historical context - Categories.

Based on this view, it is needless to say that it seems to be impossible to 
apply an exact “failure mode and effects analysis” with regard to a process of 
sensemaking, as sometimes suggested in theoretical essays. 

•	 The study concerns a type of Action Research, meaning concerted local action, 
based on the pragmatic approach of workability, as described by Johanson & 
Lindhult (2008)19. In this study “lived experience” and “collaborative knowledge” 

19   Johanson & Lindhult (2008) discuss the distinction between two threads of the field of 
Action Research (AR): the critical and the pragmatic approaches. They recognize that there 
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collide in search of action within the T-case Management Team, seeking 
interaction between praxis and theory, but most importantly, connecting goals 
to a further development of the group itself and research, as described by 
Gustavsen (2008)20 and supported by the four before mentioned learning goals.

is a continuum between these two extremes and that mixtures can be applied, without 
having a preference for one of the two. They see AR as presenting the challenge of combin-
ing development and research for mutual benefit of the Researcher and the target group, 
through direct interaction. The purpose of the critical approach is emancipation; shedding 
light on unbalance to move a group forward. In this case, there are five main characteris-
tics: 1. The action focus is resistance and liberation, using contrast for action and realization, 
2. It identifies dominant interests in terms of power, highlighting imbalance and unfairness, 
3. The Researcher is, with reflective knowledge, as questioner, more distanced, 4. The 
research focus is reflection and development focus is raising consciousness, and 5. Dialogue, 
to promote openness to others. The purpose of the pragmatic approach is workability; mak-
ing sure a group moves forward by looking for balance. This approach has the following five 
main characteristics: 1. Action focus is cooperative and experimental to find new ways of 
doing things together, 2. It considers power as impressionable, meaning a small player can 
have impact as well, 3. The role of the Researcher, as mediator, is being close and involved 
with practical knowledge, 4. The research focus is action and dialogue and the represen-
tatives of this approach believe in development by experiential learning by doing, and 5. 
Dialogue is action-oriented and cooperative. Johanson & Lindhult (2008) propose the critical 
approach when power relations are asymmetrical, there are invisible restricting structures, 
and there is a need for break-through. The pragmatic approach is proposed when power 
relations are essentially equal and there is an obvious need for people to come together and 
concerted action and local theory is needed due to compartmentalization and fragmentation.
20   Gustavsen (2008) describes the history and emergence of different varieties of action re-
search (AR), focusing on the tension between generalization and specific knowledge. While 
doing interaction and research with the target group, the Researcher gains data that enables 
future predictions, but very importantly, another aim is to develop the group itself. As such, 
AR is a mixture of consulting and research. Gustavsen tracks the history of AR back to 
research on how mine workers could show problem solving behavior. Theories drawn from 
certain cases did not always fit other local theories and there was a split between the gener-
al perspective and the local theory. In the 1980s, the pressure for generalization remained. 
In the 1990s, local and regional networks were set up for professionals to network between 
conferences and to provide knowledge on ways of working. Gustavsen (2008) groups the 
historical developments into 4 phases: 1. AR was claiming universality, but offered specific 
solutions, 2. Local theory was seen as the core activity and not as a way to test general 
theories. 3. Re-generalization of local theory connected through a network, and 4. A focus 
on how to connect local projects and to learn through dialogue. There was a shift from one 
intellectual centre to several research groups connecting and accumulating knowledge; the 
general emerges through interaction with other local experience. The main message is that 
the usefulness of a theory can be measured by its ability to reach out in society, mobilize 
people and give rise to new practices. In terms of impact, Gustavsen (2008) believes in 
linking different spheres to each other, so they can reinforce each other and create a social 
movement. The author believes that AR is at the core of change; it is at the inside of change 
movements and he underlines the importance of networks.
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•	 The Researcher is for a period of three to four months, covering three to 
five days a week, full-time involved in three distinctive, but complementary 
and interwoven roles i.e. Coach, Consultant, and Researcher. The main focus 
is the role as Researcher. Nevertheless, the two remaining roles - Coach 
and Consultant - are fulfilled at the same time, giving the opportunity to 
actively collide “lived experience” and “collaborative knowledge”, and to spent 
additional time with and in between the individuals, providing an opportunity 
to gain more in terms of “to see” and “to feel” the actual situation (Johanson & 
Lindhult (2008). 

•	 This study employs a longitudinal research approach; not in the “classical” 
sense of an investigation covering a period of at least ten to fifteen years, but 
in the following two senses. First, longitudinal, as described by Yin: “studying 
the same single case at two or more points in time” (Yin, 2009, p. 49), and 
second, longitudinal, in a sense as used by Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991): the 
sensegiving and sensemaking process is recorded and, in two later stages, 
evaluated, resulting in a “wave motion” approach through the sequential 
and reciprocal cycle of sensegiving and sensemaking. This wave motion and 
evaluation approach is also applicable in this study and covering a period of 
two years. The three consecutive research moments, the moments of truth, 
are:
I. Moment A, Group A: The “scheduled” part of the revitalization process 

of the T-case took four months and during this period all forty-one 
employees, including the six Managers21, were actively participating in an 
individual manner in two ways: 1. Participating in improving the actual 
business situation, and 2. Participating in the research by providing detailed 
information with regard to their opinion about the overall business situation 
and what needed to be improved, and specifically about the functioning 
of the individual members of the Management Team. In addition, every 
individual Manager completed five times the same questionnaire during the 
four months period of revitalization. The outcome of the forty-one interviews 
has been evaluated in detail in separate sessions with all employees, 
Management Team, and every individual Manager. 

21   It concerns the six Management Team members: the Managing Director, the Sales Man-
ager (by the start of the T-case a vacant position), the After-Sales Manager, the Warehouse 
Manager, the Shop Floor Manager South-East and the Shop Floor Manager West. 
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II. Moment B, Group B: Ten months after the four months period of 
revitalization - see point I -, every individual Manager, with one exception22, 
evaluated previous contribution (Moment A, Group A) i.e. the feedback of 
all employees during the four months period of revitalization, the outcome 
of the five questionnaires filled out by this specific manager during the four 
months of revitalization, and the outcome of the interview held with this 
specific manager during the four months period of revitalization. 

III. Moment C, Group C: Ten months after the first evaluation - see point 
II - a second evaluation took place with the Managing Director only, 
evaluating previous contribution i.e. the feedback of all employees 
during the four months period of revitalization, the outcome of the five 
questionnaires filled out by him during these four months, the outcome 
of the first evaluation of the five managers and the outcome of the 
interview of the first evaluation held with the Managing Director. Those 
three consecutive moments of truth are the three specific moments, used 
to evaluate, analyze, understand and record the process and outcome of 
the Managing Director’ sensemaking. At the same time, every consecutive 
step delimitates the next level from the previous one and “zooms in” 
from sensemaking of all forty-one employees, to the sensemaking of 
the six managers towards the sensemaking of the Managing Director; 
the “picture” of the previous step is used as a part of the “local-social-
historical” context in the following step. In other words, every single 
moment deals with a different group of employees, starting with all 
employees (forty-one persons), followed by the Management Team (six 
persons), as part of all employees, and finally followed by the Managing 
Director (one person), as part of the Management Team. 

In summary, the longitudinal process of sensemaking is based on three research 
moments, the moments of truth, and three related groups spread over a period of 
two years, as outlined on the next page. 

22   One manager, the Warehouse Manager, Dave, decided not to continue with the research 
after the four months revitalization period. For details see subparagraph 4.5.3.
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Figure 3. The complete process of sensemaking - Moments A, B and C.

•	 As we will see, the Managing Director of Carlux NH, Mike, lost his job during 
the four months period of the T-case, but continued participating in the study 
until the end in a convincing and fearless manner23, which says something 
about Mike being resilient24. Mike was and remained interested and open to be 
the “subject” of investigation. He was willing to investigate possible economical 
and related psychological and sociological aspects and causes thoroughly to 
better understand the situation, his behavior, and his process of sensemaking, 
in order to learn from it. A part of this sensemaking process included a 

23   Participation in this kind of research is difficult to accomplish. Besides that lagging results 
are associated with failure and poor management, time pressure plays a role in not wanting 
to participate in research: “it is difficult to investigate those kinds of situations; managers 
are not appreciating special attention in difficult times due to sensitivities in the organization 
or the association with failure or poor management” (De Heer, 2009, p. 16-17). 
24   According to Coutu (2002), in Witvliet (2005, p. 138), people who are resilient contain 
three characteristics: 1. Being able to face reality and actively make sense of it, 2. Being 
able to make sense of the new situation and to connect this situation with a new imagina-
tive situation, based on a strong value system and being authentic in behavior, and 3. To 
accomplish “things” in a creative manner, based on “what is available”. 
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thorough multiple retrospective evaluation of previous findings. 
•	 This study about sensemaking during a revitalization process is explorative, 

meaning no theoretical hypothesis will be tested. This implies that results 
of empirical, quantitative, but mainly qualitative research will be interpreted 
according to existing theories. The intention is to use techniques applied in 
typical psychological research as well as in typical anthropological research to 
support the view of an unlimited plurality perspective in social constructivism 
and in line with the perspective of triangulation. Consequently, this study does 
not have a typical psychological or ethnographical research design25. The goal 
is to explore, evaluate, understand and inscribe a process of sensemaking 
during revitalization. Moreover, it is about researching the “lived experience” 
of specific participators. Due to the fact that I was actively participating in 
“daily business” in three different roles for a period of four months and was 
interviewing, observing, recording and inscribing this “lived experience”, I 
partly take a limited ethnographic approach due to my conviction that “being 
there” (Yanow, 2009) is an adequate manner to best “see” and “feel” the 
actual situation i.e. the context, the actual working environment, the actions, 
and reactions. As a result, to gain trustworthiness, I will make use of a limited 
number of ethnographical research methodologies, such as describing the 
position of the Researcher and my personal lenses. 

1.5 What is the Purpose of this Study? 

The purpose of this study is threefold:

To connect five different, more or less consecutive, but at the same time 
iterative, “phases” of organizational development by sensemaking in an 

25   According to Yanow (2009) a decent ethnographical research design should contain the 
following elements: Place and space (research settings), time (timing and duration), time 
and space together (exposure), silences, the Researchers’ role (positionality and prior knowl-
edge), access (getting in and maintaining relationships), data details and representation. 
In addition, room for dealing with doubt, belief and abduction should be available (Locke, 
Golden-Biddle & Feldman, 2008). From a readers perspective (Yanow, 2009), the sense of 
“being there” should be accomplished efficiently. In more detail: reflexivity and the improvi-
sational character of interpretive research.

1.
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understandable and relatively practical manner26. The first phase at the 
start: from an “acceptable” organizational performance level, via the second 
phase: a period of significant decline, into the third phase: an “unacceptable” 
organizational performance level, via the fourth phase: a period of significant 
- positive - organizational development, back into the fifth and last phase: 
an “acceptable” organizational performance level, or preferably above this 
level and based on the characteristics of a High Performance Organization. 
In fact, practical experiences interactively collected during the five phases of 
development are influencing the ongoing - retrospective and prospective - 
process of sensemaking, and are therefore - directly or indirectly and whether 
the subject is aware of it or not - connected.
To discuss each of the four theoretical topics with a certain level of detail so 
that the ”subject of investigation”, the Managing Director of Carlux NH, his 
Management Team, the Researcher and the reader of this study can better 
understand “what a revitalization process is all about”. Also, not to become 
a specialist with regard to a specific topic, but to provide enough detail to 
be able to connect personal experience and knowledge with a conceptual 
framework in an understandable and relatively practical manner. With this 
purpose in mind, it makes sense to provide different “randomly” selected 
views based on different approaches, angles or perspectives, and contexts to 
stimulate creative thinking based on cross-pollination. 
To provide information about the revitalization process in which the Managing 
Director of Carlux NH, his Management Team, the Researcher and the 
reader can recognize many connection points to previous experience and/
or knowledge, in order to evaluate, learn and develop on an organizational 
and/or personal level. According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is based on 

26   In my view there are relatively limited studies covering a wide range of practical and 
understandable “daily” subjects supporting the “average” manager in understanding and re-
solving his or her problems. It is interesting to explore a specific subject in a specific context 
in depth, but this approach will often not provide a practical and applicable “overall” view in 
terms of supporting a manager with “his” reality, where more topics are interwoven and on 
the table at the same time. For example, before a revitalization process starts the situation 
was “acceptable”, something went wrong, a crisis occurred, and the situation needed to be 
“repaired”. Based on a “future expectation”, actions are initiated and accomplished. On a 
“high level”, no revitalization process is lacking one of those described phases, but we hardly 
see studies covering them all with a certain detail in an understandable and applicable man-
ner.

2.

3.
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a process of reducing ambiguity, uncertainty or equivocality. In other words, 
the more we “experience” or “know”, the easier it is “to make sense of a 
situation”. As Weick (1995, p. 24) states it: 
“The more selves I have access to, the more meanings I should be able to 
extract and impose in any situation. Furthermore, the more selves I have 
access to, the less the likelihood that I will ever find myself surprised (Louis, 
1980) or astonished (Reason, 1990), although I may find myself confused 
by the overabundance of possibilities and therefore forced to deal with 
equivocality”.

In fact, with regard to point three, the aim is to increase the number of “selves I 
have access to”, for all people involved in this research and/or interested in this 
field of study.

1.6 What is Not the Purpose of this Study?

The following five points, in random order, are clearly not the purpose of this 
study:

•	 The purpose of this study is neither to provide an overview of a paradigm or 
related subjects covered in the next chapters, nor to position a paradigm or its 
related subjects covered in the next chapters, in relation to other paradigms or 
related subjects, nor to argue or defend my choice for a paradigm or related 
subjects covered in the next chapters. My intention is just to elucidate the 
conceptual framework required for this study.

•	 The purpose of this study is not to be revolutionary in a sense that I apply, 
design or develop a new research methodology, discover or investigate an 
innovative or new topic, or draw some subversive conclusions. As mentioned, 
the four related topics discussed have been - more or less - separately 
investigated by scholars before, but have not been explicitly connected through 
a process of sensemaking.

•	 The purpose of this study is neither to provide a detailed overview of, nor to 
analyze, nor to provide or defend solutions for the “economical or business 
and psychological or social” related issues at Carlux NH, as directly or indirectly 
described in the T-case. However, in chapter four an overview is provided 
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covering most strategic, tactical and operational issues to better understand 
the context in which the revitalization takes place. 

•	 The purpose of this study is not to explicitly elaborate on the role of the 
Coach and/or Consultant. An exception will be made at the moment where 
the process of sensegiving or sensemaking of the Managing Director, based 
on his own view, is significantly influenced by interaction with the Coach or 
Consultant or in case employees make specific remarks with regard to the 
Coach and/or Consultant.

•	 The purpose of this study is not to explicitly elaborate on sensegiving 
mechanisms. In this study social interaction, in whatever form or way, is 
considered to be a manner of sensegiving. A process of revitalization contains 
an ongoing and almost unlimited number of initiated, executed and evaluated 
(re)actions with the aim to influence the actual and progressing situation for 
individual and organization in a positive manner. Sensegiving in this complex 
revitalization process is done through different types of intervention27 and non-
intervention. In some cases the best intervention is no explicit intervention at 
all.

27   According to French & Bell (1999), sensegiving is related to every form or type of inter-
vention with the intention to influence social interaction. “Interventions are sets of structured 
activities in which selected organizational units (target groups or individuals) engage in a task 
or a sequence of tasks with the goals of organizational improvement and individual develop-
ment” (French & Bell, 1999, p. 145). Interventions are usually designed to improve effective-
ness and are based on the following target groups: individuals, dyads/tryads, teams and 
groups, intergroup relations and the total organization. Blake & Mouton distinguish nine types 
of interventions based on underlying causal mechanisms: “1. Discrepancy intervention, which 
calls attention to a contradiction in action or attitudes that then leads to exploration, 2. Theory 
intervention, where behavioral science knowledge and theory are used to explain present 
behavior and assumptions underlying the behavior, 3. Procedural intervention, which repre-
sents a critique of how something is being done to determine whether the best methods are 
being used, 4. Relationship intervention, which focuses attention on interpersonal relationships 
(particularly those where there are strong negative feelings) and surfaces the issues for explo-
ration and possible resolution, 5. Experimentation intervention, in which two different action 
plans are tested for their consequences before a final decision on one is made, 6. Dilemma 
intervention, in which an imposed or emergent dilemma is used to force close examination of 
the possible choices involved and the assumptions underlying them, 7. Perspective interven-
tion, which draws attention away from immediate actions and demands and allows a look at 
historical background, context, and future objectives in order to access whether or not the 
actions are “still on target”, 8. Organization structure intervention, which calls for examination 
and evaluation of structural causes for organizational ineffectiveness, and 9. Cultural interven-
tion, which examines traditions, precedents, and practices - the fabric of the organization’s 
culture - in a direct, focused approach” (Blake & Mouton in French & Bell, 1999, p. 148).



45

Sensemaking during Revitalization

1.7 The Research Question

As mentioned, the main purpose and research question of this study is related to the 
first learning goal dealing with a process of sensemaking. This learning goal is:

How do we, as managers, cope with this revitalization process? Moreover, 
how do we, as individuals, go through this process of sensemaking? 

As described in paragraph 1.4, there are three specific consecutive moments 
(Moment A, B, and C), used to evaluate, analyze, understand and record the 
process and outcome of sensemaking. The three step approach means delimitating 
from: 1. All forty-one employees of Carlux NH, to 2. The six members of the 
Management Team, to 3. The Managing Director. The “picture” of the previous step 
is used as a part of the local-social-historical context for the following step. To be 
able to evaluate, analyze, understand and record this process of sensemaking for 
the Managing Director, Mike, the following research question has been defined: 

How does Mike deal with revitalization under pressure?

The aim is to understand how, and based on which “categories” of the specific 
local-social-historical context, applicable in this revitalization process, Mike came to 
his meanings. In addition, to understand which “critical” moments of truth, if there 
are any, are identifiable significantly impacting Mike’s process of sensemaking. 

Sensemaking is not neutral, but based on values, and originates in a power 
environment related to experiences, imaginations, notions of actors, as well as the 
struggle and anticipation related to it (De Heer, 2009). My aim is to investigate 
how Mike experienced such a process of sensemaking and what his “final” meaning 
became. A revitalization process should be well prepared, executed and evaluated. 
In addition, a “recovery” period should be available to “digest” the situation. 
Moreover, people go through sensemaking phases as, for example, described 
by Burke & Nelson (1998) and Phelan (2005), respectively called initiation, 
implementation, and institutionalization phases, and called mazeway resynthesis 
and new steady state. This is the reason to choose for three separate evaluation 
moments in time, with enough space in between, i.e. two times ten months, 
for the “subject” being able to digest the experiences and to record possible 
differences in sensemaking, if there are any.
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As context, I consider everything related to Mike’s local-social-historical context 
meaningful in impacting his considerations in his process of sensegiving and 
sensemaking, moreover, creating meaning. 

1.8 The Structure of this Thesis

Chapter one outlines motives for this study related to a strong personal interest 
and fascination with regard to sensegiving and sensemaking during revitalization 
processes and the aim to provide an understandable and relatively practical story 
to support the “average” manager in his daily business. Managing organizational 
change is quite complex and is dependent on an unlimited amount of business and 
psychological and social topics related to each other. After a short introduction, 
the significantly changed situation in the automotive industry has briefly been 
described leading up to a concise description of the Carlux NH organization, which 
is just one out of many organizations dealing with revitalization. An overview 
has been provided with regard to the specific characteristics of this study and 
the purpose of this study, resulting in the research question, supported by four 
learning goals.

Chapter two will cover the conceptual framework for this study, covering relevant 
phases and related aspects. As we have seen the process of sensemaking 
under investigation is related to a revitalization process under pressure, in short 
revitalization. This roughly implies, in a consecutive, but at the same time, in a 
more or less iterative order, the following five phases: 1. The moment starting 
the decline period, 2. The decline period, 3. The moment of initiating concrete 
action to start the recovery period, 4. The recovery period itself, and 5. The “final” 
situation to aim for, based on operational excellence and preferably resulting in a 
High Performance Organization. To better understand the underlying interwoven, 
multi-layer, social, complex context in which the process of sensegiving and 
sensemaking takes place, a conceptual background is given with regard to the 
following four related subjects: 1. Organizational sensemaking, 2. Revitalization 
and decline, 3. Organizational change aspects and concepts, and 4. High 
Performance Organizations.

Chapter three covers the research methodology applied in this study. Several 
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characteristics of this single case study are discussed, including its ethnographical 
and longitudinal nature. In addition, insights instead of causal connections are 
explained, the position of the Researcher is addressed by describing the three 
different roles of the Researcher, and the issues of validity and triangulation are 
also touched upon. Then, the specifics of the data collection, the interviews, 
questionnaires and inscription are described. The chapter also covers some 
limitations of the methodology.

Chapter four covers the description of the T-case and the inscripted findings. The 
first part of this section concerns the economic background and the specifics of the 
Turbo 4S project, including the business plan that was made prior to the start of 
the revitalization process and the aims of Turbo 4S. In the second part of chapter 
four, the findings related to organizational members’ sensemaking are presented 
in three large blocks. These three blocks present the results of Moment A, B, and 
C of the investigation, respectively. When Moment A findings are shown, feedback 
from all organizational members is taken into consideration. Then, at Moment 
B, the results of the interviews and questionnaires of all Management Team 
members are presented. When the results of Moment C are discussed, details 
about the categories related to Mike’s critical moments of truth that affected Mike’s 
sensemaking and the insights he gained are covered.

Chapter five provides a discussion of the results in the light of the theoretical 
framework. This discussion is limited to Mike’s process of sensemaking. 
The chapter will be organized on the basis of the multiple characteristics of 
sensemaking that Weick (1995) and other scholars proposed. First, the seven 
properties proposed by Weick (1995) will be examined. Then, the following topics 
will be touched upon: the possibility of prospective sensemaking, the importance 
of the local-social-historical context, the role of types of problems and contextual 
complexity, the role of - political - power, moreover “inequality” in interaction, and 
the role of emotion in sensemaking. The implications of the findings for our current 
understanding of sensemaking processes will be discussed in the Conclusions. 
Then, practical implications of this study will be taken into consideration, 
providing guidance to managers and leaders leading revitalization efforts in their 
organizations. Finally, recommendations with regard to further research are 
provided.
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2.1 Introduction

In the previous part of this thesis the research question of this study - How does 
Mike deal with revitalization under pressure? - has been formulated and explained 
in a multi-dimensional manner. This multi-dimensional manner is required due 
to the complex interwoven social relations between the multi-dimensional social 
context in which the investigation takes place, the multi-dimensional social context 
in which the Managing Director “interacts”, the various and differentiated periods 
of time in which the study takes place - real time, looking backward, and looking 
forward -, and the multiple interrelated roles of the researcher, i.e. as Consultant, 
Coach and Researcher. In the next paragraphs of this chapter the conceptual 
framework for this study will be provided. 

What is an adequate approach28 to properly investigate and answer the research 
question from an epistemological and methodological perspective? These 
approaches are described in a conceptual manner in respectively, this and the 
following chapter. Starting points are the main sources of personal inspiration 
gained during the course of my - personal, work, and study - life, as described 
in chapter one; an ongoing and irrepressible interest in “everything” related to 
sensegiving and sensemaking processes in complex turnaround situations. For this 
study, I consider myself within the social constructivism tradition in social science. 

The purpose of this chapter is neither to provide an overview of this paradigm or 
related subjects covered in this chapter, nor to position this social constructivism 
or interpretative paradigm or its related subjects covered in this chapter in relation 
to other paradigms or related subjects, nor to argue or defend my choice for this 
paradigm or related subjects. My intention is just to elucidate the conceptual 
framework required for this study.

As mentioned, this chapter covers the conceptual framework for this study. The 
aim is to provide a conceptual framework covering relevant phases and related 
aspects with regard to this study, as outlined in the previous chapter. As we have 
seen, the process of sensemaking under investigation is related to a revitalization 

28   Based on Hosking, 2004, p. 266: “The word “approach” refers to what Fleck calls a 
“thought style” (Fleck, 1979). A thought style is bigger than a theory, but “softer” and 
“weaker” than a paradigm (Chia, 1995)”.



52

Sensemaking during Revitalization

process under pressure, in short, revitalization29. This study covers roughly five 
different, more or less consecutive, but at the same time iterative, “phases” of 
organizational development. Those consecutive phases are: 1. The moment 
starting the decline period, 2. The decline period, 3. The moment of initiating 
concrete action to start the recovery period, 4. The recovery period itself, and 
5. The “final” situation to aim for preferably based on the characteristics of a 
High Performance Organization. To better understand the underlying interwoven, 
multi-layer, social, and complex context in which the sensemaking process takes 
place, a limited introduction will be given in paragraph 2.2 with regard to social 
constructivism, mainly based on Berger & Luckmann (1966), Giddens (1984), and 
Chia (1996). Finally, a conceptual framework will be provided with regard to the 
following four main related subjects:

1.  Organizational Sensemaking

2.  Revitalization and Decline

3.  Organizational Change Aspects and Concepts

4.  High Performance Organizations.

As an introduction to the following paragraphs, in which those subjects are further 
detailed, a brief description of these themes is provided: 

Ad 1. Organizational Sensemaking

The process and implications of organizational sensemaking is the leading subject 
in this study. The process of sensemaking will be covered in paragraph 2.3 and 
will be based on Weick’s (1995) conceptualization. Although Weick’s (1995) 
conceptualization offers an adequate basis, it still has some imperfections to 
support this study. As a result, additional views are required to further refine 

29   Substitute names used for revitalization under pressure are: cutback management, 
management of hard times, organizational decline, organizational death, recovery, retrench-
ment, revitalization, termination, transformation and turnaround (De Heer, 2009, p. 13). In 
this study, to be consistent, I will use the word “revitalization” due to the fact that it, in my 
opinion, best conveys the connection between the psychological phases in an organizational 
change process under pressure and the purpose of this study related to sensemaking. 



53

Conceptual Framework

Weick’s (1995) conceptualization. Wiley’s (1988) remark concerning the “missing” 
micro-macro problem in social theory will be covered in the subparagraph with 
regard to one of Weick’s (1995) seven properties, called Social. Subparagraph 
2.3.3 will cover a social plurality perspective based on Van Dongen et al. (1996), 
(un)conscious and prospective sensemaking and emotions based on Gioia & Mehra 
(1996), and the importance of a specific context based on Van Londen & De Ruijter 
(2001) and Hosking (2004). In addition, several types of problems and contextual 
complexity in which an individual and organization interact will be described, based 
on Rittel & Webber (1973), Heifetz (1994), Kurtz & Snowden (2003), and Scharmer 
(2010). Weick’s (1995) conceptualization will be further completed and refined by 
describing the importance of “inequality” in interaction, based on a difference in - 
political - power. This is based on Popper (1957), Foucault (1975), Zald & Berger 
(1978), Crozier & Friedberg (1980), Quinn (1980), Kanter (1983), Pettigrew (1985), 
Demers (2007), Huff (1988), De Heer (2009), and Fellunga (2012). Finally, an 
introduction with regard to emotion during organizational change and downsizing, 
a neglected subject by Weick (1995), will be given based on Fineman (2008). This 
subparagraph will end by covering Gioia & Chittipeddi’s (1991) perspective, who 
developed a longitudinal approach with regard to organizational sensemaking: The 
Sequential and Reciprocal Cycle of Sensemaking and Sensegiving, and applicable 
in this study. Finally, some conclusions with regard to sensemaking will be given in 
subparagraph 2.3.4.

Ad 2. Revitalization and Decline

Revitalization and decline is about reinvigorating a society or organization and will 
be covered in paragraph 2.4. This part of the conceptual framework is, as well 
as the parts of Organizational Change Aspects and Concepts (see Ad. 3 below), 
covered in paragraph 2.5, and High Performance Organizations (see Ad. 4 below), 
covered in paragraph 2.6, meant to be supportive for this study in three ways. 
First, to support the “object” of investigation, the Managing Director of Carlux 
NH and his team, with some theoretical background concerning this interesting 
topic. Mainly, to better understand the actual situation and its related underlying 
reasons. Where do we stand today? How did we get into this situation? What is 
decline? What is revitalization? What are the typical phases an organization goes 
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through while revitalizing? What are the main aspects to deal with? What can we 
learn from it? The answers to those questions will - directly or indirectly - influence 
the process of sensemaking. On one hand, it will add theoretical and practical, 
experience related, knowledge, and on the other hand, it will decrease uncertainty 
by better understanding what revitalization is all about. Second, to provide the 
reader with a certain background with regard to this topic, to better understand 
the specific complex organizational and social context in which the process of 
sensemaking takes place. And third, for me, as Consultant, Coach and Researcher, 
to better understand the detail of occasion, possible implications and consequences 
of the situation and its respective local-social-historical context. 

The conceptual framework concerning revitalization is subdivided into four related 
parts: 1. An introduction to the subject, based on Whetten (1980) and De Heer 
(2009), 2. Psychological and organizational phases with regard to revitalization, 
based on Kelly & Connor (1979), Connor & Paterson (1982), Krantz (1985), 
Whetten (1987), Weitzel & Jonsson (1989), and Phelan (2005), 3. Organizational 
aspects and implications with regard to a decline process, based on Harrigan 
(1980), Cameron & Zammuto (1984), D’Aveni (1989), Barker & Mone (1994), 
Francis & Pett (2004), Furrer et al. (2007), and De Heer (2009), and finally, 
4. Lessons learned from revitalization processes, based on Burke & Nelson 
(1998). The paragraph will be concluded with some conclusions with regard to 
revitalization. 

Ad 3. Organizational Change Aspects and Concepts

As mentioned, this study is about sensemaking during a revitalization process; 
revitalization under pressure in a declining industry and organization. As a result, 
organizational change is required to revitalize and to innovate the organization 
to create a solid basis for a sustainable future, possibly even aiming for the 
characteristics of a High Performance Organization (HPO) or High Reliability 
Organization (HRO), the latter as described by Weick & Sutcliffe (2007).

Approximately 70 percent of all “change projects” fail (Boonstra, 2000; Strikwerda, 
2005) due to poor (strategic and operational) preparation, poor operational 
execution of change activities and finally a lack of follow up on change activities 
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(Cozijnsen, 2004). Organizations are faced with an increasing level of complexity 
and dynamics (Boonstra, 2000). Organizational change by itself seems to be 
difficult due to a variety of aspects involved (Boonstra, 2000; Van Nistelrooij & De 
Wilde, 2008; De Heer, 2009), and the availability of fragmented and not aligned 
change concepts (Cozijnsen, 2004; Probst, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 
2008). According to Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008), organizational change 
cannot be managed; controlling and predicting the future is per definition not 
possible. However, a well thought-out change process can be a good basis for 
anticipated positive results (Probst, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). 
During a change process, sensegiving and sensemaking are essential; without a 
change in sensemaking, no change in behavior is anticipated (Weick, 1995; Phelan, 
2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008).

Paragraph 2.5 will cover aspects with regard to organizational change and describe 
several organizational change concepts. After a brief introduction in paragraph 
2.5.1, paragraph 2.5.2 will cover some introductional aspects of organizational 
change, based on Beer, Eisenstat & Spector (1990), Bate (1994), Cozijnsen & 
Vrakking (1995), Brooks (1996), Van Amelsvoort (1997), Appelbaum et al. (1998), 
Van der Zee (2001), Hirschhorn (2002), Cozijnsen (2004), and Wissema (2006). 
Paragraph 2.5.3 will describe several organizational change concepts categorized 
as 1. Design or blueprint concepts, based on Jensen (2000) and De Caluwé & 
Vermaak (2002). 2. Development concepts, based on Senge (1990), Boonstra 
(2000), De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), Cozijnsen (2004), and Homan (2005), or 
3. A mix of the former two approaches, based on Ten Have (1999), Beer & Nohria 
(2000), Bower (2000), De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), Probst (2005), and Van 
Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008). Finally, in paragraph 2.5.4, some conclusions with 
regard to organizational aspects and change concepts are provided. 

Ad 4. High Performance Organizations (HPOs)

The last phase of the process investigated with regard to sensemaking is related 
to “operational excellence”. In this study, operational excellence is finally related 
to an “ideal” situation an organization could aim for, called a High Performance 
Organization. A High Performance Organization is not an organization “just doing 
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well” compared to competition or comparable organizations. To become and remain 
an HPO is quite an achievement. For the purpose of this study, in terms of what 
Carlux NH is aiming for in the long run, the following HPO definition is applicable:

“an organization which performs better with regard to financial and non-
financial results compared to competition or comparable organizations, for a 
period of at least five to ten years” (De Waal, 2007, p. 68).

However, for the purpose of this study, in terms of what Carlux NH is trying to 
achieve in the short term, an organizational revitalization, the following definition is 
applicable: 

“High Performance Teams are simply those teams that achieve a quantum 
leap in business results in less than a year - in all key success dimensions” 
(Hanlan, 2004).

One of the four learning goals of the Management Team members, as mentioned 
in chapter one, is to better understand the main characteristics of a High 
Performance Organization. To explore this interesting subject, paragraph 2.6 is 
split up in two main parts. The first part covers the question how to become a 
High Performance Organization. Based on Harung & Dahl (1995) and Lawler III 
(2005), a brief introduction to this subject will be given. The second part will 
provide information with regard to the question how to remain a High Performance 
Organization. This paragraph will be subdivided into five parts: 1. HPOs are ready 
for change, based on Pettigrew & Whipp (1991), Vecchio & Appelbaum (1995), 
Owen et al. (2001), and Rowden (2001), 2. HPOs use high performance work 
practices, based on Peters & Waterman (1982), Vecchio & Appelbaum (1995), 
Balazs (2001), Maitland (2002), Philpott (2002), Coulson-Thomas (2005), and 
De Waal (2007), 3. HPOs act beyond their boundaries, based on Ashkenas et al. 
(1998), 4. HPOs are value-based organizations, based on Pascale & Athos (1981) 
and Johnson (2003), and 5. HPOs are great places to work at, based on Roffey 
Park (1996). The paragraph will be concluded with some conclusions with regard 
to High Performance Organizations.

Finally, paragraph 2.7 will provide some conclusions with regard to the complete 
conceptual framework.
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Before discussing the four conceptual approaches that will contribute to our 
understanding of the case, a short introduction into social constructivism will be 
given in order to put these into the context of a broader theoretical framework30. 

2.2 Social Constructivism

2.2.1 Introduction

Preceding a conceptual description of the process of organizational sensegiving 
and sensemaking, which is the main focus of this study, in paragraph 2.2, a brief 
introduction will be given with regard to social constructivism31, mainly based on 
Berger & Luckmann (1966), Giddens (1984), and Chia (1996).

The introduction with regard to social constructivism will be based on the 
classical work of Berger & Luckmann (1966). Further detail with regard to the 
co-constitutive relation between social structure and agency, based on Giddens 
(1984) will follow. Both topics are only explainable and understandable in a 
specific context. This context is, in my view, of eminent importance with regard 
to this study. The social dynamic manner of looking, experiencing, evaluating and 
learning from how things and people are developing within a certain timeframe is 
clearly focusing on an ”ontology of becoming” instead of an “ontology of being” 
(Chia, 1996, p. 33, 117). A further, in more detail, case related, explanation and 
application will be provided in the following paragraphs.

2.2.2 What is Social Constructivism?

“Social constructivism” contains a large collection of scientific theories and 
related research methodologies, sometimes quite varying, but based on a general 
common denominator; the aim to understand social phenomenon and social 
practices as interplay between social reality, conceived as “interpretations” or 

30   This introduction into social constructivism is, in terms of structure, content and text, 
strongly based on Verweij (2011, p. 63-76).
31   Both “container” expressions, social constructivism and social constructionism are used 
as substitutes. To be consistent, I will only use the term social constructivism.  
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“constructions” constructed by human beings in interaction, and interaction, within 
a specific context of these interpretations or constructions. Research related to 
social constructivism aims in general for insight in two topics: 1. A specific social 
reality, conceived as a specific order (spatial, institutional, relational or else), is a 
“negotiated order”, and 2. How the process of creating a “negotiated order” takes 
place. The way of inscription of this case study, concerning the interwoven relation 
between content and process, fits the social constructivist tradition. 

Based on the ideas of the Chicago School32, originating in the 1920s and 1930s, in 
1966, Berger & Luckmann displayed and underpinned starting points for analysis 
with regard to social constructivism in a more or less integrative manner. Berger 
& Luckmann (1966) consider such an analysis as the central and main activity of 
“sociology of knowledge”:

“The basic contentions of the argument of this book are implicit in its 
title and subtitle, namely, that reality is socially constructed and that the 
sociology of knowledge must analyze the process in which this occurs” 
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 1).

Essential in this approach is the expression “sociology of knowledge”, which 
is related to and focusing on knowledge related to experience in processes of 
construction of “reality”, explicitly covered by:

“a discipline calling itself by the name [i.e. a “sociology of knowledge”, 
MP] will have to concern itself with the general ways by which “realities” 
are taken as “known” in human societies. In other words, a “sociology 

32   “In sociology and later criminology, the Chicago School (sometimes described as the 
Ecological School) was the first major body of works emerging during the 1920s and 1930s 
specializing in urban sociology, and the research into the urban environment by combin-
ing theory and ethnographic fieldwork in Chicago, now applied elsewhere. While involving 
scholars at several Chicago area universities, the term is often used interchangeably to refer 
to the University of Chicago’s sociology department - one of the oldest and one of the most 
prestigious. Following World War II, a “Second Chicago School” arose whose members used 
symbolic interactionism combined with methods of field research, to create a new body of 
works. This was one of the first institutions to use quantitative methods in criminology. […] 
The Chicago School is best known for its urban sociology and for the development of the 
symbolic interactionist approach. It has focused on human behavior as determined by social 
structures and physical environmental factors, rather than genetic and personal characteris-
tics” (Source: Wikipedia).
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of knowledge” will have to deal not only with the empirical variety of 
“knowledge” in human societies, but also with the processes by which any 
body of “knowledge” comes to be socially established as “reality”. It is our 
contention, then, that the sociology of knowledge must concern itself with 
whatever passes for “knowledge” in a society, regardless of the ultimate 
validity or invalidity (by whatever criteria), of such “knowledge”. And insofar 
as all human “knowledge” is developed, transmitted and maintained in 
social situations, the sociology of knowledge must seek to understand the 
processes by which this is done in such a way that a taken-for-granted 
“reality” congeals for the man in the street. In other words, we contend 
that the sociology of knowledge is concerned with the analysis of the social 
construction of reality” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 3).

This approach of “knowledge production“ concerns all possible ways of experience 
related knowledge. In every single specific context an individual acts out of a 
certain identity33 gaining different types of varying and - more or less - related 
knowledge34. It concerns:

“the sociology of knowledge must first of all concern itself with what people 
“know” as “reality” in their everyday, non- or pre-theoretical lives. In other 
words, commonsense “knowledge” rather than “ideas” must be the central 
focus for the sociology of knowledge. It is precisely this “knowledge” that 
constitutes the fabric of meaning without which no society could exist” 
(Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 14).

Thus, a critical review of a social construction process concerns “commonsense” 
or “everyday” knowledge, based on experiences in a specific context. As a result, 
it is not so much about formal or official, scientific, proven or validated or “else” 
knowledge. As such, this knowledge is not representing “reality”, but is a factor in 
a social exchange process by which people create realities, develop relations and 
give meaning in interaction with each other. Knowledge is a factor in processes of 

33    Also see Weick’s (1995) first basic property for sensemaking: “Grounded in Identity 
Construction”, in paragraph 2.3.2.
34   The basis and centre of sensemaking is the sensemaker, an individual with more identi-
ties, in other words, with more “selves”. Every situation and interaction with other people 
will be different and prominent (Weick, 1995, p. 18-24).
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sensemaking, but at the same time an outcome of these processes. Consequently, 
there exists an iterative, cyclic relationship between the two conceptualizations. 
Each actor can represent knowledge and meanings as “their reality”. In fact, 
scholars researching social constructivism are not interested in if meanings are 
adequate representations of a “reality out here”, but are interested in the process 
of constituting daily knowledge. Moreover, as mentioned before, the social dynamic 
manner of looking, experiencing, evaluating and learning from how things and 
people are developing within a certain timeframe is clearly focusing on “ontology of 
becoming” instead of “ontology of being” (Chia, 1996, p. 33, 117). 

In this respect, De Ruijter (2000) distinguishes the position of an insider versus the 
position of an outsider. This position determines if someone experiences knowledge 
as a representation of reality or as a construction of reality. An actor, the insider, 
tells what is happening in the world around him (a representation of the “reality 
out there”) and the outsider, for example a Coach, Consultant or Researcher, 
listens how the insider constructs his world (De Ruijter, 2000). This implies a form 
of social distance, which often implies a form of mental freedom, although this 
freedom is not without any social commitment and/or responsibilities towards 
the social group. Simmel (1950) calls this a “stranger” and provides four related 
characteristics describing the specific role: 1. Mobility, 2. Objectivity (or freedom), 
3. Openness, and 4. A more Abstract Nature of relation. He describes the stranger 
as:

“the person that comes today and stays tomorrow. […] He is, so to speak, 
the potential wanderer: although he has not moved on, he has not quite 
overcome the freedom of coming and going. He is fixed within a particular 
spatial group, or within a group whose boundaries are similar to spatial 
boundaries. But his position in this group is determined, essentially, by the 
fact that he has not belonged to it from the beginning, that he imports 
qualities to it, which do not and cannot stem for the group itself. The unity 
of nearness and remoteness involved in any human relation is organized, 
in the phenomenon of the stranger, in a way which may be most briefly 
formulated by saying that in the relationship to him, distance means that 
he, who is close by, is far, and strangeness means that he, who also is far, is 
actually near. For to be a stranger is naturally a very positive relation: it is a 
specific form of interaction” (Simmel, 1950, p. 402).   
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From a perspective of social constructivism, representations are neither obvious 
nor innocent; representations are not a “picture” or “mirror” of reality, but 
condense and process ambiguous experiences to a state, in which actors easily can 
structure, (re)negotiate, manage, manipulate and control (Chia, 1996, p. 102, 121-
147). The practice of social representation contains a large political component35. 

In his structuration theory, Giddens (1984) expresses the relation between 
knowledge, actor and acting. In a specific context an actor - or (human) agent - is 
able to act based on his ability to act and, as a result, to influence activities:

“Agency refers not to the intention people have in doing things but to their 
capability of doing things in the first place (which is why agency implies 
power: cf. the Oxford English Dictionary definition of an agent, as “one who 
exerts power or produces an effect”). Agency concerns events of which an 
individual is the perpetrator, in the sense that the individual could, at any 
phase in a given sequence or conduct, have acted differently. Whatever 
happened would not have happened if that individual had not intervened” 
(Giddens, 1984, p. 9).

Essential are the capabilities, power and skills an actor has or creates to make a 
difference in social realities to initiate, start, execute and accomplish activities. 
An important aspect concerning this “acting” is understanding “what they do, 
while doing it”, moreover, reflection-in-action36. Based on Donald Schön, Yanow 
& Tsoukas (2009) distinguish “reflection-on-action” and “reflection-in-action”, 
respectively reflecting after-the-moment (retrospective) and reflecting in-the-
moment (“in-the-making”). Consequently, experienced related knowledge of an 
actor relates to their “acting” (they know what they do), as well as this knowledge 
being part of their acting; solely by acting, they express their reflexive power:

35   If analyzed, representations seem to be political and not neutral; some voices are not rep-
resented and issues are taken for granted. According to De Heer: “Sensemaking is not neutral, 
but is value related and embedded in balances of power and related to experiences, views and 
interpretations of actors, as well as (expected) discussion and anticipation to that. This inter-
action and process of sensemaking is called “politics of culture”” (De Heer, 2008, p. 7).
36   Reflection-in-action consist of four components: 1. Routinized action, 2. Encounter of 
surprise, 3. Reflecting, and 4. New action. Yanow & Tsoukas (2009) developed the concept 
mainly by adding Reflection-to-Action (dealing with surprise), based on malfunction, tempo-
rary breakdown and total breakdown situations in operations.    
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“But reflexivity operates only partly on a discursive level. What agents 
know about what they do, and why they do it, - their knowledgeability as 
agents - is largely carried in practical consciousness. Practical consciousness 
consists of all the things, which actors know tacitly about how to “go on” in 
the context of social life without being able to give them direct discursive 
expression” (Giddens, 1984, xxiii).

The knowledge actors have is expressed in their acting and is also reflective. This 
reflective knowledge of the experience of actors (the knowledgeability of agents) 
is interwoven with the recursive character of social practices, in which actors are 
involved. Social practices are recursive in the sense that they are continuously (re)
produced; a continuous, ongoing process, always “being” and “in making”:

“Human social activities, like some self producing items in nature, are 
recursive. That is to say, they are not brought into being by social actors 
but continually recreated by them via the very means whereby they express 
themselves as actors. In and through their activities agents reproduce 
the conditions that make these activities possible. […] It is the specifically 
reflective form of knowledgeability of human agents that is most deeply 
involved in the recursive ordering of social practices. Continuity of practices 
presumes reflexivity, but reflexivity in turn is possible only because of the 
continuity of practices that makes them distinctively “the same” across 
space and time. “Reflexivity” hence should be understood not merely as “self 
consciousness” but as the monitored character of the ongoing flow of social 
life. To be a human being is to be a purposive agent, who both has reasons 
for his or her activities and is able, if asked, to elaborate discursively upon 
those reasons (including lying about them)” (Giddens, 1984, p. 2-3).

As described in chapter three, the methodology used in this study is for a 
significant part based on the reflective ability of actors (reflection-in-action; “in the 
making”), but also on the limitations of this ability, and on their power to reflect 
retrospectively (reflection-on-action; “after the moment”).

Human action is, in a specific context, continuously in process, in social interaction, 
influencing, developing, changing and creating an ongoing new context; it has no 
beginning and it has no end. Human action is also not a successive or consecutive 
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process adding one action after another action. Actually, it is the other way around; 
if we talk about a specific action, we have chosen one specific action out of an 
unlimited number of previous actions; such as one “picture” taken out of a “movie”.

2.2.3 Structure and Agency within the Ontology of Becoming

Berger & Luckmann (1966) stress that their approach to “sociology of knowledge”, 
neither denies realities containing an objective, fact related, part of action, nor 
denies realities containing a subjective, meaning related, part of action. It is 
focused on the way and the processes by which realities are developing and 
maintained:

“Durkheim tells us: The first and most fundamental rule is: Consider social 
facts as things. And Weber observes: “Both for sociology in the present 
sense, and for history, the object of cognition is the subjective meaning-
complex of action”. These two statements are not contradictory. Society does 
indeed posses objective facticity. And society is indeed built up by activity 
that expresses subjective meaning. […] It is precisely the dual character of 
society in terms of objective facticity and subjective meaning that makes 
it “reality sui generis”, to use another key term of Durkheim’s. The central 
question for sociological theory can then be put as follows: How is it 
possible the subjective meanings become objective facticities? Or, in terms 
appropriate to the afore-mentioned theoretical positions: How is it possible 
that human activity (Handeln) should produce a world of things (choses)? 
In other words, an adequate understanding of the “reality sui generis” of 
society requires an inquiry into the manner in which reality is constructed. 
This inquiry, we maintain, is the task of sociology of knowledge” (Berger & 
Luckmann, 1966, p. 18).

The sui generis37 implication for social practices is more or less equal to the before 
mentioned recursive aspect of social practices, as described by Giddens (1984). 
Social practices are continuously (re)produced via the acting of actors; interactive 

37   Sui generis is a Latin expression, literally meaning of its own kind/genus or unique in its 
characteristics. The expression is often used in analytic philosophy to indicate an idea, an 
entity, or a reality, which cannot be included in a wider concept (Source: Wikipedia).
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acting unfolds in a social context, constituted by previous action, and creates a 
new social context. Berger & Luckmann (1966) call this “the dialectical relation 
between the structural realities and the human enterprise of constructing reality - 
in history” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 186).

This is further, in his theory of structuration, explained by Giddens (1984), 
centralizing the duality of structure:

“Analyzing the structuration of social systems means studying the modes 
in which such systems, grounded in the knowledgeable activities of 
situated actors who draw upon rules and resources in the diversity of 
action contexts, are produced and reproduced in interaction. Crucial to the 
idea of structuration is the theorem of the duality of structure […]. The 
constitution of agents and structures are not two independently given sets 
of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality. According to the notion of 
the duality of structure, the structural properties of social systems are both 
medium and outcome of the practices they recursively organize. Structure 
is not “external” to individuals: as memory traces, and as instantiated in 
social practices, it is in a certain sense more “internal” that exterior to their 
activities […]. Structure is not to be equated with constraint but is always 
both constraining and enabling” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25).

To support this study, we align and agree with the notion that the structure of a 
social interaction system provides limitations, as well as possibilities for human 
interaction, while, at the same time, this social structure is and will be created by 
(inter)acting actors. Van Dijk (1989, p. 5) highlights the duality concerning social 
structure: 

1. A social reality […] is a construction, created by human beings in 
interaction,

2. A social reality shapes a context for those interactions, in which realities 
are produced and changed.    

This duality of social structure is a continuous interaction process based on 
ongoing actions. Facticities (structure) and subjectivity (agency) are interwoven 
and constitute a reality sui generis throughout time. This is why the research 
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question is formulated as a “how” question; we would like to get a detailed 
insight in the process of sensemaking, created in interaction and specific context. 
This organizational thinking in context related continuous interaction processes, 
“thinking processually”, is developed by Chia (1996). Based on a re-evaluation of 
representations of reality, as “organizing practices” (Chia, 1996, p. 144), Chia aims 
for an “ontology of movement, emergence and becoming” (Chia, 1996, p. 117), 
stressing the ongoing, fleetingness and evaporating character of reality. This is the 
“opposite” of the ontology of being. 

2.2.4 Conclusions

As mentioned, for this study, I consider myself within the social constructivism 
tradition in social science. As an introduction, in this paragraph, mainly based 
on Berger & Luckmann (1966), Giddens (1984), and Chia (1996), social 
constructivism, a paradigm in which the process of sensegiving and sensemaking 
belongs, has been briefly pointed out. The leading theme of this study related to 
sensemaking, will be further detailed in the next paragraph. The main points of 
interest with regard to social constructivism required and supporting this study, in 
random order, are:  

•	 Social constructivism is about understanding social phenomena and social 
practices as interplay between social reality, conceived as “interpretations” 
or “constructions” constructed by human beings in interaction, and 
interaction, within a specific context of these interpretations or 
constructions. It concerns “commonsense” or “everyday” knowledge, 
created in interaction, and based on experiences in a specific context, such 
as a revitalization, organization or specific project. This approach is in line 
with the purpose of this study related to sensegiving and sensemaking. 
According to Berger & Luckmann (1966, p. 14) “ideas” should not be part 
of the central focus of the sociology of knowledge. However, in my opinion, 
related to this study, ideas, intentions, and visions are indispensable to 
“imaginarily create” a future situation to aim for, such as the level of 
performance of a High Performance Organization.

•	 A possible difference in perspective expressed by the “insider” and 
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“outsider” supports an explanation for a possible different “view on life” 
in the “same” context, respectively for the “subject” of investigation, 
Mike and the Researcher with his triple role, as Coach, Consultant and 
Researcher at the same time, providing a possible social distance: “that he, 
who is close by, is far, and strangeness means that he, who also is far, is 
actually near” (Giddens, 1984, p. 402).

•	 Sensemaking during revitalization is action related. It is not about 
intentions, but mainly about constantly (re)shaping and creating “reality” 
in social interaction in an “organized” manner and a specific context, 
moreover, a duality; facticities (structure) and subjectivity (agency) are 
interwoven and recursively create reality sui generis. Or, as expressed by 
Chia: “an ontology of movement, emergence and becoming” (Chia, 1996, 
p. 117).

•	 Sensemaking is applicable in retrospective and current situations, 
respectively “reflection-on-action” and “reflection-in-action”. In a later 
stage, also a forward-looking sensemaking related perspective will be 
added, as mentioned by Gioia & Mehra (1996).

The next paragraph will cover more detail with regard to sensemaking, the main 
theme of this study.

2.3 Sensemaking

2.3.1 Introduction

The previous paragraph provided a brief introduction with regard to social 
constructivism, a paradigm in which the process of sensemaking belongs. As 
mentioned before, the process of sensemaking in an organizational revitalization 
context is the leading theme in this study. This interesting subject will be covered 
in subparagraph 2.3.2, and will be based on Weick’s (1995) conceptualization. 
Weick’s (1995) perspective: “is an exposition, explanation, and integrative 
elaboration of the key themes in his work” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996)38. Although 

38   In their review of Sensemaking in Organizations (Weick, 1995), Gioia & Mehra describe 
the difference to Weick’s earlier work as following: “For those acquainted with that work, 
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Weick’s (1995) conceptualization offers an adequate basis, it still has some 
imperfections to support this study. As a result, additional views and additions 
are required to further refine his conceptualization. Wiley’s (1988) remark 
concerning the “missing” micro-macro problem in social theory will be covered in 
the subparagraph with regard to one of Weick’s (1995) seven properties, called 
Social. Subparagraph 2.3.3 will cover a social plurality perspective based on Van 
Dongen et al. (1996), (un)conscious and prospective sensemaking and emotions 
based Gioia & Mehra (1996), and the importance of a specific context, based on 
Van Londen & De Ruijter (2001) and Hosking (2004). In addition, several types 
of problems and contextual complexity in which an individual and organization 
interact will be described, based on Rittel & Webber (1973), Heifetz (1994), Kurtz 
& Snowden (2003), and Scharmer (2010). Weick’s (1995) conceptualization will 
be further completed and refined by describing the importance of “inequality” in 
interaction, based on a difference in - political - power. This is based on Popper 
(1957), Foucault (1975), Zald & Berger (1978), Crozier & Friedberg (1980), Quinn 
(1980), Kanter (1983), Pettigrew (1985), Demers (2007), Huff (1988), De Heer 
(2009), and Fellunga (2012). Finally, an introduction with regard to emotion during 
organizational change and downsizing, a neglected subject by Weick (1995), 
will be given, based on Fineman (2008). This subparagraph will end by covering 
Gioia & Chittipeddi’s (1991) perspective who developed a longitudinal approach 
with regard to organizational sensemaking: The Sequential and Reciprocal Cycle 
of Sensemaking and Sensegiving, and applicable in this study. Finally, some 
conclusions with regard to sensemaking will be given in subparagraph 2.3.4.

2.3.2  Weick’s Conceptualization of Sensemaking

The leading subject in this study is sensemaking, more specifically, “organizational 

many now- familiar notions are included in his new book: bracketing the ongoing flow of ex-
perience; retrospection as essential to making sense of that experience; an emphasis on the 
social construction of reality via interlocking behaviors or routines; plausibility, rather than 
accuracy, as a criterion for inference; enactment, in the sense that people do something 
that creates the environment with which they must then deal; equivocality in the sense that 
people’s problems stem not so much from too little information, but from too much, so that 
multiple possible interpretations create vexation” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1227).
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sensemaking”, based on Weick’s (1995) conceptualization39. In a context of 
organizational change, theories concerning sensemaking are mainly based on 
Weick. “Weick’s conceptualization is perhaps the most well known voice on 
sensemaking in organizations” (Guijt, 2008, p. 249), and applicable in several 
scientific fields, such as cultural analyses, social psychology, communication and 
management disciplines (Czarniawska, 1997, p. 115)40. As a result, the seven 
properties or process characteristics of sensemaking41 described by Weick (1995) 
are aligned with the purpose of this study and were arbitrarily chosen as the basis 
of the related conceptual framework. Weick (1995) has chosen these properties to 
support the discussion on sensemaking in a pragmatic manner:

“… organize the discussion because they [the seven properties, MP] are 
mentioned often in the literature on sensemaking; they have practical 
implications (e.g., when identities are destabilized during downsizing, 
sensemaking processes are threatened and these threats can enlarge); 
each is a self contained set of research questions that relates to the 
other six; each incorporates action and context, which are key aspects 
of sensemaking; and all can be presented crudely as a sequence (people 
concerned with identity in the context of others engage ongoing events 
from which they extract cues and make plausible sense retrospectively, all 
the while enacting more or less order into those ongoing events). […] This 
sequence is crude because it omits feedback loops, simultaneous processing, 
and the fact thatover time, some steps may drop out” (Weick, 1995, p. 17-
18). 

Weick (1995, p. 12), following Wallas (1926, p. 106), describes sensemaking as: 

39   Weick does not consider his concept to be an empirical theory to explain how organiza-
tions work or do not work, but rather as a meta-theory: “a general set of prescriptions for 
anyone developing his own theory of organizations” (Weick, 1979, p. 235). Weick’s concept 
is focusing on the “missing parts”, instead of what we already know. 
40   Czarniawska (1997, p. 113-114) distinguishes sensemaking from sensegiving and sense-
taking; the last two are defined as: “the distribution of ready-made meaning”. A meaning 
more or less exists and will be changed by adding some new elements. Sensemaking is 
based on a more extensive process of “inventing” a new meaning. 
41   The seven properties or process characteristics are: 1. Grounded in identity construction, 
2. Retrospective, 3. Enactive of sensible environments, 4. Social, 5. Ongoing, 6. Focused on 
and by extracted cues, and 7. Driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995, p. 
17). 
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“How can I know what I think till I see what I say?”. Simplified: “In that recipe, 
saying is followed by seeing, that terminates in thoughts” (Weick, 1995, p. 135), 
based on a common set of six emphases used in dissonance theories: justification, 
choice, retrospective, discrepancy, social construction, and action (Weick, 1995, 
p. 12). This process is eternal, but more explicit in specific circumstances, such as 
situational or organizational change, where uncertainty is present. His concept is 
based on the process of reducing ambiguity, uncertainty or equivocality. According 
to Weick (1995, p. 16) sensemaking is not identical to interpretation42, it is not a 
metaphor43, and not decision-making44. 

Sensemaking is based on language; vocabularies of sensemaking. According to 
Weick (1995) it is impossible to capture experiences in words, due to the fact that 
“experiencing”, and, as a result, sensemaking, is an ongoing process: 

“Sense is generated by words that are combined into sentences of 
conversation to convey something about our ongoing experience. If people 
know what they think when they see what they say, then words figure in 
every step” (Weick, 1995, p. 106-107).

Two vocabularies - words form a vocabulary - are distinguished: frames and 
cues. Frames contain abstract words referring to less abstract words of the cues. 
Frames are related to past moments of socialization, i.e. cultural background 
and experiences, and cues are present moments of experience, which during 
sensemaking are connected. Sensemaking will take place as both vocabularies 
frame and cue are connected in a specific context (Weick, 1995, p. 109-111). 
Weick (1995) refers to six vocabularies related to organizational sensemaking, all 
containing frames, cues and connections: 1. Ideologies (vocabularies of society), 2. 
Third-Order controls (vocabularies of organization), 3. Paradigms (vocabularies of 
work), 4. Theories of action (vocabularies of coping), 5. Tradition (vocabularies of 

42   According to Weick (1995), the connection between sensemaking and interpretation is 
that “sensemaking is about the ways people generate what they interpret” (Weick, 1995, p. 
13). He explains that sensemaking is related to the action and the process, while interpreta-
tion may be connected to the process or the product and is more detached and passive. 
43   Weick states that sensemaking is not a metaphor in order to distance himself from 
Morgan et al.’s (1983) interpretation of sensemaking, who consider it to be one of the three 
metaphors besides language game and text (Weick, 1995, p. 15). 
44   Weick’s discussion of sensemaking and decision-making suggests that sensemaking 
takes place before decision-making (Weick, 1995, p. 15). 
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predecessors), and 6. Stories (vocabularies of sequence and experience) (Weick, 
1995, p. 111-131).

