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Abstract 

Purpose: By problematizing the ‘strategy-execution gap’ this study aimed at investigating how 

middle managers enact a strategic initiative and shed light on possible implications for how 

middle managers strategize.  

Methodology: The methodology of this thesis builds on a phenomenological approach. 

Choosing a phenomenological stance has allowed for a deeper understanding of how middle 

managers makes sense and engage with practices related to a strategic initiative. The empirical 

data are based on a case study of a Danish production company, Jensen Denmark. Building on 

semi-structured interviews our research provided in-depth descriptions of how middle 

managers enacted.  

Theoretical perspective: The theoretical foundation of this thesis rest on sensemaking theory 

viewed from the perspective of strategy-as-practice. Sensemaking theory allowed for an 

investigation of how middle managers make sense of a proposed strategic initiative, while a 

strategy-as-practice perspective permitted the identification of the interpretive responses 

exhibited by middle managers as well as the practices in which they engaged.  

Findings: The analysis provided four propositions: 1) when middle managers engage in 

different practices simultaneously, they are more likely to experience problems as salient and 

problematize their collaboration, 2) middle managers with the same functional position are 

more likely to exhibit similar pattern of enacted sensemaking, unless they are geographically 

dispersed, 3) when middle managers struggle to find a change plausible they are more likely to 

enact based on perceived responsibility rather than assigned responsibility, and 4) when faced 

with a paradoxical situation middle managers are more likely to enact in direct divergence to 

proposed changes. Building on these findings, we suggest that strategy should be approached 

as a maturing-process and managers should pay attention to how they can drive this process. 

Key words: Sensemaking, Interpretive responses, Strategy, Jensen Denmark, Organizational change  
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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Background 

 

In line with Martin (2015), we want to problematize the ‘strategy-execution gap’ that origins 

far back in the literature. Traditional strategic management research has overall divided strategy 

research into two main areas: that of strategy formulation and strategy execution arguing that 

“formulation aspect of strategy is most often in the domain of senior managers, implementation 

appears much more closely tied to the daily activities of middle managers” (Noble, 1999, 

p.132). One main point within strategic management is that “well-conceived strategies have 

little value unless they are effectively implemented” (Noble, 1999, p.132). Then why is 

implementation still so problematic in practice? 

Martin (2015) argue that managers who blame poor execution for the failure of their strategy 

falls into the characterization of “The Execution Trap” (Martin, 2015). He believes they become 

a victim of this trap once they blame bad execution for the failure of the strategy in question. 

The main argument for the inability of separating formulation and execution is that traditional 

distinction has been made between “strategy as deciding what to do and execution as doing the 

thing that strategists decided” (Martin, 2015, p. 2). This implies that practitioners are doing the 

exact practices that were intended and thereby execution is a choice-less action. Hence, it is 

worth criticizing because people who strategize are individualistic and have to make choices 

even in uncertain and competitive environments (Martin, 2015). We believe that even the 

smallest practices that individuals within an organization engage in will ultimately influence 

the strategizing of the overall strategy. Therefore, we think it is fruitless to separate strategy 

and execution as Martin argues “if organizations experience ‘bad execution’ it is not because 

they are bad at the discipline of execution. It is because they call it execution” (Martin, 2015, 

p. 3).  
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According to the Economist Intelligence Unit survey (Brightline Initiative, 2018), 59 percent 

of respondents experience a gap between strategy formulation and the implementation. Hence, 

a well-recognized discourse is established within strategic management research in which 

researchers argue that “the majority of failed strategies break down in the implementation 

phase” (Noble, 1999, p. 132). However, researchers and practitioners have not been able to 

provide much detailed knowledge of why this is so (Noble, 1999). Still practitioners face 

challenges in strategizing and making the intended changes happen, despite the amount of 

research within the field. In this regard, we believe it is necessary to revisit the strategy-

execution phenomena, by taking a new approach. Instead of separating the two, this thesis 

propose that strategy is a maturing process. This is inevitably one process, in which strategizing 

will involve actions of continuously formulating, understanding, implementing and adjusting.  

Within this process, it is interesting to investigate