Weick’s concept is mainly based on the reduction of equivocality. People, within 
a certain context, especially in a context of organizational change, use social 
interaction to reduce ambiguity and uncertainty; people are confused and prefer to 
“understand” a specific - changed or changing - organizational situation. Especially 
within a “revitalization under pressure” situation, like in this study, meanings 
change as current projects and goals change45. As Weick (1995) says: 

“Because people typically have more than one project46 under way, and have 
differing awareness of these projects, reflection is overdetermined and clarity 
is not assured. Instead, the elapsed experience appears to be equivocal, not 
because it makes no sense at all, but because it makes many different kinds 
of sense. And some of those kinds of sense may contradict other kinds. That 
is not surprising given the independence of diverse projects and the fact that 
their pursuit in tandem can work at cross-purposes” (Weick, 1995, p. 27).

Before describing the seven properties or characteristics in more detail, we will 
elaborate on this “process of reduction of equivocality”. The main question is: 
How do people deal with situations characterized by an “unacceptable” level of 
ambiguity47, where it is difficult to address one clear meaning to a situation? A 
situation, or information about a situation, is called ambiguous when, concerning 
this situation, at the same time, different meanings exist, and as a result, possibly 
different consequences - know or unknown - can occur. 

For example, in the T-case, a major “change project” is announced. What does it 
mean for the organization and for me at the same time? Will management further 
reduce the labor force and, if so, what will it mean for me? Am I still in the picture 
and can I continue or finish my part-time education and finish the renovation 
project at home, or will this change? 

45   For details see Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 435.
46   Weick’s (1995) conceptualization of what a project is seems broader than how we usu-
ally think of a project with a certain timeframe. His definition of projects includes all the 
parallel things that one may be busy with at a certain point of time (Weick, 1995, p. 27).
47   Also see Phelan’s (2005) conceptualization of a mazeway and his description of how 
under severe stress the mazeway can become dysfunctional (Phelan, 2005, p. 50).
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To reduce ambiguity, a “social interaction process” needs to take place. People 
exchange “information” to “align” experiences, ideas, feelings and opinions. This 
“organizing”, an act, is: 

“a consensually validated grammar for reducing equivocality by means of 
sensible interlocked behaviors (Weick, 1979, p. 3).

This implies an exchange of information to find out if the information is “real” or an 
“illusion”. This basic “check” is called a consensual validation:

“The grammar consists of recipes for getting things done when one person 
can’t do them and recipes for interpreting what has been done” (Weick, 
1979, p. 4).

By this process of acting (recipes), people aim for reducing the ambiguity of 
confusing input, as mentioned, by social interaction of two or more individuals 
(re)acting or interacting, coupled via stimulus and response; an “interlocked 
behavior”. Based on their own initiative, actors “organize” their behavior through a 
certain dependency towards other actors via; “interlocked behaviors”, “interactive 
behavior” or “interaction”. Weick calls this a “process of organizing”, or, in his later 
work, “sensemaking” (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). 

Another interesting feature of Weick’s (1979) conceptualization to reduce the 
level of equivocality is related to the relation between the number of interlocked 
behavior cycles and the number of assembly rules applied. As mentioned before, 
people are looking for social interaction to reduce equivocality. By acting in “double 
acts”, i.e. an actor acts and another actor responds (interacts), the first actor will 
adjust his or her behavior, i.e. the “double interact”. Every process of interaction 
consists of minimum two interlocked behavior acts. Which behavior cycle will 
be activated depends on the assembly rule(s) that will be activated, meaning 
the recipes used to compose the process of sensemaking and taken out of the 
total “collection” of “available” interlocked behavior cycles, such as (in)formal 
instructions, routines, protocols and standard operating procedures. According to 
Weick (1979), actors will use the following “meta rule”:

“The greater the perceived amount of equivocality present in the input, 
the fewer the number of rules used to compose the process. Conversely, 



72

Sensemaking during Revitalization

the smaller the perceived amount of equivocality in the input, the greater 
the number of rules used to assemble the process. If an input is judged 
to be equivocal, there is uncertainty as to exactly what it is and how it is to 
be handled: this makes it more difficult to judge what the appropriate cycles 
would be or how many should be applied. As a result, only a small number of 
rather general rules are used to assemble the process. However, if the input is 
judged to be less equivocal, there is more certainty as to what the item is and 
how it should be handled; hence a greater number of rules can be applied in 
assembling a process to deal with this input” (Weick, 1979, p. 114).

Consequently, Weick (1979) distinguishes three levels in the process of 
sensemaking: 1. Behavior (interlocked behavior acts), 2. Assembly rules with 
regard to desired behavior, and 3. A meta-rule to choose an assembly rule. Those 
three levels of action are interrelated.  

At this point, the process of sensemaking, in terms of interlocked behavior acts 
and assembly rules has been described. According to Weick (1995), the process of 
sensemaking has seven basic properties or characteristics: 1. Grounded in identity 
construction, 2. Retrospective, 3. Enactive of sensible environments, 4. Social, 5. 
Ongoing, 6. Focus on and extracted cues, and 7. Driven by plausibility rather than 
accuracy (Weick, 1995, p. 17). In more detail:

1. Grounded in Identity Construction

The first property is that sensemaking is grounded in identity construction. The 
basis and centre of sensemaking is the sensemaker, an individual with more 
identities, in other words, with more “selves”. Every situation and interaction with 
other people will be different and prominent. In my case, being Coach, Consultant, 
and Researcher at the same time, means at least three different identities in this 
specific context. Weick (1995) states: 

“The more selves I have access to, the more meanings I should be able to 
extract and impose in any situation. Furthermore, the more selves I have 
access to, the less the likelihood that I will ever find myself surprised (Louis, 
1980) or astonished (Reason, 1990), although I may find myself confused 
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by the overabundance of possibilities and therefore forced to deal with 
equivocality” (Weick, 1995, p. 24).

2. Retrospective

Sensemaking is retrospective, in other words, it takes place after the event and is 
partly based on - short or longer-term - memories and can be influenced by and 
in between experiences (Weick, 1995, p. 24-26). Consequently, sensemaking can 
change due to a different experience. This is in line with the “sensemaking for 
self and sensegiving to others” theory of Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991, p. 442-444). 
As an example, a change in strategic direction or goals will lead to a change of 
sensemaking and will be “perceived” differently by senior management and, for 
example, other employees. Consequently, both groups may not have an aligned 
behavior, defined by management as resistance (Piderit, 2000, p. 784; Ten Have, 
2005). The process of sensegiving and sensemaking, as proposed by Gioia & 
Chittipeddi (1991) and Homan (2005), will finally converge and align more or 
less “both” meanings. In general, employees are dealing with an overload of 
information; too many projects and not enough priorities, with too many different 
meanings as a result (Weick, 1995, p. 27-28). 

3. Enactive of Sensible Environments

People create their own reality by action. Action is crucial in sensemaking; 
sensemaking will create meaningful environments, called “enactment” (Weick, 1995, 
p. 30). To a certain extent, this is a free choice: “There is not some impersonal 
“they”, who puts these environments in front of passive people. Instead, the “they” is 
people who are more active” (Weick, 1995, p. 30). Action means to create something 
or to delay or not to create something; in all cases sensemaking takes place (Weick, 
1995, p. 37). Also, Weick warns us about the Cartesian anxiety48:

48   Cartesian anxiety refers to the notion that, ever since René Descartes promulgated his 
highly influential form of body-mind dualism, Western civilization has suffered from a longing 
for ontological certainty, or feeling that scientific methods, and especially the study of the 
world as a thing separate from ourselves, should be able to lead us to a firm and unchang-
ing knowledge of ourselves and the world around us. The term is named after Descartes 
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“People seem to need the idea that there is a world with pre-given features 
and ready-for-use information, because to give up this idea as the world 
as a fixed and stable reference point is to fall into idealism, nihilism, or 
subjectivism, all of which are unseemly. Cartesian anxiety is “best put as 
a dilemma: either we have a fixed and stable foundation for knowledge, a 
point where knowledge starts, is grounded, and rests, or we cannot escape 
some sort of darkness, chaos, and confusion. Either there is an absolute 
ground or foundation or everything falls apart”” (Weick, 1995, p. 37).

“We continuously can (re)shape our world by action in which we engage” (Weick, 
1995, p. 38). 

4. Social

Social interaction is important for sensemaking. Sensemaking is a social interaction 
process that shapes interpretations and interpreting. Weick (1995) refers to a 
statement made by Walsh & Ungson (1991):

“An organization is a network of intersubjectively shared meanings that are 
sustained through the development and use of a common language and 
everyday social interaction. […] Thought, feeling and behavior of individuals 
are influenced by the actual, imagined, or implied presence of others” 
(Walsh & Ungson, 1991, in Weick, 1995, p. 38-39). 

This implies that, in some cases, sensemaking takes place when no other people 
are present. And, “Even monologues and one-way communications presume an 
audience, and the monologue changes as the audience changes” (Weick, 1995, 
p. 40). Moreover, sensemaking takes place if social interaction takes place, such 
as in a social environment of an organization. This does not imply that meanings 
are - fully - shared, but, on the contrary, different meanings can lead to no action 
(Weick, 1995, p. 42).  According to Wiley (1988), a social - interaction - process 
can take place on three levels of sensemaking: 1. An inter-subjective level related 
to communication, 2. A general (subjective) level related to the social structure 

because of his well-known emphasis on “mind” as different from “body”, “self” as different 
from “other” (Source: Wikipedia).
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and the organization, and 3. An extra-subjective level, related to culture and social 
reality. All levels are influencing each other based on feedback (Wiley 1988, p. 260) 
and are applicable in this study.

5. Ongoing

Sensemaking in an ongoing interactive process: it never starts or ends:

”The reason it never starts is that pure duration never stops. People are 
always in the middle of things, which become things, only when those same 
people focus on the past from some point beyond it” (Weick, 1995, p. 43). 

People find themselves thrown into ongoing situations - “everyday life” and 
“projects” - and make sense of them. Situations of thrownness are: 

“you cannot avoid acting, you cannot step back and reflect on your actions, 
the effects of actions cannot be predicted, you do not have a stable 
representation of the situation, every representation is an interpretation and 
language is action“ (Winograg & Flores, 1995, in Weick, 1995, p. 44).

Interrupted situations are resulting in an emotional response, positive or negative, 
both influencing sensemaking. Positive emotions take place when an interruption 
is deleted or will be ended sooner as expected. On the contrary, negative emotions 
take place when the interruption delays actions (Weick, 1995, p. 44-48). In 
general, emotions in organizations49 are negative due to the fact that personally 
experienced interruptions are often caused by “the organization”, an increasing 
amount of interruptions are experienced due to mergers, reorganizations, 
revitalizations, turnarounds et cetera. In general, organizational change plans 
are slowing down due to budget restrictions, insufficient financial resources and 
personnel leaving the company (Weick, 1995, p. 48). Needless to say that also 
positive emotion is taken place in organizations and that both negative and positive 
emotions can be influenced by the specific culture of an organization.

49   Also see Fineman (2008) in subparagraph 2.3.3.



76

Sensemaking during Revitalization

6. Focus on and Extracted Cues

As mentioned before, two vocabularies - words form a vocabulary - are 
distinguished: frames and cues. Frames contain abstract words referring to less 
abstract words of the cues. Frames are related to past moments of socialization, 
i.e. cultural background and experiences, and cues are present moments of 
experience, which during sensemaking are connected. Sensemaking will take 
place as both vocabularies, frame and cue are connected in a specific context 
(Weick, 1995, p. 109-111). As a result, the context is of significant importance; 
every context has its own specific connection, based on actions and experiences, 
connecting a frame to a cue; a recognizable stimuli representing the situation, 
making sense. Weick (1995, p. 54) states “cues tie elements together cognitively”.

7. Driven by Plausibility rather than Accuracy

The process of sensemaking is more driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. 
To simplify human life, people filter the huge amount of information provided and 
select the cues required for sensemaking. As a result, this interpretation process 
decreases the level of accuracy, but makes the situation understandable and 
sufficient for action (Weick, 1995, p. 57). More accuracy will take time. During this 
time consuming process the situation will change (other occurrences occur) and 
paralyze action (Weick, 1995, p. 60). 

In summary, as Weick (1995, p. 62) clearly states it:

“I need to know enough about what I think to get on with my projects, but 
no more, which means sufficiency and plausibility take precedence over 
accuracy”. 

Organizational Sensemaking

It is clear that “organizations” and “people” interact; people create organizations 
and organizations “create” people, both in their own way. Sensemaking in an 
organizational context is a specific form of sensemaking: “Everyday sensemaking 
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and organizational sensemaking are not identical” (Weick, 1995, p. 63). Weick’s 
(1995) conceptualization of sensemaking is focused on an organizational setting 
and can therefore be called “organizational sensemaking”. Weick (1995) follows 
Scott’s “superb” analysis and definition of organizations: 

“He [Scott, MP] defines the concept of organization three ways. First, 
there is the organization as a rational system […], defined by Scott as 
“collectivities oriented to the pursuit of relatively specific goals and exhibiting 
relatively highly formalized social structures”, […]. Second, there is the 
organization as a natural system […], defined by Scott as “collectivities 
whose participants share a common interest in the survival of the system 
and who engage in collective activities, informally structured, to secure 
this end”, […]. And third, there is the organization as an open system […] 
defined by Scott as “coalitions of shifting interest groups that develop goals 
by negotiation; the structure of its coalition, its activities, and its outcomes 
are strongly influenced by environmental factors” (Weick, 1995, p. 69-70).

Organizational sensemaking means sensemaking in a context as previously 
described. Organizing and sensemaking constitute each other: 

“Organization is an attempt to order the intrinsic flux of human action, 
to channel it toward certain ends, to give it a particular shape, through 
generalizing and institutionalizing particular meanings and rules” (Tsoukas & 
Chia, 2002, p. 570).

And,

“A central theme in both organizing and sensemaking is that people organize 
to make sense of equivocal inputs and enact this sense back into the world 
more orderly” (Weick, 2005, p. 410).

In this subparagraph, Weick’s (1995) concept with regard to sensemaking has 
been described. The process of reduction of equivocality and the seven related 
properties have been discussed. Finally, the link to organizational sensemaking has 
been made. To be able to investigate the research question additional conceptual 
information is required. This will be provided in the following subparagraph.
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2.3.3 Critical Remarks and Additions with regard to Weick’s (1995) 
Conceptualization

As mentioned before, Weick’s (1995) conceptualization is perhaps the most 
well known voice on sensemaking in organizations (Guijt, 2008, p. 249), 
and is applicable in several scientific fields, such as cultural analyses, social 
psychology, communication and management disciplines (Czarniawska, 1997, 
p. 115). Nevertheless, some scholars provide critical remarks with regard to his 
conceptualization and related details. Although Weick’s (1995) conceptualization 
offers an adequate basis, it still has some imperfections to support this study. 
As a result, additional views and additions are required to further refine his 
conceptualization. Wiley’s (1988) remark concerning the “missing” micro-macro 
problem in social theory has already been covered in the subparagraph with regard 
to one of Weick’s (1995) seven properties, called Social. Subparagraph 2.3.3 
will cover a social plurality perspective based on Van Dongen et al. (1996), (un)
conscious and prospective sensemaking and emotions based Gioia & Mehra (1996), 
and the importance of a specific context, based on Van Londen & De Ruijter 
(2001) and Hosking (2004). In addition, several types of problems and contextual 
complexity in which an individual and organization interact will be described, based 
on Rittel & Webber (1973), Heifetz (1994), Kurtz & Snowden (2003), and Scharmer 
(2010). Weick’s (1995) conceptualization will be further completed and refined by 
describing the importance of “inequality” in interaction, based on a difference in - 
political - power. This is based on Popper (1957), Foucault (1975), Zald & Berger 
(1978), Crozier & Friedberg (1980), Quinn (1980), Kanter (1983), Pettigrew (1985), 
Demers (2007), Huff (1988), De Heer (2009), and Fellunga (2012). Finally, an 
introduction with regard to emotion during organizational change and downsizing, 
a neglected subject by Weick (1995), will be given, based on Fineman (2008). This 
subparagraph will end by covering Gioia & Chittipeddi’s (1991) perspective who 
developed a longitudinal approach with regard to organizational sensemaking: The 
Sequential and Reciprocal Cycle of Sensemaking and Sensegiving, and applicable 
in this study. Finally, some conclusions with regard to sensemaking will be given in 
subparagraph 2.3.4.
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Critical Remarks of and Additions with regard to a Social Plurality 
Perspective by Van Dongen et al. (1996)

As mentioned before, Weick’s (1995) perspective is based on a reduction of 
equivocality. In fact, this means, a reduction of multiple, at the same time and 
alongside each other, existing different meanings. This is, in actual revitalization 
circumstances, a common situation. In my view, this is more or less comparable 
and equal to a situation covering a “plurality of actors” with “different views”. 
According to Verweij (2011):

“… in practice or organizational research and intervention there exist a major 
difference [between the two above described views, MP]; a researcher or 
interventionist is an expert with regard to meanings, in the middle of actors, 
he is inter pares50. By not explicitly centering the plurality of actors, Weick’s 
perspective reduces people to a counter in an organizational game (Verweij, 
2011, p. 77).

Van Dongen et al. (1996), building on Weick and others, developed a perspective 
on intervention, according to me a specific form of social interaction and actively 
influencing the process of sensemaking, focusing on social plurality, appreciating 
freedom of actors in interaction. This acknowledges and adds a “political” aspect 
to organizing and sensemaking51. In brief, according to Van Dongen et al. (1996), 
outside the different individual social constructions, there exists no “fixed”, picture 
like, social reality. In this respect, meanings are “knowledge claims” with regard to 
a subject or situation. Van Dongen’s et al. (1996) unlimited plurality perspective is 
based on three interwoven aspects: 1. The synchronic and continuous character of 
plurality, 2. Plurality being the centre and focus in every context, and 3. A recursive 
mythological practice52.

50   Primus inter pares: the first among equals or first among peers is Latin phrase describing 
the most senior person of a group sharing the same rank or office. When not used in refer-
ence to a specific title, it may indicate that the person so described is formally equal, but 
looked upon as an authority of special importance by their peers. However, in some cases it 
may also be used to indicate that while the person described appears to be an equal, they 
actually are the group’s unofficial or hidden leader, and thus the reference to this person be-
ing “equal” to the rest is intended to be sarcastic (Source: Wikipedia).
51   Also see Inequality in Interaction in subparagraph 2.3.3.
52   Van Dongen, De Laat & Maas (1996) further particularize the process of sensegiving 
and sensemaking by offering solutions to how to deal with conflict, in different degrees and 
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Critical Remarks of and Additions with regard to (Un)Conscious 
Sensemaking, Prospective Sensemaking and Emotions (Gioia & Mehra, 
1996)

Gioia & Mehra (1996) reviewed Weick’s (1995) book Sensemaking in Organizations 
and compared it to his previous work in detail. According to them:

“ 1. It provides a much deeper treatment of the definition and 
conceptualization of sensemaking53, 2. Is much more explicitly focused 
on what is distinctively organizational about organizational sensemaking, 
and 3. Is much more systematic in exploring, explaining, and organizing 
the properties of sensemaking”. […] This book also offers a much more 
fine-grained treatments of the occasions and triggers for sensemaking, 
contrasting expositions of belief-driven and action-driven sensemaking, 
as well as an in-depth look at the “substance” of sensemaking. Weick’s 
concern with the effect(s) of language on sensemaking seems to permeate 
just about everything he investigated in this book” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 
1228). 

However, Gioia & Mehra (1996) are missing three relevant subjects with regard 
to the conceptualization of sensemaking, as described by Weick (1995). First, 

forms. In every social space actors meet, are multiple included and interact. As a result, 
actors have the possibility to “redefine” the situation for themselves and others by interven-
ing. The core in Van Dongen et al.’s view is the ineradicable unlimited plurality perspective. 
Opposed to other scholars they state that plurality will not disappear due to a common 
denominator, but will remain during interaction processes; sensemaking does not per defini-
tion lead to an induction of multiple views. Centralizing the unlimited plurality perspective 
relativizes the impact of interventions. Consequently, according to Van Dongen et al. (1996) 
intervention strategies (read: processes of sensegiving) based on a plurality perspective are 
more effective, in the same social context, compared to intervention strategies based on 
the interventionist, exclusively expressing his or her knowledge. Continuous awareness of 
a plurality perspective is related to appreciating, tolerating and accepting different views or 
perspectives with regard to the “same” social context, reducing the importance of political 
power. Finally, a practical recursive mythological practice is part of their view not aiming for 
a representation approach providing “real” knowledge, and all the claims are constructed 
claim of knowledge. This does not imply that “anything goes”. The essence is not to falsify 
opinions, or represent “reality”, but the possibility to identify possibilities for intervention.   
53   This deeper treatment of the definition and conceptualization of sensemaking is mainly: 
“presented variously as the placing of stimuli into frameworks, comprehending, dealing with 
surprise, constructing meaning, interacting to produce mutual understanding, and the pat-
tern of experience” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1228).
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according to Gioia & Mehra (1996), Weick’s (1995) definition of sensemaking 
is too limited; it mainly describes consciously made sensemaking processes, in 
unexpected and not known situations. According to Gioia & Mehra (1996) most 
situations within organizations are more or less expected and known and meanings 
are given to these routine situations, as well. The process of sensemaking occurs 
gradually on an unconscious level by assimilation of subtle cues. Gioia & Mehra 
(1996) suggest adapting this additional view on sensemaking:

“First, we believe that Weick might actually construe sensemaking too 
narrow, in that he describes it as a purely conscious, controlled process 
- one in which automatic, unconscious cognitive processes seem to be 
relegated to the margins. Things only make sense when they can somehow 
be fitted into prior structures of understanding, or schemas. In this we 
are in unequivocal agreement. If one wants to make sense of ambiguous 
situations involving novelty, surprise, unprecedented experience, and so 
forth, then sensemaking is undoubtedly a conscious process. But much 
of organizational life consists of situations that are neither novel nor 
surprising, that is, situations that are routine and situations that do not 
demand our full attention, but which we make sense of nonetheless. Such 
slices of our organizational existence are in fact meaningful because they 
involve episodes of schema matching and schema adjustment, much of 
which occurs out of awareness. Schemas obviously can be modified when 
discrepancies above a certain threshold trigger active reconsideration of 
prior sensemaking, but they can also be modified in intricate ways out 
of awareness via assimilation of subtle cues over time. For that reason, 
we argue that unconscious meaning-making should have a place in the 
sensemaking formulation” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1228-1229). 

The second subject is related to Weick’s implicit dismissal of forward-looking 
prospective sensemaking in human experience. Weick (1995) is mainly focusing 
on a retrospective view with regard to sensemaking. According to Gioia & Mehra 
(1996, p. 1229) a prospective view is also part of real organizational life and 
should be covered as well. People are able to produce meaningful imaginations 
of the future. By imaging a future, and thereafter looking back, it becomes clear 
which actions needing to be taken to achieve this desirable future. Prospective 
sensemaking is key to be able to give direction to achieve future goals (Gioia & 
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Mehra, 1996, p. 1229): 

“… for Weick all sensemaking processes involve some variation on the theme 
of retrospection or reflection on past experience. Even future-oriented 
sensemaking, he has argued, can be conducted only in the pluperfect 
tense: Sense is made of future events by imagining that they have already 
occurred and then infusing this “elapsed” experience with meaning. 
The seductiveness of this thesis notwithstanding, is Weick somehow 
shortchanging the phenomenology of everyday experience by ignoring the 
possibility that sense sometimes also is made prospectively? How might we 
distinguish retrospective from prospective sensemaking? Prospecting means 
looking for something. If retrospective sensemaking is making sense of the 
past, prospective sensemaking is an attempt to make sense for the future. 
Retrospective sensemaking is targeted at events that have transpired; 
prospective sensemaking is aimed at creating meaningful opportunities for 
the future. […] Prospective sensemaking is thus much more tentative that 
retrospective sensemaking; it can involve the projection of idealistic symbols 
and images to represent aspirations. […] This, then, is a key difference 
between retrospective and prospective sensemaking. Retrospective 
sensemaking describes episodes where we are able to imagine not only a 
future state but also a plausible sequence of events leading up to that state, 
which we then reflect on as if they had already occurred. When engaging in 
prospective sensemaking, however, we envision a tentative future state but 
are unable to construct an account of how to get there. Yet it is this very act 
of envisioning the future that supplies an impetus for action” (Gioia & Mehra, 
1996, p. 1229-1230). 

The content of this study is partly related to future expectations. Consequently, this 
subject will be covered at a later stage, as well. 

The last remark of Gioia & Mehra (1996) is related to the role of emotions by 
sensemaking. Emotions are part of daily organizational life, as mentioned before. 
Gioia & Mehra (1996) believe that Weick (1995) should have covered this subject 
more extensively:
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“Although Weick notes affect54 as an element of sensemaking, his treatment 
is essentially as passing acknowledgement of it, with little consideration of 
the implications of emotion. Whatever else they might be, organizations are 
emotional worlds, too. Affect affects how we make sense, but it really can 
flummox sensemaking theorists who try to account for it” (Gioia & Mehra, 
1996, p. 1230).

Emotions during a process of sensegiving and sensemaking, especially emotions 
related to organizational change and downsizing, will be covered later on in this 
subparagraph. 

Critical Remarks of and Additions with regard to the Local, Social and 
Historical Context (Van Londen & De Ruijter, 2001; Hosking, 2004)

Van Londen & De Ruijter (2001) draw attention to the complexity of constructing 
identity and the importance of context. Even though many would consider identity 
as the core of ‘self’, it appears to be everything but a stable product of an internal 
process: it is affected by our everyday experiences, by people around us and the 
concrete interactions with them. Our identity is formed by the context we live in, 
including our nation, religion, education and peers. This is why Van Londen & De 
Ruijter (2001) state that the construction of identity is “highly situational in nature” 
and that it is a transactional process. According to them, constructing identity 
requires an image of others and it is partly by comparing the ‘I’ with others, by 
seeing the differences and similarities, that identity is born. An image of oneself is 
dependent on the image of others and the other way around55. 

54   Fineman (2008, p. 9) sees affect as: “an all-encompassing expression for any emotional 
or emotionalized activity. It is sometimes used instead of “feeling” or “emotion””.
55   A more psychological approach with regard to creating identity is provided by Rijsman (1997; 
2008, p. 8-10). According to Rijsman (1997; 2008) meanings are per definition an expression of 
coordinated interaction between subjects. As soon as a reference to internalized social coordina-
tions by words is applicable, new social coordinations on a verbal level are possible; the so-called 
“discursive” construction of meanings. Coordinated interaction and its related perceptions are 
embedded in specific rituals applicable in a certain context. People acquainted with this context 
usually experience the same “truth” due to the fact that the virtual or factual reproduction of 
social coordination leads to this truth. Coordination of meaning with people from different cultures 
(read: context) can be problematic due to the assignment of different known or unknown mean-
ings resulting in “miscommunication”, based on another truth. Fundamental issues of knowledge 
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This is more than just a psychological process. First, it is built on acting as it is through 
acts that the self manifests. Second, it is connected to social categorization, as 
individuals often internalize the labels that are attached to them (such as nationality or 
class) and they learn to behave accordingly. Finally, Van Londen & De Ruijter (2001) 
emphasize that power cannot be subtracted from the equation of identity construction.       

and truth are usually resolved through colonization or excommunication (physical or symbolic). 
If subjects are more or less equal and colonization or excommunication is not possible, conflict 
can stimulate new coordinations or meanings. This concept is also applicable for the creation 
of meaning of Self and Other, implying that meaning is the expression of complex coordinated 
interaction between subjects being Ego and Alter. Ego, respectively the subject being owner of 
the Self, and Alter, respectively, being the other subjects with which Ego coordinates the mean-
ing of the Self. During social construction, the Ego will advantage the Self compared to Other per 
definition. This preference can be materialized through social cooperation between Ego and Alters 
in two ways: altruistic or commercial, respectively all forms of cooperation where Alters choose for 
the Ego’s Self based on their identification with Ego and cooperation based on preferences for the 
Ego, but not based on identification with Ego, but on preferred personal needs satisfaction of the 
Alters. Together, both ways of cooperation form the “social”; the inter-subjective basis of Ego to 
create a preferred positive self-esteem. The process of self-realization is cooperative and competi-
tive at the same time. Cooperative with cooperative Alters (the inter-subjective side of Ego-Alter 
of Ego’s self-realization) and competitive with competitive Others (the inter-objective side of 
Self-Other of Ego’s self-realization). Independent of the form of cooperation there always exists a 
direct of indirect preference for Self to create a positive self-esteem of self-justification. This com-
plex coordinated interaction between subjects is based on perceptual characteristics referring to 
four categories of social characteristics: 1. Physical characteristics, meaning the external physical 
characteristics of the Other and the external and internal characteristics of the Self, 2. Behavior 
characteristics, meaning what Self and Other do or say, 3. Property characteristics, meaning what 
Self and Other owing or not owing and what is connected to their “being” as a person, and 4. 
Social characteristics, meaning the groups and categories where Self and Other belong too and 
are identified with. Interaction between subjects related to the four categories mentioned above 
created meaning and finally identity. In a changing organizational environment identity conflicts 
are applicable and constructive forms of cooperation are essential for improvement. In this 
process fear plays an important role. Key is to respect people’s identity construction by focusing 
on positive personal skills instead of pointing on personal shortcomings to stabilize or improve the 
self-esteem. According to Rijsman (1997; 2008, p. 8-10) resistance with regard to revitalization is 
not related to organizational change itself but related to a possible loss of identity or self-esteem. 
Moreover, by renewal and change the integration of the “parts to be changed” into the process 
of sensemaking, respecting and improving the Self-esteem, is essential to keep “work” as social 
characteristic of the Self. To achieve this, identity for people, for example manager and employee, 
should not be found in similar but on complementary areas, so that both individuals can build a 
positive self-esteem in a specific area without competing in the same area. Instead of recriminat-
ing each other, an inspiring “learning and development” atmosphere should be created to support 
cooperation and growth. In this respect, task-oriented and personal targeted leadership should 
be integrated to make the task part of the self-realization process of the Self. This will reduce 
the level of fear and related resistance to change. Consequently, a lack of self-esteem will be 
prevented due to the fact that the process of sensemaking is aligned with what the identity of the 
Self requires. In this case, real appreciation of someone’s identity is essential.
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Motivated by a feeling that “mainstream approaches” are insufficient to interpret 
organizational change, Hosking (2004) developed a “critical” approach with regard 
to organizational change56:

“Critical approaches can be characterized in terms of three assumptions and 
points of emphases that differ from those of the mainstream. First, critical 
approaches assume interdependent existences. This mutualist assumption 
treats self and other as co-constructions - “I am because you are”. So, for 
example, the relation between person and organization is seen as one of 
mutual creation: through their interactions people make organization, which 
in turn reflects back and influences interactions. Second, language is given 
the key role of constructing social realities and, compared with mainstream 
approaches, representation is decentred. Third, attention is directed to 
multiple, local-historical, social realities that are made in interactions or what 
I call relational processes. This contrasts with the mainstream centering 
(often only tacit) of a singular and independently existing world of which 
persons may have objective or subjective knowledge. In my present - critical 
- variant of social constructivism, I view “persons” and “organizations”, 
indeed, all constructed realities and relations, as produced and emergent in 
interaction processes. This includes the process of producing research and 
theory and constructing the identities of researcher and researched. I try to 
theorize the how of social construction and focus on action rather than on 

56   Hosking’s mainstream approaches refer to constructions of relations. Within this approach, 
“organizations” and “individuals” are more or less separated; the organization is the tacit and 
separate context for individual social behavior, based on a clear “Subject-Object” (S-O) discourse 
of relations. According to Hosking the S-O discourse does three things, it: 1. “Constructs rela-
tionships as necessarily being between an active agent and an acted upon (passive) subject, […] 
2. “Explains” actions, relationships, and outcomes through reference to the assumed characteris-
tics of entities, […] and 3. The entity that is explicitly positioned (by the implicit theorist/narrator) 
as the Subject is presumed to make social realities and relationships: the Subject is the one who 
acts to know and to influence “other” as a knowable and formable Object” (Hosking, 2004, p. 
260). Two methodologies of mainstream discourses of entities and relations, reflected in related 
constructions of organizational change and development, can be distinguished: 1. The first 
focuses on individuals and on changing individual characteristics, and 2. The second focuses on 
organizations and environments and of the characteristics of each. “Whether the methodology 
is directed at individuals or organizations, both assume S-O relations and both are mainstream 
in the sense used here. So expert social scientists, organizational leaders, consultants, change 
agents, are implicitly assumed to be the ones who will inquire, come to know, and then - on the 
basis of this knowledge - design and implement necessary changes” (Hosking, 2004, p. 261).  
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meanings as constructions “inside the head”. My interest is in the processes 
of making, maintaining, and changing local realities. S-O [Subject - Object, 
MP] relations are treated as possible social constructions and not as “how 
things are really here” or how they must be in order to produce objective 
knowledge” (Hosking, 2004, p. 262).

Hosking (2004) focuses on the “how” with regard to relational construction 
processes, moreover, sensemaking, but in a way that “persons” and “organizations” 
produce and emerge in fully interwoven interaction processes to create local 
realities containing a local-historical fundament. Her view is based on multiple 
voices and literatures, providing two key qualities of premises:

“First, they are intended to say something about the “potentials of 
phenomena that constitute the domain of inquiry” - potentials that may 
be very differently realized in the varying “empirical flux of events” […]; in 
other words, they are not to be understood as substantive claims. Second, 
they concern “becoming realism”, rather than “being realism” (Chia, 1995). 
In other words, I am talking about ongoing relational processes (a “weak” 
ontology”) and not about entities, attributes, and discrete acts (“strong 
ontology”: Chia, 1995, p. 579)” (Hosking, 2004, p. 263).

Hosking (2004) regards social realities as emergent in ongoing processes, but 
also as input prior to those processes, timeless in a sense of covering history, 
actuality and future, centering coordinations or interactions in a narrative, more or 
less similar to Weick’s talk of behavioral interlocks or recurrent interactions57 and 
similar to Wierdma’s talk of “transactions” as interweaving activities, relationships, 
and meanings58. To shift from mainstream approaches to a critical approach, first 

57   Weick & Quinn (2004) explain that an “organization associated with continuous change 
is built around recurrent interactions as the feedstock of organizing, authority tied to tasks 
rather than positions, shifts in authority as tasks shift, continuing development of response 
repertoires, systems that are self-organizing rather than fixed, ongoing redefinition of job 
descriptions, mindful construction of responses in the moment rather than mindless ap-
plication of past responses embedded in routines (Wheatley, 1992: 90), and acceptance of 
change as a constant” (Weick & Quinn in Boonstra, 2004, p. 186).
58   According to Wierdsma, three interwoven processes determine transactional organi-
zations: the performance of activities, the creation of meanings and the maintaining of 
relationships. When people work together, they depend on each other in their activities and 
through working together, they establish mutual relationships, which give rise to context-
specific meanings (Wierdsma in Boonstra, 2004, p. 231).
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a shift in language is required; from a language as representation to a language 
as a process of coordinated actions. Secondly, social construction processes 
should shift from multiple subjective (“inside the head”) realities in an “objective 
world” to interactions creating multiple local ontology’s or local cultures; it should 
stimulate becoming a local, to really “understand how it works around here”. These 
interactions are processes of (re)organizing local realities; processes in which 
persons and worlds are co-constructed, actively maintained, and changed. Thirdly, 
to have some history, a more or less “stabilized” local environment should exist59. A 
“local” environment is key in Hosking’s (2004) approach:

“My reference to “local” can be further developed by returning to 
mainstream discourses of knowledge and “the real world”. First, it contrasts 
with the mainstream discourse in which generalizable knowledge is centred. 
This is knowledge that remains knowledge across historical epochs and 
across social contexts. The present reference to “local” is intended to situate 
reality constructions, in particular, social-historical processes. Second, my 
discourse of “local” can be contrasted with the mainstream discourse of the 
one reality that underlies and validates or falsifies all knowledge claims. In 
contrast, my present talk of “local” is related, for example, to Rorty’s talk 
about “community” (Rorty, 1991)60, and related notions, such as “community 
of practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991)61. […] In other words, locals perform 

59   “… in the course of relational processes, “stabilized effects” (Chia, 1995, p. 586) are 
produced when actions are warranted or “socially certified” (Hosking & Morley, 1991). These 
stabilized effects may be identities (e.g., plant manager), social practices (such as greeting 
conventions), social structures (corporate and local management relations). And, of course, 
it could be that some act is not supplemented - not by being socially certified but by being 
“discredited” as untrue, unhelpful, immoral, and so on (Weick, 1979). This is the part of 
what is meant by social construction - reality is (re)constructed when one act supplements 
another, when texts are put into relation and warranted or discredited” (Hosking, 2004, p. 
264).
60   Rorty (1991) denies the existence of absolute truth and binds what we see as truth to 
the community that we participate in, thereby highlighting the importance of social influence 
on our beliefs. He considers truth as an “intersubjective agreement” within the community. 
We can discern what he considers a community through the example of what he sees as his 
own community: “the community of liberal intellectuals of the secular modern West” (Rorty, 
1991, p. 29). Rorty’s concept of community might include “only a group of existing people 
but also historical or fictional characters” (Geuras, 2002, p. 2).
61   Lave & Wenger (1991) developed a model of situated learning, meaning being actively 
involved in a process of engagement in a “community of practice”. Communities of practice 
are everywhere and over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect both 
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their particular local identity (as co-constructors of some community) when 
they co-act in ways that are locally warranted as “real and good” (e.g. 
Weigert, 1983). These ways of “going on” in relation may seem fixed and 
may be (locally) taken for granted as “how the world really is”. However, 
we should not forget either the essential artfulness - artificial rather than 
natural - of these ”stabilized effects” or the relational processes in which 
they are constantly made and remade”. Local processes can be said to have 
a historical quality. So acts supplement an already available act, a con-text 
supplements already available text: coordination’s make and remake (local) 
history, so to speak - in ongoing relations. […] Finally, processes can be said 
to both resource and constrain the future, i.e., how the process “goes on”. 
[…] … accepting or rejecting someone’s claim to be “doing research” will 
allow the process to continue in different ways. We may say that a particular 
act invites a range of possible supplements but there is no local culture that 
I know of where “anything goes”” (Hosking, 2004, p. 264-265). 

Types of Problems and Contextual Complexity (Rittel & Webber, 1973; 
Heifetz, 1994; Kurtz & Snowden, 2003; Scharmer, 2010) 

It seems reasonable to believe that the complexity and the difficulty of a problem 
can influence the way one makes sense of it. Research in this domain can shed 
light on the “how” of sensemaking. Rittel & Webber (1973) classified societal 
and policy problems as being wicked and stress that routinized methodologies 

the pursuit of our enterprises and the attendant social relations. Members are brought to-
gether by joining in common activities and by “what they have learned through their mutual 
engagement in these activities”; it involves a shared practice and is different from a com-
munity of interest or a geographical community. Key is the joint enterprise, as understood 
and continually renegotiated by its members, the mutual engagement that bind members 
together into a social entity and the shared repertoire of communal resources that members 
have developed over time, such as routines, sensibilities, artifacts, vocabulary, and styles. 
Members organize around a particular area of knowledge and activity gives members a 
sense of joined enterprise and identity generating a shared repertoire of ideas, commit-
ments and memories, based on various sources; the purpose is not to learn from talk as a 
substitute for legitimate participation, but to learn to talk as a key to legitimate peripheral 
participation, at the start. Learning is in the relationship between people and educators 
should stimulate possibilities to become a participant of a community of practice creating an 
intimate relationship between knowledge and activity. 
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developed in science to tackle this kind of problems are not applicable and 
sufficient in social science:  

“the search for a scientific basis for confronting problems of social policy is 
bound to fail, because of the nature of those problems. They are “wicked” 
problems, whereas science has developed to deal with “tame” problems” 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 155).

Tame problems, especially puzzles, can be defined in a sharp and thorough manner 
and the fundamental course can be traced62. In addition, new efforts can be taken 
to develop a new optimal solution and those problems have a beginning and 
an end. On the contrary, a wicked problem cannot be defined, is a symptom of 
another problem and has no fundamental identifiable cause, moreover, is unique. 
Wild problems exist in dynamic, uncertain and unpredictable environments and 
need continuous attention; they have no end63. Consequently, an acceptance 
of capricious risks is required. In addition, differences in political interest by 
stakeholders can play a significant role. Rittel & Webber (1973) state:

62   De Wit & Meyer (1999) distinguish five types of problems. In an increasing order of 
complexity these are: puzzle, dilemma, trade-off, paradox, and wild or wicked problem. A 
puzzle is a well-known problem with a unique and optimal solution. A dilemma is an obsti-
nate problem having two solutions; both solutions are not optimal, so it is an “either - or” 
decision, both having advantages and disadvantages. A trade-off is a problem with several 
possible solutions each based on a different balance between two conflicting forces. In a 
trade-off many combinations between opposites are possible each having advantages and 
disadvantages, but without one superior solution. A paradox is an apparent contradiction; 
a situation in which two apparently opposite perspectives are true at the same time. It 
concerns an “and-and” problem. Finally, a wild or wicked problem is characteristic for stra-
tegic leadership and representing strongly interwoven and constrained issues with complex 
dependencies and interactions.
63   Rittel & Webber (1973) describe ten characteristics of a wicked problem: 1. There is no 
definitive formulation of a wicked problem, 2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule, 3. So-
lutions to wicked problems are not true-or-false, but good or bad, 4. There is no immediate 
and ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem, 5. Every solution to a wicked problem 
is a “one-shot operation”; because there is no opportunity to learn by trial-and-error, every 
attempt counts significantly, 6. Wicked problems do not have an enumerable (or an exhaus-
tively describable) set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described set of permissible 
operations that may be incorporated into the plan, 7. Every wicked problem is essentially 
unique, 8. Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem, 9. 
The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be explained in numer-
ous ways. The choice of explanation determines the nature of the problem’s resolution, and 
10. The planner has no right to be wrong (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 161-167).
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“Policy problems cannot be definitely described. Moreover, in a pluralistic 
society there is nothing like the undisputable public good; there is no 
objective definition of equity; policies that respond to social problems 
cannot be meaningfully correct of false; and it makes no sense to talk 
about “optimal solutions” to social problems unless severe qualifications 
are imposed first. Even worse case, there are no “solutions” in the sense of 
definitive and objective answers” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 155).    

According to Rittel & Webber (1973) the type of societal problems most (strategic) 
planners deal with are different from the problems scientists and perhaps some 
classes of engineers deal with. Social planning problems are inherently wicked and 
social problems are never solved.  

Heifetz (1994) also draws attention to the different types of problems leaders 
are confronted with today64. He stresses the universal adaptive capacity to deal 
with problems - or challenges - originating in the future. The essence of adaptive 
working is that it is a learning process. In this case, the distinction between 
insecurity and ambiguity is relevant. Insecurity can be seen as a lack of information 
and insufficient sight of the related risks and unpredictable consequences. 
Ambiguity or equivocation means there are more and also contrary interpretations 
and meanings possible. As a result, it is difficult to know what the “right” choice is. 
The adaptive challenge is to close the gap between values and circumstances when 
the regular technical solutions or routine measures do not prove to be effective. 
To stimulate progress, the underlying values, perspectives and behavior patterns 
are squeezed. Moreover, it is about situations characterized by wickedness; wild or 
devilish problems are dominant.

Kurtz & Snowden (2003) distinguish different categories of complexity with regard 
to sensegiving and sensemaking and developed a sensemaking framework based 
on four domains and a fifth central area; the area of disorder: 

64   Heifetz (1994) defines leadership as an activity focused on mobilizing, organizing, 
orienting and directing attention. With reference to Burns (1978) he adds a moral aspect: 
objectives not only fulfilling the needs of leaders and their followers, but also those of the 
community. Several different values and perspectives are at issue. In this case, leadership 
means orchestrating the related conflicts within and between parties involved with respect 
to the complex circumstances and variation in cultures and organizations.
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“The framework is particularly useful in collective sensemaking, in that it is 
designed to allow shared understandings to emerge through the multiple 
discourses of the decision-making group. […] None of the domains we will 
describe here is more desirable than any other; there are no implied value 
axes. Instead, the framework is used primarily to consider the dynamics of 
situations, decisions, perspectives, conflicts, and changes in order to come 
to a consensus for decision-making under uncertainty” (Kurtz & Snowden, 
2003, p. 468). 

The right-hand domains are those of order, and the left-hand domains are those 
of un-order. The first ordered domain is called “Known causes and effects”. Cause 
and effect relations are generally linear, repeatable, perceivable and predictable, 
it concerns legitimate best practices, based on standard operating procedures and 
process reengineering and the decision model is based on sensing the incoming 
data, categorizing that data and then responding according to predetermined 
practice. The second ordered domain is called “Knowable causes and effects”. 
While stable cause and effect relationships exit in this domain, they may not be 
fully known, or only by a limited group of people. Relationships are separated 
over time and space and are difficult to fully understand. This domain is more or 
less equal to the previous domain, only time and resources are required to move 
the knowable to the known. This domain is related to the adaptive enterprise, the 
learning organization, and system thinking. Methodologies to support decision-
making used in this domain are the experiment, the expert opinion, fact-finding, 
and scenario planning, trying to identify cause-effect relationships through the 
study of properties, which appear to be associated with qualities. The decision 
model here is to sense incoming data, analyze that data and to respond with 
expert advice or interpretation of the analysis. Kurtz & Snowden (2003) emphasize 
the fact that those two complexity types, known and knowable, do not refer to the 
knowledge of individuals; it is about the knowledge of organization or societies 
where a collective identity is of interest. 

In addition, Kurtz & Snowden (2003), distinguish two un-ordered domains: 1. 
Complex relationships and 2. Chaos. By complex relationships, patterns emerge 
through the interaction of many agents and cause and effect are only coherent 
in retrospect (emergent patterns can be received, but not predicted) and do not 
repeat. Even in the case of a stabilized pattern that appears logical we cannot be 
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sure that it continues to repeat. As a result:

“… relying on expert opinions based on historically stable patterns of 
meaning will insufficiently prepare us to recognize and act upon unexpected 
patterns” (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003, p. 469).

The decision model applicable in this case is to create probes to make (potential) 
patterns more visible before we take action. This is where we need multiple 
perspectives on the nature of the system to develop new perspectives based on 
detailed attention. The last un-ordered domain distinguished is chaos. In this 
domain, contrary to the first three domains described, visible relationships between 
cause and effect do not exist, the system is turbulent, and we do not have the 
response time to investigate change:

“Applying best practice is probably what precipitated chaos in the first 
place; there is nothing to analyze; and waiting for patterns to emerge is a 
waste of time. The chaotic domain is in a very real sense uncanny, in that 
there is a potential for order but few can see it - or if they can, they rarely 
do unless they have the courage to act. In known space it pays to be 
canny, that is, to know how to work the system in all its intricacies (canny 
meaning not only shrewd but safe). But in chaotic space a canny ability 
gets you nowhere (there is no system to be worked)” (Kurtz & Snowden, 
2003, p. 469).

The decision model in chaotic situations is: “to act, quickly and decisively, 
to reduce the turbulence and then to sense immediately the reaction to that 
intervention so that we can respond accordingly”. This space can also be used to 
create chaos on purpose to stimulate innovation.

The fifth and last domain is the (central) domain of disorder. It is critical to 
understand possible conflicts of interest among decision makers looking at the 
same time at the same situation from different points of view. People have 
the inclination to compete to interpret the central space on the basis of their 
preference for action. 

According to Scharmer (2010), and close to the view of Heifetz (1994), leaders are 
facing different types of contextual complexity and problems today compared to 
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before. In his view, it is not possible to resolve those problems by “downloading” 
existing habits and mental models. Scharmer (2010) views an interwoven 
combination of three types of complexity or wickedness: 1. Dynamic complexity, 
2. Social complexity, and 3. Emerging complexity. Dynamic complexity means a 
systematic delay between cause and effect in space or time. The longer and the 
more complex the chain of cause and effect, the bigger the dynamic complexity of 
the problem is. If dynamic complexity is limited, all elements of the chain can be 
treated independently. If dynamic complexity is large, a more holistic approach is 
required and is more adequate. Social complexity arises from the different types 
of interests, opinions and views of stakeholders. If social complexity is limited, 
it is still possible to trust the competences of experts. When social complexity 
increases, a multi-stakeholder approach is required, evaluating and balancing views 
and voices. Emerging complexity is related to situations in which 1. A solution for 
a problem is unknown, 2. Defining the problem itself is still in progress, and 3. 
It is still unknown who the most important stakeholders are. If it is not possible 
to forecast the future based on historical trends, situations should be handled 
while developing. The bigger this kind of complexity, the less we can trust on 
experiences collected in the past. The required knowledge is a “blind spot” and 
should be developed. This requires a newer and deeper social “attention structure”, 
in which the intelligence of the open mind (Intelligence Quotient), the open heart 
(Emotional Quotient), and the open will (Spiritual Quotient) are accountable. 
The attention of leadership needs to move from attention on results (what?) and 
the related processes leaders use (how?) towards the sources of which leaders 
function (who?). The most important instrument for leadership is the “self”. It is 
about the inner predisposition of the leader as source for activities to well up. In 
this respect, it is required to address and apply a wide range of human repertoire; 
the intellect of the brain, the empathy of the heart, and the spirit of the will, the 
driving power behind acting, both on an individual and collective level. Scharmer 
(2010) points out that it is important to check and control three enemies of 
blocking the development of the “self”: 1. The Voice of Judgment blocks the 
entrance to the open mind, 2. The Voice of Cynism blocks the road to an open 
heart, and 3. The Voice of Fear stands in the way for the entrance to an open will. 

The previous authors described different levels of problems and contextual 
complexity and possible power implications with regard to the stakeholders 
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involved. The next section elaborates more extensively on the inequality of 
interaction.

Inequality in Interaction: The Influence of - Political - Power (Popper, 
1957; Foucault, 1975; Zald & Berger, 1978; Crozier & Friedberg, 1980; 
Quinn, 1980; Kanter, 1983; Pettigrew, 1985; Morgan, 1986; Huff, 1988; 
Demers, 2007; De Heer, 2009; Fellunga, 2012)

The concepts of politics and power relations within an organization can help to 
examine internal actions and processes from a different point of view and can 
contribute to understanding how organizational members make sense of their 
(changing) environment. These notions are also important to consider when 
discussing revitalization, as change might lead to the creation of new power 
structures, a change initiative might encounter political opposition, and change 
initiators may build a power base to support their efforts. 

Organizational politics has been the focus of scholarly attention since the 1970s and 
several conceptualizations of power have been developed over the course of the 
past decades (Demers, 2007). Theories of power differ in what they consider power 
to be, but also in how they define what or who may possess power. They, however, 
seem to converge in suggesting that having power is an asset for the one who 
possesses it and that power can be exercised in relation to others. Foucault (1975), 
one of the most prominent thinkers in this field, says that power as such does 
not exist - it only comes to being when it is put into action. His conceptualization 
includes that exercising power requires “a set of actions performed upon another 
persons’ actions and reactions” (Felluga, 2012, p. 2). Another important part of his 
definition is that power can only be exercised in relation to free people: “power is 
exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free” (Foucault, 1975). 
Thus, according to Foucault (1975), slavery is not a power relation, but a supervisor-
employee relationship can be considered one. In my view, the power relation in a 
situation of slavery is an extreme one and should be clearly considered as such. This 
does not mean, however, that, according to Foucault (1975), a hierarchical difference 
between individual in the organization would be needed in order to exercise power: 
anyone may have power.



95

Conceptual Framework

More contemporary writers built on the Foucault’s (1975) perspective and further 
specified what power is in organizations. Without the intention to give an overall 
summary of the developments in conceptualizing power, a few authors contribute 
to framing an idea of it. First of all, an individual can think of power as an ability to 
control sanctions and rewards and as the possession of resources. Quinn’s (1980) 
idea of power is in line with this definition as he considers power as a personal 
resource and an organization as a political arena in which each of the stakeholders 
have a different level of power related to their information base, personal 
credibility and organizational position. These are all assets that they can use to 
their benefit. In this respect, it is also interesting to refer to Morgan’s Images of 
Organization (1986), especially the metaphors of organizations as political systems, 
instruments of domination, and machines65. Crozier & Friedberg (1980) also see 
organizations as systems of power relations between actors, in which actors 
always retain a degree of freedom, which is in line with Foucault’s (1975) ideas. 
Power, according to these authors, is the ability of individuals or groups to act on 
other individuals or groups. Power is exercised in relation to other actors; power 
relationships are reciprocal, but unequal. While politics usually seems to be related 
to the goal of getting more power, Pettigrew (1985) sees politics as not only a 
contest for resources, but also as a legitimacy creation process. Through politics, 
one manages meaning: “a process of symbol construction and value use designed 
both to create legitimacy for one’s actions, ideas and demands, and to delegitimize 
the demands of one’s opponents” (Pettigrew, 1985, p. 44).  

Relations of power and organizational change are strongly connected and 

65   Morgan (1986) argues that it is useful to think of organizations as metaphors and dis-
tinguishes eight different images of organizations. He presents organizations as machines, 
organisms, brains, cultures, political systems, psychic prisons, instruments of dominations, 
and as flux and transformation. Power and politics receives a central role in various meta-
phors, but they are most prominent in the conceptualizations of organizations as political 
systems, instruments of domination and machines. The political system viewpoint considers 
politics as a natural part of corporate life and Morgan proposes that it is possible to identify 
different styles of governments, such as democracies and authoritarian ones in corporations. 
The political system image of organizations highlights the importance of interests, coalitions, 
conflicts and power. When organizations are seen as instruments of domination, the mental 
stress of employees, and the exploitation of people and resources are emphasized. Here, 
power also plays an important role as it is used to dominate the organization’s environment 
and the people within. Finally, power is an essential aspect of the machine image of orga-
nizations, too: in order to make the parts of the machine do what they should do, control is 
exercised over the different parts of the organization, including processes and people. 
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discounting power from an account of change is limiting. Change theories that 
take politics and power into consideration, draw attention to the lower level 
participants in the change process (Demers, 2007). The impact of politics in 
the context of change has been investigated in top-down change efforts, but 
politics has also been described as a source of bottom-up change and change 
has also been thought of as a multilevel political process. Top-down change 
programs challenge the status quo and through awakening the opposition give 
rise to political activity (Demers, 2007), which is undesirable from the point of the 
leadership. It is thus the goal of leadership to defeat this activity. Quinn (1980) 
offers logical incrementalism as a solution; managers should go through the 
change process incrementally, in small steps, testing the results of each, learning 
from organizational members’ responses and making new decisions in a way that 
is sensitive of the needs of their power base. Note that change in this case is 
not equal to change in top management. Quinn’s (1980) idea builds on Popper’s 
(1957) piecemeal engineering. Popper (1957) distinguished two varieties of social 
engineering, piecemeal and utopian engineering, both of which can be used to 
create changes in a society. In the case of piecemeal engineering, the creation of 
change in small steps to an existing society, the social engineer allows democratic 
discussion to take place and politics in this context can become a positive force in 
determining change. In the case of Popper’s (1957) utopian engineering, where 
the engineer tries to remodel society to fit a blueprint and the engineer wipes out 
the existing situation to build up a new society from scratch, politics is conceived 
as a negative force. In utopian engineering, power is centralized, disagreements 
are suppressed, and violence may be used (Avery, 2000).

Scholars who investigate political activity as a source of bottom-up change 
conceptualize it as either destructive for the organization or as a source of 
innovation for positive change. Zald & Berger (1978) focus on conflicts and 
describe politics as unconventional opposition. Huff (1988, in Demers, 2007) 
emphasizes the positive side effects of power and politics; he draws attention 
to innovation and highlights that macro level change is often the result of micro 
level changes. Kanter (1983) also shows that by rationalizing emergent grassroot 
initiatives, innovation takes place if power is granted to employees. Finally, change 
can also be seen as a multilevel political process. Crozier & Friedberg (1980) do 
not see organizations as fixed entities, but as environments of interaction, in 
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which groups of people struggle to maintain or improve their position. Change 
is thus seen as a result of power games, conflicts, discussions - and one party 
cannot control these. In Crozier & Friedberg’s (1980) account, change is usually 
incremental and means a change in the rules of the power game that controls the 
system.   

Power and sensemaking are also closely connected. De Heer (2009) conducted 
a study related to organizational decline and revitalization and combined 
sensemaking with (political) power. In his inaugural address, De Heer (2009) 
stresses that sensemaking is not neutral, but is based on values, and originates in 
a power environment related to experiences, imaginations, notions of actors, as 
well as the struggle and anticipation related to it. De Heer (2009) defines this as 
Politics of Culture. In case of a situation defined as “(re)organizing under pressure”, 
basic values are threatened, resulting in insecurity and tension, influencing the 
thinking and action process and having a severe impact on mental, physical and 
relational (business and private related) experiences. Every single situation has 
unique building blocks and dynamics. Relevant in this case is the “enactment” 
conception from Weick (1995). De Heer (2009) distinguishes seven types of 
pressure situations66. Politics of Culture is seen as a multiple conglomerate of 
interaction processes; individuals interchange values, attitudes, assumptions, 
perceptions, ideas, and aspirations.

Emotion during Revitalization (Fineman, 2008)

Another interesting subject related to revitalization and sensemaking is emotion. 
Fineman (2008) distinguishes emotions, feelings and mood. 

“There is the subjective element of emotions, what we feel. And there is the 

66   The seven types or pressure situations are: 1. Loss of Legitimacy is related to a mean-
ingful existence of the organization, 2. Loss of Function to a completed program or project, 
3. Scarcity or Lack of Resources to a decrease in demand, turnover, tasks, and/or budgets, 
4. Integration of Organizations to anticipated economies of scale, 5. Problematic Reputa-
tion or Identity to a decrease in perception and trust by relevant stakeholders, 6. Difficult or 
Unattainable Mission related to barriers and frustrations provided by internal and external 
parties, and 7. Entropy in Organization Network or a Broader Context connects to increasing 
- not manageable - disorder due to a series of speedy and unexpected developments. 
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displayed feature of emotions, what we show” (Fineman, 2008, p. 8). 

Fineman (2008) uses the term emotion for the display, and feeling for the subjective, 
private, experience. Emotions are socially constructed and heavily influenced by 
social conventions and the impressions we wish to convey to others. Emotions and 
feelings are usually short-term (they come and go fairly quickly) and related to a 
particular object or occurrence. Moods are feelings that linger and are not related 
to a specific object or occurrence: “the cause or trigger is often obscure” (Fineman, 
2008, p. 8). With regard to feelings related to organizational change, Fineman 
(2008) states that a mix of positive and negative feelings is common: 

“We get wrapped up in our fluctuating feelings: doubts, excitement, 
ambivalence, fear. Our feelings shape the meaning and sense we make of 
new circumstances” (Fineman, 2008, p. 121). 

In case a change dislocates comfortable routines and threatens our identity, 
especially applicable to professionals and managerial employees, due to a strong 
identification with the job, strong feelings can arise. Investigation showed that 
effects of a major change unfold over time and that feelings and emotions 
reverberate throughout the change process. Many “losses” are regretted, especially 
those related to an erosion of one’s self-identity. Grieving is the psychological 
process of adjusting to a loss, moving through several stages: 1. Shock, 2. 
Numbness and denial, 3. Pining for what has been lost, 4. Disorganization and 
despair, and finally 5. Acceptance and recovery. In practice: 

““Managerial time” (short-term, eager for results) and “grieving time” (less 
predicable, open-ended) are often out of sync” (Fineman, 2008, p. 124). 

Change can provide new - learning - opportunities, but at the same time, during 
the process of learning, anxieties surface related to the shame of not being able to 
learn new skills or new ways, when others can. 

An acceptable “balance” between company-interest and self-interest is important, 
which can be supported by involving employees form the start. When people feel 
uneasy, put upon, insecure or fearful, they are resisting by mobilizing their own 
power against other sources of power. 
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“Resistance [to organizational change, MP] is an expression of opposition 
by members of an organization to official or unofficial forms of control. 
[…] Employee resistance may be organized or disorganized, individual or 
collective, conscious or unconscious, continuous or one-off. […] Change, 
per se, is rarely resisted […] Changes may contravene the psychological 
contract, the unspoken agreements between employer and employee, 
particularly when those affected have had little control over the nature and 
pacing of the change programme. The tacit give-and-take balance has been 
upset” (Fineman, 2008, p. 125-126). 

Also the possibility exists that resistance may be perfectly reasonable to the 
resistor, due to changes that might require the employee to engage, or to collude 
with, unethical practices. In summary,

“Resistance, therefore, is rooted in a) disturbance to the social relationships 
and moral/political order that binds a person to the organization, and b) the 
anxiety and uncertainty that change can bring to person’s sense of identity, 
security and self-worth” (Fineman, 2008, p. 126).

The type and strength of resistance provides diagnostic information with regard 
to the way the change has been introduced, delivered and supported and also 
indicates the feelings that have to be addressed to avoid the organization sliding 
into paralysis or chaos. This process is called “emotional balancing.”

When organizations downsize (a last-resort initiative for the business in trouble) 
and reduce costs by reducing the size of the workforce, the process can diminish 
and distress all those associated with the process. It affects people becoming 
jobless as well as people remaining employed. Both are hurt, angry, resentful and/
or disaffected. Employees remaining in a downsized company have to deal with 
broken up established social networks at work and leaves the “survivor” unsure 
about “what next”? This is called the “survivor syndrome” or “survivor sickness”, 
meaning those people involved are dealing with fear of further downsizing and of 
more radical changes, increased feelings of insecurity, guilt at having survived the 
shake-out, stress from increased workloads, strained trust in management and 
reduced risk-taking and motivation:

“Traumatized survivors have felt tense, fearful of persecution, diminished 



100

Sensemaking during Revitalization

self-esteem, and guilt at having survived” (Fineman, 2008, p. 186).

Usually this psychological process has a significant impact on the psychological 
contract between the employee and the organization; the post-downsizing 
psychological contract is often radically different from the old one. In addition, 
after downsizing, often “holes” are left in the organization’s formal and informal 
structure as people were removed from their posts, so desks are empty and long-
term relationships are fractured: 

“Structural holes occur where links to unique sources of information or 
resources are missing. There are always structural holes in organizations 
but, after downsizing, holes open and close in ways that leave employees 
little control over the distribution of their relationships. That is, who they can 
talk to, who has relevant expertise, who are their friends, allies or foes. The 
political order of the organization is disrupted. […] Each person who is laid 
off leaves a memory gap, which in many ways, is irreplaceable. The cultural 
glue of the organization is weakened, perhaps destroyed, and needs long-
term repair or renewal” (Fineman, 2008, p. 189).

This leads to the motivational paradox of downsizing; employees are asked to be 
creative, flexible and motivated, to deliver more with less support, but at the 
same time those employees are in questionable social emotional conditions. It is 
of key importance to address the emotionality related to downsizing to limit the 
unwanted side effects and minimize the emotional corrosion in both short and 
long term.

It is interesting to see that: “alternatives to layoffs, such as pay cuts, shortening 
the work week, unpaid vacations, or job shares, are possibilities, but rarely occur” 
(Fineman, 2008, p. 183). Although managers often believe that downsizing 
materializes positive effects, it surely brings unwanted side effects: 

“The emotional health of the downsized organization is not at all that it 
should be; it is depressed. Those who are made unemployed and re-enter 
the workforce elsewhere, do so with a legacy of wounds and wisdom from 
their downsizing experiences. They manage their careers more defensively, 
are cautious about offering more than a moderate degree of commitment to 
their employer or role, and place far more emphasis on leisure. Once bitten, 
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twice shy” (Fineman, 2008, p. 185).

The emotional realities related to downsizing vary from disheartened to even 
suicidal. The managers downsizing often feel guilt, feeling a betrayer, while they 
themselves have survived. They: 

“have spent years cultivating trust with the very people they are to lay 
off, having persuaded them to buy into the corporate culture of care and 
collaboration” (Fineman, 2008, p. 185).

Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991): The Sequential and Reciprocal Cycle of 
Sensemaking and Sensegiving 

During this study, partly based on the Gioia & Chittipeddi’s (1991) “wave motion” 
approach (the sequential and reciprocal cycle of sensegiving and sensemaking), 
the sensemaking process is recorded and, in a later stage, evaluated. This 
subparagraph briefly covers the approach of Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991). 

Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) define strategic change as: 

”Involving an attempt to change current modes of cognition and action to 
enable the organization to take advantage of important opportunities and to 
cope with consequential environmental threats” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, 
p. 433).

It is stressed that any substantive change implies changes in meaning systems 
and values. The leader has to make sense of the intended change in a way that 
eventually fits with a revised collective system of meanings. The communication 
of such sensemaking is labeled sensegiving. Sensegiving is combined with 
symbolic actions to communicate that the existing interpretive scheme, or 
systems of meanings, is not appropriate anymore. An opportunity is created for 
the leader to articulate his or her vision or preferred interpretive scheme for the 
stakeholders, who engage in sensemaking. Given that change efforts seldom 
happen by decree, a round of negotiated social construction is likely to happen. 
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Moreover, it concerns reciprocal activities of sensemaking and sensegiving67, 
initiated by leadership. In interpretive research meaning is seen as a socially 
constructed phenomenon. First-order analysis68 takes place by constructing a 
narrative of change of all the collected information. The purpose of second-
order analysis69 is to derive an explanatory framework out of it. The content of 
the first-order analysis is shown below and consists of four different stages: 1. 
Envisioning, 2. Signaling, 3. Re-visioning, and 4. Energizing.

Figure 4. Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991): The reciprocal activities of sensemaking and 
sensegiving.

Finally, after alternating sensemaking for self and sensegiving to others by the 

67    Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) describe sensegiving as an attempt toward influencing other 
stakeholders’ sensemaking toward a preferred redefinition of organizational reality (Gioia 
and Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442).
68    Gioia & Chittipeddi’s (1991) first-order-analysis is a narrative that describes the experi-
ences of the informants and the researchers. It is an ethnographic story built on what the 
researchers heard and saw (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 437). 
69   In their second-order-analysis, Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) examined the findings of the 
first-order-analysis in order to discern deeper patterns that can be connected to theory 
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 438).
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leader, a more or less broadly accepted meaning system and value is created by 
stakeholders. The leader can be a change agent, consultant, or (senior) manager. 
Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) reported interesting observations on the ambiguity, 
emotionality, and uncertainty of organizational members. The method seems to 
deliver good results when applied in the early stages of an intended revitalization; 
better than concepts of formulation and implementation. 

2.3.4 Conclusions Sensemaking

Paragraph 2.3 covers the conceptual framework with regard to sensemaking, 
the leading theme in this study. In a context of organizational change, theories 
concerning sensemaking are mainly based on Weick’s (1995) conceptualization. 
This pragmatic approach is based on seven properties or characteristics that 
contribute to answering the question: How do people deal with situations 
characterized by an “unacceptable” level of ambiguity and uncertainty? As a 
result, in a specific context, the focus is on a reduction of equivocality. Weick’s 
(1995) concept aims to provide the “missing parts”, instead of what we already 
know. Based on a certain social interaction process, i.e. interlocked behavior 
acts, assembly rules and a meta-rule to choose an assembly rule, people act and 
interact and are able to reduce equivocality. Weick’s (1995) concept covers basic 
properties to support the research question in this study, but at the same time, is 
lacking important features as well.

As described in chapter one, the context in which the research question needs to 
be answered is an extremely complex, multi-layer “constructed” and interwoven 
“ensemble” of insiders and outsiders, with different local-social-historical 
backgrounds, roles and responsibilities, acting and interacting and aiming for a 
reduction of a significantly increased equivocality due to a revitalization process 
under pressure. For the purpose of investigating the research question properly, 
Weick’s (1995) approach toward sensemaking is, in my view, lacking in the 
following areas:

•	 Weick (1995) refers to an organization as a “network of intersubjectively 
shared meanings that are sustained through the development and use 
of a common language and everyday social interaction”. Wiley (1988) 
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adds a relevant topic by mentioning that a social - interaction - process 
can take place in three categories of sensemaking: 1. An inter-subjective 
level related to communication, 2. A general (subjective) level related 
to the social structure and the organization, and 3. An extra-subjective 
level related to culture and social reality. Wiley’s (1988) conceptualization 
supports the complex interwoven social structure, as described in chapter 
one, in more detail.

•	 Reducing equivocality during a revitalization process means, in fact, also 
reducing multiple different meanings that exist alongside each other at the 
same time. By supporting the view that an “intervention” is a specific form 
of social interaction that actively influences the process of sensemaking, 
focusing on social plurality, appreciating freedom of actors and interaction, 
Weick’s (1995) view seems to be limited; a “political” aspect of organizing 
and sensemaking needs to be acknowledged and added. Van Dongen 
et al. (1996) adds an important feature to sensemaking by an unlimited 
plurality perspective. Meanings are not knowledge claims with regard to 
subject or situation; “reality” does not exist outside the different individual 
social constructions. In my opinion, supporting this view, the last approach 
has similarities with the approach of Hosking (2004); social construction 
processes should shift from multiple subjective (“inside the head”) realities 
in an “objective world” to interactions creating multiple local ontology’s or 
local cultures.

•	 Weick (1995) mainly describes conscious sensemaking processes in 
unexpected and unknown situations, such as revitalization processes; 
sensemaking related to routine processes mainly go on the automatic - 
unconscious - pilot. Nevertheless, according to Gioia & Mehra (1996), most 
situations within organizations are more or less expected and known, and 
meanings are given to these routine situations as well; this “routinized 
sensemaking” shows, in my opinion, although it is different, similarities 
with “stabilized effects” (Chia, 1995) and the “local-social-historical 
context” (Hosking, 2004). In general, you could state: “the less routine, 
the more change”. In revitalization situations, as in this study, both routine 
and change are required and applicable. Consequently, (un)conscious 
sensemaking will take place with regard to routine and change processes.      

•	 Weick (1995) mainly connects sensemaking with a retrospective view and 
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covers a prospective view in a limited manner, meaning to make sense for 
the future based on a plausible sequence of events to get there. However, 
initiating and executing revitalization usually implies creating and fulfilling 
dreams, ideas and/or visions of a possible future as well, but, unable to 
construct an account on “how to get there”; we envision a tentative future 
(Gioia & Mehra, 1996). In fact, we roughly know where we would like to 
go, but we do not know exactly how to get there. This view has similarities 
with “third-order-learning” and “von ist nach Etwas”70.

•	 Weick (1995) does not really detail the organizational social context in 
which sensemaking takes place rather than following Scott’s definition of 
an organization as 1. A rational system, 2. A natural system, and 3. An 
open system. To be able to analyse and categorize the social context of the 
Carlux NH organization, a more detailed approach is required. Van Londen 
& De Ruijter (2001) draw attention to the complexity of constructing 
identity and the importance of a “highly situational” context, in which a 
transactional process takes place. In this respect, Hosking (2004) refers to 
a “local-social-historical” context; a partly “stabilized” local environment, 
containing some history, where locals are being able to perform their 
particular local identity, the “real” playground of action and interaction. 

•	 The type of problems and contextual complexity is related how people 
make sense of it. Kurtz & Snowden (2003) distinguished different 
categories of complexity with regard to sensemaking: two ordered and two 
unordered domains and the fifth domain of chaos. Individuals use different 

70   Three types of learning are distinguished: 1. Single-loop learning, 2. Double-loop-
learning, and 3. Deutero, also called first-order, second-order, and third-order learning. 
Single-loop learning concentrates on getting changes implemented in accordance with the 
current values. This type of learning occurs continuously and involves considerable problem-
solving and trial-and-error to move the organization closer to its values. In fact, “known” 
problems are resolved within a “known” context. Double-loop-learning, a higher level of 
learning, involves changing the values themselves. In this case, people learn how to resolve 
value inconsistencies and conflicts and modify the values accordingly. This level of learning 
occurs periodically and changes the organization from a “known undesired situation” into a 
“new known desired situation”. Deutero learning is the highest level of learning and con-
cerns more efficient and effective learning, moreover, how to learn. Organizational members 
examine values, organizational conditions, and behaviors to become better at implementing 
changes and improving the organization; it concerns ambiguous issues in complex and dy-
namic situations and moves the organization from a “known undesired situation” into a “new 
unknown desired situation”, or “Von ist nach etwas”, as mentioned by Homan (2006, p. 59).
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sensemaking strategies in different domains. In the Carlux NH case, different 
employees might encounter problems of different complexity related to the 
Turbo 4S project, effecting their process of sensemaking differently. 

•	 Weick (1995) neglects the impact of power in sensemaking. Foucault 
(1975) conceptualized power as something that only comes into being 
when it is put into action. Later, theorists argued that power could be 
thought of as a possession of resources, an ability to control sanctions 
and rewards or the ability to act on other individuals (Quinn, 1980; Crozier 
& Friedberg, 1980).  De Heer (2009) related power to sensemaking and 
emphasized that sensemaking is not neutral, but is based on values and 
originates in a power environment. Connecting sensemaking with power 
should lead us to consider sensegiving and political struggles during the 
change process in the T-case.

•	 Weick (1995) mentions affect in his account of sensegiving, but he does 
not elaborate on how emotions and feelings influence the process of 
sensemaking: “Although Weick notes affect as an element of sensemaking, 
but his treatment is essentially as passing acknowledgement of it, with 
little considerations of the implications of emotion” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996). 
Organizations are emotional worlds, especially organizations during a 
revitalization process. According to Fineman (2008, p. 121), “our feelings 
shape the meaning and sense we make of new circumstances”. Intense 
emotional responses can be observed during organizational change and 
downsizing, when sensemaking processes are actively at work to create 
new meanings related to the organization and the individual. Fineman 
(2008) shows us that employees who are not laid off often experience 
survivor sickness and that the stages of grieving can also often be 
observed during organizational change. This can help us understand what 
the employees at Carlux NH went through.

•	 Weick (1995) focuses on sensemaking as opposed to sensegiving, 
which is the intentional influencing of someone’s sensemaking process 
in an intended direction, and this is where Gioia & Chittipeddi’s (1991) 
contribution proves to be valuable. They used a “wave motion” approach 
to understand the sequential and reciprocal cycle of sensegiving and 
sensemaking. Interventions play an important role during a process of 
revitalization in influencing sensemaking by sensegiving.  
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In my opinion, daily practice in a changing organization is an extremely complex and 
interwoven interplay of and between actors, each of them drawing from an individual 
and unique set of context related experiences, in which a large, but limited amount 
of - in a continuous process and continuously changing - meanings are (re)created 
and maintained. Even though all actors come to their meanings separately, they are 
(inter)active in the “same” environment. In other words, there exists - or should in 
one or another way exist - at least a partly “shared” local-social-historical context. 
Based on this view, a “major” difference between the “insider” and the “outsider” 
does not exist, meaning, that everyone is bringing his or her specific, more or 
less local-social-historical related “experience” and/or “knowledge” to a complex 
interaction process, but each of them looking from a specific - probably different - 
perspective. However, the difference is still gradual in this perspective.

The following three paragraphs of the conceptual framework, respectively covering 
revitalization and decline, organizational change aspects and concepts, and High 
Performance Organizations, are meant to be supportive for this study in three 
ways, as mentioned before. First, to support the “object” of investigation, the 
Managing Director of Carlux NH and his team, with some theoretical background 
concerning those interesting topics. Mainly, to better understand the actual 
situation and its related underlying reasons. Second, to provide the reader with 
a certain background with regard to this topic, to better understand the specific 
complex organizational and social context in which the process of sensegiving and 
sensemaking takes place. And third, for me, as Consultant, Coach and Researcher, 
to better understand the detail of occasion, possible implications and consequences 
of the situation and its respective local-social-historical context.

2.4 Revitalization and Decline

2.4.1 Introduction

As mentioned, revitalization is about reinvigorating a society or organization. 
This part, and the following parts, of the conceptual framework are meant 
to be supportive for this study in three ways. First, to support the “object” of 
investigation, the Managing Director of Carlux HN and his team, with some 
theoretical background concerning this interesting topic. Mainly, to better 
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understand the actual situation and its related underlying reasons. Where do 
we stand today? How did we get into this situation? What is decline? What is 
revitalization? What are the typical phases an organization goes through while 
revitalizing? What are the main aspects to deal with? What can we learn from it? 
The answers to those questions will - direct or indirect - influence the process of 
sensemaking. On one hand it will add theoretical and practical, experience related, 
knowledge, and on the other hand it will probably decrease uncertainty by better 
understanding “What is revitalization all about?”. Second, to provide the reader, 
if he or she is not familiar with a specific theme yet, with a certain background 
with regard to this topic, to better understand the specific complex organizational 
and social context in which the process of sensegiving and sensemaking during 
revitalization takes place. And third, for me, as Consultant, Coach and Researcher, 
to better understand the detail of occasion, possible implications and consequences 
of the situation and its respective local-social-historical context. 

The conceptual framework concerning revitalization is subdivided into four related 
parts. First an introduction to the subject, based on Whetten (1980) and De 
Heer (2009), which will be covered in paragraph 2.4.2. Second, the psychological 
and organizational phases with regard to revitalization, based on Kelly & Connor 
(1979), Connor & Paterson (1982), Krantz (1985), Whetten (1987), Weitzel & 
Jonsson (1989), and Phelan (2005), which will be covered in paragraph 2.4.3. 
Third, organizational aspects and implications with regard to a decline process, 
based on Harrigan (1980), Cameron & Zammuto (1984), D’Aveni (1989), Barker 
& Mone (1994), Francis & Pett (2004), Furrer et al. (2007), and De Heer (2009), 
which will be covered in paragraph 2.4.4, and finally, in paragraph 2.4.5, lessons 
learnt from revitalization processes, based on Burke & Nelson (1998).   

2.4.2 Revitalization: An Underexposed Subject 

According to Whetten (1980): “Organizational decline has not been adequately 
examined by organizational scientists, because they are preoccupied with 
organizational growth71 and its consequences” (Whetten, 1980, p. 577). The 

71   This preoccupation is mainly based on three assumptions: 1. The positive correlation 
between the size of an enterprise and its age, moreover, as organizations mature, manag-
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underlying reasons for a focus on growth are apparently psychologically related 
to an almost non-stop experience with growth after World War II in almost all 
aspects of social life in the U.S., such as population, per capita real incomes, 
productivity of the overall society and gross national product. Another reason is 
the growth bias in organizational research reflecting a broader social ideology. 
Theories of administration typically reflect the prevailing ideology of a society, 
reinforcing dominant societal values and economic advantages, which influences 
organizational theories and managerial practices towards a pro-growth orientation. 
Whetten (1980) offers a list of eight points72 as an initial step to overcome 

ing growth is of importance, 2. Size is a desirable organizational characteristic, i.e. “bigger is 
better”, and 3. Growth is related to effectiveness, i.e. organizational size is a better predictor 
of the CEO’s salary than profitability. 
72   According to Whetten (1980), those eight points to overcome deficiencies in researching 
organizational decline are: 1. An important task for researchers is to improve the conceptual 
clarity of organizational decline, distinguishing between decline-as-stagnation and decline-
as-cutback, respectively a reflection on poor management or noncompetitive market condi-
tions i.e. the percentage of market share decreases, and the consequence of environmental 
scarcity i.e. the entire market shrinks, 2. One of the most pronounced effects of decline is 
that it increases stress. This aspect, management under stressful conditions, should get 
much more attention from researchers, so that the psychological and the psychological ef-
fects are more clear, 3. A key to understanding the management of declining organizations 
is the sensemaking process. During crises, managers construct “a causal explanation that in 
turn dictates the domain of response alternatives they will consider. Faulty problem-identi-
fication procedures are frequently noted in case studies of organizational crisis mismanage-
ment. Managers in different institutional contexts tend to construct different explanations for 
resource cutbacks, which lead to stereotypic responses” (Whetten, 1980, p. 583), 4. Case 
studies of declining organizations point out the significance of management in maintaining 
a balance between structural integration and loose coupling. Loose coupling increases the 
adaptive potential of organizations, but poor integration was a common characteristic of 
several organizations mismanaged during crises. As a result, top management had become 
isolated from their highly diversified and fragmented operations and was unable to respond 
to environmental changes, 5. Decline tends to exacerbate interpersonal and inter-unit con-
flict within an organization. “Research on this topic is especially critical because, in order to 
cope with decline, an organization needs to discourage its best people from leaving, and the 
conflict-resolution mechanisms utilized significantly influence an employee’s choice between 
the exit, voice, or loyalty options” (based on Hirschman, 1970, in Whetten, 1985, p. 584), 
6. It is important that researchers do not examine decline exclusively from the perspective 
of top management or organizational owners. This shift of research focus attention will give 
more insight on “topics such as effects on employee morale of various approaches to re-
trenchment, e.g. reduction in force or reduction in compensation, mechanisms for relocating 
and retraining displaced workers, and ways of sharing the burden of retrenchment equally 
between management and employees” (Whetten, 1985, p. 584), 7. Research needs to be 
expanded on the effects of decreasing organizational size on the ratio of administrative staff 
to total employees, and 8. The effects of decline should also be studied beyond the organi-
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deficiencies in researching organizational decline. Whetten (1980) stresses the 
importance of consulting and teaching to improve the focus and learning effects 
concerning organizational decline. Consultants can provide organizations insight 
in their “readiness” for a significant crisis, to prepare for an impending crisis, and 
to “aid practicing administrators during periods of retrenchment by pointing out 
decision-making errors and suggesting novel alternatives” (Whetten, 1980, p. 585). 
With regard to teaching, it is important to develop a new managerial ideology 
supporting no growth and to provide students opportunities for practice, besides 
telling them how to react in a crisis situation. 

Also De Heer (2009) stresses that “organizing under pressure” needs much more 
attention from scholars; up to the 1980s there was almost only attention for 
growth and progression related issues. After the oil crisis in the 1970s, a period 
in which quite some organizations faced a situation of pressure, decline or even 
bankruptcy, scientific attention increased, but is seen still relatively limited73. The 
explanation is related to a still limited percentage of “pressure” situations, a higher 
interest in development and growth, and the difficulties investigating those kinds of 
situations; managers are not appreciating special attention in difficult times due to 
sensitivities in the organization or the association with failure or poor management. 
According to De Heer (2009): 

“Literature shows, in relation to situations under pressure, emphasis 
on reduction and related aspects, with the following four accents: 1. 
The development of response strategies to improve alignment between 
organization and environment, 2. Management of cut down processes, such 
as entrenchment and reduction processes, 3. Crisis management in relation 
to leadership and (dis)functioning of teams, and 4. Social-psychological 
related issues, such as stress, dismissal, termination and recovery” (De Heer, 
2009, p. 16-17).

zation’s boundaries. It is important to understand the impact of declining organizations (and 
retrenchment) towards inter-organizational agreements, organizational network configura-
tion, workers’ family relations, and local labor market dynamics.
73   See for an extensive overview Demers, 2007, p. 5-46.
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2.4.3 Psychological and Organizational Phases with regard to 
Revitalization 

According to Kelly & Connor (1979) individuals move through an emotional change 
cycle during a process of - significant - change. Individuals going successfully 
from an “old” situation into a “new” changed situation pass the following 
consecutive phases: 1. Security (the current stable situation, reflecting optimism), 
2. Doubt and faith (after the announced change, both reflecting pessimism), 3. 
Trust (habituation to the new situation, reflecting moderate optimism), and 4. 
Satisfaction (acceptance of the new situation, reflecting optimism). Each individual 
or group of individuals has his or her own pace to move through the phases, 
depending on communication, intervention methods and additional support, to 
finally influence their behavior, emotions, and feelings. 

Connor & Paterson (1982) created a supporting or commitment curve, describing 
the relation between the level of support of employees and the time required 
giving this support. Starting point is the current situation. After the announcement 
of a - significant - change, individuals pass the following five phases: 1. 
Consciousness, 2. Understanding, 3. A “test”, 4. Acceptation, and finally, 5. 
Adoption. Every phase represents a critical moment with regard to the level of 
commitment to the company. Consciousness is related to retrieving sufficient 
information concerning the intended change. It concerns the first “contact” 
with regard to the change and individuals realize that it also concerns them. 
Understanding means “getting to know and appreciate” the situation in more 
detail. The test phase allows for “figuring out” if a new behavior could work. 
During the acceptation phase, employees are starting to realize the background 
and consequences of the intended change. This is also the moment where 
a negative or positive perception concerning the change occurs. A negative 
perception creates resistance, with stagnation as result. A positive perception leads 
to acceptation and support for the intended change. The next phase, the adoption 
phase, will occur, meaning that the intended change has been accepted, based on 
clear value added compared to the previous situation, and the change of behavior 
becomes routine. Finally, if ever, the change is adopted and integrated with 
personal interest, goals and value systems. This is the ultimate stage an individual 
can achieve with regard to the commitment curve. 
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Krantz (1985) investigated the impact of individually experienced anxieties on 
collective behavior in situations of organizational decline, more specifically the 
difficult process of retrenchment, using an approach pioneered at the Tavistock 
Institute for understanding group processes. This approach, applied in two non-
profit organizations, is useful for this thesis as well. According to Krantz (1985), 
management of decline in a declining sector is complicated, because: 

”… failure in this context often results not from management mistakes or 
organizational dysfunction, but is symptomatic of a larger, more inclusive 
structural change” (Krantz, 1985, p. 1).

What are, according to Krantz, the implications for management of decline? 
Managing the process of decline is extraordinarily difficult and the conditions are 
perilous. Krantz (1980) stated: 

“An increased need for careful thought and collaborative planning is 
undermined by the volatility of the situation and the anxieties inherent in 
failure and mourning. Enormous stress inevitably leads to an increase of 
fantasy-driven elements of group behavior. Powerful and primitive emotions 
strain social defense systems beyond the groups capacity to contain and 
modify them” (Krantz, 1985, p. 14).74

Unstable working environments, filled with uncertainty, make it extremely difficult 
for managers to sort the fantasy-filled elements of the planning process from those 
grounded in feasible reality. In those circumstances, the ability to lead effectively 
is eroded and coherent decision-making and systematic planning become more 
difficult75. Emotions and an increase in paranoid thinking probably cannot be 
avoided, but organizations can moderate it by providing realistic information in a 

74   The psychosocial process of organizational decline is, according to behavioral scientists, 
comparable with people reacting to death or serious impairment. However, the analogy is 
limited; imminent death cannot be altered, but strategic or programmatic decisions can 
affect the future of an organization. “Lieberman (1980) describes several stages of the 
response, beginning with denial, leading through anger and depression, and ending with 
forms of acceptance” (Krantz, 1985, p. 14).
75   Leaders frequently serve as the main focus for the hostility, frustration and aggression 
present in organizations. Employees’ sense of persecution and punishment will often be 
projected into the leadership. This primitive anger isolates leaders from their staff at a time 
they most need to work together to resolve complex problems. 
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timely manner. Key to respond to primitive fantasy systems is to encourage and 
acknowledge mourning processes in the case of angry and depressive phases. It is 
also important to avoid an emotional “group split” between the group of employees 
leaving (the “contaminated” ones) and the group of employees staying in the 
company (the “survivors”); this pervasive process can damage the organization 
substantially. A personal approach, supporting individual needs in uncertain 
times, enables staff to consider their personal future legitimately, which reduces 
uncertainty, and will have a positive impact on individual and group dynamics. 
Nevertheless, in “hard times”, personal concerns will diverge thoughts and actions 
from daily business, so increased organization dysfunction will occur. It is of key 
importance that the manager in times of a decline understands: 

“The particular system’s social defenses and to protect its strengths” (Krantz, 
1985, p. 16).

And,  

“The chief danger to the manager is succumbing to the same regressive 
pressures affecting the work group, thereby providing leadership in 
unrealistic or destructive directions (Glassberg, 1978; Whetten, 1980b)” 
(Krantz, 1985, p. 14).

In 1987, Whetten discussed the analogy of - taxonomical - life cycle stages with 
regard to organizational growth and decline76. Available life cycle models are only 
covering “growth stages”, roughly from birth through maturity, whether movement 
through the stages is linear of recursive. The discussion in those days was mainly 
about the number of growth stages. In 1983, Cameron & Whetten published a 
“summary life cycle model”, based on 30 life cycle models, containing four stages: 

“1. Entrepreneurial (early innovation, niche formation, high creativity), 
2. Collectivity (high cohesion, commitment), 3. Formalization and control 
(emphasis on stability and institutionalization), and 4. Elaboration and 
structure (domain expansion and decentralization)” (Whetten, 1987, p. 337).

76   “Research on the causes and consequences of organizational growth and decline, as 
well as the effective management of growth and decline processes, is examined in detail” 
(Whetten, 1987, p. 335). 
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In general, three critical remarks are made: 1. Critics of social evolution theory 
objected to the normative connotation of “more advanced” associated with 
terms like progression and development. Moreover, movement to a next stage 
is not viewed as progression to a higher, more effective or sophisticated level of 
development, 2. It is key is to distinguish between sequential and non-recursive 
development, and 3. It is important to differentiate between phases of growth 
and phases of problems and decline. However, research about the consequences 
related to decline processes is rather limited: 

“… decline produces dysfunctional consequences at both individual 
and organizational levels. It is argued that conflict, secrecy, rigidity, 
centralization, formalization, scapegoating, and conservatism increase, and 
that morale, innovativeness, participation, leader influence, and long-term 
planning decrease” (Whetten, 1987, p. 344).

Managing decline is characterized as both operationally difficult and politically 
hazardous. With regard to the causes of decline, one must keep in mind the distinction 
between environmental and organizational decline. Internal causes77 (organization 
related) and external causes78 (environment related) can be distinguished.  

Hambrick & Schecker (1983, in Whetten, 1987, p. 349) identified three successful 
turnaround strategies among a sample of approximately 260 businesses 
experiencing declines, 1. Asset and cost surgery, 2. Selective product and market 
pruning, and 3. Piecemeal strategy. In addition: 

77   The literature on the internal causes of organizational decline focuses on two points: 
“1. Successful organizations become over-confident of their ability to dominate the market, 
resulting in a reduction in both product development and emphasis on quality, insensitivity 
to negative feedback from customers, failure to monitor trends in basis research and in-
novation, and discounting of the seriousness short term drop in sales, and 2. Organizations 
with a very different growth pattern; mature organizations with a steady and modest growth 
pattern, but in the process they have fallen prey to the liabilities of large size companies 
and complexity. They have become so cumbersome and rule-bound that they are unable to 
respond quickly to changing environmental conditions” (Whetten, 1987, p. 346-347).
78   Organizations that decline in a stable or growing environment are generally victims of 
poor management. In contrast, organizations that decline in a shrinking or heavily changing 
environment are victims of a depleted resource pool. In this respect, operational and stra-
tegic response to decline should be distinguished. Schendel et al. (1976, in Whetten, 1987, 
p. 349) found that a common mistake made by business is that they respond to strategic 
(effectiveness) problems with operational (efficiency) remedies. 
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“Based on his extensive practical experience with turnaround management, 
Bibeault (1982) identified a four-stage process: 1. Management change, 2. 
Evaluation, 3. Emergency actions, and 4. Stabilization and return to normal 
growth. This model explicitly argues that successful turnaround strategies 
can only be implemented by new management” (Whetten, 1987, p. 349). 

Moreover, problem causers have little credibility as problem solvers. Chaffee 
(1984, in Whetten, 1987, p. 349) distinguishes the traditional view of strategic 
management towards the environment79 and an interpretive approach, which 
focuses on the management of meaning (read: sensemaking) and stresses the 
value of symbolism80.

Recommendations for managing retrenchment effectively can be grouped roughly 
into three sequential stages: 1. Management should strive for “early warning and 
detection” of the impending problem, and as soon as the problem is recognized 
anticipating the emerging budget problem pro-actively and report an accurate and 
credible account of the causes of the problem (to demonstrate their willingness 
to come to grips to avoid the appearance of lack of moral conviction or political 
courage), and to learn from the experience of others who have encountered 
similar problems, 2. ““Seizing the initiative”, meaning once the need for change 
is clear, leaders are urged to convey a clear message that the organization is 
capable of handling the crisis” (Behn, 1980, in Whetten, 1987, p. 351), and 3. 
Effectively implementing the downsizing program, meaning creating incentives for 
reducing and/or redirecting organizational activities. During this last phase it is also 
important to support employees coping with their insecurity, stress and anxiety, as 
well as preserving some organizational slack for stimulating ongoing innovation, 
which is the lifeblood of most organizations and the source of personal satisfaction 
and pride. 

Weitzel & Jonsson (1989) reviewed several perspectives on organizational decline 
and integrated underlying factors into a conceptual framework that refines the 

79   More specifically, taking substantive action to reconcile inconsistencies and imbalances 
between organizational components and environmental conditions.
80   The emphasis of the latter approach is on anticipating the ways in which critical constitu-
encies will interpret planned actions, even though the concrete actions can be similar under 
both approaches. 
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definition of decline in organizations81. In their model, “decline moves through the 
following stages: 1. The organization is blind to the early stages of decline, 2. It 
recognizes the need for change, but takes no action, 3. It takes action, but the 
action is inappropriate, 4. It reaches a point of crisis, and 5. It is forced to dissolve. 
Expansion (growth) and decline in organizations are part of what may be called 
the dynamics of an organization” (Weitzel & Jonsson, 1989, p. 91). Based on this 
five-stage model, Weitzel & Jonsson (1989) created basic diagnostic questions for 
organizational assessment of decline conditions. 

Phelan (2005) compared a cultural anthropology study by Wallace in 1956 with a 
corporate culture change study by Kotter & Heskett in 1992 and found interesting 
similarities. As Phelan (2005) states: 

“The 1992 study of Kotter & Heskett on successful corporate culture change 
reveals one of the most empirically convincing models for organization 
change management82. The procedure demonstrated by Kotter & Heskett’s 
research fits the pattern and dynamics of a universal social phenomenon 
of culture change defined in 1956 by Wallace as revitalization. Applying the 
psychodynamics of revitalization explains how this procedure of corporate 
culture change in distressed organizational cultures creates an adaptable 
culture of new behavioral norms. The driving force of this procedure is the 
transference of dependency wishes among anxious organization members 
onto their perceived powerful organizational leader. An understanding of how 
and why organizational change according to this model can guide the values 
and behavior of organizational leaders in successfully managing organization 
change” (Phelan, 2005, p. 47). 

The retrieved process steps are more or less the same compared to the steps 
defined by Wallace in a cultural anthropology study in 1956. Essential steps in both 
concepts are Mazeway Resyntheses and The New Steady State:

81   Their definition of a declining organization is as follows: “Organizations enter the state 
of decline when they fail to anticipate, recognize, avoid, neutralize, or adapt to external or 
internal pressures that threaten the organization’s long term survival” (Weitzel & Jonsson, 
1989, p. 94). 
82   Kotter & Heskett (1992) investigated change processes in over 200 enterprises in 22 
industries and retrieved a certain order in process steps applied in companies with success-
ful change. 
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“A mazeway is an individual’s total complex of generalizations about the 
body and surroundings, similar to a map, which represents goals and 
difficulties, the self and other people and objects, and ways of attaining 
or avoiding values. The mazeway must be as consistent as possible to 
be realistic, believable, and functional. Although some inconsistencies in 
the mazeway are inevitable and can be tolerated by such mechanisms as 
rationalizations or belief” (Phelan, 2005, p. 50).

Under severe stress - major change - the mazeway may not adequately represent 
reality and becomes dysfunctional. New inspiration, based on new goals and new 
ways of thinking and acting, can change this situation into The New Steady State; 
a low level of stress based on accepted new cultural values and behavioral norms. 
However, in some cases, mazeway development remains or becomes inadequate. 
The last one is applicable in three cases: internal lack of communication, internal 
inconsistency and a lack of correspondence with reality.

2.4.4 Organizational Aspects and Implications with regard to a Decline 
Process 

There are quite some different reasons for organizational decline varying from 
internal to external occasions. Harrigan (1980) found:

“Three major reasons for the declines that occurred: 1. Technological 
obsolescence, 2. Sociological or demographic changes, and 3. Changing 
fashion. In general, declines induced by fashion or demographic changes 
produced great uncertainty about future industry prospects; while declines 
created by technological change were far more predictable, especially when 
the firms involved understood the substitute technology” (Harrigan, 1980, p. 
24-25). 

The research provided six broad findings and five strategies to successfully 
respond. The six broad findings are: 1. There were a number of different types of 
decline, 2. A number of different strategies were used during decline, 3. A firm’s 
relative success during decline was affected by its relative competitive strengths 
as well as by the structure of the industry it was in, 4. The appropriate strategies 
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for coping with decline varied according to the firm’s strengths and whether its 
industry environment was favorable for prolonged participation and relatively easy 
exit, 5. There were a few exceptions to the general patterns observed; some firms 
discovered unique ways to beat the laws of the marketplace, and 6. Specific actions 
of competitors positively or negatively influenced the most economical survival 
strategy. Based on those broad findings, Harrigan (1980) identified five response 
strategies. These five identified strategies, responses to declining environments, 
are: 1. Increasing the firm’s investment to dominate or to get a good competitive 
position, 2. Holding the firm’s investment level until the uncertainties in the 
industry were resolved, 3. Decreasing the firm’s investment posture selectively 
(stimulate attractive niches and sloughing off unpromising niches), 4. Harvesting 
(or milking) the firm’s investment to recover cash quickly, regardless of the resulting 
investment posture, and 5. Divesting the business quickly by disposing of its assets 
as advantageously as possible. The success of the above mentioned strategies are 
depending on the specific situation of the firm related to economies of scale, vertical 
integration, technological leadership, a high valued brand name and loyalty, strong 
distribution systems, a favorable location or raw material contract, flexible assets, 
established relationships with customers, and so on.

According to Harrigan (1980): 

“… top management should carefully consider the types of strategies 
it selects for businesses facing decline since such choices can have 
major impact on the performance of such business. In addition, there 
was substantial evidence to suggest that firms with weak businesses 
in unattractive industries tend to hold on to these businesses too long” 
(Harrigan, 1980, p. 33). 

Cameron & Zammuto (1984) investigated organizational decline in different U.S. 
industries, such as the automotive industry, the tobacco industry and American 
colleges and universities, and discovered different types of organizational decline. 
In addition, also noticing:

“a wide variety of strategic and tactical responses that were associated with 
those various decline conditions, some of which were successful and some 
of which were not” (Cameron & Zammuto, 1984, p. 360). 
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After investigation, it: 

“became evident that characteristics of the external environment played a 
dominant role in determining success and failures of managerial responses 
during periods of decline” (Cameron & Zammuto, 1984, p. 360). 

This is why they developed a typology of decline based on changes in the external 
environment83. Two types of changes can occur in niches that cause decline: 

“decreased resource availability that reduces the size of a niche, or changes 
in preferences for the outcomes of organizational performance that result in 
decreasing demand”84 (Cameron & Zammuto, 1984, p. 361). 

Consequently, one niche shrinks and evolves into the expansion of another niche. 
Besides a change in the size or the configuration of a niche (shape), Cameron & 
Zammuto (1984) distinguish discontinuous change85 and continuous change86, 
respectively:

“a decline in the availability of resources can occur suddenly, or there can 
be a sustained, continuous decline in resource availability” (Cameron & 
Zammuto, 1984, p. 363). 

These two conditions are seen as opposite ends of a continuum. Combining 
the above described niche changes (size and shape) and the discontinuous and 
continuous change, a two by two matrix arises, providing four types of typology 
of decline. As a result, the following four possibilities occur: 1. Erosion87 (change 

83   According to Cameron & Zammuto (1984), the organizational environment is composed 
of an assemblage of niches, being a segment of a larger environment. 
84    An example of the first type of change is a lower level of investment required to keep 
demand on the same level, for example due to decreasing demographic circumstances a 
university needs less financial support. As a result, the niche is shrinking. An example of the 
second type of evolutional change is related to changing customer preferences, for example 
a change from demand with regard to sport cars to sports utility vehicles (SUVs). 
85   Discontinuous change means a relatively sudden change, where the past is not a good 
predictor for the future.
86   Continuous change means a relatively smooth, uninterrupted and therefore predictable 
change.
87   In case of Erosion, the decline is gradual and more or less predictable, the source of 
internal conflict is stagnation and a progressive reduction in resources serve to heighten 
conflict over who will get less. Managers can remain consultative with subordinates since 
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in niche size and continuous change), 2. Contraction88 (change in niche size and 
discontinuous change), 3. Dissolution89 (change in niche shape and continuous 
change), and 4. Collapse90 (change in niche shape and discontinuous change).  

D’Aveni (1989) investigated the strategic and managerial consequences of 
organizational decline and compared 49 firms filing for bankruptcy and a matched 
sample of non-declining, surviving firms for the five years prior to the bankruptcy 
filings. According to D’Aveni (1989):

“Declining organizations decline with respect to two critical resources: 
financial and human (managerial) resources. Indicators of declining 
financial resources include decreases in liquidity, profitability and borrowing 
capacity due to increasing leverage (Altman, 1968). Indicators of declining 
managerial resources include decreasing numbers of prestigious top 
managers who add to the human capital of the firm” (D’Aveni, 1989, p. 578). 

A distinction is made between decline and downsizing operational operations, 
respectively:

“... decreasing internal resource munificence over time” and “changes 
in organizational size and scope, such as limiting sales, selling off fixed 
assets or subsidiaries and pruning product-market domains. Although many 

organizational survival is not immediately threatened. The tactics and strategy related to 
Erosion should be pro-active and domain offense.
88   In case of Contraction, the reduction in resources is more sudden, the source of inter-
nal conflict is a threat to existence, moreover, the organization’s survival is in jeopardy, and 
autocratic management arrises. The tactics and strategy related to Contraction should be 
re-active and domain defense or consolidation. 
89   “Dissolution is the type of decline experienced when change results in a gradual shift 
from one niche to another. Organizations’ outputs progressively become less acceptable 
within the environment. Conflict arises over what new directions the organization will take to 
survive. As in a political process, coalitions form around various alternatives for changing the 
products or services of an enterprise. Upward information flow can continue inasmuch as 
the dissolution occurs slowly, but manager-subordinate relationships become more coali-
tional in nature” (Cameron & Zammuto, 1984, p. 364-365). The tactics and strategy related 
to Dissolution should be enactive and domain creation. 
90   In case of a Collapse, the existence of the organization is in serious danger; this is a 
rapid and dramatic condition of decline. The shape of the new niche is changing suddenly 
and extensively and the original niche dissipates quickly. The source of internal conflict is 
confusion and the manager-subordinate relations will be chaotic. The tactics and strategy 
related to Collapse should be experimental and domain substitution. 
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declining organizations also downsize their operations, downsizing and 
decline do not always occur simultaneously or at the same rate ... ” (D’Aveni, 
1989, p. 578). 

D’Aveni (1989) distinguishes three types of decline: 1. Sudden decline, 2. Gradual 
decline, and 3. Lingering, respectively, 1. The rapid collapse of a firm, followed by 
bankruptcy, 2. The slow, incremental decline of a firm, followed by a bankruptcy 
filing immediately after the decline is complete, and 3. Firms that decline, either 
rapidly or gradually, but then delay bankruptcy for several years. The results 
indicate four findings about the timing and nature of the strategic and managerial 
consequences of organizational decline91. In addition, the following two findings 
are reported: “size related characteristics do not seem to affect the length of a 
post-decline lingering period”, and “post-decline firms linger only as long as their 
environment remains supportive” (D’Aveni, 1989, p. 599). A downsizing activity 
may extend time to survival, but does not necessarily materialize a turnaround. 
During this additional time environmental circumstances can change in a positive 
or negative manner, supporting the firm’s turnaround or avoiding a continuation. 

Barker & Mone (1994) argue that retrenchment is merely a consequence of 
firm decline and not essential to achieve a turnaround. They reinvestigated an 
investigation executed by Robbins & Pearce (1992), using the same sample of 
U.S. textile companies. Robbins & Pearce (1992) concluded that retrenchment is 
an integral component of successful recovery from decline. Based on Robbins & 
Pearce’ (1992) investigation Barker & Mone (1994) found little evidence to support 
the assertion that retrenchment is integral to turnaround: 

“Specifically, we propose that retrenchment is not a cause of turnaround 
performance but rather a consequence of a steep performance decline 
during which a firm’s financial performance is extremely poor” (Barker & 
Mone, 1994, p. 395).  

They state that retrenchment: 

91   The four findings are: 1. There exist different patterns of decline, 2. Those patterns are 
related to the timing of the consequences of decline, 3. The consequences of decline include 
managerial imbalances, actions concerned with efficiency, centralization effects, and 4. Stra-
tegic paralyses, and all reflecting threat-rigidity responses. 
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“… does not lead to higher absolute levels of performance in firms 
attempting turnarounds and contend that retrenchment for some firms may, 
in fact, be potentially harmful to recovery efforts” (Barker & Mone, 1994, p. 
395-396). 

Three implications for turnaround research can be drawn from their study. First, 
the importance of the role of sample selection and the choice of dependent 
variable criteria play in research. Second, their analyses concluded that 
retrenchment alone might not lead to greater success in turnaround attempts. 
However, many declining companies retrenched, especially those with deep 
performance declines. And third, Barker & Mone (1994) believe that Robbins & 
Pearce’ (1992) conclusion is premature and requires further investigation. They 
conclude with: 

“However, there is little evidence that retrenching plays a more vital role 
than strategic reorientations in facilitating recovery” (Barker & Mone, 1994, 
p. 404).

Francis & Pett (2004) address the debate of whether retrenchment is a 
consequence of performance downturns or an integral strategic response:

“The results indicate that retrenchment in not ubiquitous to all firms 
undergoing decline. Instead, this strategy is mainly employed depending 
on how severely or rapidly the decline occurred. Also, different forms of 
retrenchment are utilized depending on how productively  he firm uses its 
human and capital resources” (Francis & Pett, 2004, p. 39). 

A typical response to organizational decline is retrenchment, incorporating the 
basis reduction of assets and expenses and stimulating various turbulent 
actions, such as layoffs or divestments. It is clear that, due to different views 
and circumstances, some managers prefer layoffs, which, combined with careful 
revamping, can set a (new) stage for growth. However, other managers believe 
that avoid cutting jobs provides significant benefits with regard to loyalty and 
productivity. According to Francis & Pett (2004), both the sources of decline 
and the urgency of the decline situation must be considered before choosing an 
appropriate strategy: 
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“One of the significant contributions this study makes concerns the 
different retrenchment strategies that firms pursue. As the results regarding 
productivity indicate, organizations institute turnaround strategies that 
focus on areas of internal weakness and avoid reducing areas of strengths” 
(Francis & Pett, 2004, p. 50). 

Another contribution of the study of Francis & Pett (2004) is the examination of the 
urgency of decline as measured by severity and suddenness: 

”The findings strengthen the argument retrenchment is not the answer for 
all firms in the midst of decline, but is likely for firms in extremely urgent 
situations. Also, the findings support an integrative approach for explaining 
a firm’s retrenchment actions in that both the urgency of the situation 
and specific decline characteristics were found to be significant influences. 
This indicates that determining or predicting the actions of a declining 
firm cannot be approached in a simplistic manner, but must consider the 
strengths and weaknesses of the individual firm and the pressures that it 
faces” (Francis & Pett, 2004, p. 50-51).

Furrer et al. (2007) investigated the impact of corporate strategy on shareholder 
value in decline and turnaround situations92: “The use of cumulative beta excess 
returns93 to assess long-term valuation of corporate strategy is original” (Furrer 
et al., 2007, p. 372). Furrer et al. (2007) used beta excess returns to estimate 
changes in shareholder value and measured corporate strategy in terms of “a 
pattern in a stream of resource allocation decisions”, defined by manufacturing 
costs, marketing costs, accounts receivable, accounts payable and capital 
expenditure (Furrer et al., 2007, p. 381). The outcome of the study is that 
shareholder value changes occurred incrementally: “investors adjusted the value 
of the stocks as additional new information reached them” (Furrer et al., 2007, p. 
385).

92   The added value of this study is the comparison of strategies of turnaround firms with a 
matched sample of non-declining firms. Moreover, the authors compared non-declining firms 
with declining firms that later successfully turned around and avoided bankruptcy. 
93   Cumulative beta excess returns is a financial measure that expresses the return on 
stocks with the aim to prevent or control risks related to possible fluctuations (Van Dam, 
1983, p. 298-299).
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De Heer (2009) conducted a study related to organizational decline and 
revitalization and combined sensemaking with (political) power. In his inaugural 
address, De Heer (2009) stresses that sensemaking is not neutral, but based 
on values, and originates in a power environment related to experiences, 
imaginations, notions of actors, as well as the struggle and anticipation related 
to it. De Heer (2009) defines this as Politics of Culture. In case of a situation 
defined as “(re)organizing under pressure”, basic values are threatened, resulting 
in insecurity and tension, influencing the thinking and action process and having 
a severe impact on mental, physical and relational (business and private related) 
experiences. Every single situation has unique building blocks and dynamics. 
Relevant in this case is “the concept of enactment” from Weick (1995). De Heer 
(2009) distinguishes seven types of pressure situations94. Politics of Culture is seen 
as a multiple conglomerate of interaction processes; individuals interchange values, 
attitudes, assumptions, perceptions, ideas and aspirations.

2.4.5 Lessons Learnt from Revitalization Processes

Burke & Nelson (1998) provide lessons from the firing line for revitalizing 
organizations in downsizing and restructuring activities. Their main contribution is 
outlining a three-stage model designed to improve downsizing and restructuring 
efforts:

“The first stage, initiation, involves planning the revitalization efforts. 
The second stage, implementation, outlines the ways of smoothing the 
transition. The final stage, institutionalization, comes to grips with healing 
and refocusing the organization” (Burke & Nelson, 1998, p. 325). 

The initiation stage is mainly about creating a well thought-out revitalization 

94   The seven types or pressure situations are: 1. Loss of Legitimacy is related to a mean-
ingful existence of the organization, 2. Loss of Function to a completed program or project, 
3. Scarcity or Lack of Resources to a decrease in demand, turnover, tasks, and/or budgets, 
4. Integration of Organizations to anticipated economies of scale, 5. Problematic Reputa-
tion or Identity to a decrease in perception and trust by relevant stakeholders, 6. Difficult or 
Unattainable Mission related to barriers and frustrations provided by internal and external 
parties, and 7. Entropy in Organization Network or a Broader Context connects to increasing 
- not manageable - disorder due to a series of speedy and unexpected developments. 
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strategy, including adequate communication. Stage two, the implementation 
stage, is mainly about applying a socially acceptable manner of dealing with the 
consequences defined in stage one. The final stage, institutionalization, covers 
employees dealing with the social consequences of stage two, i.e. allowing time 
for grieving, anticipating disruptions in productivity, implementing support groups 
for survivors and giving them a reason to stay, being honest about the future, 
establishing a “new” employment contract and the evaluation of the effectiveness 
of the revitalization program. 

Burke & Nelson (1998) conclude with a statement that organizations have a 
particularly critical role to play in adverting destructive patterns; revitalization 
efforts should be part of processes of continuous improvement. 

2.4.6 Conclusions

This paragraph covered subjects with regard to the following four related subjects: 
1. Revitalization: an underexposed subject, 2. Psychological and organizational 
phases with regard to revitalization, 3. Organizational aspects and implications 
with regard to a decline process, and finally 4. Lessons learnt from revitalization 
processes. For this study it is important to capture the following points:

•	 Revitalization has been, and to a certain extent still is, an underexposed 
subject. Scientists have been preoccupied with organizational growth and its 
consequences mainly because of psychological and sociological reasons. In 
addition, research is often not desirable during revitalization processes due 
to the association with failure, poor management and time pressure. As a 
result, relatively limited information is available with regard to this subject.

•	 Psychological phases with regard to revitalization are investigated and 
provide interesting insights. With regard to sensemaking, all approaches 
employ different angles or perspectives and are established in a different 
context and period of time. Nevertheless, all of them are more or 
less about understanding, preparing, supporting and after caring the 
psychodynamics of individuals during a complex change process. This 
is applicable for the “contaminated” ones, the “survivors”, as well as 
management, each of them dealing with specific anxieties, emotions, 
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perceptions, primitive fantasies and ambiguity and uncertainty. Basic 
values are threatened during a revitalization process, resulting in 
insecurity and tension influencing the thinking and action process and 
having severe impact on mental, physical and relational experiences. 
Every single situation has unique characteristics and dynamics. It is 
essential is to get the mind of individuals from an “out of balance” 
state back into a “balanced”, acceptable state by using approaches as 
Mazeway Resyntheses, a new employment contract, and sensegiving and 
sensemaking. Key in those approaches is to understand and accept this 
“time consuming process”, and to provide as much realistic information as 
possible.

•	 In terms of organizational phases with regard to revitalization, the 
emphasis of research was mainly related to life cycles and based on 
growth. Consequently, research on decline is rather limited. Different types 
of decline are distinguished: sudden decline, gradual decline and lingering. 
With regard to the causes of decline internal causes (organization related) 
and external causes (environment related) can be distinguished, both 
with specific underlying reasons and strategies. Retrenchment is a typical 
response to organizational decline and plays an important strategic role. 
Following Weitzel & Jonsson (1989) decline moves through the following 
five stages: 1. The organization is blind to the early stages of decline, 2. It 
recognizes the need for change, but takes no action, 3. It takes action, but 
the action is inappropriate, 4. It reaches a point of crisis, and 5. It is forced 
to dissolve. Managing decline is characterized as both operationally difficult 
and politically hazardous.

To connect the above with a more concrete “operational” level of organizational 
change, an introduction with regard to aspects of organizational change, 
organizational change concepts and characteristics of High Performance 
Organizations is given. As mentioned, this will increase the level of understanding 
of the kind of complex social environment the revitalization takes place in and the 
level of operational excellence that will be aimed for. 
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2.5 Organizational Change Aspects and Concepts

2.5.1 Introduction

As mentioned, this study is about sensemaking during revitalization in a declining 
industry and organization. As a result, organizational change is required to 
revitalize and to innovate the organization to create a solid basis for a sustainable 
future, possibly even aiming for the characteristics of a High Performance 
Organization (HPO) or a High Reliability Organization (HRO).

Approximately 70 percent of all “change projects” fail (Boonstra, 2000; Strikwerda, 
2005) due to poor (strategic and operational) preparation, poor operational 
execution of change activities and finally, a lack of follow up on change activities 
(Cozijnsen, 2004). Organizations are faced with an increasing level of complexity 
and dynamics (Boonstra, 2000). Organizational change by itself seems to be 
difficult due to a variety of aspects involved (Boonstra, 2000; De Heer, 2009; 
Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). Boonstra (2000), for example, provides five 
perspectives for failures with regard to organizational change: 1. A strategic policy 
perspective, 2. A structure perspective, 3. A power perspective, 4. A psychological 
perspective, and 5. A cultural perspective. The availability of fragmented, ad 
hoc and not aligned change concepts is also a key factor in change failures 
(Cozijnsen, 2004; Probst, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). According to 
Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008), organizational change cannot be managed; 
controlling and predicting the future is per definition not possible. However, a 
well thought-out change process can be a good basis for positive results (Probst, 
2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). During a change process sensegiving 
and sensemaking are essential; without a change in sensemaking, no change in 
behavior is anticipated (Weick, 1995; Phelan, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 
2008).

In paragraph 2.5.2 some introductional aspects of organizational change will be 
covered, based on Beer, Eisenstat & Spector (1990), Bate (1994), Cozijnsen & 
Vrakking (1995), Brooks (1996), Van Amelsvoort (1997), Appelbaum et al. (1998), 
Van der Zee (2001), Hirschhorn (2002), Cozijnsen (2004), and Wissema (2006). 
Paragraph 2.5.3 will describe several organizational change concepts categorized 
as 1. Design or blueprint concepts, based on De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002) and 
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Jensen (2000), 2. Development concepts, based on Senge (1990), Boonstra 
(2000), De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), Cozijnsen(2004), and Homan (2005), or 3. 
A mix of the former two approaches, based on Ten Have (1999), Beer & Nohria 
(2000), Bower (2000), De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), Probst (2005), and Van 
Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008). Finally, in paragraph 2.5.4, some conclusions with 
regard to organizational change aspects and concepts are provided. 

2.5.2 Aspects of Organizational Change

Mainly during the course of the last fifty years quite some investigation with regard 
to organizational change has been done, originating in 1927 with the Diffusion and 
Adoption theories. The following theories, Planned Change, Planned Organizational 
Change and Organizational Development, also covered human behavioral aspects, 
however, all of them with a different focus. In addition, Planned Organizational 
Change covered also changes in organizational structure (Cozijnsen & Vrakking, 
1995, p. 35, 174; Cozijnsen, 2004, p. 15). The subsequent theory, Organization 
Transformation, was based on a more integral change approach, covering aspects 
as double loop learning, gamma change95, and transformation96. The intention was 
to connect the context with regard to three different aspects: 1. The organizational 
context at the start, 2. The kind of change, and 3. The intervention methodology 
(Cozijnsen & Vrakking, 1995, p. 45, 174; Cozijnsen, 2004, p. 11, 12). All change 
concepts developed in the past contributed to the current way of thing about 

95   Three types of observed change are distinguished within organizational change: “Golem-
biewski, Billingsley & Yeager (1976) classified observed change in three categories as alpha, 
beta, or gamma change. Alpha change corresponds to absolute quantitative change. Beta 
change results from the respondent’s subjective recalibration of the measurement scale. 
Gamma change results from the respondent’s reconceptualization of the measured variable” 
(Millsap & Hartog, 1988, p. 1).
96   Organizational transformation is about organizational change in which the change goes 
to the level of what an individual feels and will affect what people feel about the organiza-
tion, what they do in the organization and maybe what they hold dear to life. Organizational 
transformation is more than just changing the way business is done. It is about changing the 
organizational culture in one or more ways. Organizational change is about changing the way 
of doing business in one or another way. Organizational change does not have the intention to 
go into the level of what a person feels. Transforming the organization refers to any significant 
change made to an organization such as, restructuring an organization or reengineering an 
organization and/or there is a significant change in the way business is done. The question is, 
of course, what is significant relative to a given organization (Source: Wikipedia).
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organizational change concerning content, behavior, context, change strategies 
and intervention methods (Cozijnsen, 2004, p. 34). Recently developed change 
concepts are better aligned to contemporary change demands and are less 
normative, fragmented and ad hoc (Cozijnsen, 2004, p. 13-15, 191).

Why is organizational change so difficult and complex? In general, an almost 
unlimited number of various related aspects are involved. A lack of leadership 
is mentioned by Bate (1994), Brooks (1996), and Appelbaum et al. (1998). 
Hirschhorn (2002) distinguishes three types of campaigns for change: 1. Political 
campaigns (to get the intended change “accepted”), 2. Marketing campaigns (to 
get the intended change “sold”), and 3. Military campaigns (to get the intended 
change implemented). Van Amelsvoort (1997) distinguishes three conditions 
for a change strategy to be effective: 1. Occasion, 2. Changeability, and 3. 
Capability of change. Based on those conditions different change strategies 
can be chosen. Examples are: an expert approach, an experimental approach, 
a top-down or bottom-up approach, a design or blueprint approach, and the 
collective approach. Beer, Eisenstat & Spector (1990) distinguish two points for 
application: 1. Programmatic change (starting from an individual perspective), 
and 2. Task alignment (starting from a process perspective). Van der Zee (2001) 
distinguishes four intervention methods, applicable for every single change issue: 
1. A diffusion approach, 2. A directive approach, 3. An interactive approach, and 
4. A development approach. Wissema (2006) distinguishes four levels of defined 
change strategies: 1. Defined goals, 2. Defined nature and order of activities, 3. 
Defined milestones, and 4. Defined actions, respectively related to 1. A complex 
change, 2. An urgent change, 3. A step-by-step approach, and 4. A pre-structured 
change process. 

The abovementioned aspects are just a random selection out of an almost infinite 
number of various interrelated aspects with regard to revitalization processes, 
showing the complexity related to it.

In general, two different change approaches are distinguished: 1. The design or 
blueprint approach and 2. The development approach (Cozijnsen, 2004). The 
first one originates from the classical and economical organization theory, has 
a strategy based on expertise, is instrumental and rational-economical oriented 
(from the outside in, the world is “makeable”), based on a technical system 
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approach (structure and technology), aims for efficiency and performance, 
emphasizes mainly the phase of investigation and delivers a report containing 
conclusion and recommendations. The second one originates from the revisionism 
(socio technique) and process theory, has a strategy based on learning, is social-
emotional oriented (from the inside out), based on a social system approach 
(opinions, attitudes, behaviors and communication), aims for sensegiving and 
sensemaking (satisfaction), emphasizes on the change process and delivers a 
change in skills, attitudes and capabilities.

The next subparagraph will briefly describe some examples of design or blueprint 
approaches, development approaches, and a mix of the former two approaches.

2.5.3 Organizational Change Concepts: Design (or Blueprint) or 
Development?

Examples of the design or blueprint approach are (partly) De Caluwé & Vermaak 
(2002) and Jensen (2000). De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002) are distinguishing five 
different colors representing a specific concept of men. The first two colors are 
related to a design or blueprint approach: 1. The color yellow is symbolic for a 
socio-political notion (socio-technique), characterized by self-interest, power, 
negotiation, consensus and fear, and 2. The color blue represents a design or 
blueprint, depicted by the ability to create, rationality, a defined end result, 
resources, plan and duration. The other three remaining colors as described by 
De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002) will be discussed later in the section about the 
development and mixed approaches. Jensen (2000) focuses on maximization of 
shareholder value defined as the long-term market value of the firm. Destruction 
of societal capital is not acceptable. The only antithesis is the stakeholder theory 
based on the self-interest of the manager. Organization and manager are both 
playing an important role in creating long-term shareholder value, which is the 
main purpose for organizational existence. Collective sensemaking is seen as being 
stimulated by (financial) incentives. This concept is based on a top-down approach. 

Examples of the development approach are: Senge (1990), Boonstra (2000), 
(partly) De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), Cozijnsen (2004), and Homan (2005). 
Senge (1990) prophecies the learning organization based on generative learning 
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and covers five personal “disciplines”: 1. System thinking, the total of knowledge 
and instruments supporting mankind to understand and change the relation 
between the separate parts, 2. Personal mastery, the mental fundament of an 
organization based on the deepening and clarification of personal vision, focus, 
patience, and an objective view on reality, 3. Mental modeling, how deep-rooted 
assumptions and generalizations of imaginations determine our view on reality 
and action, 4. Shared vision, to create a shared identity and destiny by adopting 
a voluntarily real vision, and 5. Team learning, the real creation of a team by 
dialogue to generate extraordinary performance. According to Senge (1990), 
organizations are not really able to learn due to 1. The way they are designed and 
managed, 2. The way tasks are defined, and 3. The way people have learned to 
think and to cooperate. Consequently, seven fundamental learning disorders are 
distinguished: 1. Position and identity are confused, 2. The “enemy” syndrome, 
3. Pro-active behavior being re-active behavior based on emotion, 4. Fixation on 
the short term (learning takes time), 5. The parable of the cooked frog (focus 
on details and slowing down), 6. False learning by experience (learning horizon), 
and 7. The myth of the management team, moreover, “competent incompetence”, 
based on Argyris97. 

Boonstra (2000) combines the dynamic system theory and the social 
constructivism to “renewed learning”; to create a way to an unknown future, based 
on an interactive process between actors by feedback, dialogue, coalitions, plural 
perspectives, and self-organization98. According to Boonstra (2000), a design or 
blueprint approach is usable in relatively well-known situations (first and second 
order learning), but not sufficient anymore in more unknown, complex and 
ambiguous situations, where a form of third order learning is required. In those 
situations we like to go from “known undesired to unknown desired”.  

97   According to Argyris (1982, 1987, in Ten Bos & Gerdzen, 1994), adults have the inclina-
tion to protecting themselves against threats related to learning situations; it is not about 
reality or truth, but about positioning himself or herself as positively as possible.
98   According to Boonstra (2000) the organizational context becomes increasingly complex 
due to: 1. Globalization, 2. Developments in communication technology, 3. The increasing 
way of organizing in networks and logistic chains, 4. The increasing scale of economics to a 
multinational level combined with local requirements, 5. Distribution channels are changing 
due to data networks and new ways of communication, 6. The Western society evolves to a 
knowledge society with an increasing exchange of information as a result, and 7. An increas-
ing level of dynamics by interaction between actors in an ever-changing context.
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Two of the five colors defined by De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002) have already 
been discussed and linked to the design or blueprint approach. The second two 
colors are related to the development approach: 1. Red is related to human blood, 
covering development, extrinsic motivation, and a defined result without a defined 
outcome, and 2. Green stands for “go” and “growth”, based on action-learning 
theories and is characterized by intrinsic motivation, and second order learning.

The concept “Change differently” (Cozijnsen, 2004) is focused on certain 
success factors related to the four building blocks: 1. Content, 2. Behavior, 3. 
Organizational, and 4. Leading aspects of an organization. Cozijnsen (2004) 
analyzed the main reasons for organizational change failure and defined factors 
of success. Main change factors are: deepening, clarifying, understanding, 
accelerating, preserving and accumulating and those are applicable during the 
initial, design and implementation phase of a change process. 

Homan (2005) distinguishes two ways of coalition forming: mono-vocal versus 
poly-vocal. Homan (2005) distinguishes change ambition, the change approach, 
and contingency factors, respectively What needs to be changed?, How does 
it need to be changed?, and the “What-if” question. Based on organizational 
change capabilities, a more collective sensemaking pattern originates through 
many local processes of sensemaking. This process goes from first and second 
order learning to third order learning: “von Ist nach Etwas”. This process is based 
on three consecutive phases: 1. To “shake up” mental views, 2. A phase of new 
sensemaking converging from many different local sensemaking into less different, 
more shared sensemaking, and 3. Adaptation. According to Homan (2005), it is 
essential to change in a respectable manner, to create room for learning, to plan 
for spontaneity and to stimulate an interactive sensemaking process by combining 
top-down and bottom-up processes.

Some scholars appreciate a mix of the two approaches: Ten Have (1999), Beer & 
Nohria (2000), Bower (2000), De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), Probst (2005), and 
Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008). 

Ten Have (1999) distinguishes a “warm” and a “cold” organization, and a “warm” 
and a “cold” change process resulting into a matrix of four change strategies: 
1. Renewing, 2. Transforming, 3. Implementing, and 4. Intervening. A cold 
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organization faces barriers to change, has a target-focused culture based on 
external commitments. A warm organization on the other hand, creates energy 
as an expression of commitment, has a culture based on values and is internally 
committed i.e. employees develop goals in cooperation with management, define 
tasks and desirable behavior and influence priorities of activities. A cold change 
process is “externally” initiated, the sense of urgency is clearly known and 
management uses concrete targets as communication. A warm change process 
is based on drive and ambition of management and employees, does not have a 
sense of urgency and point of application are organizational values. 

Beer & Nohria (2000) try to integrate the maximization of economic value (E) and 
the development of organizational capabilities (O): theories “E & O”. Theory “E” 
consists of a design or blueprint approach. Related aspects are: maximization of 
economic value, a top-down approach, structure and systems, is programmatic, 
lead by incentives and consultant and knowledge driven. Theory “O”, however, 
is a development related change approach and consist of the more social related 
characteristics: the development of organizational capabilities, is participative, 
focused on culture, emergent, has a lag of incentives and is not consultant, but 
process driven. It is about high level scheduling and operational detail development 
and execution; the manager should manage all existing paradoxes in a balanced 
manner. 

Bower (2000) talks about the purpose of change: “What should it be and how 
should it be accomplished? More specifically, all aspects in an organization 
should be changed in an aligned and consistent manner. Bower’s (2000) model 
distinguishes three organizational levels: 1. Corporate, 2. Operational, and 3. An 
“in between” level, to divide resources to over three aspects: 1. Content, technical 
and economical, 2. Resources, labor and capital, and 3. Systems, structure, culture 
and cognition. Those levels and aspects influence each other. Change should be 
required and necessary. Moreover, it should be targeted and intentional. As a 
result, it will require a new (senior) manager. 

De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002) also combine the two approaches in their 
categorization and their last color has characteristics related both to the blueprint 
and the development approach: the color white is more or less a summary of all 
previous colors and symbolic for inner security, awakening energy, unstructured 
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and an open outcome, moreover, “phanta rhei”, meaning everything flows.

The concept of Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008) is based on Whole Scale Change, 
defined as: 

“a set of connected and aligned interventions and activities with the aim to 
give people different views on reality and to create new realities concerning 
change management related topics by dialogue, based on a participative 
predetermined change goal” (Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008, p. 11). 

According to Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde (2008) organizational change cannot 
be managed and should be viewed from a holistic social system perspective. 
Controlling and predicting the future is per definition not possible. However, a well 
thought-out change process can be a good basis for anticipated positive results 
(Probst, 2005; Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008). Consequently, this paradigm is 
not about “repairing” the past, but creating a new future and, at the same time, 
implementing this new future. Moreover, Whole Scale Change is about facilitating 
the exchange of insights, views, and experiences, based on small and large-
scale interventions, between individual, group and organization. Sensegiving 
and sensemaking are essential during a change process; without a change in 
sensemaking, no change in behavior is anticipated (Weick, 1995; Phelan, 2005; 
Van Nistelrooij & De Wilde, 2008).

Probst (2005) developed an organizational change concept, called “E in balance 
with O”, based on several existing change concepts99. In addition, experiences 
of his own revitalization practice were added. His concept clearly distinguishes, 
from a conceptual point of view, the change content from the change process, 
respectively the “leading aspect” or the “frame of reference”, depending on 
the phase in which the revitalization process occurs and/or progresses. Several 
intervention methodologies, varying from “strong” interventions to ”laissez faire” 
interventions, can be used at the same time on several levels, separately, in 
parallel or even mixed, and are dependent on the specific macro or micro context. 
Key is to align those “well thought-out” activities (or conscious no activities) to 
optimize the process of individual and/or group sensegiving and sensemaking. 

99   “E” stands for Economic value and “O” for the development of Organizational capabili-
ties, based on Beer & Nohria (2000). 
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2.5.4 Conclusions 

Based on the discussion above, some conclusions can be drawn with regard to 
organizational change concepts:

•	 Most change concepts are quite different in terms of approach, 
aggregation level and focus points. For example, some of the concepts 
are extremely rationally-economically oriented and others are extremely 
socially-emotionally oriented, some are related to the organization 
as a whole, a department or team or even an individual, and some 
focus on change strategies, factors for failure or intervention methods. 
Consequently, the concepts are ad hoc, normative, fragmented, and 
not aligned. Moreover, almost none of the described concepts is really 
“balanced”, in terms of covering all relevant organizational change aspects.

•	 Organizations requiring revitalization are definitely in one or another way 
“out of balance” and current available organizational change concepts 
seem to be “out of balance” too. As a result, the available change 
concepts are not able to support revitalization processes adequately. 
Probably it is an illusion to imagine a “perfect change concept”, applicable 
in all different revitalization contexts; there are too many different and 
varying revitalization situations and contexts and the number of relevant 
organizational change aspects is almost unlimited and too wide to cover in 
one manageable revitalization concept.

•	 It is interesting to see that only a part of the concepts are more or less 
explicitly dealing with sensegiving and sensemaking, for me, finally the 
core theme of a - long lasting - revitalization process. As mentioned 
before, this study is about deepening the process of sensemaking during 
a revitalization process. A specific well thought-out change approach, 
including aspects related to sensegiving and sensemaking, should support 
a revitalization process to become a “better” organization, maybe even 
performing on the level of a High Performance Organization. By making 
use of several varying change concepts, all building on different views and 
angles, this deficit can be partly compensated. 
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2.6 High Performance Organizations (HPOs)

2.6.1 Introduction

As mentioned, the last phase of a revitalization process an organization faces is 
related to an “ideal” situation an organization could aim for; a High Performance 
Organization or, in my opinion, a special type of HPO; the High Reliability 
Organization. A High Performance Organization is not an organization “just doing 
well” compared to competition or comparable organizations. To become and 
remain an HPO is quite an achievement. As mentioned before, for the purpose of 
this study, in terms of what Carlux NH is aiming for in the long run, the following 
HPO definition is applicable:

“an organization which performs better with regard to financial and non-
financial results compared to competition or comparable organizations, for a 
period of at least five to ten years” (De Waal, 2007, p. 68).

However, for the purpose of this study, in terms of what Carlux NH is trying to 
achieve in the short term, an organizational revitalization, the following definition 
of a HPO is applicable: 

“High Performance Teams are simply those teams that achieve a quantum 
leap in business results in less than a year - in all key success dimensions” 
(Hanlan, 2004).

One of the four learning goals of the Management Team members, as mentioned 
in chapter one, is to better understand the main characteristics of a High 
Performance Organization. To explore this interesting subject, this paragraph 
is split up in two main parts. The first part, paragraph 2.6.2, covers: How to 
become a High Performance Organization? Based on Harung & Dahl (1995), and 
Lawler III (2005), a brief introduction to this subject will be given. The second 
part covered in paragraph 2.6.3, will provide information with regard to: How to 
remain a High Performance Organization? This paragraph will be subdivided into 
five parts: 1. HPOs are ready for change, based on Pettigrew & Whipp (1991), 
Vecchio & Appelbaum (1995), Owen et al. (2001), Rowden (2001), 2. HPOs use 
high performance work practices, based on Peters & Waterman (1982), Vecchio 
& Appelbaum (1995), Balazs (2001), Maitland (2002), Philpott (2002), Coulson-
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Thomas (2005), and De Waal (2007), 3. HPOs act beyond their boundaries, 
based on Ashkenas et al. (1998), 4. HPOs are value-based organizations, based 
on Pascale & Athos (1981) and Johnson (2003), 5. HPOs are great places to 
work, based on Roffey Park (1996), and finally 6. A special type of HPO, the 
characteristics of a High Reliability Organization (HRO), will be described, based 
on Weick & Sutcliffe (2007). Paragraph 2.6 will conclude this part of the study with 
some conclusions with regard to High Performance Organizations.

2.6.2 How to Become a High Performance Organization?

To remain a HPO an organization first should become an HPO. This subparagraph 
covers a brief introduction to this subject as a preview to the following 
subparagraph covering: How to remain a HPO?

According to Harung & Dahl (1995), four consecutive stages of breakthrough 
improvements of individual and organizational performance are required to become 
a High Performance Organization: 1. Individuals and/or organizations are moving 
from a task-oriented approach (isolated single task approach, coordination through 
extensive vertical command, and control hierarchy and initiatives and decisions 
taken at the top), 2. A process orientation (multi skilled jobs, more tasks and work 
by autonomous teams), 3. A value or culture driven orientation (focus on sound 
and healthy values, empowerment and self-management) to the stage of an 
HPO, and 4. A development orientation (automatic individual development, high 
creativity and effectiveness based on sound values). 

According to Lawler III (2005) creating an HPO is all about the relationship 
between the organization and their employees, based on the establishment of a 
mutually beneficial employment relationship or contract. The old loyalty approach 
is not applicable anymore:

“… global competition, the rise of technology, and the increasing demand for 
knowledge workers with state-of-the-art skills has made the loyalty contract 
unrealistic and undesirable from the point of most companies” (Lawler III, 
2005, p. 10-11). 
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The death of the loyalty contract has had a significant impact on today’s business 
environment. Organizations can grow by virtuous spirals and will carry the 
organization and his members to greater heights. These:

“… begin when an organization takes intelligent, strategy-driven, conscious 
actions to attract, retain, motivate, develop, and effectively organize 
committed, high performance individuals” (Lawler III, 2005, p. 11). 

Virtuous spirals are the ultimate competitive advantage and difficult to duplicate. 
First, an employment value proposition should be created, aligned to the business 
strategy and based on a reward system - attracting and keeping - the right people. 
The consecutive step is to make sure that those attracted high performers are 
motivated continuously to keep them. Continued employment should be based on 
continuous - change - performance. Lawler III’s (2005) investigation shows that 
organizations linking skill development with continuous employment can handle 
change more effectively than other organizations. The organization should turn the 
value proposition into a brand:

“Branding essentially crystallizes an organization’s value proposition, so that 
people have no doubts about what they will gain as a result of working for 
it” (Lawler III, 2005, p. 15). 

Written contracts are essential: for core employees stressing rewards for 
performance, effective leadership and a contribution to the companies’ mission, 
for non-core employees featuring rewards for performance and as-needed 
employment. A clear awareness concerning: “What you get and what you can 
expect?”, on both sides is key.

The definition De Waal created for a HPO in 2007 specifies “a period of at least 
five to ten years”. Becoming an HPO is fairly challenging, but remaining one for 
a certain - longer - period in time is even more challenging. Below we will find 
several recommendations to support this challenge.

2.6.3 How to Remain a High Performance Organization?

This subparagraph provides several varying aspects with regard to remaining 
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HPOs. The main purpose is to give a broad overview of those aspects to be able to 
create an idea of the ideal state that a revitalizing organization could aim for. This 
paragraph is subdivided into six related parts: 1. HPOs are ready for change, 2. 
HPOs use high performance work practices, 3. HPOs act beyond their boundaries, 
4. HPOs are value-based organizations, 5. HPOs are great places to work, and 6. 
The High Reliability Organization (HRO), a special type of HPO.

Ad 1. High Performance Organizations are Ready for Change

Pettigrew & Whipp (1991) argue that competitive advantage is linked to the ability 
to adapt to major changes in the environment, which is determined by the level of 
learning. Learning organizations have the following characteristics (Rowden, 2001): 
they provide continuous learning opportunities, use learning to reach their goals, 
link individual performance with organizational goals, foster inquiry and dialogue 
(open sharing and risk taking), embrace creative tension as a source of energy and 
renewal, and are continuously aware of and interact with their environment. 

Vecchio & Appelbaum (1995) and Owen et al. (2001) approached the question the 
other way around: Why do organizations fail to remain on an HPO level? According 
to Vecchio & Appelbaum (1995) three main reasons for failure exists: 1. Major 
changes in key technology, 2. A too high dependency on one or more suppliers or 
customers, and 3. A lack of consciousness with regard to changes in the internal 
or external business environment. Owen et al. (2001) also distinguishes three main 
reasons for failure: 1. A lack of a well thought-out strategy, 2. A lack of systems 
and processes supporting the strategy, and 3. The quality of management and 
behavior of employees. According to Owen et al. (2001), change readiness is a 
state where an organization has the capability to respond swiftly and appropriately 
to the stimuli in and around it. Consequently, competitive advantage is gained 
based on a balance between business as usual and change projects. 

Ad 2. High Performance Organizations use High Performance Work Practices

Peters & Waterman (1982) state that excellent companies share a bias for action, 
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are customer focused, stimulate innovation by autonomy and entrepreneurship, 
have hands-on and value driven management, focus on the business they 
understand, have a simple and lean structure, and combine autonomy in the shop 
floor and centralized values. 

Vecchio & Appelbaum (1995) state that performance can be improved by achieving 
interactive agreement or consensus of employees and managers by high-level 
communication by increasing involvement in high commitment work practices. This 
implies participation in decision making, quality circles and problem solving groups, 
freedom of expression, self managing teams, reformulation of work to optimize the 
use of upgraded skills, employee involvement in the management of work, and to 
use specific information methods i.e. bulletin boards, newsletter, intranet, briefings 
and communication audits. HPOs focus on implementing solutions to problems by 
managing in supportive and stimulating ways, which enables empowerment and 
accountability at the right levels. 

Balazs (2001) investigated the leadership skills of the chefs of twenty three-star 
Michelin restaurants and listed seven leadership “lessons”. She found out that:

“… the lessons to be learned from the chefs can have far-reaching 
implications for different kinds of businesses whose leaders have the 
ambition to make their own firm outstanding” (Balazs, 2001, p. 136). 

It is needless to say that all investigated individuals, the chefs of twenty three-star 
Michelin restaurants, have a strong knowledge base and the perfect mastery of 
the fundamental skills of their craft, are driven, open and innovative to constantly 
enrich their knowledge base, and new trends are a basis for their success. Lesson 
one is related to a magnificent obsession with making the client happy. The reason 
for becoming a cook was:

“… to exercise a craft in which they could give pleasure to people, and on 
the other hand, be recognized as one of the most original and best in their 
domain” (Balazs, 2001, p. 138). 

The second lesson is one of the secrets of success:

“… to enjoy what you are doing today, instead of postponing “life” until 



141

Conceptual Framework

tomorrow” (Balazs, 2001, p. 139). 

Lesson number three is standardization of “production” without killing the spirit 
of creativity and innovation; there exists a clear difference between the initial 
phase, the developmental phase, and the mature phase of a product. Lesson four 
covers the combination of an overall “high level” view and a very strong attention 
to detail. The ambition is to serve a perfect dish, but perfect for the person who 
is going to eat it. Lesson five is about customer intimacy, moreover, to “delight” 
a customer; not providing a service, but fulfilling a dream. For this, you need 
loyal employees, being stretched and given responsibility. Lesson six says: hire 
employees with passion and talent, not CV’s; love, fun and meaning are key in this 
respect. The last lesson is about giving employees meaningful work. People who 
feel really appreciated radiate positive energy and can fly; your clients also notice 
this.

IRS researchers (Maitland, 2002) state that HPOs to demonstrate concern for the 
environment, recognize the need for transparency and appropriate leadership 
and followership (leaders who lead and leaders who know what is like to follow). 
Maitland (2002) came to the following five key factors to remaining a HPO: 1. An 
obsession with quality; employees are much more likely to feel that achieving high 
quality is a priority in their day-to-day work and that their company’s products 
and services have a good reputation, 2. Innovation; the best companies innovate 
and then innovate again, 3. Putting customers first; not their shareholders, 4. 
Investment in employees; to develop experience, knowledge and skills, and 5. A 
healthy organizational culture, so being fulfilling places to work; employees are not 
asked to sacrifice or compromise their personal standards and values in order to 
achieve organizational objectives. 

Philpott (2002) argues that successful businesses are built on their social or 
relational capital and profit according to how well they engage the people they 
employ. 

According to Coulson-Thomas (2005) HPOs are focusing on the “right” things:

“While losers play other people’s games, winners stay in control. They 
create new arenas of opportunity in which they excel. They remain relevant 
and vital. They develop additional income streams, enhance capabilities 
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and refresh intellectual capital. They provide additional options and extend 
choice. They launch further ventures and establish new markets” (Coulson-
Thomas, 2005, in Holbeche, 2006, p. 123). 

As mentioned, De Waal (2007) investigated 280 well-selected and evaluated 
studies on High Performance Organizations to retrieve the differences in 
characteristics between average and good performing organizations and defined a 
HPO as:

“an organization which performs better with regard to financial and non-
financial results compared to competition or comparable organizations, for a 
period of at least five to ten years” (De Waal, 2007, p. 68). 

De Waals’ (2007) main conclusion is that HPOs perform better than non-HPOs 
in all aspects, more specifically, 1. HPOs have a higher quality of management, 
2. Pose openness and are action oriented, 3. Have a long-term orientation, 4. 
Focus on continuous improvement and innovation, and 5. Have high quality 
employees. According to De Waal (2007), not of major importance are: a specific 
organizational culture, strategy, organizational structure, technology, and ICT. 
Change processes, to be effective, should be focused on one of the five HPO 
characteristics, as mentioned above. 

Ad 3. High Performance Organizations act beyond their boundaries

Ashkenas et al. (1998) state that HPOs act beyond their boundaries. It concerns 
four boundaries: 1. Vertical boundaries i.e. status, authority and power, 2. 
Horizontal boundaries between organizational functions, product lines or units, 
3. External boundaries, defined as barriers between the internal and external 
world, and finally, 4. Geographic or global boundaries: cultural differences, isolated 
innovative practices and market peculiarities. 

Ad 4. High Performance Organizations are Value-Based Organizations

Pascale & Athos (1981) refer to value-based organizations: 
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“The best firms link their purposes and ways of realizing them to human 
values as well as to economic measures like profits and efficiency” (Pascale 
& Athos, 1981, in Holbeche, 2006, p. 144). 

It comes down to influencing employee behavior, shared mindsets, less direct 
control and less layers of supervision. As a result, employees will choose to do the 
right thing in the right way. 

Johnson (2003) suggests to increase involvement by creating a specific culture based 
on a climate of openness and trust, understanding and evaluating organizational 
goals and effectiveness, creating opportunity for employees to influence decisions 
that affect them and being able to tap into employees’ creativity. 

Ad 5. High Performance Organizations are Great Places to Work

According to Roffey Park (1996) HPOs are great places to work. High quality of 
working life according to employees in all sectors is based on a feel of involvement, 
they feel equipped to do the job, are appropriately rewarded, can progress in their 
career, can balance home and work life, can work flexibly to suit their lifestyles, 
and can learn and develop. 

Ad 6. The High Reliability Organization (HRO)

I consider the High Reliability Organization as a special type of High Performance 
Organization. A HRO is focusing on and specialized in dealing with unexpected 
events. According to Weick & Sutcliffe (2007) the unexpected is often dramatic, 
as with hurricanes or terrorist attacks, but the unexpected can also come in more 
subtle forms such as a small organizational lapse that leads to a major blunder, or 
an unexamined assumption that costs lives in a crisis. Their book is about: Why 
are some organizations better able than others to maintain function and structure 
in the face of unanticipated change? It comes down to a “mindful” organization, 
which has five main characteristics: 1. It tracks small failures (preoccupation with 
failure), 2. It resists oversimplification (reluctance to simplify), 3. It is sensitive 
to operations (sensitivity to operations), 4. It maintains capabilities for resilience 
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(commitment to resilience), and 5. It takes advantages of shifting locations or 
expertise (deference to expertise). A preoccupation with regard to small failures 
means that a High Reliability Organization has a culture stimulating in finding 
and reporting failures to be able to learn from them; hypotheses related to cause 
and effect are developed and tested, without getting too optimistic. Unexpected 
dramatic events often occur based on previous small failures. It is key to resist to 
simplification; too much simplification out of comfort or habit can result in wrong 
assumptions. Sensitivity to operations means that details should not be neglected 
and that the front line - there where the activity takes place - can be best reported 
where problems occur. They should be able to speak free to assure a complete 
and objective picture of the situation. A High Reliability Organization is not perfect, 
but is able to deal with unexpected situations in a flexible and resilient manner; 
mistakes will not paralyze it, but stimulate it to achieve a stabilized situation 
as soon as possible after the event. Shifting locations or expertise support the 
organization to learn quicker and in a varying manner. Diversity helps by better 
understanding complexity, and decision-making is based on expertise and low 
in the organization, regardless of hierarchy or position. To achieve this way of 
working, a culture based on five characteristics related to mindfulness is required, 
three related to anticipation and planning and two related to damping in the 
damage if an unexpected event occurs. Those five characteristics will be described 
in more detail below.

Plans are built from assumptions and beliefs about the world and they embody 
expectations:

“Strong expectations influence what people see, what they choose to take 
for granted, what they choose to ignore, and the length of time to recognize 
small problems that are growing. When people impose their expectations on 
ambiguous stimuli, they typically fill in the gaps, read between the lines, and 
complete the picture in ways that confirm what they expect to see. Slight 
deviations from the normal course of events are smoothed over and quickly 
lose their salience” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 66).

In brief, it is important to continuously focus on “irrelevant” things that are often 
the basis for unexpected events that make for unreliable functioning. Plans contain 
future contingent actions; those actions are double blind:
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“They are blind because they restrict attention to what we expect. And they 
are blind because they limit our present view of our capabilities to those we 
have now” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 67). 

Finally, plans that presume high quality outcomes will be produced time after time 
if people repeat patterns of activity that have worked in the past. In other words, 
routine cannot handle novel events:

“If unexpected events are to be managed, this means that people have to 
change what they do but not their way of sensing that something needs 
to be done. And this is precisely the point that the most effective HROs 
seem to have grasped. They understand that reliable outcomes require the 
capabilities to sense the unexpected in a stable manner and yet deal with 
the unexpected in a variable manner” (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 67). 

Those three requirements related to anticipation and planning should be sufficient 
to “control” activities. If this is not the case, a HRO should focus on limiting the 
developments of the undesirable reverse reaction, meaning optimizing resilience 
and respecting expertise. Resilience is seen as a from of control:

“The mode of resilience is based on the assumption that unexpected trouble 
is ubiquitous and unpredictable; and thus accurate advance information 
on how to get out of it is in short supply. To learn from error (as opposed 
to avoiding error altogether) and to implement that learning through fast 
negative feedback, which dampens oscillations, are at the forefront of 
operation resiliently” (Wildavsky, 1991, as described by Weick & Sutcliffe, 
2007, p. 69). 

With regard to expertise, HROs have created a set of operating dynamics that are 
grounded in deference of expertise:

“Since people in higher positions in typical organizations often get filtered 
good news, those senior people continue to believe that things are going 
well. This filtering can work against the managing the unexpected. HROs 
have mastered the ability to alter these typical patterns of deference as the 
tempo of operations increases and the unexpected problems arise” (Weick & 
Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 74).  



146

Sensemaking during Revitalization

2.6.4 Conclusions

As we have seen, investigations with regard to becoming or remaining a HPO are 
quite different in terms of approach and focus. As a result, different characteristics, 
sometimes even opposite, and not aligned definitions with regard to HPOs are 
provided. Nevertheless, as mentioned before, the quintessence of an HPO is 
clear; the High Performance Organization should clearly perform “above average” 
compared to competition or comparable organizations during a longer period in 
time on “all” relevant aspects, as stated by De Waal (2007):

“an organization which performs better with regard to financial and non-
financial results compared to competition or comparable organizations, for a 
period of at least five to ten years” (De Waal, 2007, p. 68). 

Even though this stage of performance is far away from current reality, this level of 
performance is the level Carlux NH is aiming for in the long run.

As mentioned before, for this study, revitalization under pressure is key. 
Consequently, a more suitable definition of HPOs, supporting the T-case, is: 

“High Performance Teams are simply those teams that achieve a quantum 
leap in business results in less than a year - in all key success dimensions” 
(Hanlan, 2004).

To be able to “achieve a quantum leap in business results in less than a year”, 
professional leadership, in all aspects, is required. Moreover, leadership is essential 
and is the core of organizational change (Bate, 1994; Brooks, 1996; Appelbaum et 
al., 1998). By investigating and comparing the different HPO concepts, it is again 
interesting to see that none of the concepts is explicitly dealing with sensemaking. 

Now we have covered the four relevant conceptual aspects with regard to the 
T-case, of which the first one is leading and the latter three are supportive. 
Those aspects are: 1. Organizational sensemaking, 2. Revitalization and decline, 
3. Organizational change Aspects and concepts, and 4. High Performance 
Organizations. The next paragraph will provide some general conclusions.
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2.7 Conclusions Conceptual Framework

2.7.1 Introduction

The goal with providing a theoretical framework in this chapter, a theoretical 
“body” for this thesis, was to elucidate the central theoretical concepts that are 
indispensable to understand the T-case. The focus of this study is on sensemaking, 
but the concept of revitalization and decline, organization change aspects and 
concepts, and the characteristics of High Performance Organizations can help 
us understand the context in which employees’ sensemaking takes place. This 
is why a theoretical introduction into these four topics was given, discussing 
relevant literature from a number of authors. As mentioned, this contributes to 
our understanding of the complex business and social environment in which the 
revitalization takes place, but it is also used during the study to provide written 
input for discussion with the Management Team to fulfill their defined learning 
goals. Also, as written input, it will contribute to achieving their first learning goal 
about sensegiving and sensemaking. 

2.7.2 Conclusions

I started the review with a brief introduction into social constructivism to provide 
some information about the broader theoretical orientation that I represented 
as Researcher. I showed that social constructivism is about understanding social 
phenomena and social practices as interplay between social reality, conceived as 
“interpretations” or “constructions” constructed by human beings in interaction, 
within a specific context of these interpretations or constructions. It concerns 
“commonsense” or “everyday” knowledge, created in interaction, and based on 
experiences in a specific context, such as organization, revitalization, or a specific 
project. 

The next section discussed the central theme of this study, the notion of 
sensemaking. Current work on sensemaking in organizations builds on Weick’s 
(1995) conceptualization. Weick (1995) was interested in the ways individuals are 
able to handle an unacceptable level of ambiguity and uncertainty in their life and 
use sensemaking to reduce equivocality. His theory emphasizes the role of social 
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interaction, and the seven properties of sensemaking defined by him (grounded 
in identity construction, retrospective, enactive of sensible environments, social, 
ongoing, focus on extracted cues and driven by plausibility rather than accuracy) 
laid down the basis for further theorists’ ideas. 

Other authors identified missing parts and weak spots in Weick’s (1995) framework 
and to broaden the understanding of the topic, I also discussed their contributions. 
The perspectives of Wiley (1988), Van Dongen et al. (1996), Van Londen & De 
Ruijter (2001), and Hosking (2004) broaden our horizons in terms of the specific 
context that sensemaking takes place in. Wiley (1998) described 3 levels on which 
sensemaking can take place, the unlimited plurality perspective of Van Dongen et 
al. (1996) emphasizes that there is no objective reality “out there”, Van Londen 
& De Ruijter (2001) connect the complexity of constructing identity and context, 
and Hosking (2004) focused our attention on the local-social-historical context 
for sensemaking. Based on the work of Gioia & Mehra (1996), we noted that 
sensemaking can be conscious but also unconscious. Furthermore, understanding 
the type of problem and contextual complexity that one faces can have an effect 
on sensemaking strategies. The findings of Rittel & Webber (1973), Heifetz (1994), 
Kurtz & Snowden (2003), and Scharmer (2010) are discussed in this field. I also 
appreciate the different perspectives considering inequality in interaction related 
to politics and power in relation to sensemaking and discussed contributions of 
several scholars, such as Foucault (1975), Crozier & Friedberg (1980), Quinn 
(1980), Pettigrew (1985), Morgan (1986), De Ruijter (2000), De Heer (2009), 
and Fellunga (2012). I agree with Gioia & Mehra (1996) that sensegiving and 
sensemaking may have a prospective element to it, not exactly knowing all 
the steps upfront on how to get to the imagined state, which is not in line with 
Weick’s (1995) original idea. Even though Weick (1995) mentions affect, he does 
not elaborate on its relevance, while emotion and feelings seem to influence 
individuals’ sensemaking significantly, as explained, based on the interesting work 
of Fineman (2008). 

Finally, sensemaking is deeply connected to sensegiving, as Gioia & Chittipeddi 
(1991) explained, and thus it is important to consider what a view of sensegiving 
and sensemaking as a reciprocal cycle of activities can add to our understanding. 

One of the supporting topics that will later be used in the analysis of the T-case 
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is the concept of revitalization, the reinvigoration of an organization or society. 
Literature shows that managing decline and organizing under pressure is 
extremely difficult. I introduced a number of theories related to organizational 
decline to show the reasons that lead up to decline, its stages, its psychological 
consequences, and some strategies to manage decline and revitalize an 
organization. D’Aveni (1989) showed that decline does not equal to downsizing 
and explained three types of decline based on speed. Although most life cycle 
models concern growth stages only, we gained valuable insight into the stages of 
decline based on the work of Cameron & Whetten (1987), Whetten (1987), and 
Weitzel & Johnsson (1989). With regard to how to manage decline and revitalize 
organizations, I introduced Phelan’s (2005) work, the five strategies to fight 
decline by Harrigan (1980), the turnaround strategies of Hambrick & Schecker 
(1983), and Burke and Nelson’s (1998) three stage model to improve downsizing 
and restructuring efforts. Cameron & Zammuto (1984) draw attention to the fact 
that the external environment is important in determining the success of the fight 
against decline. Barker & Mone (1994) warn that retrenchment, a typical reaction 
to decline may be harmful for the organization and in line with this, Francis & Pett 
(2004) suggest that it should only be applied in very urgent cases. I built on the 
work of Kelly & Connor (1979) and Connor & Paterson (1982) in describing the 
psychological effects associated to decline; these authors observed the emotional 
stages that employees go through during decline and emphasize the importance of 
understanding and support.   

To better understand the context of sensegiving and sensemaking of the 
employees of Carlux NH, it is important to reflect on what organizational change 
is. In the corresponding section, I discussed that organizational change is difficult 
because the almost infinite interrelated aspects related to change create immense 
complexity in which change takes place. Available change concepts seem to be 
fragmented, ad hoc and not aligned. I described two main approaches that are 
taken toward organizational change: the design or blueprint approach (which 
is instrumental and rational-economical oriented, based on a technical system 
approach, aims for efficiency and performance, emphasizes mainly the phase of 
investigation and delivers a report containing conclusion and recommendations), 
e.g. applied by Jensen (2000) and partly by De Caluwé & Vermaak (2002), and 
the development approach (which has a strategy based on learning, is social-
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emotional oriented, is based on a social system approach, aims for sensegiving 
and sensemaking, emphasizes the change process and delivers a change in 
skills, attitudes and capabilities), e.g. applied by Senge (1992), Boonstra (2000), 
Cozijnsen (2004), and Homan (2005). A number of authors prefer a mix between 
the two approaches. I am convinced that creating a “perfect change concept” 
that is applicable in all different revitalization contexts is not feasible, but it is 
interesting to see that only a part of the concepts are explicitly dealing with 
sensemaking, the central theme in this study. By making use of several varying 
change concepts, all providing different views and angles, this deficit can be partly 
compensated.

I discussed High Performance Organizations in order to further broaden the 
understanding of organizational change. Being a HPO is what an ambitious 
changing organization can aim for. I used De Waal’s (2007) definition of HPOs, 
which highlights that HPOs perform better in all aspects than non-HPOs, but 
because of his long time-span requirement (5-10 years), this study will apply 
Hanlan’s (2004) definition related to achieving quantum leap in business results 
in less than a year. I briefly explained how an organization can become a HPO, 
for example by growing through virtuous spirals, turning values into brand and 
focusing on the relationship between organization and employees (Lawler III, 
2005). Remaining a HPO is an even larger challenge than becoming one. I provided 
evidence to support that HPOs are ready for change, use high performance work 
practices, act beyond their boundaries, are value-based organizations and are great 
places to work. Finally, I introduced the concept of High Reliability Organizations, 
organizations that are specialized in dealing with unexpected events, based on the 
work of Weick & Sutcliffe (2007).      

The relevant literature discussed will not only help in understanding both how 
sensegiving and sensemaking happens in organizations, but also in the particular 
context of organizational change and revitalization, developing towards a High 
Performance Organization. By examining the T-case and comparing observations to 
those of other scholars, I will be able to gain more insight into how sensemaking 
takes place during organizational change. Before presenting the findings and 
analysis thereof, in chapter three I will elaborate on the methodology that is 
applied in this study.    
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3.1 Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to outline the methodology applied in this study. 
This methodology is mainly based on Stake (2000), Ritchie & Lewis (2003), 
Yin (2009), and Verweij (2011). As we have seen in chapter one, this study 
is about a process of sensemaking during revitalization and is based on three 
separate moments of investigation, the Moments A, B, and C, but connected 
in a longitudinal study covering a period of two years. Besides this separation 
in time, the study is also separated in terms of investigating three “different” 
groups of people, the Groups A, B, and C, respectively all forty-one employees, 
the six managers and the Managing Director. The research outcome of the first 
moment (Moment A) is used for the second and third moment, respectively the 
moments B and C, as is the outcome of the first evaluation (Moment B) also used 
for the second evaluation (Moment C). During the three consecutive evaluation 
moments, the “actual” moments, a retrospective as well as a prospective view has 
been discussed with the group members. The figure below shows the process of 

Figure 5. The complete process of sensemaking - Moments A, B and C.
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sensemaking of the Managing Director in relation to the timeframe and groups.

Details related to the methodology used to investigate this subject in a correct 
and decent manner are covered in this chapter. Based on Stake (2000) and Yin 
(2009), paragraph 3.2 gives a background with regard to the case study approach. 
This study is about “understanding” instead of “explaining” a social phenomenon. 
Based on Verweij (2011), the difference will be explained in paragraph 3.3 
covering the question: Insights Instead of Causal Connections? The following three 
paragraphs are dealing with methodological issues, such as validity, triangulation, 
and quantitative and qualitative methods, respectively covered in paragraphs 3.4, 
3.5, and 3.6, and are based on Ritchie & Lewis (2003) and Yin (2009). After this, 
paragraph 3.7, describes the longitudinal approach applicable in this study, which 
is based on Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) and Yin (2009), followed by a description of 
the three different roles of the Researcher during this study in paragraph 3.8. The 
next methodology part of this chapter, based on Kunda (2006) and Yanow (2009), 
is related to the more anthropological part of this study, the ethnographical nature 
of this research and trustworthiness, covered in paragraphs 3.9 and 3.10. The 
sequences of events applied in this study are described in paragraph 3.11, followed 
by paragraph 3.12 dealing with the interview methods. After a brief explanation 
with regard to the questionnaires in paragraph 3.13, paragraph 3.14 describes 
inscription, based on Latour & Woolgar (1986). Finally, paragraph 3.15 will provide 
some conclusions with regard to this chapter.

3.2 The Single Case Study Approach

This research about sensemaking during a revitalization process under pressure 
is explorative, meaning that no theoretical hypothesis will be tested. It implies 
that results of empirical, quantitative, but mainly qualitative research will be 
interpreted according to existing theories. The intention is to apply a single case 
study approach and to use research techniques applied in typical psychological 
research, as well as in typical anthropological research, respectively to combine 
an “objective” and a “subjective, interpretative” perspective to support the view of 
an unlimited plurality perspective in social constructivism, and in line with a wider 
perspective of triangulation.
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According to Yin (2009), there exist no basic rule for applying a case study 
approach as research methodology100. An exploratory case study approach is 
applicable for the research question defined for this study:

How does Mike deal with revitalization under pressure?

In brief; the research question concerns a “how a social phenomenon works” 
question in a non-controlled behavioral and contemporary event101. Two additional 
reasons to choose for an exploratory case study approach is the requirement of 
an extensive and “in-depth” description of a complex social phenomenon and the 
limited accessibility in terms of the willingness for cooperation by managers102. 
Consequently, it is difficult to find more cases with a comparable structure and 
context to apply a multiple case study approach.

Yin (2009) described five characteristics of an exemplary case study103. I consider 
this case study to be exemplary, as it is:

•	 Significant in terms of describing a process of sensemaking during a complete 

100   Yin (2009) distinguishes three types of case studies: exploratory, explanatory and de-
scriptive case studies. In the case of “what” research questions, most often an exploratory 
study is appropriate, which allows the researcher to develop hypotheses and propositions 
for further studies. These studies intend to get a basic idea of the issue at hand. “How” and 
“why” questions reflect explanatory intentions because “such questions deal with operational 
links needing to be traced over time” (Yin, 2009, p. 9). Descriptive case studies focus less 
on explanations and instead simply aim to provide a clear illustration.     
101   Yin (2009) distinguishes five research methods: 1. Experiment, 2. Survey, 3. Archival 
Analysis, 5. History, and 6, Case study, all having pros and cons. Based on the three topics 
mentioned below, a decision can be taken in terms of which of the six methods is most 
appropriate for certain research. Most appropriate does not mean that another method 
could not fit as well, but at least it becomes clear which method does not fit well. The three 
guiding and deciding questions are related to 1. The form of the research question, 2. If the 
research requires control of behavioral events, and 3. If the research focuses on contempo-
rary events (Yin, 2009, p. 5-14).
102   Participation in this kind of research is difficult to accomplish: Besides that lagging 
results are associated with failure and poor management, time pressure plays a role in not 
wanting to participate in research: “it is difficult to investigate those kinds of situations; 
managers are not appreciating special attention in difficult times due to sensitivities in the 
organization or the association with failure or poor management” (De Heer, 2009, p. 16-17). 
103   Yin (2009) described five characteristics for a case study to be exemplary: 1. The case 
study must be significant, 2. The case study must be complete, 3. The case study must con-
sider alternative perspectives, 4. The case study must display sufficient evidence, and 5. The 
case study must be composed in an engaging manner (Yin, 2009, p. 185-190). 
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revitalization process, covering five revitalization phases as described in 
chapter one, and due to the access to this case, which is relatively unusual and 
can be of general interest.

•	 Complete in terms of describing a process of sensemaking during a 
revitalization process, covering five revitalization phases as described in 
chapter one; the distinction between the phenomenon being studied and 
its context are given explicit attention. Moreover, in my opinion, it is only 
useful to consider a complete revitalization process by studying a process 
of sensemaking; all related phases are influencing this process. In addition, 
exhaustive effort has been demonstrated in collecting context related evidence 
by involving all forty-one employees. Finally, no resource or time constraint 
impacted or limited the longitudinal case study.

•	 Considering alternative perspectives in three ways: 1. By offering different 
perspectives with regard to the conceptual framework concerning 
revitalization i.e. frameworks related to sensemaking, revitalization and 
decline, organizational change aspects and concepts, and High Performance 
Organizations, 2. By using a variety of research techniques applied in both 
psychological and anthropological research, and 3. By involving three groups of 
employees.

•	 Displaying sufficient evidence by actively involving every single person active 
in the local-social-historical context of Carlux NH, the “same” situation and 
context for everybody involved, and reviewing recorded and written data and 
information with relevant people.

•	 Composed in an engaging manner, partly by providing a broad range of a 
conceptual framework to cover relevant subjects of a revitalization process and 
partly by providing “factual” inscribed text.

This case study will be generalizable to theoretical propositions and not to 
populations or universes. In other words:

“the case study, like the experiment, does not represent a “sample” and 
in doing a case study, your goal will be to expand and generalize theories 
(analytic generalization) and not to enumerate frequencies (statistical 
generalization)” (Yin, 2009, p. 15).
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Yin (2009) distinguishes five possible rationales for single-case study designs104. 
For sure, this study does not represent a critical case in testing a well-formulated 
theory and is not regarded as an extreme case or a unique case, in terms of a 
specific injury or disorder, as applicable in the medical or psychological world. 
This study is representative of a typical case, in the sense of capturing the 
circumstances and conditions of an everyday or commonplace situation, such 
as sensemaking during a process of revitalization. The revelatory case, meaning 
when an investigator has the opportunity to observe and analyze a phenomenon 
previously inaccessible to social science, is also not applicable in this study. 
However, as mentioned, it is relatively difficult to get access to and investigate a 
case like this. The fifth rationale, the longitudinal case study, studying the same 
single case at two or more different moments in time, is applicable due to the 
investigation of three separate, but connected moments over a period of two 
years. 

This case study has an intrinsic as well as an instrumental meaning105. Intrinsic, 
in a sense of my personal interest to investigate “this” particular group of people, 
due to the fact that I “know” most individuals for a longer period, their major 
differences in personality, their “two-sided” cohesive group feeling and their 

104   Yin (2009) described five rationales for single-case case studies: 1. When it represents 
a critical case in testing a well-formulated theory, 2. Where the case represents an extreme 
case or a unique case, or conversely, 3. The representative of a typical case, in the sense 
of capturing the circumstances and conditions of an everyday or commonplace situation, 
4. The revelatory case, meaning when an investigator has the opportunity to observe and 
analyze a phenomenon previously inaccessible to social science, and 5. The longitudinal 
case, studying the same single case at two or more different moments in time (Yin, 2009, p. 
47-49). 
105   Stake (2000) distinguishes three types of case studies: 1. Intrinsic case studies, 2. In-
strumental case studies, and 3. Collective case studies. An intrinsic case study is: “if it is un-
dertaken because, first and last, the Researcher wants better understanding of this particu-
lar case. Here, not undertaken primarily because the case represents other cases or because 
it illustrates a particular trait or problem, but because, in all its particularity and ordinariness, 
the case itself is of interest. The Researcher at least temporarily subordinates other curiosi-
ties, so that the stories of those “living the case” will be teased out. The purpose is not to 
come to understand the some abstract construct or generic phenomenon”. […] A case study 
is instrumental: “if a particular case is examined mainly to provide insight into an issue or to 
redraw a generalization. The case is of secondary interest, it plays a supportive role, and it 
facilitates our understanding of something else. The case is still looked at in depth, its con-
texts scrutinized, its ordinary activities detailed, but all because this helps the Researcher to 
pursue external interest (Stake, 2000, p. 437). The collective case study is an instrumental 
study extended to several cases at the same time.
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willingness to support the revitalization unconditionally. Instrumental, in the sense 
of providing a general insight with regard to a process of sensemaking during 
revitalization, to better understand such a situation, and finally to be able to 
answer the research question. In practice, the intrinsic and instrumental meanings 
are interwoven: 

“Because the researcher simultaneously has several interests, particular and 
general, there is no line between distinguishing intrinsic case study from 
instrumental; rather, a zone of combined purpose separates them” (Stake, 
2000, p. 437). 

The study is about particularization and not so much about generalization. The 
intention is not primarily to show how it is different from other cases, but “what 
it is and what it does”, based on the combination of specific characteristics, as 
described in chapter one, emphasizing on understanding this particular case, which 
I have access to. 

3.3 Insights Instead of Causal Connections

The focus in this study is on “how” the process of sensemaking takes place during 
revitalization in this specific context. As a result, it is not the intention to look 
for causal relations or a “failure mode and effects analysis”, explaining factual 
processes and/or outcomes of processes. 

The purpose is to look for “experimental insight” about possible connections 
between categories within or in between the moments of truth, taking into 
consideration the sensemaking actors, their actions and interactions in this 
revitalization context. The aim is therefore not to “explain”, but to “understand” the 
process of sensemaking. The difference between the two approaches is described 
as follows: 

“Practically every explanation, be it causal or teleological or of some 
other kind, can be said to further our understanding of things. But 
“understanding” also has a psychological ring which “explanation” has not. 
[…] Understanding as a method characteristic of the humanities is a form of 
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empathy or re-creation in the mind of the scholar of the mental atmosphere, 
the thoughts and feelings and motivations, of the objects of his study. […] 
Understanding is also connected with intentionality in a way that explanation 
is not. One understands the aims and purposes of an agent, the meaning of 
a sign or symbol, and the significance of a social institution or religious rite 
(Georg Hendrik von Wright, 1971, p. 6, in Verweij, 2011, p. 102-103).

Insights, especially in intentions and meanings, have a deeper meaning compared 
to explanations and are therefore less stringent and rightful, which is also in line 
with the notion of the unlimited plurality perspective within social constructivism.

Based on Sackmann (1991), Verweij (2011) distinguishes three levels of reality as 
social construction, which are interwoven and sometimes hard to distinguish:

“1. The social realities in time, being constructions (or interpretations) come 
about in interaction between actors: the level of experienced social realities; 
2. The dynamics of relations, in which actors are interacting, and as a result 
produce social realities: the level of social acting, and 3. The cognitions of 
actors, their way of arguing with regard to the case, which I consider to be 
leading for their acting: the level of cultural knowledge (Sackmann, 1991, as 
cited by Verweij, 2011, p. 104).

According to Verweij (2011), the first two levels are tangible, but the last level, 
level three, is invisible and related to sensemaking mechanisms or production 
rules. Consequently, it needs extensive investigation to learn more about this 
specific invisible level, preferable by applying qualitative interviews. Those three 
distinguished levels of reality, as social construction, are interwoven in a complex 
interactive manner:

“Sensemaking mechanisms can be viewed as emotional and related 
cognitions, used true to habit, naturally, silent and often unaware in acting, 
perceiving, thinking and feeling. According to Sackmann, these cognitions 
[also only applicable for level three mentioned above, MP] are related to 
four aspects or categories of reality: descriptions (“what is”), methods 
(“how”), instructions (“should”), and causes (“why”). The content of 
these descriptions, methods, instructions and causes are developing over 
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time: people adjust their cultural cognitions in social interaction and, as 
specifically argued by Weick (1995), based on experiences” (Verweij, 2011, 
p. 105-106). 

As a result, this longitudinal study, based on the three “moments of truth” 
(Moment A, B and C) shared over a period of two years reflects a development 
over time in terms of sensemaking and the creation of meaning.

3.4 Validity

According to Yin (2009), the quality of research design is dependent on four 
criteria106. In this case, where I consider the study to be explorative, there are 
three validity criteria applicable. The first criterion is construct validity and is 
covered by three tactics; the use of multiple sources of evidence, establishing a 
chain of evidence and a draft study report reviewed by key informants, respectively 
making use of three “separate” groups and moments, to allow study participants 
and external people to trace data, information and conclusions, and to make sure 
that all relevant reports produced are reviewed by the specific participants. The 
second criterion, external validity, defines the domain to which study findings can 
be generalized. This case study will be generalizable in terms of expanding and 
generalizing existing theories, using analytic generalization, and the aim is not to 
enumerate frequencies, which is related to statistical generalization (Yin, 2009, p. 
15). Finally, the third criterion, reliability has to demonstrate that the operations of 
a study - such as the data collection procedures - can be repeated, with the same 
results. In more detail:

“The objective is to be sure that, if a later investigator followed the same 
procedures as described by an earlier investigator and conducted the same 
case study all over again, the later investigator should arrive at the same 

106   Those four criteria are: 1. “Construct validity: identifying correct operational measures 
for the concepts being studied, 2. Internal validity: (for explanatory or causal studies only 
and not for descriptive or exploratory studies): seeking to establish a causal relationship, 
whereby certain conditions are believed to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from 
spurious relationships, 3. External validity: defining the domain to which a study’s findings 
can be generalized, and 4. Reliability: demonstrating that the operations of a study - such as 
the data collection procedures - can be repeated, with the same results” (Yin, 2009, p. 40).
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findings and conclusions” (Yin, 2009, p. 45).

The emphasis here is on doing the “same” case, not on “replicating” the results, 
aiming for minimizing errors and biases in the study. Due to the art and subject 
of this study, it is questionable to what extent the “same” case study can be 
repeated. People, circumstances and context can, and will, change with a 
marginal or significant impact on results. And, by respecting an unlimited plurality 
perspective in social constructivism, the outcome will “per definition” be different; 
it is not to be expected that meanings will be exactly the same at a later moment 
in time.

 

3.5 Triangulation   

To get reliable and verifiable research results, an appropriate methodology, or 
combination of methodologies, needs to be chosen. By using different types of 
methodologies triangulation takes place:

“Triangulation involves the use of different methods and sources to check 
the integrity of, or extend, inferences drawn from the data” (Ritchie & Lewis, 
2003, p. 46). 

However, according to Ritchie & Lewis (2003, p. 44), triangulation will mainly lead 
to more insight and not so much to more validity, which aligns with the purpose of 
this investigation. In addition, different techniques can lead to different outcomes 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 43 - 44). According to Swanborn (1987) this should 
not be an issue; more different angles or perspectives will provide more different 
views, which will enrich - broaden - the different interpretations of methodologies. 
This view is also in line with the unlimited plurality perspective in social 
constructivism. I must acknowledge, however, that even though taking a look at 
the data from different perspectives decreases some ambiguities, it also increases 
the number of potential interpretations available to the Researcher.

Following Patton (2002), Yin (2009, p. 116-117) distinguishes four types of 
triangulation: 1. Of data sources; data triangulation, 2. Among different evaluators; 
investigator triangulation, 3. Of perspectives to the same data set; theory 
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triangulation, and 4. Of methods; methodological triangulation. The last two are 
mainly applicable in this study.

In this study, theoretical triangulation is applied by the use of different theoretical 
perspectives interpreting the same set of data in the T-case. Different views on 
sensemaking are used to analyze the available data. The quintessence with regard 
to the process of sensemaking in this study is based on the conceptualization of 
Weick (1995), as mentioned before. Although Weick’s conceptualization offers an 
adequate basis, it still has some imperfections to support this study. As a result, 
additional views are considered. 

The same is applicable for methodological triangulation, where, as we have seen 
before, varying psychological and anthropological techniques are used. Research 
data is collected via quantitative and mainly qualitative methods; a questionnaire 
used repetitively, five times, and several non-structured in depth interviews, 
observations and active participation as Coach, Consultant, and Researcher. 

3.6 Quantitative and Qualitative Methods 

As mentioned, research data is collected via quantitative and mainly qualitative 
methods, respectively, a questionnaire used five times repetitively and several 
non-structured in depth interviews, observations and active participation as Coach, 
Consultant, and Researcher. “Objectivity” has been strived for by making use of 
the questionnaire in a repetitive manner. Due to the fact that sensemaking is the 
central theme of this thesis, qualitative methods are appropriate and aligned. 
According to Ritchie & Lewis (2003) qualitative research is difficult to define, 
however it can be described as:

 “… a naturalistic, interpretative approach concerned with understanding the 
meanings which people attach to phenomena (actions, decisions, beliefs, 
values etcetera) within their social worlds” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 3). 

According to Ritchie & Lewis (2003), examples of qualitative research 
methodologies are observations, in depth interviews, focus groups, life stories, 
biographies, narratives and analyzing documents and text. Analyzing documents 
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and text is mainly useful when analyzing historical events, when written 
communication is an essential part of the investigation or in case direct observation 
is not possible. Consequently, analyzing documents and text is not really useful 
in the T-case, except with regard to the Business Plan 2010 (Mike, 2009). Ritchie 
& Lewis (2003) state that interviews will give a detailed insight into perspectives 
and opinions and this is in line with the purpose of this study. If executed well, this 
variety of techniques will provide useful input for interpretation and will allow us to 
answer the research question.

3.7 Longitudinal Research

This study covers a longitudinal research approach; not in the “classical” sense 
of an investigation covering a period of at least ten to fifteen years, but in the 
following two senses. First, longitudinal, as described by Yin (2009): “studying the 
same single case at two or more points in time” (Yin, 2009, p. 49), and second, 
longitudinal, in a sense as used by Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991); a “wave motion” 
approach, as the sequential and reciprocal cycle of sensegiving and sensemaking. 
In this view, the sensegiving and sensemaking process is recorded and, in two 
later stages, extensively evaluated. This wave motion and evaluation approach is 
also applicable in this study covering a period of two years. To be precise:

Moment A, Group A: The “scheduled” part of the revitalization process 
of the T-case took four months and during this period, all forty-one 
employees, including the six Managers107, were actively participating 
in an individual manner in two ways: 1. Participating in improving the 
actual business situation, and 2. Participating in the research by providing 
detailed information with regard to their opinion about the overall 
business situation and what needed to be improved, and specifically about 
the functioning of the individual members of the Management Team. 
In addition, every individual Manager completed five times the same 
questionnaire during the four months period of revitalization. The outcome 

107   It concerns the six Management Team members: the Managing Director, the Sales Man-
ager (by the start of the T-case a vacant position), the After-Sales Manager, the Warehouse 
Manager, the Shop Floor Manager South-East and the Shop Floor Manager West. 

I.
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of the forty-one interviews has been evaluated in detail in separate 
sessions with all employees, Management Team, and every individual 
Manager. 
Moment B, Group B: Ten months after the four months period of 
revitalization - see point I -, every individual Manager, with one 
exception108, evaluated previous contribution (Moment A, Group A) i.e. the 
feedback of all employees during the four months period of revitalization, 
the outcome of the five questionnaires filled out by this specific manager 
during the four months of revitalization, and the outcome of the interview 
held with this specific manager during the four months period of 
revitalization. 
Moment C, Group C: Ten months after the first evaluation - see point 
II - a second evaluation took place with the Managing Director only, 
evaluating previous contribution, i.e. the feedback of all employees 
during the four months period of revitalization, the outcome of the five 
questionnaires filled out by him during these four months, the outcome 
of the first evaluation of the five managers and the outcome of the 
interview of the first evaluation held with the Managing Director. Those 
three consecutive moments of truth are the three specific moments, used 
to evaluate, analyze, understand and record the process and outcome of 
the Managing Director’ sensemaking. At the same time, every consecutive 
step delimitates the next level from the previous one and “zooms in” 
from sensemaking of all forty-one employees, to the sensemaking of 
the six managers towards the sensemaking of the Managing Director; 
the “picture” of the previous step is used as a part of the “local-social-
historical” context in the following step. In other words, every single 
moment deals with a different group of employees, starting with all 
employees (forty-one persons), followed by the Management Team (six 
persons), as part of all employees, and finally followed by the Managing 
Director (one person), as part of the Management Team. 

Those three consecutive moments are also the three specific “moments of truth”, 
used to evaluate, analyze, understand and record the process and outcome with 

108   One manager, the Warehouse Manager, Dave, decided not to continue with the research 
after the four months revitalization period. For details see subparagraph 4.5.3.

II.

III.
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regard to the process of sensemaking of the Managing Director, in terms of his 
“final” meaning. At the same time, every consecutive step is a delimitation of 
the previous step from the next one, and is “zooming in” from the sensemaking 
of all forty-one employees, to the sensemaking of the six managers towards the 
sensemaking for the Managing Director; the “picture” of the previous step is used 
as a part of the “local-social-historical” context for the following step. In other 
words, every single moment of truth deals with a different number of employees, 
starting with al employees (forty-one persons), followed by the Management 
Team (six persons), as part of all employees, and finally followed by the Managing 
Director (one person), as part of the Management Team. During all three steps, 
the process of sensemaking of the Managing Director deserves and gets the main 
focus, as specified in the research question.

3.8 Three Different Roles 

During the course of this study, I will interact with the three groups at the three 
moments in time to be able to answer the research question related to the process 
of sensemaking for the Managing Director. The outcome of every previous step 
will be used as input for the next step. As Researcher of and participator in this 
process, I will be acting out of three different, but connected and interwoven roles:

I. As Consultant: as “expert”, I will be involved in analyzing, (re)defining and 
implementing new processes, procedures and aspects related to culture, 
such as attitude, behavior and values, as well as providing consultancy 
with regard to organizational change. However, the specific responsible 
functional manager will remain responsible for all activities involved in his 
department and will manage his own team to accomplish the required 
changes. The intervention methods I will apply are: presentations to all 
employees, presentations to the Management Team, conversations and 
interviews with individuals, including managers, functional teams and the 
Management Team, working sessions and writing and issuing a monthly 
newsletter to update employees on developments and expectations with 
regard to the T-case.

II. As Coach: as “facilitator”, I will support individuals, including the individual 
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members of the Management Team, as well as, the Management 
Team as a group, to increase awareness with regard to “Where I am 
(or where we are) today and where do I (or do we) want to go?”. The 
intervention methods applied are: presentations to the Management 
Team, conversations, group discussions, coaching sessions, interviews 
with individuals and members of the Management Team and working 
sessions. As mentioned, in addition, experience and knowledge with 
regard to revitalization, organizational change aspects and concepts and 
characteristics of High Performance Organizations, will be shared. 

III. As Researcher: as “investigator”, at moment A, with group A, I will 
interview, observe, record and describe the lived experience - in terms 
of sensegiving and sensemaking. The applied research methods are: 
individual “intake” conversations to all 41 employees to better understand 
the local-social-historical context, a repetitive questionnaire - five times 
in 4 months - for the six individual members of the Management Team, 
conversations and in depth interviews with those individual Management 
Team members. At moment B, with group B, a concluding evaluation 
conversation will take place. To check my interpretation of each concluding 
conversation with regard to “objectivity”, the written text of each 
evaluation will be read and approved by each individual Management 
Team member. Finally, at moment C, with group C, an extensive evaluation 
session will be held with the Managing Director. Also in this case, the 
written text of the evaluation will be read and approved.

The distinction between the first two roles, Coach and Consultant, is in some 
cases, rather vague. The third role, Researcher, is more explicit and easier to 
distinguish. This thesis is written from the point of view of the Researcher, and 
even though I would like to acknowledge that the other two roles have an effect 
on what I experienced and how I see the case, I will not elaborate on the details of 
coaching and consultancy activities that I did within the Carlux NH organization.     

I acknowledge that this triple role might have had some inherent limiting effects, 
too. For example, it spread energy and focus, thereby possibly allowing some 
details to escape the attention of the Researcher. Also, being the Consultant, the 
change agent who also in some cases acted on behalf of the Managing Director, 
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might have had an effect on how people shared information with me. Weick (1995) 
explained that the social context at the moment of communicating thoughts 
also has an effect on how sense is made, which means that the presence and 
the identity of the interviewer is very important. It is easy to picture that the 
interviewer being the change agent might have led people to give him somewhat 
different accounts of their experience, not only unconsciously being influenced 
by his presence, but consciously wishing to share different ideas with him. 
Replacing the Managing Director on different occasions gave an air of power to 
the investigator. Such - political - power relationship between Researcher and 
organizational members is not ideal as it can disfigure data and interpretations. 
While social desirability affects can manifest with any interviewer, a power relation 
makes that even probable. It is difficult to judge the extent to which this had an 
effect on the conversation data. However, I also built on my observations of events 
other than the interviews, which allows for a better understanding of people’s 
meanings.   

3.9 The Ethnographical Nature of this Research

This paper is to explore, evaluate, understand and inscribe a process of 
sensemaking of several individuals in times of revitalization under pressure. I take, 
partly a limited ethnographic approach due to my conviction that “being there” 
(Neyland, 2008; Yanow, 2009) is an adequate manner to best “see” and “feel” 
the actual situation i.e. context, the actual working environment, actions and 
reactions109. Or, as clearly expressed by Kunda (2006): 

“It is necessary to go beyond free-floating rhetoric to the people who live 
in these cultures and to the everyday lives in the course of which ideas are 
formed, presented, and put into effect” (Kunda, 2006, p. 23). 

109   According to Yanow (2009) a decent ethnographical research design should contain the 
following elements: Place and space (research settings), time (timing and duration), time 
and space together (exposure), silences, the researchers’ role (positionality and prior knowl-
edge), access (getting in and maintaining relationships), data details and representation. 
In addition, room for dealing with doubt, belief and abduction should be available (Locke 
& Golden-Biddle, 2008). From a reader’s perspective (Yanow, 2009), the sense of “being 
there” should be accomplished efficiently. In more detail: reflexivity and the improvisational 
character of interpretive research. 
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I participated in and observed the Carlux NH organization for four months, three 
to five days a week. This approach gives me the opportunity to be active in the 
same environment and context and, at the same time, to be “between” the 
individuals who are making sense of a changing organization under pressure. 
Besides Researcher, the two remaining roles - Consultant and Coach - are fulfilled 
at the same time, giving me the opportunity to collide “lived experience” and 
“collaborative knowledge”, and to spent additional time with and in between the 
individuals, and to gain more in terms of “seeing” and “feeling” the actual situation 
(Johanson & Lindhult, 2008). I am quite aware of the pros and cons with regard 
to the four lenses, as described in paragraph 3.10. My clear intention is to focus as 
much as possible on my role as Researcher to be able to investigate and interpret 
the sensemaking process as controllable and verifiable as possible. I initiated and 
participated in meetings and speeches, conducted conversational interviews with 
all organizational members, read texts that were produced by the company and 
discussed operational and strategic change topics with the senior Management 
Team. As a result, I generated data through the three tools of observing, talking 
and reading (fieldwork courses, Yanow, 2009). I will use a narrative style to 
report about my observations by using quotes from organization members and 
organizational documents, varying from “café talk” to official organizational 
speeches. I will also offer direct fieldwork notes, mainly based on the interviews 
held with all employees, moment A and group A, at the beginning of the research 
period, and the first and second evaluation, respectively Moments B, and C, and 
Groups B and C, to reflect the perception of the “crew” with regard to: Where 
are we today, where do we want to go and where did we finally get? In addition, 
fieldwork notes are made of the five extensive concluding evaluation interviews 
with the five managers, held ten months after the T-case; Moment B, Group 
B. Finally, fieldwork notes are made of the last extensive concluding evaluation 
interview with the Managing Director, held 10 months after the previous concluding 
in depth interviews; Moment C, Group C.  

3.10 Trustworthiness: Gathering the Data

I am aware that I, by initiating the idea of this study, designing the research 
and related methodology and executing research activities, such as collecting, 
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analyzing, interpreting and reporting data, just can see, desirable or undesirable, 
conscious or unconscious, a glimpse of reality. As a result, I always take a 
specific perspective, based on a filtered lens. This lens has certain characteristics 
not showing a wider range of coloring. I just see parts of a certain reality and 
interpret and construct this reality in a specified, also limited manner. In that 
sense, I am happy that, in line with an unlimited multiple perspective within social 
constructivism, my reality is just “a” reality and not a knowledge claim put on other 
people, as being the “truth”. Nevertheless, it is of significant importance to make 
use of research methodologies providing outcomes, as much as possible, in line 
with “reality”. This is one of the reasons to combine some techniques specifically 
used in psychological research, as well as specifically in anthropological research. I 
believe, in contradiction to many scholars, that this adds additional value. Looking 
from “the outside in” and looking from “the inside out”, which is what psychology 
and anthropology do respectively, provides different angles or perspectives, 
and can therefore have an “amplifying or potentiating effect” in helping us to 
understand social interaction. In addition, the “reality” recorded by me during the 
different phases of this study has been submitted to the people being researched 
to verify a possible unacceptable deviation with regard to “their” reality. In fact, 
their reality is the reality that I aim to inscribe in this study.

As Researcher, I gathered data in the four months that I spent at Carlux NH. I 
collected over 100 pages of fieldwork notes. The way I paid attention to things, 
which influences the kind of data I gathered, “is shaped by my positionality and prior 
knowledge” (Yanow 2009, p. 488). My intention is to gain trustworthiness by the fact 
that I reflect upon these aspects. I see through certain lenses, as I mentioned and 
acknowledge here. My four main personal lenses, in random order, are:

1. About five years ago, I coached the T-case Management Team for 
approximately one year. Besides that, I facilitated some group sessions 
involving all employees with regard to motivation, cooperation and operational 
improvement. As a result, I am quite familiar with the organization, the 
individuals, their relationships and the local-social-historical context. This 
gives me an advantage in terms of understanding the actual situation quicker, 
which is important due to the rather limited period of 4 months to achieve the 
“quantum leap” of improvement. A disadvantage of this could be the fact that 
I possibly interpret certain aspects or people in a biased manner, due to my 
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previous “positive or negative” experiences. 
2. I have a pro-active, driven and energetic personality; always hunting for 

improvements to optimize all relevant business, psychological and social 
aspects; I am “never satisfied” and always wanting “more”, aiming for 
performances on a HPO level, or even better … As a result, in general, I am - 
positively - perceived as a quite dynamic and demanding person. Nevertheless, 
for some people this ongoing result oriented “hunting” attitude, in operational 
and social terms, can be demanding.

3. I have over 25 years of experience in Change Management and Turnaround 
Management under pressure, gained in 14 countries - and cultures - and a 
variety of industries, such as automotive, body care, consultancy, hardware 
information technology, logistics, rental, mechanical earthmoving, technical 
engineering et cetera. This gives me an advantage in terms of quickly 
fathoming a situation, asking the “right” questions and making use of creative 
cross-pollination to suggest or implement possible “out of the box” solutions. 
As we know, experience can also be a limiting factor in terms of initiating, 
developing and executing innovative ideas by myself and/or accepting 
innovative ideas issued by other people.

4. I have an academic background in Business Science, Social Science, Change 
Management and Intervention Management. Nevertheless, clients, as well as 
my colleagues and I, consider me as a quite pragmatic person. In addition, and 
at the same time, I have the inclination to supportively understand aspects or 
situations from a theoretical point of view as well; a practical view can support 
a theoretical view and vise versa. My aim was - and still is - to further develop 
myself in both fields, practice and theory. This is why I continue working and 
studying in fields such as this, where I believe I can gain something of interest. 

3.11 Sequence of Events

Early February 2010 the idea of a Turbo 4S improvement approach spontaneously 
arose by a coincidental meeting between the Managing Director of Carlux NH, 
Mike, and the Researcher. Due to a positive cooperation in the past, the connection 
was easily made. The basic idea was to prepare a well thought-out change plan in 
February and to officially start with the T-case revitalization project on March 1st, 
2010, to be able to achieve tangible results by July 1st, 2010, the latest, knowing 
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that this would not be easy, and maybe even not feasible, to achieve a “quantum 
leap” in such a short period of time of only four months. To provide insight into the 
sequence of the main events, the following overview is given. 

The sequence of the main events was as follows:

•	 February 15 to 26, 2010 - Preparation project Turbo 4S, based on “Op zoek 
naar Klanten” (Mike, 2009) by Mike and the Researcher to outline a high-level 
improvement plan to the Management Team in the form of a presentation.

•	 March 8, 2010 - Presentation of Turbo 4S by the Researcher to the 
Management Team, discussion and preparation of presentation to all 
employees with the Management Team. 

•	 March 11, 2010 - Six individual interviews with Management Team members.
•	 March 11, 2010 - Kick-Off Turbo 4S: presentation to all employees to create 

awareness of the situation, explain goals and expectations in terms of 
contribution, social behavior and KPIs.

•	 March 15, 2010 - Discussion with the Management Team about Customer 
Service approaches, based on Bate & Robert (2007) and a presentation given 
by a Customer to increase awareness, including discussion.

•	 March 15 to April 7, 2010 - Interviews with all forty-one employees.
•	 March 17, 2010 - Feedback of interviews held with employees and individual 

managers to Management Team and to individual Management Team 
members, work session with Management Team with regard to Cooperation, 
and Questionnaire filled out by the Management Team, issue 1.

•	 April 1, 2010 - Update Letter 1 to all employees.
•	 April 7, 2010 - Feedback of progress to Management Team: on a general and 

operational level and Questionnaire filled out by the Management Team, issue 
2.

•	 April 12, 2010 - Feedback to each individual Management Team member.
•	 April 13, 2010 - Feedback to the Senior Management of Automotive Carlux 

Group B.V.
•	 April 19, 2010 - Update Letter 2 to all employees.
•	 April 26, 2010 - Questionnaire filled out by the Management Team, issue 3.
•	 May 21, 2010 - Questionnaire filled out by the Management Team, issue 4.
•	 June 28, 2010 - Questionnaire filled out by the Management Team, issue 5.
•	 June 30, 2010 - Update Letter 3 to all employees. This letter was never mailed.
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•	 July 15 to 22, 2011  - Evaluation sessions with five individual Management 
Team members.

•	 February 11 to 14, 2012 - Evaluation session with the Managing Director.

As mentioned before, my role was threefold, i.e. a combination of the Consultant, 
Coach, and Researcher, with a main focus on the last role. The intention 
was to stay for a maximum period of four months - starting in the middle of 
February, March, April, and May until the middle of June 2010 - to support the 
change process as much and as well as possible, depending on progress, and 
to investigate the process of sensemaking. It was agreed that I would not, in 
whatever role, or as little as possible, execute operational activities. This was 
the role and responsibility of the functional manager of a department; he should 
deal with all required various operational topics, such as analyzing processes, 
stimulating creativity in his team to develop more efficient and effective solutions, 
implementing new solutions, resolving open (operational and human resources 
related) issues, appraising employees, changing cultural and attitude related issues 
et cetera. If required, the Coach or Consultant could provide support.

3.12  Interviews

To be able to get as much information and views as possible and to give every 
single employee the opportunity to express his or her opinion, the choice has 
been made to invite each employee for an interview. To collect the perception 
of all employees, 41 non-structured interviews were held. Most interviews took 
between 45 and 90 minutes; in some exceptions it took approximately 30 minutes, 
and in a few cases, a new appointment was made to continue the conservation. 
One interview was, on request of the persons being interviewed, combined and 
held with 3 employees at the same time. The interviews were held in a separate 
meeting room, where people were able to speak freely. Due to the kick-off meeting 
people were aware of the situation and purpose of the interview. Nevertheless, I 
informed each employee briefly about the purpose of the event and confidentiality 
in terms of information provided. I stated: 

“You are completely free to say what you want, you can also say nothing if 
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you like, but the more you tell me, the more I know, the more I am able to 
change something, if required”. 

Without any exception, this initiative for an interview was very well appreciated. 
Many employees were prepared well and showed up with a list of topics to talk 
about. I consider the interviews in general as extremely open. As mentioned 
before, I gained a lot of trust by almost all employees; employees were very 
open, direct and honest with me. In my opinion, mainly for two reasons: firstly, 
most of them were fairly frustrated with the current situation, so I was a sort of a 
last “stalk of straw” for them to finally change the disappointing operational and 
social situation and, secondly, to get long outstanding personal - human resources 
related - issues resolved. Based on experiences with me in the past, people knew 
I would address and resolve those issues quickly. On top of those reasons, thirdly, 
compared to other areas in the Netherlands, the openness of the local people and 
the relatively direct way of communication played a role as well. And finally, people 
talk relatively easy to me. Like Brian stated: “You radiate piece and trust; you are 
straight, fair and honest”. 

The last discussion with the Managing Director was also carried out in the form of 
an unstructured interview. Approximately two years after the Turbo 4S case (Group 
A, Moment A) and ten months after the first evaluation (Group B, Moment B) Mike 
and I met for a two days evaluation session at a quiet place at the Lago Maggiore 
in Italy, far away from any form of “daily business”, deliberately to consider and 
review the moments A and B thoroughly. Mike and I prepared for the conversation 
by reading the outcome of the previous evaluation (Moment B, Group B) and the 
conceptual framework, as provided in chapter two. Because the conversation was 
essentially an unstructured interview during which we reflected on a difficult period 
that Mike went through, the discussion was emotional, not always to the point, 
and took altogether approximately fourteen hours. According to Mike, this was the 
“right” moment to talk about the affected period again and to further discuss and 
analyze his process of sensemaking.

3.13  Questionnaire

The instructions to the questionnaire noted that the questionnaires are confidential 
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and that the answers will only be used for this research. Furthermore, the 
instructions stated that “good” or “bad” answers do not exist and participants were 
asked to answer the questions truthfully.  

The questionnaire was designed to tap into the perceptions of the Management 
Team members regarding the intended organizational changes. The questionnaire 
included 16 questions, which had to be answered on a scale from 0 to 10, 
representing 0% and 100%, respectively the two extremes of the scale, meaning 
“nothing” and “everything”. Question three is an exception: Assume this necessity 
for change more or less exists. What is, according to you, the main reason for 
this? In this case, participants had to select up to three answers out of ten options. 
Questions touched upon, for example, the extent to which the participants were 
willing to change, their perceptions of to what extent the T-case goals were 
achievable, achievable within 4 months, whether external support was needed, 
whether they “stood behind” the revitalization effort, and talked to others about 
the revitalization project. The questionnaire is presented as Attachment A.

The members of the Management Team filled out the questionnaire five times 
during the span of the revitalization project. The questionnaires provided one 
of the bases of the second individual interviews (Moment B, Group B), during 
which the scores from the five questionnaires were discussed and the participants 
explained temporal patterns. 

3.14 Inscription

The following chapters cover the description of the case and the related findings, 
searching for an answer to the research question. The interaction between 
Researcher and participants is considered to be a conscious attempt to organize 
or structure, ambiguous, questionable, unclear or even not understandable data. 
Instead of a description an inscription is applicable:

“not so much a method of transferring information as a material operation of 
creating order” (Latour & Woolgar, 1986, p. 245).

Regardless of the fact that specific participants critically review reports at specific 
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moments in time, it is the Researcher who is responsible for the credible or faithful 
rendering of the quality of text and it is the Researchers’ understanding of the case 
that is ultimately presented to the readers. A detailed and critical evaluation of 
the conversation data will be carried out before drawing conclusions, but because 
different individuals might interpret language data differently, I do not wish to 
claim that my interpretation is the “right” or the “only” interpretation or inscription 
possible, even though all relevant text has been read and “approved” by the 
research subjects. I present many extracts from the interviews in detail, in order to 
show how I reached my conclusions, but also in order to allow the readers to come 
up with their own interpretations. 

3.15 Conclusions 

The purpose of this chapter was to outline the research approach and the way 
research data and information is collected, interpreted, evaluated and inscribed. 
In addition, the purpose was to describe the position of the Researcher. The 
intention is to combine several quantitative and qualitative methodologies used in 
psychological and anthropological research to combine as many different angles 
or perceptions as possible, based on a decent single case study approach. To be 
able to support this view, a background with regard to the case study approach 
was provided, the difference between “understanding” and “explaining” a social 
phenomenon has been covered and methodological topics as validity, triangulation, 
and quantitative and qualitative methods were described. The following paragraph 
covered the longitudinal approach, which was followed by a description of the 
three different roles of the Researcher during this study. Finally, the ethnographical 
nature of research and trustworthiness were explained, followed by a description of 
the sequences of events applied in this study and the necessity to create a certain 
order in the manner of providing information; inscription. Details on the research 
design, the particularities of the questionnaire, the sequence of events, and the 
interviewing methods were given throughout the text and in dedicated paragraphs. 

After providing the research question in chapter one, a conceptual framework in 
chapter two, and a research methodology in chapter three, the inscription of the 
case study will be covered in the next chapter. 









179

T-case Description & Findings

4.1 Introduction

Chapter four describes the Turbo 4S case and the findings related to the research 
question. In paragraph 4.2, it starts with a brief introduction into the economic 
situation with regard to the automotive industry, quickly zooming in on Carlux NH. 
Before describing the Turbo 4S change project in paragraph 4.4, the content of the 
business plan 2010 will be given in paragraph 4.3. This provides a better insight 
into the underlying situation and reasons for the required organizational change. 
The paragraph covering Turbo 4S will outline the underlying reasons in more 
detail, the approach and the intended expectations and results for the proposed 
change. After this, in paragraph 4.5, we are slowly entering the core of this thesis 
by describing the - social - context of the six individual managers. Feedback of 
approximately 40 employees will be provided with regard to operational processes, 
cooperation and individuals, mainly the Management Team members. Finally, we 
arrive to the heart of this thesis; also building on the perception of employees with 
regard to a specific Manager, the sensemaking process of the Managing Director, 
Mike, will be described. This chapter will end with a brief summary and some 
conclusions in paragraph 4.6.

4.2 Economic Background

As mentioned in chapter one, due to the macro-economic recession, starting by 
the end of 2008, the automotive industry failed to continue an increase of car 
sales. Before this period, in the Netherlands, the annual level of new cars sold 
was incrementally growing from approximately between 480.000 in 2004 to 
approximately 500.000 units in 2008, with a dip of approximately 465.000 units 
in 2005 (Bovag-Rai, 2010). In 2009, this number decreased dramatically to just 
under 388.000 units (Bovag-Rai, 2010); a decrease of 23 percent. Due to a slow 
European economic recovery, the outlook for the car market in 2011 was still to 
further decline (Automotive News, 2010).

During the course of the last two years, the economic crisis has had a major 
impact on operational and financial results in the automotive industry (iSuppli, 
2009). The complete value chain, from suppliers up to car dealers, suffered 
significantly due to an approximately 20 to 40 percent loss of sales worldwide. As 
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a result, well-known brand names or dealers went bankrupt, laid off a significant 
number of employees and restructured their organizations. One of the established 
brand names in the automotive industry is Carlux, represented in the Netherlands 
by over 100 dealers, partly owned by Carlux Nederland B.V. and partly owned 
franchise dealers.

The Automotive Carlux Group is one of the Carlux franchise dealers and, beside 
other automotive activities, represent seven Carlux locations, of which two are 
located in the North-West of the Netherlands, named Carlux Noord-Holland, in 
brief Carlux NH. Those two locations provide the context of investigation for 
this thesis. In 2009 and 2010 those two Carlux NH locations suffered heavily as 
well. Consequently, approximately 20 percent of the employees were released in 
2009. Over the last few years, ranked from 1 to 100 on a Carlux Nederland B.V. 
performance scale, Carlux NH proved to be average to poor (Mike, 2009). To be 
able to survive, it is necessary to significantly improve operational and financial 
performance in the short term. 

Management of decline in a declining sector seems to be complicated. The idea 
for Carlux NH is to realize a “metamorphosis” within a relatively short period. 
Originally the anticipated timeframe to achieve this improvement was one year, 
up to January 2011, however, due to an extremely high internal and external 
pressure, this timeframe has been significantly shortened to the challenging date 
of July 1st, 2010. Moreover, a successful metamorphosis should be accomplished 
within a period of only 4 months. This “metamorphosis revitalization project” is 
called: Turbo 4S, in short, the “T-case”. The purpose of this revitalization is to 
become “best in class” by organizing tasks and responsibilities extremely low in 
the organization. Moreover, a “decentralized approach” will be key and the basis 
for adequate operational responsibility and professional execution of activities 
in all aspects. Progress - or regress - is measured by a limited number of Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs). To achieve this best in class position, expected 
improvements differ per KPI from a few percent up to a few hundred percent. 
Hereto, all operational and social processes, including systems and documents, are 
reviewed in detail and (re)defined to the highest standards. High level pre-work 
has been done (Mike, 2009), but needs further additions, alignment and detail. In 
addition, all aspects related to Human Resources need adjustment, alignment and 
attention.
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4.3 Business Plan 2010: “Op Zoek naar Klanten” (Mike, 
2009)

In December 2009 a business plan for 2010 was issued. This business plan, called 
“Op zoek naar klanten” (Mike, 2009), mainly covered an introduction, vision, 
mission, organizational structure, qualitative and quantitative goals, a SWOT 
analysis, focus points and action points. To outline the economic and operational 
situation at that time and the related expectations, the above-mentioned points 
are briefly and objectively covered below. This business plan was ready and 
available at the start of the T-case, moreover, I did not participate in creating it 
and therefore I am not familiar with the underlying process of social interactions, 
orientations and the related sensemaking. Consequently, it will not be possible to 
describe the creation of this business plan.

The introduction of the business plan is about opportunities to increase the 
number of customers and to provide more services to each customer. First, the 
idea is to make use of synergies available in the different companies belonging 
to the Automotive Carlux Group, such as centralized marketing, existing and new 
export channels, inventory control, and to cross-utilize the fleet of used cars. 
Second, to sell new cars available in the Automotive Carlux Group, including cross-
selling of other products, and third, to sell After Sales services to corporations, 
such as collecting and returning cars for customers at work, damage repair, and 
maintenance.

The vision is to distinguish the company from competitors by offering first class 
service to customers based on offering this service by convinced and enthusiastic 
employees. The mission is to grow by increasing loyalty of customers and to attract 
new groups of customers. The organizational structure covers the two dealer 
locations in the North-West of the Netherlands managed by one Management Team 
in a flat line organizational structure. As a result, authorities and responsibilities are 
clear and decentralized, and the organization is able to react quickly.

The listed qualitative and quantitative goals are to support the vision and mission 
and therefore are mainly related to personnel. The qualitative goals cover a yearly 
education and training program to develop employees, a system to monitor illness 
rates and to initiate appropriate actions to reduce this rate, including organizing 
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yearly appraisals. In addition, a pro-active approach is intended to improve 
health and safety issues and to optimize the cooperation between management 
and Works Council. In terms of qualitative goals, no increase in the number of 
employees is anticipated for 2010. 

With regard to the SWOT analysis, a more detailed description is given. This gives 
a good impression with regard to the question: How do we see ourselves and 
how to we see opportunities and threats?  To be able to analyze and interpret the 
current business context, from a perspective of sensegiving and sensemaking, 
information is retrieved. Moreover, the SWOT analysis connects business related 
aspects with the social construction of reality, sensegiving and sensemaking. The 
four SWOT categories, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, are 
presented in Table 1 & 2 on the next two pages.

As mentioned before, the business plan (Mike, 2009) was ready and available 
at the start of the T-case. Consequently, I did not participate in creating it and 
therefore I am not familiar with the underlying process of social interactions, 
orientations and related sensemaking, which is also applicable for the focus points 
mentioned below.

In general, focus points for 2010 are distinguished and related to Sales and After 
Sales. The main points are the minimization of waste by optimizing and monitoring 
operational processes and procedures, to brake in employees concerning new 
tasks in new departments to create continuity and stability, and to improve job 
integration supported by a project called Next Face. Sales concern two topics. 
First, the acquisition of large customers and to increase revenue by existing large 
customers with regard to the sales of new cars, new parts, service parts and shop 
hours by using outside sales activities. Second, Sales activities should be further 
developed and the Used Cars department should recover to “old” norms. In 
addition, After Sales should further secure the smaller location, increase revenue 
by smarter retail activities, and increase the general quality of the team. Finally, 
the Business Plan 2010 covers a list of concrete actions with regard to all above 
mentioned focus points.
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Strengths Weaknesses

• Two premium locations for sales and maintenance. Both 
locations are situated on a first class location; busy in 
terms of passers, easy to find, an attractive building and 
easy to park 

• Optimal After Sales coverage by the availability of two 
locations. Customers have two possibilities for After 
Sales activities, depending on personal preference with 
regard to the closest location and the availability of 
capacity

• Good working facilities and labor conditions. Due to 
being part of the Automotive Carlux Group some labor 
conditions are well developed, such as education and 
training for all employees 

• Opportunities created by central - Automotive Carlux 
Group - purchasing. By centralizing this activity access 
to specific suppliers and improved conditions with 
regard to delivery times and pricing are established 

• The exchange of service parts within the Automotive 
Carlux Group. Quick - and reliable - availability of service 
parts are possible combined with low inventory costs

• Being able to offer a variety of services within the Auto-
motive Carlux Group. Due to being part of Automotive 
Carlux Group additional services for customers are 
available, such as supplying different car brands, leasing 
and financing options and the exchange of service parts

• The experience of long employed employees. The two 
locations employ approximately 40 employees. About 15 
of those employees are employed over 20 years or even 
longer. Consequently, specific knowledge and experience 
is available with regard to customers, cars and service 
issues

• Increasing knowledge with regard to customers. Due to 
an improved data bank and retrieving system detailed 
information is available with regard to “behavioral 
aspects” of customers

• Profiling as a Carlux Authorized Damage Repair Com-
pany. Within the Automotive Carlux Group a specialized 
company for damage repair is available which provides 
additional opportunities for - potential - After Sales 
activities

• Due to an increasing Automotive Carlux Group scale 
more marketing activities are possible with regard to 
advertising, branding and specific commercial actions

• An established network with regard to the automotive 
branch. The organization has established and profes-
sional contacts with regard to suppliers, second hand 
car inlets and outlets 

• A large and relatively new used car park. The current si-
tuation in the market results into an increasing demand 
for relatively new used cars, which are available 

• Attention for commercial relationship opportunities. 
In the area of the two locations a relatively high 
percentage of multinational companies exist which gives 
opportunities for sales of new cars, lease and After 
Sales contracts

• Team spirit within the departments is strong. In most 
departments people are motivated to support each 
other. Nevertheless, cooperation between departments 
needs improvement

• The exchange of information within the Automotive 
Carlux Group is strong. This gives the possibility to 
compare best practice approaches between the different 
locations to optimize individual and Automotive Carlux 
Group results.

• Limited parking possibilities around the two locations. 
Although the locations are premium locations, the actual 
number of parking spaces is rather limited and it is not 
possible to improve this

• A limited personal contact with large companies in the 
region. Although the area is filled with midsize and large 
international corporations and multinationals, actual 
personal contact with decision makers does currently 
not exist 

• Too many levels within the company increases miss 
communication. The organizational structure is too 
complex for the size of organization. This is applicable 
for the T-case organization as well as the Automotive 
Carlux Group

• No signed contracts for maintenance. After Sales - car 
maintenance - is of key importance for generating 
revenue and margin. Currently no signed contracts with 
companies for After Sales activities are available to 
generate a constant flow of income

• An insufficient level of technical personnel. The 
average level of knowledge, experience and skills of the 
technicians is not sufficient. Due to the availability on 
the market and competition, it is difficult to attract and 
retain the right number of experienced technicians

• The mix and age of used cars. Although sufficient 
relatively new used cars are available, the mix is still 
weak; too many of Carlux model A and not enough of 
Carlux model B  

• Some departments need continuous management at-
tention. Some departmental managers are not able to 
manage their department professionally in all aspects 
and to cooperate well with peers

• The alignment between Sales and After Sales. The 
cooperation between those departments should be 
improved in terms of aligned processes, procedures, and 
communication.

Table 1. SWOT analysis: strengths and weaknesses.
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Opportunities Threats

• A strong premium brand image. Worldwide Carlux has 
been taken over by another major automotive player. 
So far, it is unclear what the impact of the new owner 
will be

• A high market potential in the region. A relatively high 
number of old cars are used in the region; this gives 
opportunities for maintenance and replacements

• Two new Carlux models will be introduced shortly and 
give opportunities for additional sales and After Sales

• During the course of the last few years a continuous 
customer base development resulted in a strong custo-
mer network. This can be used to exploit opportunities 
in terms of sales of new and used cars and After Sales 
activities

• Cars are getting more complex and therefore more sen-
sitive for failures, which stimulate After Sales activities. 
Self maintenance is more difficult for car owners due to 
an increased level of electronic devises and integrated 
systems and parts

• There is an increasing demand for Direct Service. More 
and more customers prefer to show up unexpectedly 
and to get service “at the time and on the spot”. This 
could be an additional service with higher margins

• The exchange of knowledge, equipment and parts 
within the Automotive Carlux Group

• By specific Business Sales - midsize and large corpora-
tions and multinationals - it is possible to attract After-
Sales contracts, resulting into a higher level of continuity

• To prepare rental cars for Automotive Carlux Group Ren-
tal adds contribution to the shop and gives a possibility 
to fill low capacity gaps

• The second location will generate additional sales op-
portunities. The second location opened its doors just 
over one year ago and will generate additional sales and 
After-Sales revenue

• An increasing number of Carlux cars with a Green Label 
for less private tax. Carlux is marketing more and more 
cars with a Green Label. These days this is not “a nice 
to have”, but an necessity to compete

• A new Carlux Nederland B.V. planning system generates 
a better mix of inventory with regard to new cars and 
reduces costs 

• A new discount strategy of Carlux Nederland B.V. results 
into a better gross margin per new car, which partly 
compensates the overall general market price pressure.

• The impact of the new worldwide Carlux owner is still 
unknown

• The pressure on Carlux Nederland B.V. to perform in 
terms of quantities and margins is increasing. Conse-
quently, a “push” of new cars into sales channels and a 
decreasing quality of resolving guarantee is increasing 
costs

• Increasing competition in a decreasing market is 
significantly decreasing margins on used and new cars 
and spare parts

• The growth of the automotive market is limited by 
increasing governmental regulation with regard to 
environmental issues. This is an opportunity for real 
Green brands

• Increasing service intervals are decreasing service 
revenue. Service intervals are significantly increasing. 
Moreover, a reduction of approximately 50 percent of 
the number of shop visits has to be anticipated

• The increasing power of leasing companies with decrea-
sing margins on new sales and maintenance as a result. 
The increased buying power of leasing companies is 
more or less “ruling” the market

• Increasing regulation with regard to Environment, 
Health and Safety. Due to this, cars are more expensive 
and more complex to maintain, which is less attractive 
for customers

• An increasing level of completeness of new cars limits 
additional sales with regard to accessories. Previously 
high margins could be realized due to additional attribu-
tes. Today standard cars supplied by the manufacturer 
are relatively complete and accessories are limited to 
add

• Some potential customers can only buy from official re-
lated partners. Purchasing contracts between - midsize 
and large - corporations and competitors limit possibili-
ties for Carlux NH to attract potential customers

• A trend towards smaller and more efficient cars. Envi-
ronmental and cost saving pressure is materializing in a 
demand for smaller and energy efficient cars 

• The implementation of new IT systems initiated by Car-
lux Nederland B.V. has significant impact on operational 
performance; those systems are quite user unfriendly 
and inefficient

• A large amount of used cars combined with a “waiting 
customer to decide” gives lower prices and margins. The 
economic crisis paralyses people to spend money. In 
addition, a large amount of used cars are available. As 
a result, the sales of new cars are significantly slowing 
down.

Table 2. SWOT analysis: opportunities and threats.

4.4 Project Turbo 4S

Project Turbo 4S is the project name to initiate, manage and realize the “quantum 
leap in business results in less than a year”. After some brainstorming between 
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Mike and the Consultant, the “Turbo 4S” name originated. They wanted to come 
up with a fascinating and stunning name to impress employees and to express the 
core characteristics and importance of this revitalization project; everybody should 
“think” and “talk” Turbo 4S. “Turbo” is chosen to accentuate the relatively short 
change period of only four months and to stress the high-level pressure on and 
expected contribution of employees. The “4S” is related to the following concepts: 
Superior, Service, Significant and Speed. Moreover, this automotive related term 
stipulates a superior performance (on a High Performance Organization level), 
based on an internal and external oriented Service approach, a required and 
expected Significant increase of performance (from a poor to average level to a 
high performance level; the “quantum leap”) with Speed; to be accomplished in 
only four months.

Between February 15 and February 26, 2010, Mike and the Consultant developed 
the Turbo 4S concept. After some extensive discussions the Turbo 4S concept was 
ready to be presented to the Management Team for discussion and approval on 
March 8. Mike was motivated and driven to “make it happen”. It was clear that 
the situation needed significant improvement in due course. Mike’s main drive 
was threefold: 1. The dissatisfaction of employees, 2. The negative attitude of the 
Management Team, and 3. The internal “battle” to magnify issues to unreasonable 
proportions. Mike: “My goal was to correct this, by first suffering together and 
afterwards moving on. I wanted to please people and to show professional 
leadership”. Mike and the Consultant were considering two options regarding the 
approach: to discuss and prepare a Turbo 4S concept with the Management Team 
from scratch, or to provide a prepared concept for discussion and adjustment, 
if required. Based on previous experiences, Mike wanted to involve his team as 
much as possible from the start, but he also wanted to show leadership and the 
available time to develop a decent plan and approach with additional people was 
rather limited. Mike and the Consultant chose the last option. On top of that, they 
preferred a “well thought-out” approach to minimize the risk of failure, so they 
agreed to develop a concept upfront. The idea was to structure the discussion 
by defining clear targets in terms of “where to go and what to achieve”, but to 
present an open approach in terms of “how to get there”. To make and leave 
Mike part of the Management Team, the Consultant would present and “direct” 
the discussion. This approach did not really support “showing leadership”, but 
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would make it easier to “guide” discussions without undesirable side-effects and 
it would support the Consultant being the Project Manager of Turbo 4S. Mike and 
the Consultant presented the defined targets on March 8. All team members gave 
their personal view on each of the targets and a detailed consideration took place, 
based on previous experiences and preferences, adjusted to the context of the 
T-case. It was interesting to see that all six individuals had a different main drive 
or perspective to enter and pursue the discussion. For example, Brian was quite 
indifferent, Chris’ main drive was the poor social atmosphere, Kevin just started 
within the T-case organization and was open for everything, Dave was mainly 
coming from a process and discipline perspective, Richard was oriented towards an 
exceedingly heavy workload, and Mike focused on the dissatisfaction of employees. 
In the end, the approach and content became an exact copy of the prepared 
version. All team members were fully behind and part of the change approach 
and plan. The discussion was open, straight, critical, filled with emotions, but in a 
socially acceptable manner. The Consultant played a significant role in this process 
of social reality construction due to his knowledge and experience with regard 
to organizational change, which the team respected. The outcome of this group 
discussion is shown below in terms of “results to aim for”.

The project was extensively introduced to all employees by presentations, 
publications, (group) discussions and letters. Everybody was “talking Turbo 4S”. 
The underlying idea was simple; the company performs far below average in terms 
of operational and financial results compared to other comparable Carlux dealers 
and has an unacceptable social atmosphere with customers not being satisfied. 
In addition, the sales of new cars are far below target and the two locations are 
responsible for approximately 35 percent of the Automotive Carlux Group revenue, 
and finally, the idea was not to further reduce the number of employees, as 
happed already by approximately 20 percent in 2009. 

Reducing costs is essential, but not sufficient anymore. More needs to be done 
to improve and survive. This means the current situation demands additional 
creative solutions, such as new remarkable services, a proactive sales approach 
(not waiting until the potential customer is entering the door, but approach the 
customer at his door with new products and services), and an extremely efficient 
and effective internal organization and execution of every detail of After Sales 
activities. The idea is to delegate responsibilities and authorities to a lower 
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level in the organization to stimulate entrepreneurship. It is of key importance 
that every single manager remains fully responsible for all (change) activities 
in his department. This approach will also quickly highlight possible points for 
improvement with regard to the manager himself in terms of attitude, experience, 
knowledge, and skills. 

The intention is to achieve significant improvements in mainly three areas. First, 
to create a very efficient and effective internal organization, extremely lean and 
mean. This will be done by minimizing and optimizing processes and procedures, 
clearly defining and implementing a limited set of aligned Key Performance 
Indicators, defining a clear set of expectations with regard to employees and 
management, and a periodical evaluation to measure progress. Second, results 
show that the current way of working is not sufficient enough. Management will 
be supported as much as possible, but also has to perform on a much higher level. 
Awareness and a change of attitude are essential to survive in terms of job security 
and to create a positive and stimulating culture. And finally, aiming for “the number 
one” position with regard to the Customer Satisfaction Survey and ranking of 
Carlux Nederland B.V. 

Consequently, the following results are aimed for:

•	 An extremely efficient and effective organization.
•	 An optimal alignment between Sales and After Sales.
•	 An extremely decentralized organization.
•	 Direction on a limited and aligned set of Key Performance Indicators.
•	 Optimal alignment in terms of cooperation, direction and goals.
•	 Insight in and awareness and development of the Management Team.
•	 A “quantum leap” in general performance creating a solid basis for the 

second half of 2010 and thereafter.
•	 Extremely satisfied customers.
•	 An “example organization” for other locations of the Automotive Carlux 

Group and maybe even Carlux Nederland B.V.

It is clear that the expectations were relatively demanding and high; all 
Management Team members were aware of the fact that the expected results 
were not easy to achieve within this extremely short time frame. “Quite an 
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interesting challenge for us and the company”, as they said. In the end, this Turbo 
4S “program” will provide a better and easier working environment, less work 
related pressure, more responsibility and freedom, and a solid basis for the future 
in terms of job security. In addition, it provides possibilities for individual and team 
development.

4.5 Sensemaking during the T-case 

4.5.1 Introduction

In the following paragraphs, the sensegiving and sensemaking related findings of 
the T-case are presented. After a short introduction concerning the way employee 
interviews were organized, the context in terms of social business environment 
will be outlined. Feedback of employees with regard to operational processes, 
cooperation between people and between departments and individuals, mainly 
Management Team members is provided. This is the environment where the core of 
sensemaking takes place with regard to the complex process of reality construction. 
After this, feedback will be given with regard to every single Management Team 
member. This implies specific feedback provided by employees with regard to a 
specific Management Team member. This is to better understand their specific local-
social-historical context. Then, the outcome of the questionnaires and the concluded 
interview, executed ten months after the T-case will be described (Moment 
B). During the concluding interview, the specific Manager and the Researcher 
discussed the outcome of the questionnaires to better understand the situation at 
the time of the T-case and the situation ten months after the event, expressed as 
institutionalization (Burke & Nelson, 1997) or the new steady state (Phelan, 2005), 
if applicable. The inscription mainly covers what the individual manager thought and 
partly what his main orientations and considerations were to get to this meaning. 
Moreover, the core of the T-case will be inscribed with regard to sensegiving and 
sensemaking. This inscription is organized per individual manager.

The figure on the next page gives an overview of the three consecutive moments 
A, B, and C. This figure will be used in this chapter to guide the reader through the 
different moments or phases in the research process. The specific phase described 
will be highlighted.
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Figure 6. The complete process of sensemaking - Moments A, B and C.

4.5.2 Sensemaking Results - Moment A & Group A

This paragraph is to outline the local-social-historical context that the six Managers 
operated in. To collect the perception of all employees, 41 non-structured 
interviews were held in a separate meeting room, where people were able to speak 
freely.

In general, the following three categories of feedback could be distinguished, 
which I will elaborate on in separate sections with an emphasis on feedback 
regarding individual members of the Management Team: 

1. Feedback with regard to operational processes.
2. Feedback with regard to the cooperation between people and 
departments.
3. Feedback with regard to individuals, mainly Management Team members.
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The figure below highlights the phase currently being described: Moment A.

Figure 7. The process of sensemaking - Moment A & Group A.

Feedback with regard to Operational Processes

The following feedback was given by employees about operational processes: 
almost all operational processes can be improved; optimization of the processes 
itself (less - double - activities, more efficient and effective supporting documents, 
more and aligned related IT support and useful management information to 
really understand and be able to improve the situation) and a lack of the required 
discipline - and supervision - with regard to the execution of activities.

Feedback with regard to Cooperation

Some employees are quite satisfied with the cooperation between employees and 
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departments. However, the majority of employees clearly state: “The organization 
exists of a few “camps””: the ”old” generation against the “new” generation, 
“in favor” of Chris against “not in favor” of Chris, a few departments “against or 
beside” each other, “close to” Management against “not close to” Management, and 
“Management” against “the rest” and vice versa. Most people refer to a relatively 
poor social atmosphere and frustrated relationships. Like some employees stated: 
“We are too far, there is no way back, some managers have to leave”. 

Feedback about Individuals

This feedback provides insight into the local-social-historical context of the six 
individual managers as perceived by the employees. This feedback will be more 
detailed in the next paragraphs where the perceived context of every single Manager 
will be described. It concerns, with a few exceptions, a scathing judgment:   

In general, the feedback comes down to two points:

The organization has no leader.
The Management Team is weak in terms of - most - individuals, leadership, and 
in terms of acting as a team. Examples are a lack of communication, and if any, 
with poor quality, a lack of follow-up on actions and decisions, no management 
by example, no disciplinary measures, no follow-up on human resources 
related verbally agreed topics, and too many emotional (re)actions. Employee 
statements are: “people are corrected undeservedly”, “it will not happen with this 
Management Team, they are not taken seriously anymore”, “Management is too 
much on their own”, “we do not know what they do; no communication comes 
down and we do not see any actions”, “it looks like they are not interested”, “we 
are rude to and kick at Management; we are already too far”, there is no faith 
that this Management will change the situation”, “employees are not standing 
behind Management and vice versa” and “Management is too free of obligation”.

The above describes the general perception of the employees with regard to 
the Management Team. This perception is the basis for employees to (re)act 
in the organization, the local-social-historical context for both employees and 
Management Team. 

1.

2.
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As mentioned by Martin (2002), subcultures exist. With the exception of Kevin, 
a clear communal background exists with regard to the Management Team 
members. For example, all of them have a certain background in the automotive 
industry, have a “technical” orientation, are employed for a relatively long 
time within the T-case organization, and live in the same area. As a result, the 
individuals involved partly developed and are partly influenced by the existing 
organizational local culture, with all its negative and positive aspects. Finally, this 
is expressed by a certain behavior, which is based on underlying personal and/
or cultural values, a frame of reference, the basis for ethical (inter)action and 
sensegiving and sensemaking. Examples of general values are: Accountability, 
Commitment, Consistency, Empowerment, Integrity, Ownership and Respect. 
At the time, a list of defined values was not available within the Carlux NH 
organization. During the different group discussions, the following ten values, 
related to Turbo 4S, were often discussed:

•	 Accountability: we are responsible for the actions that influence the lives of our 
customers and fellow workers.

•	 Collaboration: collaborating within and outside the organization to give the best.
•	 Commitment: commitment to roll great product, service and other initiatives 

that impact lives both within and outside the organization.
•	 Empowerment: empowering the employees to take initiative and give the best.
•	 Fun: having fun and celebrating small successes in our journey to achieve big.
•	 Innovation: to come out with new creative ideas that have the potential to 

change the world.
•	 Integrity: to act with honesty and integrity without compromising the truth.
•	 Leadership: the courage to lead from front to shape the future.
•	 Respect: giving due respect to self and others and maintain the environment of 

teamwork and growth.
•	 Service Excellence: giving the best and world-class service and achieving 

excellence each passing day. 

It turned out that practical daily behavioral examples are supportive in creating 
awareness and a change in behavior. An example is the value Respect, which relates to 
many social interaction processes, such as professional communication, parking your 
car in the right spot and arriving well prepared and on time for a business meeting.
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4.5.3  Sensemaking Results - Moment B & Group B

This paragraph outlines the sensegiving and sensemaking of individual managers. 
It starts with a brief inscription of the feedback from employees with regard to 
every single Management Team member followed by an inscription of the results 
of the questionnaires and the concluding interview with every single Management 
Team member. During the concluding interview, held 10 months after the T-case 
(Moment B, Group B), we individually discussed the results of the questionnaires 
to better understand the local-social-historical context at the time of the T-case 
and the situation ten months after the event. The inscription mainly covers what 
the individual managers thought and partly what their main orientations and 
considerations were to get to this meaning. Moreover, the core of the T-case will be 
inscribed with regard to sensemaking. This description is organized per individual 
manager.

The figure on the below highlights the phase currently being described: Moment 
B.

Figure 8. The process of sensemaking - Moment B & Group B.
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1. Management Team Member Brian

Brian is 34 years old and has been employed for 8 years within the T-case 
organization. Brian holds a management position and has a background in motor 
mechanics and has 19 years of experience.

Perception of employees with regard to Brian 

Brian is employed for 8 years in this organization, of which 4 years in a 
management position. As a result, you could say that Brian is partly co-responsible 
for the current situation, with all negative and positive aspects. However, the 
perception of the employees does not reflect this. Brian is seen as a nice, social, 
correct and valuable person in terms of his technical knowledge and experience. 
He is responsible for all operational activities in the smaller location; a relatively 
small site operating in the shadow of the main site. This is also the reason why 
quite some employees are not really aware of operational and social issues in the 
main location and vise versa. Some mechanical engineers are sometimes switched 
between locations due to an unbalanced capacity, but in general, both locations are 
operating quite independently. The interviewed employees working in the smaller 
site are quite positive about “the way things are going” and are satisfied. Just two 
critical remarks were made: 

“Our team is functioning well, but Brian is visiting the main location too 
often. As a result, we do not have enough technical meetings” and “the 
organization is out of control, but we [the employees in the smaller location, 
MP] are still fine here”. 

Employees working in the main location did not really mention anything negative 
or positive with regard to the smaller location; it is not really part of their local-
social-historical context. 

Questionnaire and evaluation with regard to sensegiving and sensemaking

Brian considers himself as highly motivated and willing to change. This is clearly 
expressed by an average score of 9.0. Ten months later, Brian explained: “I am 
definitely open for improvement and in for change, in working life, as well as in 
private life, but, to be clear, I am not an initiator; I just like to organize things”.
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During the whole period, Brian was extremely convinced about the fact that an 
organizational change was necessary and required, but not as much for his team 
in the smaller location. His average score with regard to this question was an 8.4, 
varying from 6 to 10. He explained this as follows: 

“I strive for organizational improvement, so consequently for organizational 
change. The low score of 6 was because I took my team as the perspective, 
which I did not do before, and my team did not need so much to change as 
the other team”. 

Additional reasons for Brian to change, which he marked on the questionnaires, 
were the current financial results, to be able to work easier and with less stress, 
but mainly, wanting to be best in class and improving customer satisfaction.

In terms of realistically defined T-case goals, Brian responded positive in all 
questionnaires (an average score of an 8.0; varying from 7 to 9. As Brian 
expressed it briefly: 

“Because of you [the Consultant, MP], I had a lot of faith in this project, so 
the defined goals would be feasible. You know what you do, react calm and 
radiate trustworthiness, which gives a lot of faith”. 

The same explanation is applicable for being able to achieve those goals within a 
short period of only four months. This question has an average score of 8.2.

Brian ranked the management skills - in terms of organizational change - of the 
other five team members relatively high (an average of 7.6, starting with a 6 and 
being followed by two 10’s and two times a 6). Ten months later, he explained this 
as follows: 

“In the beginning I did not have a lot of faith in the Management Team, but 
due to you [the Consultant, MP] this faith was growing a lot and quickly. 
Finally, when you left, it went down again. I identified myself as manager 
and not as much as Management Team member. I did not really feel 
connected to my peers”. In addition, Brian stated: “Due to the way I was 
raised, it is difficult for me to express this. I am not strong enough to make 
sure to get what I need”. 
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According to Brian, it was quite clear that this radical change process under 
pressure needed external support. He had an average score of 8.4, starting with 
two times a 10. Ten months later, he explained it as follows: “Our Management 
Team did not have the knowledge, skills and experience to do this and Mike was 
too soft and weak; he is no manager”.

As explained above, Brian stood one hundred percent behind the intended 
organizational change; he ranked this question with an average of 9.4. More or less 
the same score, with an average of 8.8, is applicable in terms of “willing to go for it”. 

Concerning resistance to change by respectively all employees and his team, 
Brian expected a “normal” resistance, expressed with an average score of 6.2 and 
fluctuating from 5 to 7. Brian: 

“Experience shows that you will be confronted with resistance, especially 
the local attitude and employees employed for a long time are radiating and 
stimulating this resistance. With regard to my own team, I do not foresee a 
lot of issues. My people just do what they have to do, but  also nothing more 
… and, of course, within regular regulations and working time”. 

This statement is underpinned by Brian’s average ranking of 2.0 varying from 1 to 
3, which is exceptionally low, compared to his peers. 

With regard to the change approach, Brian was very satisfied in the beginning, 
expressed by a 10, but lost faith during the course of the project. A consecutive 9, 
8, 6, and 7 expresses this. Nevertheless, his scores still show an average of an 8.0. 
His explanation is: 

“The approach was great, I had a “mega” trust in you [the Consultant, MP], 
but Mike and all my other colleagues had to execute actions and implement 
the required changes. I slowly, but surely lost faith due to not enough 
progression”.

Brian did not have any experience with organizational change in the past. His 
scores were a consecutive 2, 4, 8, 8, and 8. He explains this as follows: 

“In the beginning I did not have any experience in this field, but due to the 
T-case it grew on me in a positive way. It is interesting … In the beginning, I 
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thought all is well organized, later on, you see a different reality”.

The exchange of information concerning the change process is rather high 
(average 7.2). Later Brian explained that the sharing of information was related 
to the content of the T-case and to the change process itself. He shared this 
information mainly with one colleague, not being a Management Team member. 
Brian stated: 

“This person has more or less the same view and was interested in the T-case, 
and, in the end, you are looking for a sort of confirmation of your own thoughts. 
It is good to be able to get rid of your ideas, thoughts and emotions”. 

In his private situation, Brian shared information with his partner: 

“This was mainly about the general situation of the T-case. We connect well 
in terms of feeling, she was interested, we shared experiences and she has 
her own opinion. But, she did not really challenge me. It was important that 
I could get things off my chest”.

Brian felt being taken seriously during this change process (average score 8.4, 
fluctuating from 6 to 10), but, as he stated: “In the beginning I thought: “Also my 
opinion counts, now it will happen”, in a later stage, you realize how difficult it all is 
and your faith starts to erode”. 

In some cases, it was obvious to see that Brian’s ranking with regard to the fourth 
questionnaire was different compared to the answers provided by the other four 
questionnaires. As Brian explained: 

“In the end, I started to realize how difficult is all was and that it takes time 
to change an organization and culture. My faith in a good outcome went 
down a bit, that is why I gave some different answers”.  

Ten months later, Brian is still positive about the T-case: 

“The T-case made sense, Mike and Richard are gone, which was necessary, 
but the lower organizational layers are still more or less the same and that 
is where I expected more. In fact, the Management Team members are the 
same, and the successors for Mike and Richard are not really better, but just 
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different”. Brian continues: “I am still interested in organizational change, 
but next time, I would give more input and show more initiative. I learned 
that communication, in the smallest detail, is very important”.

 Brian experienced Mike during the course of the last few months in his new - 
group - role and said: “Mike is acting really different now. You can see that he has 
much less pressure and stress”.

Brian did not have any experience with organizational change and therefore he 
acted relatively naïve, but at the same time he was open for different approaches, 
ideas and topics. The main orientation for Brian to give meaning to the changes 
was related to a culture based on harmony. His considerations were based on no 
or less confrontations and/or difficult discussions. Due to his upbringing, Brain is 
not used to step up and to clearly express his ideas and/or feelings. This is one 
of the reasons he often acts rather nondescript. In addition, Brain’s sensemaking 
process is pretty much influenced by his strong belief in the Coach and Consultant. 
Brain has a lot of faith in this person who makes it easy for him to “follow” the 
suggested approach and/or direction. This contact, and the interaction with one of 
his colleagues, provided the basis for Brain to make choices and to give meaning 
the revitalization. 

In the end, I asked Brian a tip for the Consultant. He commented briefly with: “No 
tip for you, you radiate piece and trust; you are straight, fair and honest”.

2. Management Team Member Chris

Chris is 38 years old and has been employed for 19 years in the T-case 
organization. Chris holds a management position and has a background in motor 
mechanics and has 21 years of experience. 

Perception of employees with regard to Chris 

Chris has been employed for 19 years in the T-case organization. As a result, 
you could say that Chris is partly co-responsible for the current situation, with all 
negative and positive aspects. In fact, the perception of the employees reflects 
this. Chris is seen as a nice, social, correct and valuable person in terms of his 
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technical experience and knowledge. On the other hand, he is described as a 
pretty disorganized person. Some statements of employees are: 

“Chris is actually no manager, he misses the overview”, “Chris his employees 
determine and decide what happens, not Chris”, “When I take over his 
work, it is a big mess”, “Too much work remains on Chris’ desk, but when 
Chris has time, he executes it very well”, “Chris is a bit too easy, he puts 
documents in the wrong bin”, “Chris does not finish stuff, his replacement 
does. Consequently, everything runs better”, “His replacement is much more 
to the point and treats everybody equally, Chris is a pussy”, “Chris has too 
much administrational work”, and “It is difficult to reach Chris”. 

Questionnaire and evaluation with regard to sensegiving and sensemaking

Chris considers himself as highly motivated and willing to change. This is clearly 
expressed by an average of 9.8. Ten months later, Chris simply said, without any 
further explanation: “This is how I was and how I still am”.

During the whole period, Chris was extremely convinced about the fact that a 
revitalization process was necessary and required. His average score with regard to 
this question is a 10.0. He explained it as follows: 

“I still think this way today. I want my group to become better and to keep 
a job. When my group improves, I improve. I consider myself in this case 
less important compared to my team”. 

Additional reasons for a required change were the current financial results, a 
lack of operational performance, dissatisfaction of employees, and wanting to 
move with all employees into the same direction. When Chris looks back after ten 
months he summarizes: 

“We made good progress. Some aspects have improved significantly. The 
dissatisfaction by employees disappeared for a big part. Mike and Richard 
left the company, which is good according to the people. In one aspect 
we did not improve; the technical knowledge, skills and experience of our 
employees”.  

In terms of realistically defined Turbo 4S goals, Chris responded positively in all 
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questionnaires (an average score of an 6.8; starting with a 5, followed by an 8, 
and a triple 7): “I started off quite low due to previous experiences, but later on, 
I saw that progress was made. However, at that time I did not know where we 
would end up”. Chris made an additional remark about the successors of Mike and 
Richard: “They have energy and accomplish a lot, but they are quite chaotic too”.

Chris had more or less the same explanation for the following question: Till what 
extent is it possible to reach the defined goals within four months? Chris responded 
with an average of 6.2. As he explained later: “First I thought the goals are quite 
difficult to reach in four months. After some weeks, I got more faith and became 
convinced that it would work out”. Chris mentioned in addition: “With the current 
team, we will never be best in class”.  

Chris ranked the management skills - in terms of organizational change - of the 
other five team members relatively mediocre (starting with a 4 and being followed 
by scores of a 6 and 7). Ten months later, he explained this as follows: 

“I identified myself as manager and not as much as Management Team 
member. I felt hurt based on the critical perception employees had with 
regard to the Management Team. When I look back, I should have provided 
lower scores”. 

Chris is not sure if this has been improved today: “The Management Team 
discontinued, it just disappeared. We do not meet anymore and, as a result, 
information is not flowing anymore. This is not good”.

According to Chris, it was very clear that this radical change process under 
pressure needed external support. He had an average score of 10.0. Ten months 
later, he explained it as follows: 

“Our Management Team did not have the knowledge, skills and experience. 
On top of that, Mike and Richard did not get any support from employees, 
so external support to change the organization was inevitable”.

Also, Chris stood one hundred percent behind the intended organizational change; 
he ranked this question 5 times with a 10. Ten months later, he just commented: 
“This is still the case. I would rank it again with a 10”. The same score, five times a 
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10, is also applicable in terms of “willing to go for it”. 

Concerning resistance to change by respectively all employees and his team, Chris 
expected a just over “normal” resistance, expressed with an average score of 7.0 
and fluctuating from 5 to 8. Chris: 

“In the beginning, people were quite negative, that is why I ranked an 8. 
The second time I ranked a 5 due to that fact that I lost faith in the change 
approach. In the last three questionnaires I increased my score because you 
[the Consultant, MP] were less available in the organization to support the 
change”. 

The same explanation is applicable for the expected resistance to change in his 
own department.  

With regard to the change approach Chris was very satisfied in the beginning, 
expressed by three times a 10: 

“The analysis and the execution of activities were very good; especially 
personal human recourses related issues were resolved quickly and well. 
In a later stage, you [the Consultant, MP] were less available in the 
organization and actions were executed by a successor; I was doubtful if 
he could manage it well. At that time, I did not have enough faith in some 
newly hired employees. That is why I ranked a 9 and a 7 later”.

With a 6.8 average Chris ranked positive with regard to experiences with 
organizational change in the past. He was not involved that much in organizational 
change. Now, looking back, he believes it is a positive experience. As Chris explains: 

“It was necessary to get involved. The feedback of employees was quite 
confronting and threatening. You get a lot of pressure, which gives stress … 
it was not a rollercoaster, but a lot of pressure. Now, ten months later, I am 
happy with all of it”.

The exchange of information concerning the change process is rather high (an 
average of 7,0). Later, Chris explained the sharing of information was mainly 
related to the content of the T-case and to the change process. He shared this 
information with other Management Team members: 
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“It did not bring me a lot; everybody was too careful and hesitant to share 
information. We all were more or less on the same page, but we were six 
individuals and not a team. Everybody had his own preferred management 
style and was afraid of losing his position”. 

In his private situation, he shared information with his partner and some friends: 

“This was mainly about the general situation of the T-case. With one friend 
I discussed content related issues and with my partner also emotional 
and personal topics. It was a good way of getting stuff of my chest and 
to receive positive feedback. My partner talks a lot; she gave me good 
feedback with regard to my behavior and she is realistic. It was good to 
position myself in a vulnerable way … next time I would do it again”.

Chris felt being taken seriously during this change process (average score 6.8, 
fluctuating from a 6 to a 7), but, as he stated: 

“Before the T-case, I felt not taken seriously, only from a technical point of 
view. During the T-case, it was much better, but not great … that is probably 
because I have a bit of a “wait and see” attitude”. 

Chris mentioned that this question was answered from an “out of the group” 
perspective, meaning how Chris believes employees, but not Management Team 
members, are experiencing him.

When Chris looks back - ten months later - he is still very positive about the 
T-case: “The T-case made sense; I learned a lot… it was good. Next time I would 
do it the same way”. In more detail:

“The feedback of people was not really new to me. Now, I am much more 
conscious of human resources related issues. I learned to take action 
quicker, which I do now, but I am as I am …”. 

The change was necessary, the atmosphere improved, the Managers being 
criticized left and I learn from the successors. They know what they talk about, 
especially in the area of productivity numbers. We have less team meetings, but 
what came up, has been resolved”.
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The main orientation and/or consideration for Chris are his local-social-historical 
context. Chris was quite impressed by the negative feedback of (his) employees 
with regard to his behavior and the behavior of the Management Team, although 
he was aware of it. During discussions of some operational topics, resolving local-
social-historical context issues was more important than resolving a process related 
issue, for example: it is better to have a good relationship with a colleague instead 
of working according to the highest process standard. 

The interview ended by a well-appreciated tip for the Consultant: “The T-case has 
never officially been concluded, so some people were not informed well”.

3 Management Team Member Kevin

Kevin is 46 years old and has just started working in the T-case organization. Kevin 
held two senior management positions in previous companies. Kevin has a decent 
educational background in Automotive and approximately 22 years of experience.

Perception of employees with regard to Kevin 

As mentioned, Kevin just started within the T-case organization. Actually, he missed 
the first month of the T-case. Consequently, Kevin did not have any “history” in 
terms of negative or positive experiences with employees or, more specific, his 
peer Management Team members. The perception of employees with regard to 
Kevin was also quite “empty”. Nevertheless, he was part of the Management Team 
and therefore partly infected by the relative negative experiences and impression 
of the employees. He was also slightly infected by the opinion with regard to 
his specific team. Some employees stated: “Those guys make their money quite 
easily” and “the workload is not equally divided, they [Kevin’s department, MP] do 
not have enough work”. The employees in his team were quite positive about their 
own department: “I like it here, nice company, especially my direct and motivated 
team members”. Nevertheless, some employees were complaining about too many 
personnel changes, expressed by one team member it as: “Every year we get a 
new manager. It is disruptive … I am a bit tired of change”.  

Questionnaire and evaluation with regard to sensegiving and sensemaking
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Kevin considers himself as highly motivated and willing to change. Although 
his ranking fluctuated a bit during the radical change period of four months, it 
remained on an average of 8.2. Ten months later, Kevin explained why: “If you do 
not change, it will stop one day. I personally do not always like it that much, but I 
understand that it is necessary. For me, it is a marriage of convenience”. 

During the whole period, Kevin was convinced about the fact that an organizational 
change was necessary and required. As he explained ten months later: “It was 
scary to experience how employees talked about Mike”, and: “I know, there were 
quite some problems, but I could never have imagined that it was so bad”. During 
the course of the last few years, Kevin experienced a bankruptcy two times. Based 
on this, he stated: “This Management Team did not realize the actual reality at 
that time. They should have accepted not being successful”. Kevin mentioned 
three examples to illustrate this: the organization has a very bad atmosphere, 
is very “viscous”, and has a “nine to five” mentality. Besides this, Kevin selected 
three additional reasons to explain why change was required: the current financial 
results, a possible job loss, and wanting to be the best. Ten months later, he 
stated that he was still ambitious to improve the overall situation. With regard to 
a possible job loss Kevin mentioned: “During the T-case this was an important 
reason, now much less”. 

In terms of realistically defined Turbo 4S goals, Kevin responded quite positively in 
all questionnaires (five times an 8): 

“It was a very good initiative to start the T-case; now it is daily practice. The 
defined targets were and are realistic, not too ambitious. We are still not 
the best in class, but we are making good progress and, finally, we will get 
there”.

Kevin responded with an average of 7.4. with regard to the question: To what 
extent is it possible to reach the defined goals within four months? As he explained 
later: “Four months is quite short for a viscous team of people, which, by the way, 
is partly caused by corporate rules”. 

Kevin ranked the management skills - in terms of organizational change - of the 
other five team members relatively high (starting with a 6 and being followed by 4 
times an 8). Ten months later, he explained this as follows: “We had and do have 
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capable managers. The issue was the unclearness of Mike, which gave wrong 
expectations. Chris and Richard did a good job”.

According to Kevin, it was clear that this radical revitalization process needed 
external support. He had an average score of 8.2. Ten months later, he explained 
it as follows: “This Management Team was strongly set in habits. Somebody had 
to break and challenge this pattern. This is where you [the Coach and Consultant, 
MP] and a customer came in”.

As individual, Kevin stood almost one hundred percent behind the intended 
revitalization; he ranked this question 5 times with a 9. Ten months later, he just 
commented: “This is still the case”. Kevin was quite ambitious in supporting the 
change as good as possible, expressed with four times a 9 and one time an 8. 
Kevin: “We had quite a few changes in quite a short period; in the end, people 
became tired of all the changes”.

Concerning resistance to change by respectively all employees and his team, Kevin 
expected a “normal” resistance, expressed with an average score of 6.8, and 
fluctuating from 6 to 8. Kevin: 

“The main issue was and is the willingness to change by the older, long 
employed, employees. This goes very laborious. Now, I would have ranked 
this question a bit higher. We hired some new employees and those are 
collaborating quite well”. 

Concerning expected change resistance in his own department, the score is more 
or less the same; an average of 6.8, however, only fluctuating from 6 to 7. Some 
people are even not prepared to fill out an Excel sheet: “They are not used to it, it 
is new technology”.

With regard to the change approach, Kevin was very satisfied, expressed by five 
times an 8: 

“The approach was strong and I still believe this today. Everything was 
listed, discussed and followed by concrete actions and all employees had the 
possibility to express their ideas and feelings in a very confidential manner, 
without consequences. Structural issues were resolved”. 
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Kevin also mentioned a point of irritation: 

“Some employees mentioned: “Whatever we do, nothing will change 
anyway”. In some cases, I apologized to Mike due to the fact that I took 
over his role. I indentified myself as Management Team member and wanted 
the Management Team, as a team, to be successful, including Richard”.

With an average of 8.4, Kevin ranked quite positive to experiences with 
organizational change in the past. He refers to the first question, adding: “I am 
able to adjust myself; I do not live in the past”. 

The exchange of information concerning the change process is rather high (an 
average of 8.4). Later, Kevin explained that the sharing of information was mainly 
related to the content of the T-case and less to the change approach or emotions. 
He shared information with other Management Team members, actually every 
two weeks. Now he does the same with one of his peers, a new employee. Kevin: 
“We did not register a lot in writing, so it made sense to share information. I did 
this mainly with Mike, whose days were counted, Chris and Dave”. In his private 
situation, Kevin hardly spoke about the situation at work: 

“Sometimes, I discussed the content or the approach with my partner or 
some friends, but, during those days, I felt an outsider. Usually, it was a 
positive story. I do have emotions with regard to this topic, but I do not 
share this with other people”.

Kevin felt being taken seriously during this change process (average score 8.4, 
fluctuating from a 7 to a 10), but, as he stated: 

“Sometimes I felt like screaming in the desert. I experienced it all before 
and wanted to share this with my peers, but they were not really interested: 
“Next point on the agenda”. I really felt misunderstood”.   

When Kevin looks back - ten months later - he is still very positive about the 
T-case: 

“It is a good vehicle to support my personal targets in terms of social 
atmosphere, quality and yield. Everything worked out well, but we are not 
there yet. It is even possible to change a “viscous” organization, as long 
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as you continue in a consequent manner. I learned, you can change, even 
negative people can change”. 

Kevin finished the interview by saying: “Mike was too unclear. Some people are just 
that way. He was definitely part of the problem, but I respect him a lot”.

The interview ended with a well-appreciated tip for the Consultant: 

“The upfront committed available period of four months turned out to be 
a bit shorter. This was not fully supporting the T-case, but it was also not 
clear to everybody due to the never mailed - update - letter to conclude the 
T-case”.

The main orientation for Kevin was to significantly improve the actual social 
atmosphere. As he stated: “It was scary to experience how employees talked about 
Mike”, and: “I know, there were quite some problems, but I could never have 
imagined that it was so bad”. Kevin wanted to create a professional Management 
Team. This is for example why Kevin tried his utmost to build bridges between 
some departmental managers. Considerations for Kevin were related to job security 
and supporting personal targets, strongly influencing his choices. For example, 
Kevin knew what it is to lose his job and therefore he was, at that time, compared 
to other people more oriented towards job security, both for himself as well as for 
his colleagues. 

Kevin has far out the most constant scores with regard to the five questionnaires 
issued during the T-case. I believe this is related to his personality, as well as, his 
lack of history within the organization. In addition, Kevin probably knows better to 
deal with uncertainty due to having experienced two bankruptcies in the last two 
years.

4 Management Team Member Dave

Dave is 51 years old and has been employed for 30 years within the T-case 
organization. 

Dave participated well during the T-case; a critical view, but committed and driven 
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to improve the situation. Consequently, it was a bit of a surprise that, ten months 
after the T-case, Dave did not want to make an appointment for a final interview. 
When I asked him why he did not want to be part of the next phase of the 
investigation, he did not want to give me an answer. After “pushing” a bit, Dave 
hesitated whether to say something, but finally he said: “I am very disappointed 
in you [the Consultant, MP]”. I tried to find out why, but he did not want to go 
into any detail. I believe Dave was really disappointed in me [the Consultant, 
MP] due to the fact that he wanted me to stay until the end of the T-case to be 
able to change and improve the situation as much as possible. Due to specific 
circumstances, explained by me to all employees, I left the T-case approximately 
two weeks earlier as intended upfront.

As a result, I will not elaborate on his questionnaires due to the fact that I simply 
cannot draw conclusions related to his sensemaking process by subjectively 
interpreting the scores. Even in combination with my personal experience with 
Dave during the course of the last few years, I cannot describe this process in a 
value free manner. 

5 Management Team Member Richard

Richard is 28 years old and has been employed for seven years within the T-case 
organization. 

Perception of employees with regard to Richard 

The perception of the employees with regard to Richard was quite scornful. As 
always, while some people were able to express feedback with nuances, other 
people were quite straightforward and black and white. One thing was very clear to 
me; numerous employees expressed their feelings and thoughts with a high level 
of emotion and frustration, which came from deep down. Quite some employees 
held Richard (and Mike) responsible for the bad atmosphere in the company. 
One employee stated: “I really dislike him”. Many employees stated clearly: “Mike 
and Richard have to go” and “Richard, Mike and Chris are responsible for the de-
motivation in the company”. Several employees were also complaining about his 
lack of management by example: 
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“Richard puts invoices and service documents in the wrong bin”, “Richard 
creates too many zero invoices with missing hours, as a result”, “initiatives 
are not taken seriously”, “Richard does not execute administrational 
processes and procedures well”, and “everything Richard does goes too 
quick, with mistakes as a result”.

When I asked about the underlying reasons for those “heavy statements”, it came 
mainly down to Richard’s attitude: “Richard is quickly irritated” and “Richard reacts 
with full emotion”. Some additional statements are: “Richard puts too much work 
on my desk, without any consultation upfront”, “Richard takes too many holidays, 
too long brakes and he is leaving early”. Only one positive remark about Richard 
has been recorded. One employee stated “Richard trusts me, I can work freely and 
that is what I like”.

Questionnaire and evaluation with regard to sensemaking and sensemaking

Richard considers himself as highly motivated and willing to change. Although his 
ranking fluctuated a bit during the radical revitalization of four months, it remained 
on an average score of 8,6. Ten months later, Richard still feels that way. As he 
stated: 

“Based on underpinned facts and statements, I am open for change. It is 
fun and necessary to change … I like the dynamics of it. Change is a good 
basis for personal development … You set goals to grow”.

In his current position, working for a new employer, Richard realizes even more 
that it is of key importance to change.

During the whole period, Richard was convinced that an organizational change was 
necessary. Economical and organizational reasons were leading. However, Richard 
also mentioned a personal reason. As he explained ten months later: 

“I wanted to become the After Sales Manager, but it was difficult to 
implement this role. Mike did not give me enough room and support to make 
this happen. Consequently, I had to adjust my ambition. I should have been 
clearer in terms of what I wanted”. 

Other reasons for the necessity of revitalization answered by Richard in the 
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questionnaires were: wanting to be the best, an increasing level of customer 
satisfaction, and a more pleasant, less stressful, and working environment.

In terms of realistically defined Turbo 4S goals, Richard responded quite 
indifferently (on average 5.0). Ten months later, Richard stated: 

“I was quite doubtful due to the quality of the Management Team as a team. 
My colleagues were willing to change, but, in my opinion, not able to do so. 
All defined goals were fine and realistic”.

Richard responded with a 3, 3, 3, 7, and a 4 with regard to the question: To 
what extent is it possible to reach the defined goals within four months? Ten 
months later he just mentioned: “Four months was actually relatively short”. The - 
relatively different - scores in the fourth questionnaire were “political” answers, as 
will be explained later.

Richard was not really impressed by the - change - skills of his peers. As he said: 

“I was quite doubtful due to the quality of the Management Team as a team. 
My colleagues were willing to change, but, in my opinion, not able to do so. 
I did not really feel a team member”.

According to Richard it was clear that this radical change process under pressure 
needed external support due to a lack of experience, knowledge, and skills with 
regard to organizational change, the quality of management and the extremely 
difficult context. The questionnaires showed a 7.6 average, with all results being a 
7 or 8. As Richard stated later:

“It was of key importance to make sure that agreements were kept, and also 
the consequences, if not. This was without external support not possible, 
mainly due to Mike’s lack of leadership”.

Richard stood behind the intended organizational change continuously; he 
wanted to go for it. His average score with regard to this question was an 8.2. 
Nevertheless, based on his input given above, it is clear that Richard had quite 
some doubts concerning the realization due to the lack of change skills available in 
the Management Team and the anticipated timeframe.
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Concerning resistance to change by respectively all employees and his team, 
Richard expected a “just above average” level of resistance (an average score of 
7.6). But, as Richard stated ten months later:

“After the first session with all employees, I clearly saw the willingness to 
change … but, there is a difference between “willing to” and “able to”, finally, 
my personal belief changed from “able to” to “not realizing””. 

With regard to the change approach, Richard was quite satisfied in the beginning, 
expressed by an 8 in the first questionnaire. The two consecutive questionnaires 
showed a ranking of a 5. Richard lost faith due to lacking results. As he stated: 
“Communication was poor, internally and externally, operational improvement of 
processes was lacking and I did not see real results with regard to the change 
program”.  

With a 5.4 average varying from 3 to 7 Richard ranked quite indifferent to positive 
or negative experiences with organizational change in the past. The seven years of 
employment with this company is his only experience with organizational change. 
Richard does not really have an explanation for this ranking.

The exchange of information concerning the change process is rather high 
(average 7.8). Later, Richard explained the sharing of information was mainly with 
Chris and only related to possible personal consequences; almost nothing was 
shared with regard to the content or the process of the change. Richard and Chris 
trusted each other, so: “It was easy to talk about things”. Sharing emotions or 
feelings with colleagues with regard to the change process was not applicable at 
all. In his private situation, the sharing of information with his partner was mainly 
related to emotions and possible consequences for the organization (average score 
of 9.2). Richard: “I used my partner as sounding board. Her realistic feedback gave 
me direction and peace in my head”. After a quiet moment, Richard continued 
saying: “Sometimes she did not have a good time with me …”.

During the course of the T-case, Richard felt being taken seriously with regard to 
his contribution to the change process. Nevertheless, this is not really reflected by 
an average score of 6.4. Richard only stated: “People listened to me well”.

It is interesting to see that Richard’s five questionnaires are relatively stable in 
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terms of scores, with one exception. This concerns the fourth questionnaire, dated 
May 21, 2010, where his scores are quite different. Ten months later he said: “This 
was a “political” evening for me. I answered the questions with a political intention, 
gave desirable answers due to possible personal implications or consequences”.

Ten months later, Richard looks back and says:

“Finally, Mike had to leave the company, which was a confirmation for 
everyone in terms of not being the right person for the job. I wonder if the 
situation is better now. Nothing really changed”.

Also from a personal point of view, the change did not bring Richard a lot:

“I wanted to leave the company already before the change. The change 
process made it much more clearly to me that I should pursue another 
opportunity. I was mainly done with the mentality and I saw limited 
challenges and possibilities for personal growth”.

Richard found on his own initiative a new challenge outside the Carlux 
organization. According to Richard, the relatively negative feedback of colleagues 
did not really influence his decision to leave the company: “I was open for critical 
remarks, but: “Look who is talking””. In case of a next change process Richard 
would go for clear demands in terms of agreements and consequences. As he 
states it: “Clearly determining the purpose and outcome upfront and then deciding: 
“Do I want to be part of this?””.

I believe that Richard was a bit “paralyzed” with regard to the situation. For a 
long time, Richard was extremely committed and dedicated to Carlux NH, working 
long hours. Finally, due to a high workload, combined with a lot of stress and a 
feeling of not being appreciated and misunderstood, he became more and more 
paralyzed. Consequently, he was looking for a new challenge, outside the Carlux 
NH organization and Carlux Automotive Group. This was his main orientation. 
Considerations for Richard were absolutely related to “the well-being” of the Carlux 
NH organization, but limited. For example, during the T-case period, he was not 
really willing to work overtime or to give something extra. In his head, he had 
already left the company and was focusing on a new future. 
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6 Management Team Member and Managing Director Mike

Mike is 44 years old and has been employed for seven years within the T-case 
organization. Mike held two senior management positions. Mike has a decent 
educational background in Automotive and approximately 20 years of experience.

Perception of employees with regard to Mike 

The perception of employees with regard to Mike was also fairly contemptuous. 
Again, it was very clear to me that quite some employees expressed their thoughts 
and feelings with a high level of deep emotions and frustration. Most employees 
like Mike as a person and believe he did a good job in his previous role as Sales 
Manager, but they think that Mike is too weak in his current position. One employee 
stated: “In his previous role - Sales Manager - Mike was really good, but not now … 
His current role is one size too big for him”. A number of employees stated clearly: 
“Mike has to go”, “people are completely done with Mike”, “he is no leader”, “we do 
not trust him anymore”, and, “employees are only willing to change if Mike leaves 
the organization”. When I was asking for the underlying reasons for those “heavy 
statements”, it came down mainly to the current poor organizational (social and 
culture related atmosphere and cooperation), operational and financial situation. 
Employees believe that Mike had a personality that was “too nice, not clear enough, 
laissez-faire, not adequately following up on decisions”, and “this organization 
requires a clear, proactive and strong personality to cope with the current economical 
situation and, at the same time being able to deal with the local openness and 
relatively direct way of communication”. Some additional statements are: 

“Mike puts too much work on my desk, without any consultation upfront”, 
“Mike is responsible for the de-motivation in the organization”, “Mike should 
show up on the - work - floor to show that he is the man”, “Mike should 
show up to really get in touch with people”, “If you say something about a 
colleague to Mike, you will be in trouble”, “Mike killed quite some existing 
procedures and initiatives; now we do not have control anymore”, and “Mike 
only likes followers”.

Questionnaire and evaluation with regard to sensegiving and sensemaking

Mike considers himself as highly motivated and willing to change. Although 
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his ranking fluctuated a bit during the radical change period of four months, it 
remained on an average of 8,2. Ten months later, Mike still feels that way. As he 
stated: “I am open for new ideas and like to investigate new alternatives. I like 
to change with a clear purpose; not to change just to change”. In the beginning 
of the T-case, Mike was “one hundred percent convinced that a change was 
necessary. Later on, I looked at it more critically and realized that I still wanted to 
change, but not at all expense”. 

During the whole period, Mike was convinced about the fact that revitalization was 
necessary. As he explained ten months later:

“As team, we were blocked in our mode of operation, we realized poor 
results from an economical point of view, but that was not the main drive to 
initiate change. It was the dissatisfaction of employees, the negative attitude 
by the Management Team and the internal “battle” to magnify issues 
to unreasonable proportions. My goal was to correct this, first to suffer 
together and afterwards to move on. I wanted to please people and to show 
professional leadership”. 

And,

“In the beginning of the period, the necessity of a change was stimulated 
due to the possibility of losing my job. Later on, I became more and more 
confident that it would work out well. That is why I did not mention it 
anymore as a main reason to change. Other reasons for willing to change 
were the low level of operational performance and the lack of spirit. 
Kevin just started his job and was fresh and positive; all the rest of the 
Management Team behaved like beaten up dogs”.

In terms of realistically defined Turbo 4S goals, Mike responded very positively in 
the first four questionnaires (on average a 9,5); the last questionnaire showed only 
a 2: “During the first three months of Turbo 4S, I was convinced about a positive 
outcome. During the course of the last month, I realized that my position was over. 
I lost my job, consequently, I could not influence the process anymore, and so I 
lost all my faith in a positive outcome”.

Mike responded respectively with a 7, 8, 9, 7, and a 2, with regard to the question: 
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To what extent is it possible to reach the defined goals within four months? During 
the revitalization process Mike learned that coaching activities provide a much 
better basis “to do and achieve something”. This explains the increasing scores 
in the first three months. For the same reason as mentioned by the previous 
question, the score dropped dramatically in the end.

Mike ranked the management skills - in terms of organizational change - of the 
other five team members relatively low (an average of 5.2; first 4 times a 6, and 
the last time a 2). Ten months later, he explained it as follows: “This is based 
on a lack of trust in two members of the team, Dave and Richard; Dave did not 
have the skills to change and Richard was too limited in his way of thinking. In 
the latter case there was also a split of confidence. I considered it not really as a 
team”. 

According to Mike, it was clear that this radical change process under pressure 
needed external support due to a lack of experience, knowledge, and skills with 
regard to organizational change, the quality of management and the extremely 
difficult context. Support was required in terms of (change) consultancy concerning 
content and process and in terms of a Coach. The last questionnaire showed a 
remarkably higher result - a 10 - compared to the average of the previous period - 
an 8. As Mike explained before: “At this stage, I knew I had to leave, so I thought 
someone should do it”. 

As individual, Mike stood one hundred percent behind the intended organizational 
change, as described before. He really wanted to go for it. He ranked this question 
three times with a 10. The last questionnaires showed respectively a 4 and a 6 due 
to a dramatically fallen trust by losing his job. 

Concerning resistance to change by respectively all employees and his team, Mike 
expected a “normal” resistance. But, as he stated ten months later: “Resistance 
or not, I thought, it will work out in a positive manner”. During the course of the 
four months, this feeling towards resistance to change gradually increased. As Mike 
stated: “It became more and more difficult … critics related to me were growing 
and growing”.

With regard to the change approach, Mike was extremely satisfied, expressed by a 
9.8 average over the five questionnaires. The goal setting, way of communication, 
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involvement of employees, external support of Consultant and Coach, internal 
responsibility of execution of activities, learning aspects and the energetic driven 
approach pleased him. However, later Mike experienced a feeling of dissatisfaction 
as well; Mike felt that I, in my role as Consultant, sometimes was acting as a 
replacement of his - operational - position and in some cases even “over the limit”. 
Ten months later, he expressed it as follows: “I should have taken the direction, 
but I was not able to do so, so finally, I gave it away”.

With a 5.4 average and no high or low scores Mike ranked quite indifferent to 
negative or positive experiences with organizational change in the past. A positive 
experience he mentioned, gained by his previous employer, was related to the 
centralization of certain activities that resulted in more useful management 
information. A negative experience was a change in senior management with 
a much more formal way of cooperation, i.e. increased number of meetings, 
processes and procedures, and less entrepreneurial freedom. 

The exchange of information concerning the change process was high (average 
9.6). Later, Mike explained that the sharing of information was mainly related to 
the content of Turbo 4S and less to the change approach. Sharing emotions or 
feelings with colleagues with regard to the change process was exceptional and 
exclusively limited to Brian, Chris and a sales representative. As Mike stated: “I am 
less extravert as I first thought I would be”. In his private situation, the sharing of 
information was only related to emotions and not to content or process (average 
score 9.8). Mike: “My partner knows me really well, it feels trustful and without any 
risk. It did not bring me a lot, but I could get it all off my chest”.

During the course of Turbo 4S, Mike feels being taken seriously with regard to his 
contribution to the change process (average score 8.0; last score a 2). Mike stated: 
“There was a lot of consideration and understanding with regard to my opinion”. 
However, this view is related to all activities in both Carlux locations, but not at all 
with regard to the senior management of Automotive Carlux Group, where Mike 
did not feel any form of support or understanding.

It is interesting is to see what Mike learnt from this change process. First of all, 
he stated: “I am much less naïve with people and think two steps forward now”, 
immediately to be followed by: “I am hardened”. Mike clearly realizes he was not in 
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the “right” position and understands and agrees with the critical remarks:

“I was too unclear; I wanted to please too much. Now, in my new role, I am 
much clearer, more structured and focused and have a better balance due 
to less operational responsibilities. I am more professional in the core”, to be 
followed by: “Next time, I will direct better by being much clearer”. 

The main consideration and/or orientation for Mike were the dissatisfaction of 
his employees and the possibility of losing his job. As he stated: “It was the 
dissatisfaction by employees, the negative attitude by the Management Team and 
the internal “battle” to magnify issues to unreasonable proportions. My goal was 
to correct this, first to suffer together and afterwards to move on. I wanted to 
please people and to show professional leadership”. In addition: “The necessity 
of a change was in the beginning of the period stimulated due to the possibility 
of losing my job.” Mike was in the middle of a complex social interaction process 
with unhappy employees and peers and an unhappy employer. He had to perform, 
no doubt. In the beginning of the T-case Mike was convinced about a positive 
outcome, for him and the company. This is why his orientation was focused on 
improving the operational and financial results. Later on, it became clear that Mike 
would lose his job. Consequently, his orientation was moving from a company 
perspective towards job security. This also brought a change in his considerations; 
Do I still spend all my time in the company or do I go home to enjoy my family? 
A change in behavior was noticed after it had become clear that Mike had to find 
another external challenge. 

The interview ended by a clear, but well appreciated tip for the Consultant: 
“The upfront committed available period of four months did not work out in four 
months; this deserves not a prize for beauty”.

4.5.4 Sensemaking Results - Moment C & Group C

Approximately two years after the Turbo 4S case (Group A, Moment A) and ten 
months after the first evaluation (Group B, Moment B) Mike and I met for a two 
days evaluation session at a quiet place at the Lago Maggiore in Italy, far away 
from any form of “daily business” deliberately to consider and review the moments 
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A and B thoroughly. The figure below highlights the last phase of the research 
process currently being described: Moment C and Group C110.

Figure 9. The process of sensemaking - Moment C & Group C.

Mike and I prepared for the conversation by reading the conceptual framework, as 
provided in chapter two, and the outcome of the previous evaluation (Moment B, 
Group B). The evaluation session was hardly structured; it was an open interview. 
As a result, it was quite emotional and “rambling”, but provided a lot and interesting 
data and information and the interview took altogether approximately fourteen 
hours. The outcome of the conversation is described below as an inscription. 

According to Mike, after two years, this was the “right” moment to talk again about 
the affected period and to further discuss and analyze the process of sensemaking; 
Mike clearly said he would not have been able to do this at an earlier stage due to 

110   “Group” C contains only one person, the Managing Director of Carlux NH, Mike. For rea-
sons of consistency the term group has been used in this case as well. Nevertheless, Mike’s 
single “mind”, viewed as a product of interaction could be seen as a group as well. 
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all kinds of related feelings … Mike lost his job and had to deal with some major 
disappointments affecting him deep down, as described below.

The aim of the evaluation is to get detailed insight and understanding about Mike’s 
process of sensemaking with regard to the revitalization process at Carlux NH in 
2010. The main goals were:

1. To discover how the categories that Mike attached high importance to and  
 any “critical moments of truth” related to those influenced Mike’s process  
 of sense making.
2. To discover if any “categories” of the local-social-historical context, which  
 strongly influenced Mike’s process of sensemaking before, during or after  
 the four months of revitalization, are identifiable.   
3. To understand what insight Mike gained as a result of Project Turbo 4S.

How Did the Categories that Mike attached High Importance to and any 
“Critical Moments of Truth” relate to those Influencing Mike’s Process of 
Sensemaking? 

Mike considered Carlux Nederland B.V., the Automotive Carlux Group, the Works 
Council and Union and the Management Team as the most important categories 
that influenced his process of sensegiving and sensemaking. The first three 
categories will be discussed on the basis of some “critical moments of truth” 
that were related to them. During these incidents, the first three categories 
affected him in an interrelated manner. The influence of the fourth category, the 
Management Team, will be explained separately, highlighting how Mike reacted to 
the feedback received from the Management Team.  

According to Mike, three clear “critical moments of truth”, strongly influencing his 
process of sensegiving and sensemaking, are identifiable. It is interesting to see that 
two of those critical events occurred before and one after the four months T-case. The 
most impactful critical moment of truth occurred in November 2008, the second most 
impactful critical moment early 2011 and the third one in early 2004, respectively:

A: The “destruction” of Mike’s Carlux Nederland B.V. image.
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B: The “destruction” of Mike’s Automotive Carlux Group image. 
C: The problematic basis at the start of his Managing Director position. 
These will be presented in chronological order. Finally, the findings regarding the 
effects of the feedback of the Management will be shown in part D. 

A. The Problematic Basis at the Start of his Managing Director Position

Late 2004, Mike was employed as Sales Manager at Carlux NH. He was successful 
and appreciated by the Carlux Netherlands B.V., the Automotive Carlux Group and 
his colleagues at Carlux NH. Due to an unexpected leave of his Managing Director, 
Mike was approached to accept the challenging role as Managing Director for 
the Carlux NH organization. At that time, the automotive market was relatively 
stable and steadily growing. Based on his appreciated performance, Mike felt 
confident and accepted the challenging offer. Actually, deep inside Mike knew that 
he was not completely ready for the job and that he was underestimating some 
powerful internal and external forces. A key dilemma was the split in terms of 
labor conditions, due to historical mergers. As a result, groups of employees had 
different amounts of days off, different salary levels and different working hours. 
The longer employed employees were much better off, which always has been a 
source of difficult discussions. As Mike stated:

“Looking back, this nomination came too soon for me … I was not ready 
for this position. I felt it already when I started the job and it has become 
clearer and clearer over the years. I felt appreciated and it was an interesting 
challenge, so I accepted the offer. Soon, I was stirred up in a hornets’ nest, 
dealing with politically oriented and powerful players, such as the Human 
Resources department of the Automotive Carlux Group, the Union, and the 
Works Council. It was power play … authorization for everything ... exactly 
according to the rules … The forces of the Works Council are quite dominant. 
Actually, new employees are already indoctrinated in some ways ... Stuff like 
working hours, working speed et cetera … I was not allowed to negotiate 
directly with the Works Council … this delayed a lot of processes and decisions 
and I was not taken seriously … Often, I was overruled … in fact, this indirect 
contact kept me as a person down … Those three stakeholders communicated 
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mainly without involving me. Consequently, I was not exactly aware of what 
was going on and not involved in certain decisions. The Human Resources 
Director did not want to dismiss some “impossible” employees, negatively 
influencing and even determining daily operational life … You have to realize 
that the CEO of the Automotive Carlux Group is well acquainted to the 
chairman of the Works Council. [While Mike explains this part he gets more 
and more emotional and frustrated, MP]. You asked yourself: How adequate 
is my style of leadership? From the start and over the years, I have discussed 
this “wicked problem” often with senior management of Carlux Nederland B.V. 
and the Automotive Carlux Group, but I never got any support to change it 
effectively. Finally, this turned out to be one of the most significant factors in 
not being able to manage Carlux NH professionally and to adequately resolve 
sever human resources related issues”.

B. The “Destruction” of Mike’s Carlux Nederland B.V. Image

The most important major disappointment that significantly impacted Mike’s 
process of sensemaking is related to Carlux Nederland B.V. After over twenty 
years of satisfying and successful employment for the brand name Carlux, Mike 
was “one” with the brand. He deeply and fully identified with Carlux; his personal 
identity “merged” with the Carlux identity, it was “his” brand to the backbone. 
Mike appreciated and respected the company culture, his colleagues and products, 
felt really “at home” and never could imagine anything coming in between. This 
deep positive conviction started clearly to erode at the end of 2008 when the 
sales numbers of new cars dramatically decreased with approximately thirty 
percent at the end of the year, mainly due to not having the “right” products 
to sell i.e. relatively smaller “green” cars. In addition, a new Managing Director 
Carlux Nederland B.V. had been appointed. As a result, working methods and 
manners applicable and used to for over 20 years dramatically changed and fifteen 
to twenty percent of Carlux Nederland B.V. employees were made redundant. 
Especially the way of communicating and reporting dramatically changed from an 
open “informal” way to a “spreadsheet” driven approach; for every little detail a 
list or spreadsheet needed to be filled out as a basis for extensive discussion(s). 
Due to the corporate bureaucracy, it was difficult to initiate and focus on renewal. 
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Moreover, the “rules of the game” changed dramatically in no time. Mike:

“For me, this period was very frustrating … I did not really understand 
what was happening and why and I just could not believe my eyes … My 
appreciated and respected Carlux world was completely falling apart … 
The company culture was changing significantly from smooth cooperation 
towards an almost “opposite” approach … And, in addition, having no 
“green” cars available; it was impossible to correct the decreasing sales 
trend … And the redundancy of a major number of people … Never before, 
never ever, I experienced such deep and negative economical circumstances 
… Despite of people clearly telling me at that time, it was necessary to 
change the company and its employees due to a dramatically changing 
business environment … I did not want to see it and it was hard to accept 
… We always had a four percent market share … My deep rooted Carlux 
feeling was completely destroyed and gone … Now, looking back, I was in a 
denial phase … Consequently, it took me too long to realize what was going 
on and to react adequately to the circumstances, which was not supporting 
the company. Finally, I dismissed quite some employees in a very short 
period, but it turned out to be too many. As a result, we had staffing issues, 
which created negative side effects … We [the employees of Carlux NH, MP] 
wanted a more action-based approach to stimulate sales supported by a 
decent price policy from Carlux Nederland B.V. Actually, as it was before … 
But, to be fair, this kind of support was provided six to twelve months later”.

Another topic dramatically impacting Mike’s process of sensegiving and 
sensemaking was a never-ending discussion with regard to a bonus of fifty 
thousand Euros “clearly promised” by Carlux Nederland B.V. This promise was 
made in 2008, before the new Managing Director arrived and was based on the 
over average sales numbers compared to all other Carlux Nederland B.V. dealers. 
This bonus was not related to Mike’s personal income or performance, but to the 
performance of Carlux NH and was intended to be used for boosting financial 
results and materializing promised personal development programs for employees. 
Mike had difficulties motivating employees facing the maximum salary level 
possible in their specific job, so this was one of the very few possibilities to be 
able to do something extra. Due to the changed “rules of the game” no adequate 
and timely communication took place and the bonus was never paid out. A 
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dialogue or discussion to resolve this issue was not possible. This deeply touching 
disappointment significantly increased Mike’s feeling towards Carlux Nederland 
B.V. as an unpredictable and utterly untrustworthy company. This matter was a 
convincing reason for Mike’s Sales Manager, who was performing extremely well, 
to leave the company immediately. This Sales Manager had a well-appreciated 
positive impact on the Management Team, including radiating fun and vivacity 
and he supplemented Mike in many ways. This was another major let down for 
Mike, who was struggling more and more with the changing values in the Carlux 
Nederland B.V. organization. Mike:

“You are very much used to work in a specific, more or less predictable, value 
system and context. Consequently, you respect and trust people and expect 
a form of adequate and decent communication and cooperation if something 
is changing or happening in a negative or positive or. Due to this ongoing 
process of erosion and significantly increasing ambiguity, the previous “solid 
basis” was completely fading away and vanishing. Especially this particular 
moment when the Sales Manager resigned … He was a great support in 
many ways, impacting me and the team in a positive manner and always 
radiating energy and pleasure … In fact, I am quite boring in that respect; 
just accomplishing lists of topics … I could not believe and accept what was 
happening … It was so unfair … The only reason why I was still working for 
the Carlux organization [Carlux Nederland B.V. and the Automotive Carlux 
Group, MP] was an economical reason; my psychological contract was 
completely broken. I strongly considered leaving the Carlux organization, but 
due to personal reasons, my flexibility was limited. It was also the first time 
that I started thinking about my resume and mobility of labor … Now, looking 
back, I see that the intended changes were necessary, but I still believe 
that the way it was initiated, communicated and implemented is far from 
professional … This is not the way you should deal with your employees; it 
is utterly disrespectful … If you are too long in a certain position you start to 
see things in a “blurred” manner. Now, in my new position and working for 
several automotive brands at the same time, I can better see the differences 
in approach, characteristics of cultures and ways of working more clearly … 
This different view is magnified by the fact that I am, in my new role, working 
“alongside” instead of “in” the organization … [respectively meaning Mike’s 
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current staff function versus his previous operational responsibility, MP]”.

C. The “Destruction” of Mike’s Automotive Carlux Group Image

The second most important disappointment significantly impacting Mike’s process 
of sensemaking is related to the Automotive Carlux Group. This “event” took place 
late 2010, eight months after the T-case and five months after being “forced” to 
take a new job within the Automotive Carlux Group. According to Mike, it concerns 
a letter to build a “case” to be able to dismiss him at a later stage, if required. In 
principle, Mike did not disagree with the content of the letter describing a few “(f)
acts” based on some disfigured “rules”. What Mike “disfigured” was clearly not 
one hundred percent in line with the current new “rules”, but was based on the 
application of the “old” rules. It concerned four issues: 1. One “insignificant” issue, 
which was already over two years old, 2. One issue was related to documenting 
a transaction in the wrong manner, 3. One issue was related to a not correct 
and pure trade in process, and 4. One issue was related to a promise to an 
employee; Mike decided once, feeling limited by available alternatives, to offer an 
employee a small jerry can of fuel each month to compensate - a lack of - salary. 
This “solution” was not pure, but seemed to be the only possibility to keep an 
appreciated employee in hard times. Mike mentioned about this later:

“I was already five months active in my new role. Suddenly my manager 
invites me at the head office and totally unexpected three key senior 
management members [the CEO, the Human Resources Director, and the 
Legal Director, MP] are waiting for me in his office. A letter is handed over 
describing a few “unacceptable” events occurred during exercising my 
previous job, which was already terminated five months ago. I fully appreciate 
the topics being discussed. However, I certainly do not agree with all of them, 
but I was completely disconcerted in terms of their disrespectful approach 
strongly further eroding my Automotive Carlux Group feeling ... I knew all 
the participants of the meeting for over ten years. Nothing disrespectful or 
unacceptable in terms of actions or behavior occurred during the course of 
the last twenty years … and then you are confronted with such a disrespectful 
approach of “punishment”. My integrity was fully damaged and broken. There 
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was not one constructive part in this conversation, only a very clear message; 
one little mistake and you are out of the door! This really hurt and impressed 
me deeply. Ten months later, I told my partner about this letter … Before this 
time, I was too afraid to do so not wanting her to become uncertain with 
regard to job security and possible family consequences. My partner very 
much appreciates stability and I did not want to add an additional stress 
factor. I also did not tell you [the Coach, Consultant and Researcher, MP] 
anything about this letter during our first evaluation [Moment B, Group B, MP]. 
I just was not able to do so; inside I was deeply damaged and broken … and 
asking myself how my future would look like … In fact, we [the Automotive 
Carlux Group and Mike, MP] should have gone separate ways at that moment 
… This additional occasion very much delayed and frustrated my recovery 
process with regard to previous hurting experiences”.

And:

“A few months ago, the Carlux NH organization has been taken over by 
another local automotive player. At a later stage, I found out that discussions 
with regard to this take-over were already on the table at the time I received 
the letter with complaints about my unacceptable behavior. As Managing 
Director, I was not aware of this take over, which made it all clear … I 
was already on a sidetrack … I clearly consider this approach as a form of 
preparation to be able to get rid of me, if required. Also this matter really 
disappointed me heavily … I can imagine and understand that they did not 
feel satisfied with me leading the company, but I would have expected a more 
fair, honest and professional approach from people you know for such a long 
time and to whom I have provided good financial results over the years …”.

D. The Effect of the Management Team on Mike

During the four months of the T-case, based on 41 extensive interviews, detailed 
feedback was provided about and to every single manager (Moment A, Group A). 
As we have seen before (Moment B, Group B), it was a “shocking” experience for 
most of the managers to find out about the employees’ “reality” with regard to the 
functioning of the members of the Management Team. Mike evaluated this briefly:
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“In those days, I felt and knew that most employees were not happy and 
satisfied with the situation at all, that was clear … but it was a shock for me 
to find out that it was so bad … Especially the feedback about Richard and 
myself was a scathing judgment. The originated gap between the situation 
perceived and how it should be was too big to repair … I did not get the time 
and trust of the majority of the employees anymore to repair the gap … I 
wanted to take up a vulnerable position and take a turn for the better, but it 
was too late ... The idea of leaving did not cross my mind; I wanted to change 
the situation and to move on … to become and be a good leader … Now, I see 
it differently; again, I was in a phase of denial and partly naïve …”. 

Until now, like all managers, Mike was familiar with all the details of the feedback 
provided by each single Management Team member, but, so far, he did not see it 
presented as an “inscription”. A few weeks before our second evaluation session 
(Moment C, Group C), I provided Mike a copy of the text written in the previous 
section, as part of the preparation for this second evaluation session. Ten months 
ago (Moment B, Group B) this text was read an approved by each Management 
Team member, as a correct and pure inscription of his specific individual input. 
After reading the anonymous, but for him probably recognizable feedback from 
each of the managers, Mike gave the following feedback:

“I do not recognize remarkable issues and for me it is clearly recognizable 
“who is who” … In fact, this written feedback clearly confirms the 
atmosphere in those days and the specific context. It only surprises me that 
all managers encountered to be “individuals” and not experienced being part 
of a team. In those days, some of them told me about this … I never really 
acted as the leader. That is probably the reason why the team feeling did not 
establish … All of them pointed at each other, with the exception of Kevin, 
who really helped to build up something. At the time, Kevin was my best 
contact; he just started and did not have any Carlux history … All managers 
wanted to go for it, with the exception of Richard, who already left the 
company psychologically before the T-case even started … Actually, when we 
started the T-case, the situation was already heavily damaged and broken, 
in fact, not repairable anymore … I recall the lack of leadership provided by 
me, the political and powerful influence of the Works Council and a clear lack 
of support from the Automotive Carlux Group … For sure, the sixteen “open” 
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Human Resources related issues started eroding the basis long before the 
T-case, but a part of the solutions provided by me were not accepted due 
to my lack of leadership. In this case, I was not identified as the leader; you 
[the Consultant, MP], someone from Human Resources or the Works Council 
had to show up to resolve the matter … If those issues were resolved much 
sooner, I would have had a more stable basis … For me, it is interesting 
to experience that in quite some locations [it concerns Automotive Carlux 
Group locations, dealing with Carlux and non-Carlux brands, MP] there also 
exists a noticeable gap between the Managing Director and his Management 
Team … I can feel and see the struggle and some Managing Directors ask 
me for advise because they know what I went through …”. 

What “Categories” of the Local-Social-Historical Context Influenced 
Mike’s Process of Sensemaking before, during and after the Four Months 
of Revitalization? 

At the end of the fourteen hours long second evaluation session Mike and I discussed 
possible categories related to the local-social-historical context, as described in 
chapter two. Finally, we defined three levels of categories, which were influencing 
his Mike’s process of sensemaking to a different extent during the course of the 
last few years. Those three levels are: 1. Significantly influencing Mike’s process of 
sensemaking, 2. Influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking on a mediocre level, and 
3. Barely influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking. What constituted significant, 
mediocre or a low level was not strictly defined and this categorization is heavily 
based on Mike’s “feeling” regarding the level of influence he felt. Those categories 
with significant influence were the ones that he first recalled and clearly understood 
how they had an effect on the way he made sense of events around him. During 
the fourteen hours evaluation session, I clearly noticed emotion, frustration and a 
change in expression while dealing with those impactful topics.  

The three categories are in order of importance: 

A.  Categories significantly influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking, in order  
 of importance:
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•	 Carlux Nederland B.V.
•	 The Automotive Carlux Group, especially the Human Resources 

department.
•	 The Works Council and the Union.
•	 The Management Team.

B.   Categories influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking on a mediocre level,  
  in alphabetical order: 

•	 The Coach as “analyzer and catalyst” for in depth moments of reflection. 
•	 The Consultant as “analyzer and catalyst” for in depth moments of 

reflection. 
•	 Employees at Carlux NH.
•	 Energy.
•	 Job security.  
•	 Mike’s cultural background.
•	 The private situation.
•	 The Turbo 4S Case.
•	 Urgency.

C.  Categories barely influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking, in    
 alphabetical order:

•	 Carlux NH.
•	 Carlux Worldwide.
•	 Change approach.
•	 Change concepts.
•	 General developments worldwide. 
•	 High Performance Organizations.
•	 Organizational decline.
•	 Revitalization.

The figure on the next page shows the abovementioned categories in order of 
importance, respectively, significant impact: colored red, mediocre impact: colored 
orange, and low impact: colored green.
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Figure 10. Categories in order of importance.

Above the critical moments of truth influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking are 
discussed. In the next paragraph, we will describe the insights Mike gained from it.

What Insights did Mike gain as a Result of Project Turbo 4S?

Altogether, Mike seems to be happy that he took part in the T-case and, in 
retrospect, he finds it a valuable experience: 

“Now, I feel extremely satisfied that I went through this revitalization 
process, both from a business and from a psychological point of view. I 
learned a lot from it. At certain times it was very confronting, emotional, 
frustrating and painful … but actually necessary and valuable to better 
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and quicker understand the business context in which you work, to quickly 
fathom a situation in more detail and to (re)act adequately and quicker …”. 

Mike has had time to reflect on the events of the past two years and the 
corresponding literature helped him significantly in interpreting and understanding 
what happened around him. 

“In this respect, it was incredibly helpful to read about and to discuss 
the aspects with regard to (y)our theoretical framework. In fact, all the 
subjects by themselves are valuable on their own, but the combination 
and the link between them makes all organizational and psychological 
parts come together and provide a good basis to recognize the keynotes 
in your own situation. Especially the part about the psychological phases 
people are going through during a revitalization process was valuable to 
me … You clearly recognize the consecutive phases and it shows that it is a 
“normal” process most people go through, which strengthens your personal 
feeling and dignity, which gives you faith for the future … Somewhere, the 
framework mentions that management should support this time taking “out-
of-balance into balance” process adequately to minimize damage and to 
build a new psychological contract … My management did not support me at 
all in this, actually, they continuously frustrated the process … Not once …, 
not once, someone asked something or talked to me about what happened 
… Simply like: How is it going?; Do you like your new job?; Can we support 
you with anything? … It would have been really helpful and significantly 
speeding time if I just had one or two conversations evaluating the old 
and new situation … Just to show a bit of interest and notion … No, I had 
to do it all on my own … Day and night it is on your mind … In a healthy 
family situation, which I luckily have, you discuss this and it helps … Just 
expressing disappointments and letdowns helps a lot … As a result, without 
any company support, the damage is bigger and it takes much more time 
to recover, probably ending up in a forever partly damaged and frustrated 
relationship … They really do not know what they instigate … Back to the 
conceptual framework, for me, it was also interesting to see the kinds of 
issues the survivors are dealing with; the survivor syndrome, specifically the 
structural holes, the gaps occurring in the remaining organization ... I have 
never thought about it that way … Also interesting is: “Problem causers 
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have little credibility as problem solvers”. This goes through my mind a lot … 
Also, I learnt that my preferred style of organizational change is related to 
the development approach, social, learning, supportive … The Automotive 
Carlux Group wanted a design or blueprint approach … That collided quite 
often … In fact, after extensive consultation, we [Mike and the Consultant], 
determined the “what to change” and the “how to change” was open, and 
that is an approach I like”.

Mike also re-evaluated his own actions since the revitalization and he drew 
conclusions regarding what he would do differently next time in a similar situation. 

“If I had known before what really played in the organization and what 
really played in the Automotive Carlux Group, I would have set different 
priorities with regard to the Business Plan 2010, first, to resolve all open 
Human Resources related issues, and second, co-building a decent platform 
for cooperation between stakeholders. I undervalued what decline can do 
to an organization … For sure, you know something needs to be done, but 
you do not exactly know what and where to start … it is the first time facing 
such an ambiguous, complex and uncertain situation … providing quite some 
insecurity for everybody involved … You get paralyzed, actually knowing you 
should take action … This is exactly what is happening now in one of our 
Automotive Carlux Group locations”.

Finally, Mike also got to know himself better during these challenging times:   

“I really learnt a lot from it all and that will definitely support me in the 
future. I know myself much better now and I am much more aware of 
specific points for attention… I have already experienced improvements 
during the course of the last few months. For example, in one-to-one 
situations I have difficulties in really saying what I think. I consider this a 
form of insecurity. I do not have this problem in groups, where often is more 
time available to think about what you want to say, how to formulate it and 
when to step in … In those situations you would expect a higher degree 
of insecurity. Being aware of this helps me in developing this skill to stand 
up for myself in one-to-one situations as well. During the four months of 
the T-case we [Mike and the Coach, MP] did a lot of personal one-to-one 



232

Sensemaking during Revitalization

reflection, which was good, but we never went really deep down with the 
Management Team; this was only possible to a limited extent”.

Mike lost his Managing Director Carlux NH position at the end of the four months 
of the T-case, actually in June 2010, and was “forced” to accept an Automotive 
Carlux Group related role as Surpass Location After Sales Manager; from an 
operational into a supportive staff function. Currently, Mike feels like being in a 
split; he would like to leave the Automotive Carlux Group, but he feels he is not 
able to do so. Despite Mike’s clear disappointment in people and deeply crushed 
feelings with regard to the experiences collected within Carlux Nederland B.V., the 
Automotive Carlux Group and Carlux NH during the course of the last years, he is 
quite positive about his current job. The content of his current job fits his personal 
skills much better. Mike is not involved in daily operational activities and the related 
high pressure, which also has a positive impact on his social and private life. Mike 
is left quite alone, which has negative and positive aspects. Consequently, he has 
to motivate and organize himself. In addition, Mike is dealing with new branches 
and new colleagues, which stimulates the recovery of emotional damages collected 
in the past. At the moment, Mike experiences a lot of challenges and fun where he 
can learn. He considers this as valuable for his personal development:

“I really like the content of my new job and I am really motivated. I have 
a lot of freedom in defining interesting projects and in the way I organize 
my work. Before, every day, I felt the pressure of “being in first and leaving 
last”, which strongly influenced my private situation. Today, I work the same 
amount of long hours, but can even bring my kids to school. Now, I work for 
ten branches of the Automotive Carlux Group partly dealing with different 
brands and this provides me several opportunities and possibilities to see 
and experience differences in approach and to learn a lot about different 
company cultures, issues, structures, and teams. Sometimes, this is also 
difficult in terms of getting all noses in the same direction. Automotive 
Carlux Group wide, we have also implemented the hour registration system 
we developed for Carlux NH during the T-case. Now, not being involved in 
daily operational issues, I also can really support the Carlux NH employees, 
which improved our relationship at lot. Those positive aspects are welcome 
and necessary and key to compensate and repair the negative experiences 
and feelings collected in the past. A recovery process is still taking place in 
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my head with regard to Carlux Nederland B.V. and the Automotive Carlux 
Group. As before, still nobody really motivates or stimulates me, so I have 
to motivate myself, as before, but that is fine … And, I still do not trust them 
and do not feel appreciated. I am connected to a lot of new people, without 
any mutual history. That is what I consider positive to be able to establish 
a new network, which is good in terms of my own “promotion”, to get my 
resume organized, and most importantly, new interesting social contacts. At 
least it is acceptable for the short and medium term … As soon as I find an 
interesting challenge outside the Automotive Carlux, I probably will pursue 
this challenge …”.

4.6 Summary T-case Description & Findings

Chapter four describes the T-case and the findings related to the research 
question. To provide sufficient information about the context that the organization 
operated in 2010, its external environment, the economic background, especially 
the difficulties in the automotive industry have been briefly introduced. The internal 
organizational environment was evaluated with the support of the 2010 Business 
Plan and Project Turbo 4S was introduced. The organization was facing serious 
performance issues, lacked strong leadership, had a negative social atmosphere 
and was in dire need of revitalization. It was the goal of Project Turbo 4S to fight 
the existing problems and make a “quantum leap” in 4 months. 

Input regarding employees’ view of the organization, other members of the 
organization and the project was received three times during the course of the past 
two years. Data was collected using questionnaires and unstructured interviews at 
three different moments with three different groups of individuals: all employees 
at Moment A, the Management Team at Moment B, and the Managing Director at 
Moment C. The results of the investigation were presented in two larger sections: 
the first summarized the findings of the Moments A and B, and the second focused 
on the outcomes of the final interview with Mike, Moment C.

Employees’ feedback on operational processes, cooperation and individual 
organizational members were described in the section presenting the outcomes 
of the questionnaires of Moment A and B, and the conversations. An emphasis 
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was laid on the Management Team’s sensemaking who reflected on the results 
of their previous questionnaires, the feedback from employees and the way they 
experienced the project throughout its duration. The results of the conversation 
with Mike at Moment C were inscribed in more detail to uncover the nuances of 
Mike’s sensemaking. Four main local-social-historical categories were identified, 
which influenced Mike’s sensemaking to a significant extent and the rich text 
derived from the interview shows how three critical moments of truth and the 
feedback of the Management Team affected his sensemaking. Besides an interest 
in what influenced Mike and in what ways, I was also interested in what kind of 
insights Mike developed since the end of the project and in the current meanings 
that Mike embraces. Mike’s account suggests that the project was a major learning 
experience for him and that he made sense of many aspects of the revitalization 
retrospectively and also drew conclusions about his own identity and role. 

The next chapter will relate the findings to the theoretical framework provided in 
chapter two and discuss its relevance and contribution to what we know about 
sensemaking in organizations during revitalization.   
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5.1 Introduction

Chapter four presented the findings of the T-case investigation. This chapter will 
relate these findings to existing literature by searching for connections between the 
observations of the T-case and the conclusions drawn by other scholars based on 
previous research and theorization, as discussed and outlined in chapter two. In 
particular, the applicability of current knowledge about the process of sensemaking 
will be examined. Paragraph 5.2 will cover the conceptualization of Weick (1995), 
paragraph 5.3 will elaborate on other scholars, as referred to in chapter two, 
and paragraph 5.4 will cover some conclusions. It is also a goal to understand 
the limitations of existing theories and, if possible, provide recommendations as 
to how the current conceptualization of sensemaking can be further improved in 
theoretical, as well as in a practical manner, which will respectively be covered in 
paragraph 5.5 and 5.6.

Chapter four described the context of the revitalization and employees’ perceptions 
thereof in detail. To limit the scope of the analysis and to be able to go into 
sufficient detail regarding sensemaking, the emphasis will be on one individual’s 
sensemaking. Mike was the Managing Director and played a special role at Carlux 
NH during the revitalization process; he was key player, the “play” instructor, the 
star player and the playmaker at the same time. In addition, the internal changes 
affected him to a large extent. Consequently, he was chosen to be the primary 
focus of the analysis. Since he took part in the study at all three “moments of 
truth” (Moment A, B, and C), much information is available about the meanings 
he created and their change over time from sources such as the initial interview, 
the questionnaires (Moment A), the first evaluation interview (Moment B), and the 
second evaluation interview (Moment C) that took place almost two years after 
the start of the revitalization. The data from interviews with other organizational 
members is used to provide multiple perspectives on Mike and the context.

The chapter will be organized on the basis of the multiple characteristics of 
sensemaking that Weick (1995) and other scholars proposed. First, the seven 
properties proposed by Weick (1995) will be examined. Then, the following topics 
will be touched upon: the possibility of prospective sensemaking, the importance 
of the local-social-historical context, the role of types of problems and contextual 
complexity, the role of - political - power, moreover inequality in interaction, and 
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the role of emotion in sensemaking. The implications of the findings for our current 
understanding of sensemaking processes will be discussed in the Conclusions. 
Finally, the practical implications of this study will be taken into consideration, 
providing guidance to managers leading revitalization efforts in their organizations.

5.2 Sensemaking based on Weick’s (1995) Conceptualization

Weick’s Sensemaking in Organizations (1995) is a review and analysis of the work 
that has been done in this domain and is viewed as a milestone in sensemaking 
research. Weick (1995) not only describes the contributions of individual scholars, 
but also makes an attempt at reconciling their conclusions. He does that so 
successfully that ever since, researchers in the field use Weick’s notions as a 
basis, and even though additions to his framework have been proposed, the 
popularity of his work has remained uncompromised. One of Weick’s most valuable 
contributions is in determining the usual properties of the process of sensemaking. 
In the following section, the seven properties emphasized by Weick (1995) will be 
discussed, one by one, to understand Mike’s process of sensemaking.

Sensemaking and Identity Construction

As discussed in chapter two, Weick (1995) draws attention to identity in relation 
to sensemaking and claims that sensemaking is grounded in identity construction. 
Several utterances of Mike, which suggest the same, can be identified. 

For example, during the first evaluation session (Moment B), Mike commented on 
the stability of his answers in the questionnaires regarding the question about his 
willingness to change in the following way: “I like to change with a clear purpose; 
not to change just to change”. This was a moment when Mike had to explain a 
pattern in his scores and he used his own idea of himself to make sense of it and 
provide an answer. He basically made sense of his own past actions of answering 
the same question the same way over time by referring to a personal trait of his, 
as if he said: “this is the way I am”. Later, his own view of himself appears when 
he is comparing himself to the energetic Sales Manager who left the company: “In 
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fact, I am quite boring in that respect; just accomplishing lists of topics”. It seems 
as if his own sense and appreciation of the Sales Manager originated in his view 
of himself as being “quite boring”, this providing enough contrast between his and 
the Sales Manager’s personality to see him as “positive” and “radiating energy and 
pleasure”. It can be hypothesized that if Mike was not so plain in this respect, he 
might not have viewed the Sales Manager this way at all. 

The way Mike sees the Sales Manager and himself can also be interpreted from the 
point of view of identity construction. An interesting explanation of this process was 
given by Van Londen & De Ruijter (2001), according to whom, the construction of 
identity is “highly situational in nature” and is a transactional process. Van Londen & 
De Ruijter (2001) contend that constructing identity requires an image of others and 
it is partly by comparing the ‘I’ with others, by seeing the differences and similarities, 
that identity is born. An image of oneself is dependent on the image of others 
and the other way around. Thus, when Mike sees the Sales Manager as energetic, 
compares himself to him and understands that he is not like that, he builds a part of 
his identity. Similarly, he builds a conceptualization of the Sales Manager as “more 
energetic” than himself by comparison. The fact that Mike simply knows and has 
interacted with the Sales Manager influences his idea of not only the Sales Manager, 
but also how he sees himself. 

An even clearer example of sensemaking being rooted in identity construction can 
be found in the final evaluation conversation (Moment C). Mike reflected on his 
own origins and the way he handled the organizational changes:

“In the South of the Netherlands you make appointments and agreements 
in an “easy” manner … Consequently, it will bring you some issues during 
the ride, but finally it will work out well … In general, it goes and flows 
smoother, more flexible relationships, more harmoniously … the “we” 
feeling … This is also applicable for a lot of Carlux dealers, most of them 
family owned … This type of culture is quite different from the general way 
of working in the North-West of the Netherlands where you experience a 
much more “blue print” approach; a kind of project approach with budgets, 
deadlines, job descriptions, timeframes, Works Counsel, and Union … It is 
more like “everyone for himself” … This difference in approach is sometimes 
difficult to handle for me …”. 
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Here, Mike explains why it was difficult for him to handle certain things in the 
organization based on the differences between the South of the Netherlands, 
where he was born and raised, and the North-West, where he worked. By 
highlighting the cultural differences between the two areas and explaining his 
difficulty to adjust to the organizational culture of Carlux NH, he is picturing himself 
as a prototype of Southerners. Ultimately, again, he uses the “this is the way I am” 
argument to come to his meanings with regard to why he experienced problems.

Identity, of course, can be very complex, and can also be thought of as a number 
of selves that one can evoke, such as “director”, “father”, “friend” or “partner”. 
Weick says that “The more selves I have access to, the more meanings I should be 
able to extract and impose in any situation” (Weick, 1995, p. 24). In the example 
above, Mike evokes his “Southern Dutchman” identity and interprets his role in the 
organization accordingly. However, if Weick’s (1995) conceptualization is accurate, 
Mike should be able to interpret his difficulty in the organization based on other 
“selves”, too. Unfortunately, the conversation data did not provide such examples, 
but it did make it clear that Mike can use other “selves” when making sense of 
situations. For example, he made sense of the entire situation as “threatening” 
from the point of view of being a “partner” and this is why he only told his partner 
about the letter that was written to justify his leave much later. 

It seems that Mike’s sensemaking, at least partly, is also grounded in his identity. 
The “way he is” influences how he sees things and how he makes sense of them, 
and also, his sensemaking seems to depend on the “self” that he uses in a certain 
context to make sense of a situation. The T-case, Mike’s utterances and the 
observations of the Researcher suggest that Weick’s first property of sensemaking, 
sensemaking being grounded in identity construction, is indeed important and 
strongly present in our everyday lives.

Sensemaking as a Retrospective Process

According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is retrospective and we make sense of 
events from the perspective of looking back into the past. To clearly understand 
what this means and to be able to conceive what retrospective is, first, we need 
to understand how Weick (1995) differentiates present from past. Weick’s (1995) 
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text advocates that the present is a single moment and everything else constitutes 
the past, including the millisecond that has just passed before the current one. He 
cites Pirsig (in Weick, 1995, p. 24) who expresses this idea very clearly:

“Any intellectually conceived object is always in the past and therefore 
unreal. Reality is always the moment of vision before intellectualization takes 
place. There is no other reality”.

Consequently, for Weick, sensemaking is retrospective by definition, because by 
the time a certain stimulus reaches consciousness, the moment that is the subject 
of perception, has passed. Because of Weick’s (1995) conceptualization of past, it 
is difficult to think of any occasion of sensemaking (within or outside of the context 
of the T-case) that refutes sensemaking being retrospective and supports that 
sensemaking can happen in the present. 

In my opinion, Weick’s (1995) description of “sensemaking as a retrospective 
process” is rather limited. Future images are part of a current actual situation. 
Past, actual and future are partly connected and interwoven and continuously “on 
the move”.

Even though, according to Weick (1995), sensemaking seems to be retrospective 
by definition, as opposed to something that happens in the present, it is interesting 
to analyze a couple of examples in which the sense of retrospectiveness is clearly 
conveyed. In this section, the focus will be on utterances in which Mike made 
sense of a certain past event much later than when it happened.

Mike, for example, reflected on the necessity of changes in the following way: 
“Now, looking back, I see that the intended changes were necessary”. Here, 
besides making sense of a past event at a later point, retrospectively, he also 
conveys the idea that his beliefs changed during time and that now, at a later 
stage, he feels differently about a certain issue. From this utterance, it is not 
certain whether he got access to any new information regarding the necessity 
of the changes or whether simply his ongoing sensemaking attached different 
meanings to the events after a while. Weick (1995) explains that what people need 
in order to construe new meaning is “not new information; what people need is 
values, priorities and clarity about preferences to help them be clear about which 
projects matter” (Weick, 1995, p. 27-28). It is also possible to observe this in Mike’s 
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case: after he had got to know that he was going to be fired, his priorities and values 
changed and the revitalization became less important for him as opposed to his job 
security and his family, on which he started to focus more energy.

Nevertheless, examples of getting access to new information triggering a new 
sensemaking process with regard to an event can also be found. For example, Mike 
said during the final evaluation session: “Finally, I dismissed quite some employees in 
a very short period, but it turned out to be too many”. Also, he talked about finding 
out about the future take-over, which put the events into a different perspective: 

“At a later stage, I found out that discussions with regard to this take-over 
were already on the table for discussion at the time I received the letter with 
complaints about my unacceptable behavior. As Managing Director, I was 
not aware of this take-over, which made it all clear … I was already on a 
sidetrack”.  

In the first example, Mike draws conclusions from the consequences of his 
actions: he realized that he had too few people to work with and concluded that 
he must have let too many employees go. Even though he thought that he laid 
off the right number of employees, consequent information (his own experience) 
made him re-evaluate the appropriateness of his decision and he made sense of 
it again. In the second example, Mike received new information about a certain 
situation from another source and this made him re-think the past events and 
attach new meanings to them. Therefore, even though Weick (1995) thinks 
that sensemaking is not just about information processing and he emphasizes 
other aspects, the information processing perspective should not be immediately 
dismissed, because it seems to play an important role in re-triggering the 
sensemaking process.

Weick (1995) also explains that it is not (solely) the event that bears meanings, but 
current projects and attention influence the meaning that is created at a certain 
point: “meaning is not “attached to” the experience that is singled out. Instead, 
the meaning is in the kind of attention that is directed to this experience” (Weick, 
1995, p. 26) and “Retrospective sensemaking is an activity in which many possible 
meanings may need to be synthesized because many different projects are 
under way at the time reflection takes place” (Weick, 1995, p. 27). Consequently, 
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the current events in one’s life and the immediate context of reflection are also 
important in what meanings surface. In Mike’s case, the immediate context of 
reflection during his interviews was the presence of the Coach and Consultant, 
which might have influenced him in his sensemaking and his interpretations.

For example, Mike reflected on the open Human Resources issues the following 
way: “If those issue were resolved much sooner, I would have had a more stable 
basis”, which suggests that he understood the importance of these issues later, 
when the Consultant closed these open issues. These issues, which were often 
unresolved for years, made Mike’s life in the organization especially difficult 
when it became obvious that they can be resolved within a couple of weeks. As a 
result, issues that were previously unimportant, gained importance and Mike had 
to make sense of them again. Mike also presents this as a learning experience: 

“If I would have known before what really played in the organization 
and what really played in the Automotive Carlux Group, I would have set 
different priorities with regard to the Business Plan 2010, first to resolve 
all open Human Resources related issues and second co-building a 
decent platform for cooperation between stakeholders”. 

It is interesting, however, to play with the idea of whether Mike would have 
presented his conclusions differently to a different audience. If Weick (1995) is 
right, presumably the answer is yes. 

To conclude, the following observations were made regarding the retrospective 
nature of sensemaking in the light of the theory and the observations of the 
T-case. First, Weick’s (1995) definitions of present and past determine the 
necessity of sensemaking being retrospective as opposed to something happening 
in the present. Second, when sensemaking takes place substantially later than 
the event itself, both new information and a change in values, priorities and 
preferences can re-trigger the sensemaking activity to take place again. Finally, it 
also seems that meanings “attached to” a certain event are not fixed and depend 
much on the context in which they are recalled.
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Sensemaking as Enactive of Sensible Environments

Weick (1995) explained that in organizations, employees have an effect on the 
environment and produce (at least partly) the environment that they act in. By 
acting, employees create constraints and opportunities within that environment. 
This is what Weick (1995) means by the concept of enactment. According to Weick 
(1995), both the actor and the environment influence each other. 

This concept of enactment is also what can be observed in the T-case. Mike, as 
Managing Director, was a powerful influencer of the environment through his 
actions. On the one hand, this influence on the environment not only impacted 
other people’s context, but also shaped Mike’s own meanings. However, Weick 
(1995) also warns that it is not only completed action that shapes meaning and 
those uncompleted actions, plans that have been postponed or put off, and even 
daydreams can produce meaning. A noticeable effect on the environment is not 
necessary to produce meaning - at least for the subject himself; even by thinking 
about acting on the environment, one can create meaning for himself.   

The following quote reflects on how Mike saw the need for change:

“Other reasons for willing to change were the low level of operational 
performance and the lack of spirit. Kevin just started his job and was fresh 
and positive; all the rest of the Management Team behaved like beaten up 
dogs”.

How does this utterance relate to the concept of enactment? Mike described the 
organization as having a “low level of operational performance” and a “lack of 
spirit”. In fact, as the leader of the organization, he contributed to it both through 
his actions and lack thereof, thereby shaping the context in a certain way. He 
describes the newcomer Kevin as “fresh and positive”, not yet carrying the same 
characteristics as the others. Being “fresh and positive”, however, is not necessarily 
an inherent quality of Kevin, but is possibly, in part, an effect of not having been 
exposed to the same environment as the others. 

Enactment is an interesting concept that can support in understanding the context 
of sensemaking. What is important to remember is that actor and environment are 
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intertwined, mutually effecting each other111. Mike was in some ways a product of 
his environment, but also, his environment was his product, of which he had to 
make sense.

Social Sensemaking

According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is social. People interact with each other, 
exchange and influence each other’s meanings. He contends that even monologues 
and one-way communication presumes an audience and that the audience has an 
effect on how the monologue changes. 

In the T-case, the social attribute of sensemaking is evident, even though the 
Managing Director is somewhat distanced from the rest of the employees. Mike 
does not refer to exchange information with other employees very often, however, 
he contends that: 

“Despite of people clearly telling me at that time, it was necessary to change 
the company and its employees due to a dramatically changing business 
environment … I did not want to see it and it was hard to accept”. 

Here, Mike refers to having received input from others regarding the existing 
situation. Interestingly, he seems to have intentionally resisted the incorporation of 
this input into his understanding of the context. Others’ efforts to make him realize 
the graveness of the situation can also be considered not only as reflective of the 
social nature of sensemaking, but also as an example of sensegiving, because 
these individuals wanted to stir Mike’s sensemaking into an intended direction.

In the context of an intended revitalization, based on a mix of a design and a 
development approach, during which a Coach and Consultant supported the 
achievement of the targets and held interviews and evaluation sessions, not 
only private interaction, but also written feedback had an influence on Mike’s 
sensemaking. I would like to argue that regardless of the fact that these were 

111   Also see Giddens’ structuration theory in subparagraph 2.2.2 and 2.2.3. Giddens (1984) 
expresses the relation between knowledge, actor and acting. In a specific context, an actor 
is able to act based on his ability to act and, as a result, influences activities. 
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texts, which affected Mike’s sensemaking, these texts also manifest the social 
nature of sensemaking as a replacement for direct interaction. These texts 
contained other employees’ opinions about Mike, the Management Team, the 
organization and Project Turbo 4S, and from the point of view of enlightening him, 
it matters little whether Mike heard or read their remarks. For example, Mike said: 
“In those days, I felt and knew that most employees were not happy and satisfied 
with the situation at all, that was clear … but it was a shock for me to find out that 
it was so bad”. It seems that Mike needed this feedback to open his eyes and see 
his environment in a different light. The following extract also suggests that Mike 
ignored some conversations, but attached importance to the written feedback: 
“It only surprises me that all managers encountered to be “individuals” and not 
experienced being part of a team. In those days, some of them told me about 
this.” These sentences show that even though he received this feedback also in 
direct interaction, he paid little attention to it until he had received it in a written 
format, which finally woke him up.

It was not only feedback that influenced Mike’s sensemaking, but also texts 
related to the theoretical framework of this research, which were provided by the 
Consultant. As Mike explained: 

“In this respect, it was incredibly helpful to read about and to discuss the 
aspects with regard to (y)our theoretical framework. In fact, all the subjects 
by themselves are valuable on their own, but the combination and the 
link between them makes all organizational and psychological parts come 
together and provide a good basis to recognize the keynotes in your own 
situation.”

The statement that he could recognize “keynotes in his own situation” suggests 
that indeed, the texts initiated a sensemaking process in Mike and he re-evaluated 
the meaning of the events and the situation around him. Mike also commented on 
the theories about the emotional implications of change, especially grieving:

“You clearly recognize the consecutive phases and it shows that it is a 
“normal” process most people go through, which strengthens your personal 
feeling and dignity, which gives you faith for the future”. 

This example also shows that something clearly changed in Mike’s view after 
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having read and discussed the text with the Consultant. Conveying other 
researchers’ and his own view on organizational revitalization, the Consultant 
became an agent of sensegiving through the text that he produced and the 
conversations he had with Mike.

What these examples show is that sensemaking does not happen in a vacuum. 
People are constantly in interaction with others, which shapes the way they think 
and what they think. This influence can come from a conversation, a text, or 
possibly from an observation of others’ behaviors. 

Sensemaking as an Ongoing Process

Weick (1995) states that sensemaking is an ongoing process; it never starts or 
ends. As Weick puts it: “The reason it never starts is that pure duration never 
stops” (Weick, 1995, p. 43). It is possible to demonstrate this with a number of 
quotes from the T-case that the subject who makes sense of something even 
experiences a feeling of the sensemaking process being “ongoing”. It seems that 
in case of important topics, the individual often keeps on thinking about the issue 
and sensemaking - just like time - does not stop, because the individual keeps on 
making sense of a certain topic again and again. 

Arriving to a meaning does not necessarily mean that it will be the (or many) 
ultimate meaning(s) that one attaches to a situation. As it has already been 
discussed with regard to the retrospective nature of sensemaking, Mike’s account 
shows that meanings change. This can also be a sign that sensemaking is 
ongoing; even though it does not demonstrate that sensemaking does not start, 
it does suggest that sensemaking does not stop. For example, regarding his own 
willingness to change, he stated during the first evaluation interview that he was: 
“one hundred percent convinced that a change was necessary. Later on, I looked 
more critical and realized that I still wanted to change, but not at all expense”. 
In this case, it seems that it was the price of changing that made Mike keep on 
thinking. He also contemplated on his nomination for a long period - we have 
already seen that his early and not well considered nomination was a critical 
incident for him and one of the most important categories that gave rise to his 
sensemaking:
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“Looking back, this nomination came too soon for me … I was not ready 
for this position. I felt it already when I started the job and it has become 
clearer and clearer over the years”. 

This is such a crucial issue for him that he still keeps on reflecting on it.  

The role of the Consultant’s text plays an important role again when Mike refers 
back to one of the quotes that he had read: “Also interesting is: “Problem causers 
have little credibility as problem solvers”. This goes through my mind a lot”. This 
idea gave him a new frame for interpreting what was happening around him 
during the period of decline and the revitalization. This example again suggests 
sensemaking is ongoing in the sense that it does not have to stop and the mind 
can be busy making sense of something for a long time. A question is, however, 
what makes sensemaking “go on” for a long period of time or what makes it 
occur again and again. This is where the ongoing property of sensemaking can 
be connected to the next topic, that sensemaking is focused on and by extracted 
cues, and it is the active cues that make sensemaking go on or initiate new 
cycles of sensemaking. Our everyday experience tells us that even though we 
always make sense of something, our sensemaking about a particular thing 
does stop at some point, but as soon as the issue is noticed again, it re-starts. 
As explained in the section about the social nature of sensemaking, every time 
sensemaking re-starts, the context of reflection influences the meanings that one 
arrives to, and therefore, every time a new reflection starts, the sense that one 
creates might change. We may ask whether sensemaking ever stops and to what 
extent unconscious processes should be taken into account. In Weick’s (1995) 
conceptualization, sensemaking is specified as a conscious process, so from Weick’s 
point of view, anything that is unconscious should not be labeled as sensemaking. 
However, it is easy to imagine that unconscious processes influence the meanings 
that we arrive to. In this case, we can hypothesize that sensemaking goes on 
forever, while in the former case, sensemaking should re-start again and again. 
Moreover, sensemaking could be a continuous process on an unconscious level, 
and this sensemaking will switch to a conscious level at the millisecond the new 
sensemaking is “activated” or re-started. 
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Focused on and by Extracted Cues

Weick (1995) considers sensemaking to be “attentional”, meaning that what 
one makes sense of is guided by one’s attention: one can only make sense of 
something that has somehow arrived to his consciousness and found the issue 
through noticing. Starbuck & Milliken (1988, as described by Weick, 1995, p. 
51) distinguish noticing from sensemaking the following way: the former is 
about “filtering, classifying and comparing information” and the latter is the 
“interpretation and the activity of determining what the noticed cue means”.

In order to identify cues in the T-case, the following question can be asked: What 
is Mike making sense of? Also, what makes him select these things to make 
sense of? It is supposedly the cue that makes a stimulus stand out, consequently, 
focusing attention on it. Moreover, the cue can be anything that someone attaches 
importance to and can deduce meaning from. Weick describes cues as: “simple 
familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense of 
what may be occurring” (Weick, 1995, p. 50). 

I believe that the conversation data, the inscription of the content of the evaluation 
sessions presented in chapter four gives a good idea to the reader about the things 
that Mike focused on in his sensemaking. For example, learning that he was going 
to lose his job was a strong cue for Mike to re-interpret the entire revitalization 
effort:

“During the first three months of Turbo 4S, I was convinced about a positive 
outcome. During the course of the last month, I realized that my position 
was over. I lost my job, consequently, I could not influence the process any 
more, and so I lost all my faith in a positive outcome”.

And,

“At this stage, I knew I had to leave, so I thought someone should do it”. 

Mike initially received a year to turn the company around and to make it meet the 
goals that were set. However, after a couple of months, Mike found out that he 
would lose his job and attached new meanings to the revitalization and his role. 
The quotes suggest that Mike not only lost his faith, but he was also more open 
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to let, for example, the Consultant get involved in operational activities. His job 
started to mean less for him.    

In another example, Mike uses the characteristics of two Management Team 
members as cues to think about and to make sense of the potential success of the 
revitalization: “This is based on a lack of trust in two members of the team, Dave 
and Richard; Dave did not have the skills to change and Richard was too limited 
in his way of thinking.” This fits Weick’s conceptualization of cues as “seeds from 
which people develop a larger sense of what may be occurring” (Weick, 1995, 
p. 50), because Mike draws a conclusion about an entire project based on two 
participants who take part in it.  

It is interesting that Mike also seems to identify things of critical importance 
retrospectively, and gives an idea that these could have functioned as cues in the 
past if he paid enough attention to them:  

“I have discussed this “wicked problem” often with senior management of 
Carlux Nederland B.V. and the Automotive Carlux Group, but I never got 
support to change it effectively. Finally, this turned out to be one of the most 
significant factors in not being able to manage Carlux NH professionally and 
to adequately resolve sever human resources related issues”.

The Human Resources issues, which Mike refers to in this quote, bore central 
importance in employees’ dissatisfaction, but Mike realized that too late. 
Retrospectively, he focuses on not receiving any support from the higher levels 
of the organization. By claiming that the lack of support proved to be one of the 
most significant factors in not being able to manage the company professionally, 
he deflects part of the responsibility. At the same time, this suggests that if he 
had received support on time, he could have managed the situation much better. 
Moreover, not receiving support could have functioned as a cue for him if he paid 
more attention to it. 

When Weick (1995) drew attention to the role of cues in sensemaking, he 
conveyed the idea that first, the object of sensemaking has to be noticed, in which 
the cues help the individual by making the object apparent, after which, meaning 
can be deduced from the cues through the process of sensemaking. Also, cues are 
essential features of sensemaking: they determine what we make sense of and 
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what larger meaning we can attach to them.

Cues are connected to frames. As cues are present moments of experience, 
frames are past moments of socialization, i.e. cultural background and 
important experiences. The T-case provides several examples showing cues 
connected to frames. Clear examples of frames are Mike’s three “critical 
moments of truth”, respectively the problematic basis at the start of his 
Managing Director position, the “destruction” of Mike’s Carlux Nederland B.V. 
image, and the “destruction” of Mike’s Automotive Carlux Group image. In 
addition, Mike’s “Southern Dutchman” identity can be viewed as a frame to 
connect present moments of experiences to.   

Sensemaking being Driven by Plausibility rather than Accuracy

According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than 
accuracy. What this means is that one does not need an accurate representation 
of whatever he intends to make sense of and its context, in order to make sense 
of it. Accurate representation is, of course, difficult to conceptualize from a 
social constructivist point of view, where scholars claim that truths are socially 
negotiated. It is more useful to think about an accurate representation in terms 
of, for example, having access to certain information about the organizational 
environment, such as “sales have been increasing” or “the organization will face 
a budget cut”. Since Weick (1995) claims that accuracy is not needed, but it is 
plausibility that is of core importance, he provides several explanations as to 
what can be considered plausible: “Sensemaking is about plausibility, pragmatics, 
coherence, reasonableness, creation, invention and instrumentality” (Weick, 1995, 
p. 57). People believe what is “interesting, attractive, emotionally appealing and 
goal relevant”, and if accuracy is not needed then what is “a good story”? (Weick, 
1995, p. 61).

The T-case provides a number of examples to demonstrate that Mike also had a 
representation far from accurate and made sense of and acted in his environment 
accordingly. For example, he did not realize that employees were still bothered 
by the long outstanding unsolved Human Resources issues. Consequently, he did 
not make a repeated effort to solve them, which turned out to have significant 
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impact. Similarly, Mike was unaware of the intentions to “put him on a sidetrack”; 
he believed that since one year has been given to the company to achieve a 
significant improvement in performance, his job was more or less secure. His 
feelings about the revitalization matched this assumption and he acted in the 
organization accordingly. His scores in the questionnaire showed (and the later 
conversations confirmed) that even though he showed enthusiasm about the 
project in the beginning, he lost faith when he found out that he was going to lose 
his job, and he also started to delegate more tasks that he did not want to carry 
out anymore to the Consultant and the Management Team.

The above examples show that Mike did not have an accurate representation of 
the reality around him. However, he did have a “good story” to justify why he 
did not try to solve the Human Resources issues: he tried to solve them earlier, 
he encountered ongoing resistance and he was unsuccessful, so why should he 
try again? He considered these closed cases. It was also “emotionally appealing” 
for him to think that his role in the organization was secure, and this was also 
“coherent” with the communication from the higher levels of the organization.    

In these cases, the consequences of Mike’s inaccurate representation of reality 
were rather negative. However, Weick (1995) explains that making sense based 
on little and inaccurate information can have positive side-effects. Organizations 
and the employees within often face time pressure and have to manage a tradeoff 
between accuracy and speed. Choosing for accuracy does not always lead to the 
desired effects as “accurate perceptions have the power to immobilize” (Weick, 
1995, p. 60). If people do not have accurate perceptions and make decisions based 
on filtered information, they might “pursue goals that might look unattainable” 
(Sutcliffe, 1994, in Weick, 1995, p. 56). As a result, inaccurate representations 
support ambition and the pursuit of difficult goals.

When Weick (1995) claimed that sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than 
accuracy, Weick emphasized an important point about sensemaking, which is 
also well represented in Mike’s case. People do not have access to, or might not 
even bother to review all information to have an accurate representation of their 
environments in order to make sense of a certain issue. We filter information and 
come up with a plausible account of things or a “good story” and that is entirely 
sufficient to make sense. 
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5.3 Broadening the Concept of Sensemaking

Based on the previous analysis, it became clear that Weick’s (1995) 
conceptualization provided a good basis for describing a process of sensemaking, 
but it still has some imperfections in helping us understand such a process in a 
complex organizational context, as applicable in this study. Weick’s (1995) view 
will be broadened with regard to the following topics: the role of prospective 
sensemaking, the role of the local-social-historical context in sensemaking, the 
role of type of problems and contextual complexity in sensemaking, the role of - 
political - power in sensemaking, moreover, inequality in interaction, and the role of 
emotion in sensemaking. The paragraph will be concluded with some conclusions.

The Role of Prospective Sensemaking

Weick (1995) mainly connects sensemaking with a retrospective view and covers a 
prospective view in a limited manner. His point of view is that even if we imagine 
a possible future, we make sense of that image retrospectively, thinking back, as 
if that future state has already been achieved. Then, we can infuse that future 
state with meaning and also trace back the steps that need to be taken to achieve 
that state. Gioia & Mehra (1996), on the other hand, think that the initiation 
and execution of revitalization usually implies creating and fulfilling dreams and/
or ideas and/or visions of a possible future, but, unable to construct a detailed 
account of “how to get there”, envisioning a tentative future. Gioia & Mehra 
(1996) claim that we make sense for the future and that this is needed in order to 
know where we are heading. This view has similarities compared to “third-order-
learning” and “von ist nach Etwas”.

In the T-case, it was possible to observe that Mike also imagined possible futures 
or at least made assumptions about how the process would end:

“During the first three months of Turbo 4S, I was convinced about a positive 
outcome”. 

And,

“The necessity of a change was, in the beginning of the period, stimulated 
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due to the possibility of losing my job. Later on, I became more and more 
confident that it would work out well”.

These quotes demonstrate that Mike imagined that the revitalization would work 
out well. This is in line with how Gioia & Mehra reflect on prospective sensemaking: 
“It is an attempt to structure the future by imagining some desirable (albeit ill-
defined) state” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1229). Mike imagined a positive future 
and this also motivated him to work toward this future. After the revitalization, his 
dismissal and plenty of reflection, Mike made sense of what happened and he also 
drew conclusions about how this will help him in the future: 

“Next time, I will direct better by being much clearer”.  

And,

“I really learnt a lot from it all and that will definitely support me in the 
future”. 

These are also instances of imagining a positive future in which he will be able 
to use the things he learnt and to be a better leader. Besides showing that Mike 
would like to develop himself, these utterances also indicate the individual’s need 
for a positive self-image and self-enhancement.

The above examples support the idea that people imagine possible futures, 
but it is difficult to assess whether these constitute instances of prospective 
sensemaking. In Weick’s (1995) conceptualization, people make sense of 
things. It is especially because of this that in Weick’s (1995) conceptualization 
the idea of prospective sensemaking is senseless: since the future has not yet 
happened, it is impossible to make sense of it. Gioia & Mehra (1996) broaden 
the interpretation of sensemaking by allowing making sense for something and 
this is why prospective sensemaking becomes an option, as making sense for 
the future appears to be a reasonable idea. However, even Gioia & Mehra (1996) 
contend that Weick’s (1995) definitions “might exclude the process that we 
are describing” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1230) and for that case they suggest 
“an expansion of the domain of sensemaking to include both retrospective and 
prospective elements” (Gioia & Mehra, 1996, p. 1230). The investigation of how 
people picture possible future states and how they attach meaning to them can 
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be a useful direction of research, especially if the issues were connected to the 
psychology of motivation and/or self-enhancement.  

The Role of the Local-Social-Historical Context in Sensemaking

As mentioned in chapter four, Mike clearly considered Carlux Nederland B.V., the 
Automotive Carlux Group, the Works Council and Union, and the Management 
Team as the most important categories that significantly influenced his process of 
sensemaking. The first three are even related to his “critical moments of truth”. All 
three specific critical incidents are strongly related to Mike’s local-social-historical 
context. Van Londen & De Ruijter (2001) draw attention to the complexity of 
construing identity and the importance of a specific context. Hosking (2004), being 
interested in processes of construing, maintaining, and changing local realities, 
adds some interesting features with regard to describing interaction in a social 
context: the local-social-historical context. Other scholars (Weick, 1995; Chia, 
1996; Van Dongen et al., 1996), described those topics as well, but Hosking (2004) 
emphasizes on the implicit connection between three contextual topics: local, 
social and historical. 

First, the explicit emphasis is on “social”, meaning interdependent existences, 
which means that the mutual relation between individual and organization in 
co-creating sense is important. It concerns an emergent, ongoing and fully 
interwoven interaction process, including the input prior to those processes. Mike 
was extremely attached to the “old”, previously existing, atmosphere, culture and 
values belonging to the “mixed” structure of Carlux Nederland B.V., the Carlux 
Automotive Group and Carlux NH, containing “stabilized” effects (Chia, 1996). As 
Mike stated:

“You are very much used to work in a specific, more or less predictable, 
value system and context”.

And,

“For me, this period was very frustrating … I did not really understand 
what and why this was happening and I just could not believe my eyes … 
My appreciated and respected Carlux world was completely falling apart … 
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The company culture was changing significantly from smooth cooperation 
towards an almost “opposite” approach …”. 

Individual(s) and organization(s) were harmoniously interwoven and co-creating 
sense. As a result, a low level of ambiguity and a high level of predictability, 
security and trust were provided. Used to this social environment, it was a shock 
for Mike to find out that “it” could change so dramatically and so quickly. 

Second, there is an explicit emphasis on “local”, centralizing “local language” in 
constructing local realities. The representation of realities is de-centered, and 
local interactions create multiple local ontologies or local cultures that stimulate 
becoming a local resulting in a real understanding of “how it works around here”. 
This view is comparable to a “community” (Rorty, 1991) and a “community as 
practice” (Lave & Wenger, 1991). As co-constructors of some community, locals 
perform and develop their particular local identity, their “stabilized effects”, as 
warranted as “real and good”. Mike never felt really part of the two locations 
located in the North-West of the Netherlands. For sure, he was part of “it” and 
accepted, but at the same time, the differences in - social - approach and view 
on life, were on a regularly basis part of discussion and frustration. Mike “felt” 
different, mainly due to the different local area where he grew up. As Mike stated: 

“In the South of the Netherlands you make appointments and agreements 
in an “easy” manner … Consequently, it will bring you some issues during 
the ride, but finally it will work out well … In general, it goes and flows 
smoother, more flexible relationships, more harmoniously … the “we” 
feeling … This is also applicable for a lot of Carlux dealers, most of them 
family owned … This type of culture is quite different from the general way 
of working in the North-West of the Netherlands where you experience a 
much more “blue print” approach; a kind of project approach with budgets, 
deadlines, job descriptions, timeframes, Works Counsel, and Union … 
It is more like “everyone for himself” … This difference in approach is 
sometimes difficult to handle for me …”.

The differences became more tacit and visible during hard times; there was 
more discussion and frustration and less acceptance on both sides. As mentioned 
in chapter four, several “camps” existed within Carlux NH. Mike’s approach or 
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behavior was not always accepted by the locals and certainly not experienced as 
“anything goes”.

Third, according to Hosking (2004), local processes also have a “historical” 
quality. An explicit emphasis is on this historical quality, meaning adding multiple 
social realities made in interactions or “relational processes”. As mentioned, in 
the past, Mike was really satisfied with the situation, mainly based on certain 
stabilized effects, such as stable senior Management Teams of Carlux Nederland 
B.V. and Automotive Carlux Group and his local Carlux NH Management Team. 
Consequently, he was extremely disappointed and frustrated when he was 
treated in an unappreciated and unexpected manner at a moment unexpected by 
him:

“I would have expected a more fair, honest and professional approach from 
people you know for such a long time and for whom I have provided good 
financial results over the years …”.

Currently, the importance of this historical aspect is “contradicted” by the fact 
that Mike, now active in his new position, partly ignores some stabilized effects, 
appreciating not being part of those any more, however, still working for the same 
Automotive Carlux Group and managed by the same senior Management Team. 
Mike states:

“At this moment in time, being in my new position, I am connected to a lot 
of new people, without any mutual history. That is what I consider positive 
to be able to establish a new network, which is good in terms of my own 
“promotion”, to get my resume organized, and most importantly, new 
interesting social contacts”. 

Mike’s historical context has significantly changed in terms of importance due to 
the presence of new people, less contact with “old” colleagues and, as a result, of 
an appreciated and continuing process of sensemaking.

Based on the above, it is clear that all aspects related to the local-social-historical 
context are significant in the process of sensemaking.
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The Role of Types of Problems and Contextual Complexity in 
Sensemaking

Analyzing the text of the last evaluation (Moment C) makes clear that types of 
problems and the contextual complexity played an important role in Mike’s process 
of sensemaking. According to Mike, it was clear that this radical revitalization 
process under pressure needed external support due to a lack of knowledge, 
experience and skills with regard to organizational change. In addition, external 
support was also required due to lacking quality of management and the extremely 
difficult context. Different types of problems varying from tame to wicked (De Wit 
& Meyer, 1999) are interwoven and often indistinguishable. Especially when we 
relate the complexity of the local-social-historical context and the type of multiple 
problems to the interwoven three critical events, respectively, a problematic basis 
at the start of Mike’s Managing Director position, the “destruction” of Mike’s Carlux 
Nederland B.V. image, and the “destruction” of Mike’s Automotive Carlux Group 
image. Although the most important stakeholders are clear, this situation could be 
labeled as emerging complexity, due to the fact that a solution is unknown and the 
definition of the problem is still in progress (Scharmer, 2010). As Mike stated:

“You asked yourself: How adequate is my style of leadership? From the start 
and over the years, I have discussed this “wicked problem” often with senior 
management of Carlux Nederland B.V. and the Automotive Carlux Group, but 
I never got any support to change it effectively”. 

And,

“ … it is the first time facing such an ambiguous, complex and uncertain 
situation … providing quite some insecurity for everybody involved … You 
get paralyzed, actually knowing you should take action …”.

It seems obvious that Mike, not used to dramatic organizational change, 
experienced this process as an “ambiguous, complex and uncertain situation …”. 
In several cases, Mike experienced ambiguity or equivocation, meaning there 
are more and also contrary interpretations and meanings possible, as described 
by Heifetz (1994) and Weick (1995). Clear examples are the complicated 
situation with regard to the destruction of Mike’s Carlux Nederland B.V. image 
and the complicated situation with regard to the Works Council and Union. Mike 
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experienced both situations as wicked, experiencing no formulation, no end, no 
true or false, but good or bad, a one-shot type of operation and uniqueness (Rittel 
& Webber, 1973), and a strategic leadership problem to be strongly interwoven and 
constrained with dependencies and interactions (De Wit & Meyer, 1999). Mike also 
experienced uncertainty, meaning a lack of information and insufficient sight on the 
related risks and unpredictable consequences (Heifetz, 1994). An example of the 
last case is the lack of information with regard to open Human Resources issues: 

“For sure, the sixteen “open” Human Resources related issues started 
eroding the basis long before the T-case, but a part of the solutions provided 
by me were not accepted due to my lack of leadership”.

This is actually an interwoven problem containing both ambiguity and uncertainty; 
due to the lack of information concerning severe Human Resource related topics 
and the complicated structure, Mike felt not able to resolve the open issues 
adequately. In this case, a light form of dynamic complexity is defendable, but 
social complexity is more obvious, meaning different types of interest, opinions 
and views of stakeholders are at play. Social complexity increased over time. 
Consequently, multiple stakeholders were required to resolve the situation, 
evaluating and balancing views and voices (Scharmer, 2010). Although it is 
defendable that, according to Kurtz & Snowden (2003), this example is an un-
ordered complex relationship, due to the fact that cause and effect are only 
coherent in retrospect, it is in my opinion an example of chaos; clearly visible 
relationships between cause and effect do not exist, the system is turbulent and 
finally there is no response time left to investigate and resolve the situation. At 
least for Mike, who did not have credibility anymore within the company to be 
seen as the leader. For Mike, if the situation would have been acknowledged and 
appreciated at an earlier stage and sufficient support from the Automotive Carlux 
Group would have been provided, the contextual complexity would have been less 
and easier to manage.   

Based on the above, it is clear that aspects related to types of problems and 
contextual complexity are strongly influencing a process of sensemaking. In 
general, a higher level of complexity relates to a higher level of equivocality.
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The Role of - Political - Power in Sensemaking: Inequality in Interaction 

Scholars interested in social constructivism often neglect inequality in interaction. It 
is clear that, based on the three critical events strongly influencing Mike’s process 
of sensemaking, political power played an important role. As Mike states it:

“Soon, I was stirred up in a hornets’ nest, dealing with politically oriented 
and powerful players, such as the Human Resources department of the 
Automotive Carlux Group, the Union, and the Works Council. It was power 
play … authorization for everything ... exactly according to the rules … The 
forces of the Works Council are quite dominant. Actually, new employees 
are already indoctrinated in some ways ... Stuff like working hours, working 
speed et cetera … I was not allowed to negotiate directly with the Works 
Council … this delayed a lot of processes and decisions and I was not taken 
seriously … Often, I was overruled … in fact, this indirect contact kept me as 
a person down … Those three stakeholders communicated mainly without 
involving me. Consequently, I was not exactly aware of what was going on 
and I was not involved in certain decisions”.

And,

“You have to realize that the CEO of the Automotive Carlux Group is well 
acquainted to the chairman of the Works Council”.

And,

“From the start and over the years, I have discussed this “wicked problem” 
often with senior management of Carlux Nederland B.V. and the Automotive 
Carlux Group, but I never got effectively support to change it. Finally, 
this turned out to be one of the most significant factors not being able to 
manage Carlux NH professionally and to adequately resolve sever human 
resources related issues”.

According to Foucault (1975), power is exercised only over free subjects and only 
comes to being when it is put into action by “a set of actions performed upon 
another persons’ actions and reactions” (Felluga, 2012, p. 1). In this sense, a 
manager-employee relationship can be considered as a relationship including 
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political power, regardless hierarchical difference. The set of actions performed by 
the three stakeholders mentioned above strongly influenced Mike’s (re)actions. 
Mike continuously tried to influence the process of communication with the aim 
to become involved and to increase the level of control, but he was not able to 
do so. Mike felt left out and often overruled, which provided a weak basis for 
professional management and a high level of frustration. This is in line with Quinn’s 
(1980) and Morgan’s (1986) view who consider power as a personal resource 
and an organization as a political arena in which each of the stakeholders have a 
different level of power related to their information base, personal credibility and 
organizational position. Due to Mike’s lack of information, his personal credibility 
was lacking as well. Power, according to Crozier & Friedberg (1980), is the ability 
of individuals or groups to influence other individuals or groups. Power is exercised 
in relation to other actors; power relationships are reciprocal, but unequal. The 
inequality is applicable in Mike’s case, at least from his perspective. It looks like the 
three stakeholders “ignore” him in one or another way. It is not clear if this is on 
purpose or not, but most subjects have political aspects, which could be related to 
the goal of getting more power. Another example of an unequal power relationship 
between senior management of the Automotive Carlux Group and Mike is the 
following self-explanatory statement:

“At a later stage, I found out that discussions with regard to this take-over 
were already on the table for discussion at the time I received the letter 
with complaints about my unacceptable behavior. As Managing Director, I 
was not aware of this take over, which made it all clear … I was already on 
a sidetrack … I clearly consider this approach as a form of preparation to be 
able to get rid of me, if required”. 

According to Pettigrew (1985), through politics, one manages meaning: “a process 
of symbol construction and value use designed both to create legitimacy for one’s 
actions, ideas and demands, and to delegitimize the demands of one’s opponents” 
(Pettigrew, 1985, p. 44). This is applicable in Mike’s case. Through the devolving 
situation over the years it becomes clear who is in charge with regard to certain 
Human Resources topics and who is not.

As stated before, according to Foucault (1975) power is exercised over free 
subjects. It is interesting to look at this perspective. Mike, being in an employee-
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manager and manager-employee relationship, is considered to be a free subject, 
being able to decide on supporting his goals. As an example, Mike was and still 
is struggling in making sense with regard to working for the Automotive Carlux 
Group; “Do I leave or do I stay?” During the fourteen hours interview (Moment C), 
this theme came up several times:

“The only reason why I was still working for the Carlux organization [Carlux 
Nederland B.V. and the Automotive Carlux Group, MP] was an economical 
reason; my psychological contract was completely broken. I strongly 
considered leaving the Carlux organization, but due to personal reasons, my 
flexibility was limited. It was also the first time that I started thinking about 
my resume and mobility of labor …”.

And,

“In fact, we [the Automotive Carlux Group and Mike, MP] should have gone 
separate ways at that moment …”. 

As mentioned, Mike was at the same time subject of a manager-employee 
relationship, an unequal power relationship as well, being able to strongly influence 
relations, like dismissing employees:

“Finally, I dismissed quite some employees in a very short period, but it 
turned out to be too many. As a result, we had staffing issues, which created 
negative side effects …”. 

After a certain period of being “paralyzed”, Mike overreacted and dismissed too 
many employees. Being deeply involved in this process, Mike experienced the 
emotional and organizational consequences, such as the “survivor syndrome” and 
“structural holes” (Fineman, 2008).

As described in chapter two, the impact of politics in a context of change has 
been investigated in top-down, bottom-up, and multilevel change processes, 
all approaches containing pros and cons. Different groups can have different 
interests. Consequently, each group will pursue a strategy adjusted to their specific 
goals or targets. To avoid or minimize frustrations and resistance, Quinn (1980) 
offers logical incrementalism as a possible solution. During the four months of 
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the T-case a multilevel change process has been applied resulting in effective 
cooperation between all employees. However, over the years, an “incremental” 
approach developed in an undesired direction. By not being able to resolve Human 
Resources related issues over a long period of time, step by step, political power of 
the workforce, presented as resistance, increased by finally not accepting Mike as 
their leader anymore:

“The originated gap between the situation perceived and how it should 
be was too big to repair … I did not get the time and trust of the majority 
of the employees anymore to repair the gap … I wanted to take up a 
vulnerable position and take a turn for the better, but it was too late ...”. 

In small steps, by a trial-and-error approach, managers should “test and learn” 
from responses and develop sensitivity in applying the next step in needs of their 
power base. In this case, Mike did not sufficiently recognize the importance of 
this growing “tumor” in time, and even if he did, he was not able to resolve it 
effectively. As a result, Mike was not seen as the leader, which eroded his political 
power and finally led to un-repairable conflicts and opposition (Zald & Berger, 
1978). 

As mentioned before, change can also be seen as a multilevel political process. 
Crozier & Friedberg (1980) see organizations as environments of interaction, in 
which groups of people struggle to maintain or improve their position. Consequently, 
change is a result of power games, conflicts, and discussions, not controllable by one 
individual or group. The example below shows how one group, senior management 
of the Automotive Carlux Group, tries to improve their position: 

“I was already five months active in my new role. Suddenly, my manager 
invites me at the head office and totally unexpected three key senior 
management members [the CEO, the Human Resources Director and 
the Legal Director, MP] are waiting for me in his office. A letter is handed 
over describing a few “unacceptable” events occurred during exercising 
my previous job, which was already terminated five months ago … […] 
There was not one constructive part in this conversation, only a very clear 
message; one little mistake and you are out of the door!”. 

According to De Heer (2009), power and sensemaking are also closely connected; 
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sensemaking is not neutral, but is based on values, and originates in a power 
environment related to experiences, imaginations, notions of actors, as well as 
the struggle and anticipation related to it. De Heer (2009) defines this as Politics 
of Culture. In case of a situation defined as “(re)organizing under pressure”, basic 
values are threatened, resulting in insecurity and tension, influencing the thinking 
and action process and having a severe impact on mental, physical and relational 
(business and private related) experiences. As explained in chapter two, De Heer 
(2009) distinguishes seven types of pressure situations, all applicable in Mike’s 
case. A loss of legitimacy is related to the fact that the Carlux NH organization is 
increasingly confronted with internal and external critics in terms of functioning 
and results, eroding a meaningful existence concerning Carlux NH. A loss of 
function is applicable with regard to losing his job; Mike is not able to proceed with 
“his” project. A scarcity or lack of resources to a decrease in demand, turnover, 
tasks, and/or budgets is related to discharging too many employees. An integration 
of organizations to anticipated economies of scale is applicable in terms of the 
intended - for Mike secret at that moment - takeover. A problematic identity or 
reputation is related to a decrease in perception and trust by relevant stakeholders; 
the employees, the Automotive Carlux Group and Carlux Nederland B.V. lost 
trust in Mike’s performance and lost faith in an acceptable outcome regarding 
the revitalization process. A difficult or unattainable mission related to barriers 
and frustrations provided by internal and external parties is related to the lack 
of support from the Automotive Carlux Group by resolving the “wicked” problem 
between Mike and the Works Council, and finally, entropy connects to an increasing 
- not manageable - disorder due to a series of developments applicable due to the 
unresolved Human Resources issues. 

Based on the above analysis it is clear that - political - power plays in many 
different forms a significant role in organizations and in the processes of 
sensemaking. A variety of aspects based on input originating from different 
scholars are applicable, often in an interwoven manner. 

The Role of Emotion in Sensemaking

Weick (1995) has been critiqued for not having discussed the role of emotions 
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in sensemaking in detail. Nevertheless, he does present some interesting ideas 
with regard to the role of emotions and how those can influence sensemaking. 
He propagates a physiological approach to emotion, and the physiological arousal 
related to emotion takes center stage in his explanation. He builds on Berscheid 
& Mandler’s work (1984, as described by Weick, 1995) and explains that arousal 
leads to emotion, which in turn shows that there is something to pay attention to, 
which leads to sensemaking. 

In the context of organizations, Weick (1995) also connects arousal and emotion 
to the concept of projects and interruptions in normal workflow (or “organized 
behavioral sequence”):

“An interruption to a flow typically induces an emotional response, which 
then paves the way for emotion to influence sensemaking. It is precisely 
because ongoing flows are subject to interruption that sensemaking is 
infused with feeling” (Weick, 1995, p. 45).

Weick (1995) also explains that in organizations, interruptions to the flow can lead 
to positive and negative emotions. Negative emotions surface “if an organized 
behavioral sequence is interrupted unexpectedly and it’s interpreted as harmful 
or detrimental” (Weick, 1995, p. 47). Positive emotions can be observed at the 
“sudden and unexpected removal of an interrupting stimulus” and when “events 
suddenly and unexpectedly accelerate the completion of a plan or a behavioral 
sequence” (Weick, 1995, p. 47).

Consequently, what Weick (1995) argues is that arousal and emotion influences 
sensemaking by drawing attention to things that should be made sense of. 
Furthermore, emotion does not only help to notice things, but also influences what 
sense we make of it, because “recall and retrospect tend to be mood congruent” 
(Weick, 1995, p. 49). When someone experiences an emotion, memories that are 
connected to the same emotions come to mind and serve as explanations to what 
is happening. However, according to Weick (1995): “The resulting attempt to use a 
feeling-based memory to solve a current cognitive puzzle may make sensemaking 
more difficult because it tries to mate two very different forms of evidence” (Weick, 
1995, p. 49).

Fineman (2008) covers a wide range of topics related to understanding emotion 
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at work. For this study, only two topics are highlighted: 1. Emotion and change, 
and 2. Emotion and downsizing. As mentioned in Chapter four, Fineman (2008) 
uses the term emotion for the display, and feeling for the subjective, private, 
experience. Emotions are socially constructed and heavily influenced by social 
conventions and the impressions we wish to convey to others. Emotions and 
feelings are usually short-term and related to a particular object or occurrence. 
Mike’s circumstances changed significantly during the course of the last two years. 
According to Mike, after two years (Moment C), it is the “right” moment to talk 
again about the affected period and to further analyze and discuss the process of 
sensegiving and sensemaking. Mike said: “I would not have been able to do this at 
an earlier stage due to all kinds of related feelings …”. This statement clearly shows 
that Mike had, and, till a certain extent, still has, deeply rooted emotions and 
feelings regarding the T-case; Mike lost his job and had to deal with some major 
disappointments affecting him deep down. 

During our last conversation, the second evaluation (Moment C), which went 
quite emotional and “rambling”, he clearly expressed his emotions based on his 
feelings, mainly by getting exited and raising his voice concerning certain topics. 
According to Fineman (2008), it is impossible to get to know the exact feelings of 
an individual due to the fact that they are the “subjective, private, experience”. The 
quotes below show examples of Mike’s utterances: 

“In a healthy family situation, which I luckily have, you discuss this and it 
helps … Just expressing disappointments and letdowns helps a lot …”. […] 
“My partner knows me really well, it feels trustful and without any risk. It did 
not bring me a lot, but I could get it all off my chest”.

And,

“I am much less naïve with people and think two steps forward now”, 
immediately to be followed by: “I am hardened”.

In case a change dislocates comfortable routines and threatens our identity, due 
to a strong identification with the job, strong feelings can arise. Many “losses” are 
regretted, especially those related to an erosion of one’s self-identity. This clearly 
happened to Mike as well:
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“For me, this period was very frustrating … I did not really understand what 
and why this was happening and I just could not believe my eyes … My 
appreciated and respected Carlux world was completely falling apart …”. 

And,

“This really hurt and impressed me deeply” […] “My integrity was fully 
damaged and broken”.

Investigation showed (Fineman, 2008) that effects of a major change unfold over 
time. Grieving is a psychological process of adjusting to a loss, moving through 
several stages: 1. Shock, 2. Numbness and denial, 3. Pining for what has been lost, 
4. Disorganization and despair, and finally 5. Acceptance and recovery. 

Mike also clearly experienced those consecutive, but partly iterative, phases. With 
regard to evaluating the conceptual framework Mike said:

“Especially the part about the psychological phases people are going through 
during a revitalization process was valuable to me … You clearly recognize 
the consecutive phases and it shows that it is a “normal” process most 
people go through, which strengthens your personal feeling and dignity, 
which gives you faith for the future …”.   

In my opinion, the quotes listed below are self-explanatory with regard to the 
explanation of the psychological recovery phases Mike went through:

“For me, this period was very frustrating … I did not really understand what 
and why this was happening and I just could not believe my eyes … My 
appreciated and respected Carlux world was completely falling apart …”. 
[…] “Now, looking back, I was in a denial phase … Consequently, it took 
me too long to realize what was going on and to react adequately to the 
circumstances, which was not supporting the company”. […] “It is the first 
time facing such an ambiguous, complex and uncertain situation … providing 
quite some insecurity for everybody involved … You get paralyzed, actually 
knowing you should take action …”. […] “Now, I see it differently; again, I 
was in a phase of denial and partly naïve …”.

And,
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“At certain times it was very confronting, emotional, frustrating and painful 
… but actually necessary and valuable to better and quicker understand the 
business context in which you work, to quickly fathom a situation in more 
detail and to (re)act adequately and quicker …”. 

According to Fineman (2008), it is of importance to create and establish an 
acceptable “balance” between company-interest and self-interest. When people 
feel uneasy, put upon, insecure or fearful, they are resisting by mobilizing their 
own power against other sources of power. Mike was extremely driven to support 
the revitalization process until the moment he realized that lost his job. This is 
the moment he “psychologically” left the Carlux organization, not resulting in 
a clear “resistance mode”, but in an “indifference mode”, not really supporting 
the revitalization process, which is according to me, a light and hidden form of 
resistance. Mike stated:

“It is the first time facing such an ambiguous, complex and uncertain 
situation … providing quite some insecurity for everybody involved … You 
get paralyzed, actually knowing you should take action …”.

And,

“Now, looking back, I was in a denial phase … Consequently, it took me 
too long to realize what was going on and to react adequately to the 
circumstances, which was not supporting the company”. 

In the beginning of the T-case, Mike was “one hundred percent convinced that a 
change was necessary”. Later on, it became clear that Mike would lose his job. 
Consequently, his orientation was moving from a company perspective towards job 
security. This also brought a change in his considerations; do I still spend all my 
time in the company or do I go home to enjoy my family? A change in behavior 
was noticed after it became clear that Mike had to find another external challenge:

“Later on, I looked at it more critically and realized that I still wanted to 
change, but not at all expense. It became more and more difficult … critics 
related to me were growing and growing. The necessity of a change was 
in the beginning of the period stimulated due to the possibility of losing my 
job. During the course of the last month I realized that my position was over. 
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I lost my job, consequently, I could not influence the process any more, and 
so I lost all my faith in a positive outcome”.

And, as Mike explained before: 

“At this stage, I knew I had to leave, so I thought someone should do it”.  

The previous is in line with what Fineman (2008) describes: 

“Resistance, therefore, is rooted in a) disturbance to the social relationships 
and moral/political order that binds a person to the organization, and b) the 
anxiety and uncertainty that change can bring to person’s sense of identity, 
security and self-worth” (Fineman, 2008, p. 126).

According to Mike’s experience, it is clear that the Automotive Carlux Group did 
not show any form of “understanding” and support with regard to his personal 
recovery process. This affected Mike significantly and stretched his recovery 
process:

“My management did not support me at all in this, actually, they 
continuously frustrated the process … Not once …, not once, someone asked 
something or talked to me about what happened … Simply like: How is it 
going?; Do you like your new job?; Can we support you with anything? … It 
would have been really helpful and significantly speeding time if I just had 
one or two conversations evaluating the old and new situation … Just to 
show a bit of interest and notion … No, I had to do it all on my own … Day 
and night it is on your mind”.

And,

“This additional occasion [the “destruction” of Mike’s Automotive Carlux 
Group image; confronting Mike with the unexpected letter, MP] very much 
delayed and frustrated my recovery process with regard to previous hurting 
experiences” […] “I was completely disconcerted in terms of their disrespectful 
approach strongly further eroding my Automotive Carlux Group feeling”.

A professional form of “emotional balancing” (Fineman, 2008), to avoid the 
organization sliding into paralysis or chaos, was not part of the revitalization 
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process, which did not effect Carlux NH in a positive sense. Now, in his new 
working environment, Mike is recovering:

“Now, I feel extremely satisfied that I went through this revitalization 
process, both from a business as from a psychological point of view. I 
learned a lot from it. At certain times it was very confronting, emotional, 
frustrating and painful … but actually necessary and valuable to better 
and quicker understand the business context in which you work, to quickly 
fathom a situation in more detail and to (re)act adequately and quicker …”. 

And,

“Those positive aspects [available in his new job, MP] are welcome and 
necessary and key to compensate and repair the negative experiences and 
feelings of the past”. 

Mike also indirectly experienced the “survivor syndrome”, seeing other employees 
struggling with the specific symptoms of it, and directly instigated and experienced 
the “holes” left in the organization’s formal and informal structure as people were 
removed from their posts. As Mike stated:

“Back to the conceptual framework, for me, it was also interesting to see 
with what kind of issues the survivors are dealing; the survivor syndrome, 
specifically the structural holes, the gap occurring in the remaining 
organization ... I have never thought about it that way …”. 

This leads to the motivational paradox of downsizing both for Mike as well as 
for the remaining employees; employees are asked to be creative, flexible and 
motivated to deliver more with less support, but at the same time those employees 
are in questionable social emotional conditions. 

In summary, all aspects of Fineman’s (2008) contribution with regard to emotions 
and feelings during change and downsizing processes are - directly or indirectly 
- experienced by Mike and other employees during the T-case. Based on my own 
experience, I consider Foreman’s (2008) contribution as extremely useful.
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5.4  Conclusions

The T-case provides an example of intended organizational change or 
revitalization; a mix of a design and a development approach. During the course 
of a large-scale macro-economic recession, Carlux NH, an automotive company, 
experienced severe decline. This decline was fought intensively during the four 
months that I spent in the organization in the triple role of Coach, Consultant and 
Researcher. The close access that was provided during these four months and an 
opportunity to conduct follow-up interviews allowed examining how organizational 
members coped with revitalization, especially focusing on their sensegiving and 
sensemaking and processes.

A social constructivism approach was taken towards studying this case. The 
assumptions were that meanings are not fixed, but they are changing and are 
negotiated socially in a specific context, and consequently, the representation 
of reality is different for each individual. In the context of organizational change 
ambiguity and uncertainty grows, and the organizational context and one’s role 
within the organization has to be re-interpreted continuously. It is especially 
interesting to investigate how an organizational member arrives to new meanings 
and what those meanings are. 

Weick’s (1995) approach provides a solid basis for examining the process through 
which people make sense of changes in organizations. He described his own 
insights as a “set of ideas with explanatory purposes” (Weick, 1995, p. xi), which 
is essentially a conceptual framework that explores the nature of sensemaking. 
Even though much research has been done on sensemaking in organizations since 
the publication of Weick’s (1995) work, and scholars have proposed numerous 
additions to his framework, Weick’s seven properties of sensemaking are still highly 
valued by the research community. The seven properties have been used as a 
starting point for this research and also constituted the backbone of the analysis. 
Weick’s (1995) ideas were complemented with the examination of some aspects 
of sensemaking not included in his framework or Weick (1995) does not elaborate 
on extensively, namely, the possibility of prospective sensemaking, the role of the 
local-social-historical context, types of problems and contextual complexity, political 
power, moreover inequality in interaction, and emotion in sensemaking. 
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The seven properties proved to be a useful framework to examine the process 
of sensemaking of the Managing Director of Carlux NH in the context of a 
revitalization effort. Mike’s sensemaking clearly showed that sensemaking is 
grounded in identity construction and that who he is exerts an influence of how 
he interprets his surroundings. It also seems apparent that different “selves” are 
of importance and that the sense that is made depends on which self is chosen 
and activated. With regard to the second property, which states that sensemaking 
is retrospective, I concluded that Weick’s (1995) definition of “present” and 
“past” make sensemaking retrospective by definition. It was possible to observe 
the retrospectiveness of Mike’s sensemaking directly when he interpreted earlier 
events from the perspective of looking back later. These occasions showed that 
the “sense” what one attaches to an object can change over time. Indeed, this 
also shows that sensemaking does not have to stop; it is ongoing, as Weick 
(1995) claims in his fifth property. In Mike’s case, it seemed that his sensemaking 
continued well after a critical event, when he attached much importance to it, but 
also when something - such as new information or a new point of view - put the 
object of his sensemaking into a different perspective. Note, however, that new 
information is not a necessary condition for continued sensemaking. Weick (1995) 
says that a change in values or preferences is also enough and it was possible to 
spot such examples in Mike’s sensemaking, as well. One of the central themes in 
Weick’s (1995) work and one of the properties that he defined for sensemaking is 
that sensemaking is social. The social nature of sensemaking is inherent from a 
social constructionist point of view. The T-case showed how Mike’s communication 
with his colleagues and the Coach and Consultant affected the meanings that he 
came to. It was also apparent that direct communication can be replaced with 
texts, which influenced him similarly through conveying ideas of other people. 
Furthermore, the audience that one tells about his conclusions (in this case, this is 
the writer in his triple role as Coach, Consultant and Researcher), has importance, 
and adds to the social nature of sensemaking. Mike’s sensemaking demonstrated 
that sensemaking does not happen in a vacuum and is not a solitary activity in 
that it is influenced by the presence of others. Weick (1995) also argues that 
sensemaking is enactive of sensible environments. Having taken a close look at the 
concept of enactment and the T-case data, it is possible to conclude that, indeed, 
the actor and the environment influence each other through actions and the lack 
thereof, creating future limitations and opportunities at the same time within the 
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environment that the actor can act in, thereby influencing the actor’s sensemaking. 
For example, Mike failed to solve the outstanding Human Resources issues and 
this later proved to be a major limitation that he had to face. This also became 
a central theme in his sensemaking. But what makes sensemaking happen in a 
certain environment, where people face plenty of stimuli? Weick (1995) contends 
that sensemaking is focused on and by extracted cues. Cues are connected to 
frames. As cues are present moments of experience, frames are past moments of 
socialization, i.e. cultural background and important experiences. Clear examples 
of frames are Mike’s three “critical moments of truth”. It is the cues, which get 
noticed and to which the individual attaches a more encompassing meaning, 
which ultimately effects how the situation is made sense of. Cues are therefore 
essential features of sensemaking, which determine what we make sense of and 
how. It is also fascinating to see how much information is needed in order to make 
sense of something. Weick (1995) suggests that people can make sense based on 
limited information and an inaccurate representation of reality. His last property of 
sensemaking states that sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. 
It has already been discussed in this chapter that it is difficult to think in terms of 
an “accurate representation of reality” from a social constructionist point of view. 
Nevertheless, it is relatively easy to spot examples in Mike’s sensemaking when he 
was not aware of important developments within the organization and he made 
sense accordingly. It seems that a “good story” or a plausible account is enough to 
create meaning in a way that is coherent and emotionally attractive.   

As stated before, I believe that Weick’s (1995) account of sensemaking provides 
a good basis for studying sensemaking processes in organizations. However, his 
framework lacks coherence in certain aspects and there are a number of points 
that are worth reflection. 

First, let us return to the question of “accurate representation” of reality. Through 
defining the seventh property of sensemaking, Weick (1995) makes accuracy 
- a notion that is hard to grasp from a social constructionist point of view - a 
central theme. How can something be accurately represented if reality is socially 
negotiated and ongoing? Even Weick (1995) contends that stimulus constancy 
does not exist in organizations and that “the criterion of accuracy makes more 
sense when investigators study object perception rather than interpersonal 
perception”, (Weick, 1995, p. 58). If accuracy cannot be understood in terms of 
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interpersonal perception - which is basically the central topic of organizational 
sensemaking - simply because accuracy as such does not exist in this context, then 
Weick (1995) ignores his own assumptions when he deals with accuracy at all. 

Second, I have already touched upon Weick’s (1995) notion of retrospectiveness. 
Weick has a very “strict” definition of present, which makes sensemaking 
retrospective by definition, as opposed to something that is oriented toward the 
present: if the present is only a fragment of a moment, then the speed of neural 
activity does not allow for reflecting on the present, because the present has 
already passed. However, this contradicts our everyday perception of being able to 
reflect on current happenings, exactly because our perception of present is “wider” 
than that of Weick’s. Weick (1995) explains that people pick certain milestones 
out of a continuous flow of events around us (based on cues) to delimit certain 
happenings around us, which we can consider as an event. To give a very simple 
example, I can spend some time drinking a glass of wine, and in my perception 
of what the present is (the time while I drink my glass of wine), I can reflect on 
the taste of the wine, which is based on my current perceptions. Weick (1995) 
would in this case argue that I sensed the taste of the wine before I decided 
whether I liked the taste or not, but in my opinion, I am still in the present of the 
activity of drinking, when I contemplate about it. Therefore, I feel that a more 
liberal treatment of the concepts of time and present would be more appropriate 
and more coherent with our everyday experience. Yanow (2009) seems to share 
this notion, as her idea of reflection-in-action is also built on the idea that while 
one is doing something, one has the ability to reflect on it - in the present. As a 
result, if the definition of present is extended onto a sequence of actions, then the 
object of sensemaking can be the present, and sensemaking does not have to be 
retrospective. 

Weick (1995) does not elaborate on a number of issues that other authors see 
as crucial in influencing sensemaking, such as the possibility of prospective 
sensemaking and the role of the local-social-historical context, types of problems 
and contextual complexity, - political - power and emotion in sensemaking. The 
analysis included these topics in order to be able to provide a more complete 
picture of sensemaking during revitalization. 

Weick’s definitions (1995) do not allow the possibility of prospective sensemaking 
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and he argues that even when we imagine a future state, we make sense of it 
retrospectively. Gioia & Mehra (1996) think, however, that it is possible to make 
sense for the future simply by imagining a desirable future state. The differences 
in these authors’ points of view are based on differences in definitions (Weick’s 
strict attitude toward understanding time plays a role here as well) and even Gioia 
& Mehra (1996) admit that they might not really be talking about the exact same 
thing as Weick (1995). Nevertheless, considering how we imagine and understand 
the future - whether we call that prospective sensemaking or not - seems to be 
useful and a worthwhile venture. In the T-case, many examples showed that Mike 
imagined a possible future, or at least made assumptions about it. He thought 
that the revitalization project would have a positive outcome, which helped to 
motivate him to work toward that, and when the outcome turned out to affect 
him personally negatively, his motivation decreased dramatically. He also projects 
that what he learnt during the revitalization project, would help him in the future. 
Future research may be able to shed light on how imagining a possible future is 
connected to motivation and the maintenance of a positive self-image.   

Van Londen & De Ruijter (2001) draw attention to the complexity of constructing 
identity and the importance of a specific context. Also, Hosking’s (2004) work 
provides a useful framework to evaluate the role of context in sensemaking. Even 
though Weick (1995) also considers certain aspects of the context, namely that 
sensemaking is enactive of sensible environments and that sensemaking is social, 
Hosking’s (2004) contribution is important, because she describes the effects of the 
local-social-historical context in detail and she emphasizes the inherent connection 
between these topics. The conversations with Mike showed that each of these three 
aspects of the context were vital in his sensemaking. Carlux Nederland B.V., the 
Carlux Automotive Group, Carlux NH, and the Works Council and Union forming the 
social context influenced Mike’s sensemaking significantly and are connected to his 
three “critical moments of truth”. The local context of Carlux NH in the Northern 
part of the country was often a source of frustration for Mike due to his different 
background and he could not fully get accustomed to the local culture. Finally, it is 
also possible to observe the historical aspect of sensemaking, as Mike was very much 
used to being accepted in the Carlux organization and he was not able to handle well 
that management changed and started to treat him differently, perceived as unfair. 

The role of types of problems and contextual complexity was also investigated 
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with relation to Mike’s sensemaking. Weick (1995) does not elaborate on whether 
certain problems and/or contextual complexity are made sense of differently from 
others. It seems that according to him, the complexity of a certain issue does 
not affect sensemaking, or at least Weick (1995) does not find this issue valuable 
enough to discuss it. In the T-case, Mike seemed to have lost control due to the 
excessively ambiguous situation that he found himself in. He experienced situations 
as wicked and this influenced the meanings he attached to them. He certainly 
needed external support to cope with the circumstances due to a high level of 
ambiguity and complexity. Even though the T-case can be seen to have provided 
an un-ordered complex relationship within the environment, calling it chaos (Kurtz 
& Snowden, 2003) might not be too much of an overstatement. Had the level of 
ambiguity and complexity been lower and have less contradictory interpretations 
been possible, Mike probably might have been able to deal with the situation 
alone. However, due to the high level of complexity, resulting in ambiguity and 
uncertainty, the support of the Coach and Consultant was needed to steer his 
interpretations into a “healthy” direction. 

Even though Weick (1995) attaches much importance to the social context of 
sensemaking, he does not explicitly discuss the relation of - political - power to 
sensemaking. It is possible to see power as just one of the determinants of the 
nature of social relationships. Nevertheless, it seems to be a significant one. 
Scholars interested in social constructivism often neglect political power in social 
interaction; an inequality in interaction is valid and should be appreciated. As 
Crozier & Friedberg (1980) state: “Power relationships are reciprocal, but unequal”. 
Several authors, such as Crozier & Friedberg (1980), Quinn (1980), Morgan (1986), 
De Ruijter (2000), and De Heer (2009), conceptualize organizations as political 
arenas, in which groups of people struggle to maintain or improve their position. 
Consequently, change is a result of conflicts, discussions, and power games, not 
controllable by one individual or group. It is clear that, based on the three critical 
moments of truth strongly influencing Mike’s process of sensemaking, political 
power played an important role. A variety of power related aspects based on 
input originating from different scholars are applicable; often in an interwoven 
manner not being able to sharply distinguish cause and effect. As a result, an un-
ordered domain of chaos exists where a visible relationship between cause and 
effect does not exist, the system is turbulent and limited time for investigation is 



277

Analysis & Discussion

available (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003). This kind of political power context is a pure 
form of wickedness, where dynamic, social and emerging complexity is interwoven 
(Scharmer, 2010). 

Sensemaking also seems to be inherently connected to emotion. Weick (1995) has 
a biological-physiological explanation to how sensemaking and emotion are related, 
and sees the role of emotion especially important in initiating a sensemaking 
process. It seems logical that the relationship between emotions and sensemaking 
has to be taken seriously, especially based on the findings of the T-case, where 
Mike experienced intensive emotional reactions during the organizational 
revitalization period, including feelings of anxiety, desperation, grief, and sadness 
(Fineman, 2008). I believe that I have shown enough evidence to support the 
notion that emotion and sensemaking are intrinsically connected. It is interesting 
to think about whether it is our emotion that colors our sensemaking or whether it 
is our sensemaking that leads to emotional responses. Because the temporal order 
of sensemaking and the emotional responses are not recorded, this is impossible 
to tell. Also, one can contemplate whether it would even be possible to determine 
such order, because if one believes that sensemaking is an ongoing process, 
starting and ending points of sensemaking are difficult to conceptualize. Future 
research might shed light on how these processes are connected.

It turned out that all additional aspects covered in this section are valuable with 
regard to further refining Weick’s (1995) conceptualization. Every single aspect 
is required to better understand a process of sensemaking during organizational 
revitalization.

5.5 Practical Implications

While the T-case provided extensive insight into how sensemaking takes place 
during organizational revitalization, it also provides several lessons about how 
dramatic change should be handled in organizations. Needless to say that dramatic 
change should be avoided at any time by providing professional management and/
or leadership112. The following five suggestions will support a revitalization process 

112   My view on professional management and leadership is briefly described in the Foreword. 
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for both employee and organization.

First, by providing a conceptual framework covering relevant topics with regard 
to “actual” or “to be expected” issues, in this case for example revitalization and 
decline, organizational change aspects and concepts, and High Performance 
Organizations. This will help employees understand what is going on in 
“themselves”, the organization and its environment113. In fact, this is an effort of 
sensegiving with the aim to positively influence the interaction between employee 
and organization. As a result, the employee will better understand economical, 
psychological and sociological aspects and their interwoven interactions. Even 
though sensegiving can be used to influence - political - activity in an organization 
or to build support, sensegiving can also be used to avoid pathological thoughts 
of worthlessness or hopelessness in the organization. Mike, for example, found 
it very valuable that the Consultant shared some concepts and theories about 
revitalization and decline, organizational change aspects and concepts, and High 
Performance Organizations. For example, as soon as Mike understood that the 
emotional reactions that he was experiencing were normal and that other people 
react similarly, he started to feel normal. The first lesson is to support employees 
to cope with the changes by giving them a conceptual framework that they can 
relate to, moreover, adjusted to their specific level, relatively practical, and aligned 
with daily business.

Second, better understanding economical, psychological and sociological aspects 
and their interwoven interactions provides a basis for reducing ambiguity and 
uncertainty, or in Weick’s (1995) vocabulary reducing equivocality. Dealing with 
organizational change and downsizing dislocates comfortable routines and 
threatens our identity. Consequently, undesired emotions and feelings arise. 
During intense change, people experience a variety of feelings, most of which 
are perceived in a negative manner, which will not benefit either employee or 
organization. It is important to take into consideration that revitalization takes 

113   In this respect, it is interesting to refer to the analogy with The Sociological Imagina-
tion (Mills, 1959). Mills (1959) believed that a person needs to have an understanding of 
the history of their society to understand the society, and themselves in it, and through this 
determine what their moral values are: “What they need, and they feel they need, is a qual-
ity of mind that will help them to use information and to develop reason in order to achieve 
lucid summations of what is going on in the world and of what may be happening within 
themselves” (Mills, 1959, p. 5).
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time; I refer to the described psychological process steps employees go through, 
such as mazeway resyntheses and the new steady state. Moreover, individuals 
need time to be able to cope with the changes. Mike’s case showed that he needed 
a long time to understand what was going on around him, and to cope with the 
changes. In fact, he is still dealing with some of the things that happened during 
the time of the revitalization. The second lesson is to provide sufficient support and 
time to people to understand and adjust to the change, especially with regard to 
personal implications.

Third, an honest and open management style allows one to remain fair and 
respectful in difficult situations. Postponing or withholding information, even when 
painful, is not the best strategy to choose in difficult periods. Employees appreciate 
and value an open attitude and up to date and timely information helps them to 
prepare for - and to support - the next decisions or steps in a change process, 
even when those decisions or steps are perceived indifferently or in a negative 
manner. A decent explanation with regard to the “why” of the intended change and 
a noteworthy involvement in determining the “how” of the intended change will 
sort results. Besides the fact that this open and respectful approach, from person 
to person, should be, at least in my opinion, a basic rationale, it will contribute 
in decreasing the level of resistance to change. The T-case clearly showed that 
disrespectful behavior and not providing decent and timely information were 
the main reasons for Mike’s critical moments of truth significantly influencing his 
sensemaking. The third lesson is to manage and lead with a fair, honest, open, and 
respectful attitude and to share actual and “to be expected” information in a timely 
manner. 

Fourth, reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action should be a “daily practice”. 
Stopping for a moment and reflecting on what is happening or what happened 
in detail can lead to important insights. Awareness plays an important role in 
this case. Is it the awareness that stimulates personal development or is it 
personal development that stimulates awareness? Even though the Consultant 
supported this in the T-case, the help of an outsider is not per definition 
necessary if organizational members understand the value and take time from 
their regular activities to reflect. Managers and leaders should have a good 
economical, psychological, sociological, and technical understanding of the 
situation they operate in and the potential consequences of their personal and 
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group actions. Of course, this suggestion is highly dependent on the ability and 
willingness of managers and leaders to learn. The openness toward learning 
and self-development has to be strengthened, if required. As we have seen in 
the conceptual framework, learning opportunities can surface anxieties related 
to shame of not being able to learn new skills or new ways, when others can. 
Opening yourself in front of other people seems to be an interesting challenge for 
the average manager or leader. However, in the end, this approach will support 
the creation of more “selves”. The T-case provides a number of examples where 
using reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action techniques increased the level 
of understanding with regard to personal and group dynamics. Consequently, the 
fourth lesson is to stop and reflect at times and to be open to new insights.

Fifth, the T-case showed that seeking interaction between praxis and theory 
was well appreciated by employees and Management Team. Combining “lived 
experience” and “collaborative knowledge” by discussing or dialoging goals and 
targets and relevant topics developed both individuals and the group. As long 
as theoretical topics are related to “daily” issues and are “transferred” in an 
understandable manner, adjusted to the audience, this type of Action Research 
provides a decent basis for personal and group development. During the T-case it 
was interesting to experience that most relatively practical oriented members of 
the group really enjoyed discussing “theoretical” topics. For example, discussing 
the content of the article “Towards More User-Centric OD: Lessons From the Field 
of Experience-Based Design and a Case Study” (Bate & Robert, 2007), followed by 
a presentation given by a Carlux customer clearly providing “his” experiences with 
the Carlux organization, gave a good learning experience for all people involved 
and was well appreciated. As a result, the fifth lesson is to implement a form 
of Action Research and to use this for improving “content” as well as “process” 
related topics and skills, respectively economical and business background, and 
psychological and sociological dynamics. 

5.6 Research Recommendations - A Plea for an Integrative 
Perspective

From a theoretical point of view, the goal of this study was to examine the 
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sensemaking processes of one individual during a period of revitalization. In the 
previous section, an attempt was made to reconcile the results with previous 
findings and theory, and to draw conclusions about what a coherent theoretical 
framework should be like. Based on the conclusions, there is plenty of opportunity 
for future research to further uncover the processes of sensemaking. Besides a 
plea for an integrative perspective on sensemaking I will suggest five areas for 
future research.

Based on the previous discussion, it became clear that Weick’s (1995) 
conceptualization provided a good basis describing a process of sensemaking, 
but it still has some imperfections to understand such a process in a complex 
organizational context, as applicable in this study. Weick’s (1995) definitions are 
too strict and his concept of sensemaking could also be broadened. An example 
of strictness is his definition of sensemaking in the present, as opposed to 
retrospective sensemaking, and prospective sensemaking. As a result, additional 
views and additions are required to further improve, refine and complete his 
conceptualization. In this study, additions are found in the fields of organizational 
sensemaking, the micro-macro problem in social theory, a social plurality 
perspective with regard to interaction, (un)conscious and prospective sensemaking, 
the importance of a specific context, types of problems and contextual complexity 
in which an individual and organization interact, inequality in interaction related 
to political power, and emotion. In my opinion it is important to integrate those 
and possible other valuable contributions coming from other scholars into one 
integrative sensemaking perspective. This integrative perspective will support us 
in understanding better how people arrive to their meanings, and also importantly, 
how an organizational environment should be created or “designed” to fully 
support employees in their psychological and social being, being able to learn and 
develop as an individual and as an organization to become best in class, or even to 
perform on the level of a High Performance Organization, as defined by De Waal 
(2007).

Actually, I am surprised about the fact that I could not find an integrative approach 
with regard to sensemaking, covering the above-mentioned subjects or even 
more. During the course of the last years, my personal interest in this field has 
been - further - awakened in specific areas. Not overseeing those areas in detail, 
they possibly need further focus and research with the aim to further complete our 
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understanding with regard to sensemaking. Those areas in random order are:

•	 The interaction between sensegiving and sensemaking, a topic that seems 
to be neglected in scientific research. This study focused on sensemaking 
as “opposed” to sensegiving. The scope of the study was limited in order 
to be able to go into detail in one topic instead of picking at the surface of 
two or more. Nevertheless, that does not mean that sensegiving should be 
considered as an issue of secondary importance. Instead, I would like to 
acknowledge its importance as complementary process of sensemaking, 
which are deeply interwoven. It would be of value to further investigate 
how cycles of sensegiving and sensemaking interact in revitalizing 
organizations and how power has an effect on this. Future focus should 
be more on the connection between sensegiving and sensemaking. Is 
sensegiving in terms of aim and/or psychological process a “reversed” 
version of sensemaking or are other characteristics attached? Is it possible 
to create or “design” an ideal organizational environment to fully support 
employees in their psychological and social process of sensegiving and 
sensemaking, as suggested before?

•	 The relation between emotion and sensemaking has also not been fully 
uncovered. As mentioned earlier, it is difficult to investigate how emotion 
and sensemaking are connected, but at least the psychological aspects 
of organizational change could be further scrutinized. As Mike’s example 
showed, individuals experience turbulent emotions and feelings during 
periods of dramatic change, which are important to discover, also to be 
able to support employees and managers or leaders to cope with the 
difficulties of revitalization. Is it our emotion that colors our sensemaking 
or is it our sensemaking that leads to emotional responses? During the 
evaluation sessions (Moment B and C) Mike expressed emotions in several 
forms, clearly impacting his non-verbal communication and vocabulary. 
A better insight in the order and characteristics of the relation between 
emotion and sensemaking will enhance our ability to handle this in a 
professional manner.

•	 The relation between prospective sensemaking and motivation and/or 
self-enhancement has also not been fully uncovered. How is imagining a 
positive future - prospective sensemaking - connected to motivation and 
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self-enhancement? This topic could shed a light on how to imagine a future 
perspective for employees and managers or leaders in order to optimize 
motivation and self-enhancement.

•	 As mentioned, experience has taught that scientific research is often 
“normative, fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned”. As shown in this study, 
this is also the case with regard to the main topics discussed in this study: 
revitalization and decline, organizational change aspects and concepts, 
and High Performance Organizations. Like the plea for developing an 
integrative perspective with regard to sensemaking, an integrative 
perspective with regard to “organizational change” should be developed in 
order to better recognize and understand the specific characteristics and 
the connection between those characteristics. In the T-case, this turned 
out to be really valuable.
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This thesis is about sensemaking during organizational change, more specifically, 
a revitalization process under pressure. Organizational change by itself seems to 
be difficult due to a variety of aspects involved and the availability of normative, 
fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned change concepts. Approximately 70 percent 
of all change projects fail due to poor (strategic and operational) preparation, poor 
operational execution of change activities and finally, a lack of follow up on change 
activities. As a result, change projects are often over budget, are accomplished 
too late, are not effective in the end, and/or have undesirable psychological and 
social side effects. Consequently, employees usually have to deal with symptoms of 
burnout, de-motivation, dissatisfaction, emotion, pressure, stress, over-utilization, 
and under-utilization, impacting the organization in a negative manner in the short 
and medium term. Scholars interested in organizational change emphasize the 
importance of sensemaking before, during and after a change process.

During the course of the last decades, scholars investigated several interesting 
subjects with regard to “organizational change”, varying on a wide continuum. This 
continuum varies from extremely “rational-economical”, content related topics, 
such as strategy, structure and systems to extremely “social-emotional”, process 
related topics, such as individual or group behavior, teambuilding, and sensegiving 
and sensemaking. The investigation of a specific topic always occurs in a specific 
context, based on a specific research methodology, which, of course, influences the 
outcome. After studying four “independent” organizational change related topics 
during the course of the last years, the conclusion of scientific research often being 
“normative, fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned”, is in general applicable for 
three out of four topics discussed in this study. The four main topics discussed in 
this study are: 1. Organizational sensegiving and sensemaking, the leading theme 
in this study, 2. Revitalization and decline, 3. Organizational change aspects and 
concepts, and 4. High Performance Organizations (HPOs). The theory concerning 
the first topic is developed in a relatively aligned manner “upon an around” Weick’s 
(1995) conceptualization. The latter three topics are supportive in this study. In my 
conviction, based on my experience and knowledge, sensegiving and sensemaking 
is the quintessence of - organizational - change. Moreover, without a change in 
sensemaking, no change in behavior is anticipated.

Recent examples of revitalization under pressure related to the above mentioned 
four connected and interwoven topics are available in the automotive industry, but 
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researchers scarcely get access to such cases. In terms of access for research, the 
study is based on the exclusive opportunity to investigate such a situation in detail 
and in a longitudinal manner. 

The automotive industry is one of many industries that have been facing a 
significant decline during the course of the last few years. Due to the macro-
economic recession, starting by the end of 2008, the automotive industry failed to 
continue an increase of car sales, which had a major impact on operational and 
financial results. One of the established brand names in the automotive industry 
is Carlux114, represented in the Netherlands by over 100 dealers, partly owned by 
Carlux Nederland B.V. and partly owned by franchise dealers.

The Automotive Carlux Group is one of the Carlux franchise dealers and, besides 
other automotive activities, representing seven Carlux locations, of which two are 
located in the North-West of the Netherlands, named Carlux Noord-Holland, in brief 
Carlux NH. Those two locations are providing the context of investigation for this 
thesis. To be able to survive, it is necessary to significantly improve operational 
and financial performance in the short term. The idea for Carlux NH is to realize 
a “metamorphosis” within a relatively short period. Due to an extremely high 
internal and external pressure, this period is only four months. This single case 
study provides an example of intended revitalization as a mix of a design and 
a development approach. The main purpose of this revitalization is to become 
“best in class”. Hereto, all operational and social processes, including systems 
and documents, are reviewed in detail and (re)defined to the highest standards. 
In addition, mainly to better understand internal and external organizational 
dynamics, four “learning” goals are given for management. Those learning 
goals are related to the four aforementioned main topics of this study in terms 
of better understanding a related conceptual framework of those topics. In 
summary, this study has two main focus points: 1. The investigation of the process 
of sensemaking in a complex revitalization context, and 2. Providing a broad 
conceptual framework covering the phases that individuals and organizations go 
through during a process of revitalization. The first focus point and the related 
learning goal provide the basis for the research question. In order to investigate 

114   This thesis is depersonalized for reasons of confidentiality. The brand name, company 
names and names of persons are fictive. “Carlux” is a combination of “Car” and “luxurious”, 
due to its real position in a luxurious market segment.   
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this process of sensemaking for the Managing Director of Carlux NH, Mike, 
the following research question has been defined: How does Mike deal with 
revitalization under pressure?

To be able to investigate this process, a longitudinal research approach has been 
applied, which is mainly based on Yin (2009): “studying the same single case 
at two or more points in time” (Yin, 2009, p. 49). Based on three “moments of 
truth”, covering a period of two years, a process of sensemaking is inscribed 
for the Managing Director of Carlux NH. Input regarding employees’ view of the 
organization, other members of the organization and the project was received 
three times during the course of the past two years. Data were collected using 
questionnaires and unstructured interviews at three different moments with three 
different groups of individuals: all employees at Moment A, the Management 
Team at Moment B, and the Managing Director, Mike, at Moment C. The results 
of the investigation were presented in two larger sections: the first summarized 
the findings of Moments A and B, and the second focused on the outcomes of the 
final interview with Mike, Moment C. Every consecutive moment delimitates the 
next level from the previous one and “zooms in” with regard to the number of 
people involved. In other words, every single moment deals with a different group 
of employees, starting with all employees (forty-one persons), followed by the 
Management Team (six persons), as part of all employees, and finally followed by 
the Managing Director (one person), as part of the Management Team. The aims 
are: 1. To understand how - and based on which “categories” of the specific local-
social-historical context, applicable in this revitalization process - the Managing 
Director came to his meanings, and 2. To understand which “critical” moments 
of truth, if there are any, are identifiable significantly impacting his process of 
sensemaking. 

In terms of conceptual framework, I consider the approach for this study as 
part of social constructivism. A limited introduction is given with regard to social 
constructivism, mainly based on Berger & Luckmann (1966), Giddens (1984), and 
Chia (1996). In terms of conceptual framework, the quintessence of the process of 
sensemaking in this study is based on the conceptualization of Weick (1995). Weick 
(1995) was interested in the ways individuals are able to handle an unacceptable 
level of ambiguity and uncertainty in their life and use sensemaking to reduce 
equivocality. His theory emphasizes the role of social interaction, and the seven 
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properties of sensemaking defined by him (grounded in identity construction, 
retrospective, enactive of sensible environments, social, ongoing, focus on 
extracted cues and driven by plausibility rather than accuracy) laid down the basis 
for further theorists’ ideas. Although Weick’s (1995) conceptualization offers an 
adequate basis, it still has some imperfections to support this study. As a result, 
additional views are required to further refine Weick’s (1995) conceptualization. 
The “missing” micro-macro problem, a social plurality perspective, (un)conscious 
and prospective sensemaking and emotions, and the importance of a specific 
context are covered. In addition, several types of problems and contextual 
complexity in which an individual and organization interact are described. Weick’s 
(1995) conceptualization is further completed and refined by describing the 
importance of “inequality” in interaction, related to a difference in - political - 
power. Finally, an introduction with regard to emotion during organizational change 
and downsizing is given. A longitudinal perspective with regard to organizational 
sensemaking - the sequential and reciprocal cycle of sensemaking and sensegiving 
closes the list of additions. It turned out that all additional perspectives are 
valuable in refining Weick’s (1995) conceptualization.

The second focus point and the related three learning goals are supportive 
and considered as part of the organizational revitalization context in which the 
process of sensemaking takes place. The study provides, besides a conceptual 
framework about a process of sensegiving and sensemaking, the leading theme 
in this study, a relatively broad conceptual framework with regard to the outlined 
process of revitalization, covering the following three subjects: 1. Revitalization and 
decline, 2. Organizational change aspects and concepts, and 3. High Performance 
Organizations. This is to better understand the context in which the process of 
sensemaking takes place. 

With regard to revitalization, a variety of perspectives is investigated and 
provides interesting insights. All revitalization approaches employ different angles 
or perspectives and are established in a different context and period of time. 
Nevertheless, all of them related to psychological and organizational phases 
with regard to revitalization are more or less about understanding, preparing, 
supporting and after caring the psychodynamics of individuals during a complex 
change process. This is applicable for the “contaminated” ones, the “survivors”, 
as well as management, each of them dealing with specific anxieties, emotions, 
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perceptions, primitive fantasies and ambiguity and uncertainty. 

The investigated change aspects and concepts turned out to be quite different 
in terms of approach, aggregation level and focus points. Consequently, the 
concepts are ad hoc, normative, fragmented, and not aligned. Organizations 
requiring revitalization are definitely in one or another way “out of balance” and 
current available organizational change concepts seem to be “out of balance” too. 
As a result, the available change concepts are not able to support revitalization 
processes adequately. It is interesting to see that only a part of the concepts 
are more or less explicitly dealing with sensegiving and sensemaking. A specific 
well thought-out change approach, including aspects related to sensegiving 
and sensemaking, should support a revitalization process to become a “better” 
organization and also reducing undesired side effects at the same time.

Finally, investigations with regard to becoming or remaining an HPO are 
quite different in terms of approach and focus, as well. As a result, different 
characteristics, sometimes even opposite, and not aligned definitions with regard 
to HPOs are provided. Nevertheless, the quintessence of an HPO is clear; the High 
Performance Organization should clearly perform “above average” compared to 
competition or comparable organizations during a longer period in time on “all” 
relevant aspects. Due to the high time pressure, in this case, a more suitable 
definition of a HPO is: “High Performance Teams are simply those teams that 
achieve a quantum leap in business results in less than a year - in all key success 
dimensions” (Hanlan, 2004).

The study contains several specific characteristics related to five different, more 
or less consecutive, but at the same time iterative, “phases” of revitalization 
connected by an inscription of a process of sensemaking. Examples of those 
characteristic are providing, besides a conceptual framework about a process of 
sensegiving and sensemaking, the leading theme in this study, a relative broard 
conceptual framework with regard to the outlined process of organizational change 
covering revitalization and decline, organizational change aspects and concepts, 
and High performance Organizations, the application of a type of Action Research 
combining praxis and theory, the triple role of the Researcher, acting as Coach 
and Consultant at the same time, a longitudinal research approach in a non 
classical sense as described above, and a combination of an anthropological and a 
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psychological research methodology.  

While the Carlux NH case provides extensive insight into how sensemaking takes 
place during organizational revitalization, it also provides several lessons about how 
dramatic change should be handled in organizations. Needless to say that dramatic 
change should be avoided at any time by providing professional management and/
or leadership. The following five suggestions will support a revitalization process 
for both employee and organization. The first lesson is to support employees to 
cope with the changes by giving them a conceptual framework that they can relate 
to and which is, moreover, relatively practical and aligned with daily business. The 
second lesson is to provide sufficient support and time to people to understand 
and adjust to the change, especially with regard to personal implications. The third 
lesson is to manage and lead with a fair, honest, open, and respectful attitude and 
to share actual and “to be expected” information in a timely manner. The fourth 
lesson is to stop and reflect at times on actions and behavior and to be open to 
new insights. Finally, the fifth lesson is to implement a form of Action Research 
and to use this for improving “content” as well as “process” related topics and 
skills, respectively an economical and business background, and psychological and 
sociological dynamics. 

From a theoretical point of view, the goal of this study was to examine the 
sensemaking processes of one individual during a period of revitalization. Besides 
a plea for an integrative perspective on sensemaking, I suggest the following 
four areas for future research as well. Those areas in random order are: 1. The 
interaction between sensegiving and sensemaking; 2. The relation between 
emotion and sensemaking: is it our emotion that colors our sensemaking or is 
it our sensemaking that leads to emotional responses?, 3. The relation between 
prospective sensemaking and motivation and/or self-enhancement, and 4. As 
mentioned, experience has taught that scientific research is often “normative, 
fragmented, ad hoc, and not aligned”. As shown in this study, this is also the case 
with regard to most main topics discussed in this study: revitalization and decline, 
organizational change aspects and concepts, and High Performance Organizations. 
Like the plea for developing an integrative perspective with regard to sensemaking, 
an integrative perspective with regard to “organizational change” should be 
developed in order to better recognize and understand the specific characteristics 
and the connection between those characteristics.
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Dit proefschrift gaat over sensemaking115 tijdens organisatieverandering, en 
meer specifiek, een revitaliseringsproces onder druk. Organisatieverandering op 
zichzelf lijkt moeilijk te zijn als gevolg van een veelvoud aan aspecten die hierbij 
betrokken zijn en de beschikbaarheid van normatieve, gefragmenteerde, ad hoc 
en niet op elkaar afgestemde veranderconcepten. Ongeveer 70 procent van alle 
veranderprojecten mislukt als gevolg van een slechte strategische en operationele 
voorbereiding, een slechte operationele uitvoering van de veranderactiviteiten 
en door het gebrek aan opvolging van veranderactiviteiten. Het resultaat is 
dat veranderprojecten vaak boven hun begroting uitkomen, te laat worden 
gerealiseerd, uiteindelijk niet effectief zijn en/of ongewenste psychologische en 
sociale neveneffecten hebben. Als gevolg daarvan moeten medewerkers vaak 
omgaan met symptomen van burn-out, demotivatie, ontevredenheid, emotie, druk, 
stress en overmatige of juist te weinig werkdruk, die de organisatie op korte en 
middellange termijn negatief beïnvloeden. Wetenschappers die geïnteresseerd zijn 
in organisatieverandering benadrukken het belang van sensemaking vóór, tijdens 
en na het veranderingsproces.

Gedurende de afgelopen decennia hebben wetenschappers in een zeer 
uiteenlopend scala diverse interessante onderwerpen onderzocht met betrekking 
tot “organisatieverandering”. Dit scala varieert van extreem “rationeel-
economische”, aan inhoud gerelateerde onderwerpen, zoals strategie, structuur en 
systemen, tot extreem “sociaal-emotionele”, aan proces gerelateerde onderwerpen, 
zoals individueel of groepsgedrag, team-building en sensegiving116 en sensemaking. 
Het onderzoek van een onderwerp vindt altijd in een specifieke context plaats, 
op basis van bepaalde onderzoeksmethoden, die uiteraard de uitkomst ervan 
beïnvloeden. Na onderzoek gedurende de afgelopen jaren van vier “onafhankelijke” 
onderwerpen met betrekking tot organisatieverandering, is de conclusie dat 
wetenschappelijk onderzoek vaak “normatief, gefragmenteerd, ad hoc, en niet 
op elkaar afgestemd is” van toepassing. Dit geldt met name voor drie van de vier 
onderwerpen die in dit onderzoek worden besproken. Deze vier onderwerpen 
zijn: 1. Organizational sensegiving en sensemaking, het belangrijkste thema van 
dit onderzoek; 2. Revitalisatie en decline, 3. Aspecten van en concepten voor 
organisatieverandering, en 4. High Performance Organizations. De theorievorming 

115   Het woord sensemaking kan het beste worden vertaald in het begrip “betekenisgeving”.
116   Het sensegiving kan het beste worden vertaald met “interacteren” of “interveniëren”.
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met betrekking tot het eerste onderwerp is met name gebaseerd op en ontwikkeld 
“rondom” de conceptualisering van Weick (1995). De laatste drie onderwerpen 
vervullen een ondersteunende rol in dit onderzoek. Naar mijn overtuiging en op 
basis van mijn ervaring en kennis vormen sensegiving en sensemaking de essentie 
van - organisatie - verandering; zonder een verandering in sensemaking kan geen 
verandering van gedrag worden verwacht.

Recente voorbeelden van revitalisering onder druk met betrekking tot de hierboven 
genoemde, met elkaar verbonden en verweven onderwerpen, zijn onder andere 
van toepassing in de automobielindustrie. Onderzoekers krijgen echter zelden 
toegang tot dergelijke gevallen. Als het gaat om toegang tot onderzoek is deze 
studie gebaseerd op de exclusieve mogelijkheid om een dergelijke situatie 
gedetailleerd en op een longitudinale wijze te onderzoeken. 

De automobielindustrie is een van de vele industrieën die geconfronteerd is 
met een significante neergang gedurende de afgelopen jaren. Als gevolg van 
de macro-economische recessie die tegen het einde van 2008 inzette, is de 
automobielindustrie er niet in geslaagd een toename van autoverkopen te 
continueren, hetgeen een grote impact heeft gehad op operationele en financiële 
resultaten. Een van de gevestigde merknamen in de automobielindustrie is 
Carlux117, in Nederland vertegenwoordigd door meer dan 100 dealers, gedeeltelijk 
eigendom van Carlux Nederland B.V. en deels eigendom van franchise dealers.

De Automotive Carlux Group is een van de Carlux franchise dealers en 
vertegenwoordigt, afgezien van andere activiteiten in de automobielbranche, zeven 
Carlux locaties waarvan er zich twee in het Noordwesten van Nederland bevinden, 
genaamd Carlux Noord-Holland, kortweg Carlux NH. Deze twee locaties vormen 
de context van het onderzoek voor dit proefschrift. Om te overleven, is het voor 
Carlux NH noodzakelijk de operationele en financiële prestaties op de korte termijn 
significant te verbeteren. Het idee voor Carlux NH is om een “metamorfose” te 
realiseren binnen een relatief korte periode. Als gevolg van extreem hoge interne 
en externe druk bedraagt deze periode slechts vier maanden. Deze single case 

117   Deze scriptie is om redenen van geheimhouding gedepersonaliseerd. De merknaam, 
bedrijfsnamen en namen van personen zijn fictief. “Carlux” is een combinatie van “Car” en 
“luxe”, als gevolg van de daadwerkelijke positie in een luxe marktsegment.
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study beschrijft een voorbeeld van intentionele revitalisering als mix van een 
ontwerp- en ontwikkelingsbenadering. Het hoofddoel van deze revitalisering is om 
“best in class” te worden. Daartoe worden alle operationele en sociale processen, 
inclusief systemen en documenten, gedetailleerd onder de loep genomen en 
ge(her)definieerd volgens de hoogste standaarden. Daarnaast worden vier 
“leerdoelstellingen” voor het management geformuleerd, met name om de interne 
en externe organisatiedynamiek beter te begrijpen. Deze leerdoelstellingen hebben 
betrekking op de vier eerder genoemde hoofdonderwerpen van dit onderzoek. Er 
wordt een breed en gefundeerd conceptueel kader geboden om het begrip met 
betrekking tot deze onderwerpen te verdiepen en deze met elkaar te verbinden. 
Samengevat richt dit onderzoek zich op twee hoofdonderwerpen: 1. Het onderzoek 
naar het proces van sensemaking in een complexe revitaliseringscontext, en 2. Het 
bieden van een breed conceptueel raamwerk dat de fases omvat die individuen en 
organisaties doorlopen tijdens een revitaliseringproces. Het eerste onderwerp en 
de daaraan gerelateerde leerdoelstelling biedt de basis voor de onderzoeksvraag. 
Om dit proces van betekenisgeving voor de Algemeen Directeur van Carlux NH, 
Mike, te onderzoeken, is de volgende onderzoeksvraag gedefinieerd: Hoe gaat 
Mike om met revitalisering onder druk?

Om dit proces te onderzoeken is een longitudinale onderzoeksaanpak toegepast, 
die hoofdzakelijk is gebaseerd op de definitie van Yin (2009): “dezelfde casus 
gedurende één of meer momenten in de tijd te bestuderen” (Yin, 2009, p. 49). 
Op basis van drie “momenten van de waarheid”, verdeeld over een periode van 
twee jaar, wordt een proces van sensemaking voor de Algemeen Directeur van 
Carlux NH beschreven. Gedurende deze periode is input verzameld met betrekking 
tot hoe de medewerkers denken over de organisatie, de leden van de organisatie 
zelf en de revitalisering. Er zijn gegevens verzameld met behulp van vragenlijsten 
en niet-gestructureerde interviews, en wel op drie verschillende momenten met 
drie verschillende groepen van individuen; alle medewerkers op Moment A, het 
managementteam op Moment B, en de Algemeen Directeur, Mike, op Moment 
C. De resultaten van het onderzoek zijn gepresenteerd in twee delen: het eerste 
vatte de bevindingen van de Momenten A en B samen, en het tweede richtte 
zich op de uitkomsten van het afrondende interview met Mike, dat plaatsvond 
op Moment C. Ieder opeenvolgend moment bakent het volgende niveau van het 
vorige af en “zoomt in” met betrekking tot het aantal betrokken personen. Met 
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andere woorden, ieder moment behandelt een verschillende groep medewerkers, 
beginnend met alle medewerkers (eenenveertig personen), gevolgd door het 
managementteam (zes personen), als onderdeel van alle medewerkers, en 
tenslotte gevolgd door de Algemeen Directeur (één persoon) als onderdeel van 
het managementteam. De doelstellingen zijn: 1. Te begrijpen hoe, en op basis 
van welke “categorieën” van de specifieke locale sociaal historische context die 
van toepassing is op dit revitaliseringsproces, de Algemeen Directeur tot zijn 
betekenisgeving is gekomen, en 2. Te begrijpen welke “kritieke” momenten van 
de waarheid, zo die er al waren, kunnen worden geïdentificeerd als hebbende een 
significante impact op zijn proces van sensemaking. 

In de zin van het conceptuele raamwerk, beschouw ik de benadering voor dit 
onderzoek als onderdeel van sociaal constructivisme. De beperkte inleiding 
met betrekking tot sociaal constructivisme is met name gebaseerd op Berger 
& Luckmann (1966), Giddens (1984) en Chia (1996). De kwintessens van 
het conceptuele kader met betrekking tot het proces van sensemaking in dit 
onderzoek is gebaseerd op de conceptualisering van Weick (1995). Weick (1995) 
was geïnteresseerd in de manieren waarop individuen in staat zijn met een 
onacceptabel niveau van ambiguïteit en onzekerheid in hun leven om te gaan, en 
gebruikt sensemaking om equivocality te verminderen. Zijn theorie benadrukt de 
rol van sociale interactie. De zeven karakteristieken van sensemaking die Weick 
(1995) definieerde hebben de basis gelegd voor de ideeën van toekomstige 
theoretici. Hoewel de conceptualisering van Weick (1995) een geschikte basis 
vormt, bevat deze nog altijd een aantal onvolkomenheden om dit onderzoek 
te ondersteunen. Als gevolg daarvan zijn aanvullende inzichten vereist om de 
conceptualisering van Weick (1995) verder te verfijnen. Het “ontbrekende” 
micro/macro probleem, het perspectief van sociale pluraliteit, (on)bewuste en 
“toekomstgerichte” sensemaking en emoties, en het belang van een specifieke 
context worden toegevoegd. Daarnaast worden verschillende soorten problemen 
en contextuele complexiteit, waarbinnen individu en organisatie inter-acteren, 
beschreven. De conceptualisering van Weick (1995) wordt verder aangevuld 
en verfijnd door het beschrijven van het belang van “ongelijkheid” in interactie 
gebaseerd op een verschil in - politieke - macht. Tenslotte, wordt een inleiding met 
betrekking tot emotie tijdens organisatieverandering en downsizing gepresenteerd. 
Een longitudinaal perspectief met betrekking tot organizational sensemaking, 
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de opeenvolgende en wederkerige cyclus van sensegiving en sensemaking, sluit 
de lijst met aanvullingen. Het is gebleken dat alle aanvullende perspectieven 
waardevol zijn voor de verfijning van de conceptualisering van Weick (1995).

Het tweede onderwerp en de daaraan gerelateerde drie leerdoelstellingen zijn 
ondersteunend en worden beschouwd als onderdeel van de revitaliseringscontext 
waarbinnen het proces van sensemaking plaats vindt. Het onderzoek biedt, 
naast een conceptueel kader met betrekking tot een proces van sensegiving en 
sensemaking, het hoofdthema in dit onderzoek, een relatief breed conceptueel 
kader met betrekking tot het geschetste proces van revitalisering. Dit deel omvat 
de volgende drie onderwerpen: 1. Revitalisering en decline, 2. Aspecten van en 
concepten voor organisatieverandering, en 3. High Performance Organizations, 
nodig om de complexe context waarbinnen het proces van sensemaking plaats 
vindt beter te begrijpen. 

Met betrekking tot revitalisering wordt een verscheidenheid aan 
perspectieven onderzocht hetgeen interessante inzichten oplevert. Alle 
revitaliseringsbenaderingen maken gebruik van verschillende invalshoeken of 
perspectieven, die in een verschillende context en tijdsperiode tot stand zijn 
gekomen. Desalniettemin gaan de diverse benaderingen met betrekking tot de 
psychologische en organisatorische fases van revitalisering min of meer over het 
begrijpen, voorbereiden, ondersteunen en “nazorg” van individuen tijdens dit 
complexe veranderproces. Dit is zowel van toepassing op de “ontslagenen”, de 
“overlevenden” en het management, waarbij eenieder omgaat met specifieke 
ambiguïteiten, angsten, emoties, onzekerheid, percepties en primitieve fantasieën. 

De onderzochte veranderaspecten en -concepten bleken behoorlijk te verschillen 
als het gaat om benadering, aggregatieniveau en aandachtspunten. Als gevolg 
daarvan zijn de concepten ad hoc, normatief, gefragmenteerd en niet op elkaar 
afgestemd. Organisaties waarvoor revitalisering is vereist, zijn op een of andere 
wijze “uit balans” en de momenteel beschikbare veranderconcepten lijken ook 
“uit balans” te zijn. Daardoor zijn de huidige veranderconcepten niet in staat om 
revitaliseringsprocessen adequaat te ondersteunen. Het is interessant te zien dat 
slechts een deel van de veranderconcepten min of meer expliciet omgaan met 
sensegiving en/of sensemaking. Een specifieke goed doordachte veranderaanpak, 
inclusief aspecten met betrekking tot sensegiving en sensemaking, zou een 
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revitaliseringsproces moeten ondersteunen om een “betere” organisatie te 
worden en tevens ongewenste psychologische neveneffecten te verminderen of te 
vermijden.

Tenslotte, onderzoeken met betrekking tot “het worden” of “het blijven” van een 
High Performance Organization (HPO) verschillen ook behoorlijk van elkaar als het 
gaat om benadering en focus. Als gevolg daarvan worden verschillende kenmerken 
en definities van deze HPOs gepresenteerd, die soms zelfs tegengesteld zijn. 
Desalniettemin is de kwintessens van een HPO duidelijk; de High Performance 
Organization moet duidelijk “bovengemiddeld” presteren in vergelijking met de 
concurrentie of vergelijkbare organisaties gedurende een langere tijdsperiode 
en wel op “alle” relevante aspecten. Als gevolg van de extreem hoge tijdsdruk, 
welke in deze case study van toepassing is, luidt een meer geschikte definitie: 
“High Performance Teams zijn eenvoudigweg teams die een kwantumsprong in 
bedrijfsresultaten bereiken binnen een tijdsbestek van een jaar - op alle essentiële 
succesdimensies” (Hanlan, 2004).

Het onderzoek bevat diverse specifieke kenmerken. Ten eerste worden vijf 
verschillende, min of meer opeenvolgende maar tegelijkertijd iteratieve “fases” van 
revitalisering, van hoogtij via diepgang weer naar hoogtij, met elkaar verbonden 
door de beschrijving van een proces van sensemaking. Ten tweede biedt het 
proefschrift, zoals reeds vermeld, afgezien van een conceptueel kader met 
betrekking tot sensemaking, een relatief breed conceptueel kader met betrekking 
tot onderwerpen welke gerelateerd worden aan het geschetste proces van 
“revitalisering”. Het betreft revitalisering en decline, aspecten van en concepten 
voor organisatieverandering en High Performance Organizations. Daarnaast 
zijn de toepassing van een vorm van Action Research dat praktijk en theorie 
combineert, de drievoudige rol van de Researcher, die tegelijkertijd als Coach en 
Consultant fungeert, een longitudinale onderzoeksbenadering welke op een niet-
klassieke wijze wordt toegepast en een combinatie van een antropologische en een 
psychologische onderzoeksmethodiek van toepassing. 

De case study geeft inzicht in hoe sensemaking plaats vindt tijdens een proces 
van revitalisering en biedt ook verschillende suggesties hoe met dramatische 
veranderingen in organisaties om te gaan. Overbodig te zeggen dat dramatische 
veranderingen te allen tijde vermeden dienen te worden door het bieden van 
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professioneel management en/of leiderschap. De volgende vijf suggesties 
ondersteunen een revitaliseringsproces voor zowel medewerker als organisatie. 
De eerste suggestie is medewerkers te ondersteunen bij het verwerken van 
de veranderingen door hen een relatief praktisch conceptueel kader te bieden 
waaraan zij zich kunnen spiegelen en overeenkomsten biedt met de dagelijkse 
gang van zaken. De tweede suggestie is voldoende ondersteuning en tijd aan 
medewerkers te geven om de verandering daadwerkelijk te begrijpen en te 
doorgronden, vooral met betrekking tot mogelijk persoonlijke implicaties. De derde 
suggestie is om een vorm van management en/of leiderschap te hanteren welke 
gebaseerd is op een faire, eerlijke, open en respectvolle houding en de reeds 
beschikbare en/of de te “verwachten” informatie tijdig te delen. Voorts dient men 
op gezette tijden stil te staan en te reflecteren op acties en gedrag, en hierbij open 
te staan voor nieuwe inzichten. Tenslotte, de laatste suggestie is om een vorm 
van Action Research toe te passen en dit te gebruiken voor het verbeteren van 
“inhoud” en “proces” gerelateerde onderwerpen, respectievelijk de economisch-
rationele context en de psychologisch-sociologische dynamiek in een organizatie, 
hetgeen tevens een positieve uitwerking heeft op de ontwikkleing van diverse 
vaardigheden. 

Vanuit theoretisch oogpunt was het doel van dit onderzoek om processen van 
sensemaking van één individu tijdens een periode van revitalisering te volgen 
en te beschrijven. Buiten het feit dat ik pleit voor één integratieperspectief met 
betrekking tot sensemaking, stel ik ook de volgende vier gebieden als onderwerp 
van toekomstig onderzoek voor. Deze gebieden zijn in willekeurige volgorde: 1. 
De interactie tussen sensegiving en sensemaking, 2. De relatie tussen emotie en 
sensemaking: Is het onze emotie die ons proces van sensemaking beïnvloedt, of 
is het ons proces van sensemaking dat leidt tot emotionele reacties?, 3. De relatie 
tussen “toekomstgerichte” sensemaking en motivatie en/of zelfontwikkeling, en 
4. Eén integratieperspectief met betrekking tot “organisatieverandering”. Zoals 
vermeld heeft ervaring geleerd dat wetenschappelijk onderzoek vaak “normatief, 
gefragmenteerd, ad hoc, en niet op elkaar afgestemd” is. Dat is ook het geval 
met betrekking tot drie van de vier hoofdonderwerpen welke besproken zijn 
in dit onderzoek: revitalisering en decline, aspecten van en concepten voor 
organisatieverandering, en High Performance Organizations. Evenals ik pleit voor 
de ontwikkeling van één integratieperspectief met betrekking tot sensemaking, 
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zou één integratieperspectief met betrekking tot “organisatieverandering” moeten 
worden ontwikkeld om relevante kenmerken en de samenhang tussen die 
kenmerken beter te herkennen en te begrijpen en als zodanig een manager of 
leider beter te ondersteunen met zijn of haar organisatieveranderingsproces.
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Name: _______________       
Date: April 7, 2010

Introduction Turbo 4S

Early March project Turbo 4S started by Carlux Noord-Holland. Due to a lack of and 
decreasing operational and financial results a high internal and external pressure 
exists to significantly improve the situation. In 2009 the workforce has been 
reduced with approximately 20 percent. As a result, the work pressure increased 
for the remaining employees. The daily focus is very much on operational activities. 
Consequently, there is no time for and focus on structural improvements. For the 
existing Management Team it seems to be difficult to break through this way of 
working. It is of key importance that in due notice the remaining organizational 
changes are implemented to significantly improve the situation. 

Introduction Questionnaire

The purpose of this questionnaire is to investigate how each Management Team 
member deals with the intended organizational changes. The intention is to read 
and answer every question with detailed interest. Please answer a question by 
circling a number, increasing from 0 to 10, respectively from 0 to 100 percent, 
moreover, from “nothing” to “everything”. Question 3 is an exception; please 
circle in this case maximal 3 answers (a t/m j). Please note: There exist no “good” 
or “bad” answer. It is of key importance to answer the questions truthfully. All 
information provided is 100 percent confidential and will only be used for my 
research with regard to sensemaking during organizational change. 

Thank you very much in advance for your cooperation!

Questionnaire

___________________________________________________________________

Question 1:

Do you see yourself in general - as individual - as willing to change or do you 
prefer to stick to existing structures and procedures?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________
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___________________________________________________________________

Question 2:

Currently there exists a “necessity” to change. Till what extent do you see this 
”necessity” as realistic?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 3:

Assume this necessity for change more or less exists. What is according to you the 
main reason for this? Please circle maximum 3 options listed below in any given 
order:

the current financial results

the possibility of losing my job

the possibility of losing jobs of colleagues 

the current poor performance

wanting to be the best

external pressure from Automotive Carlux and Carlux Nederland B.V.

wanting to improve the level of customer satisfaction

to be able to work easier and with less pressure

different, namely ……………………………………………………………

different, namely ……………………………………………………………

___________________________________________________________________

Question 4:

Till what extent do you believe the “Turbo 4S” goals are achievable?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

g.

h.

i.

j.
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___________________________________________________________________

Question 5:

Till what extent do you believe the “Turbo 4S” goals are achievable within 4 
months?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 6:

Till what extent do you believe the “Turbo 4S” goals are achievable within 4 
months with the current Management Team?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 7:

Till what extent is external support required achieving the intended organizational 
change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 8:

Till what extent are you really “standing behind” the intended organizational 
change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 9:

Till what extent do you really “want to go“ for the intended organizational change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________
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___________________________________________________________________

Question 10:

Till what extent do you expect resistance to change in the entire organization 
(Carlux HN) with regard to the intended organizational change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 11:

Till what extent do you expect resistance to change in your functional department 
with regard to the intended organizational change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 12:

Till what extend are you satisfied with the approach with regard to the intended 
organizational change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 13:

Till what extent do you have more positive or more negative experiences with 
organizational change in the past? Note: 0 means extremely negative and 10 
means extremely positive.

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 14:

Till what extent do you talk to colleagues about the content or approach of the 
intended organizational change? 

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________
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___________________________________________________________________

Question 15:

Till what extent do you talk in your private life (outside the Carlux HN organization) 
about the content or approach of the intended organizational change? 

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________

Question 16:

Till what extent do you believe you are taken seriously with regard to the intended 
organizational change?

0%      -      0       1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9       10     -    100%

___________________________________________________________________








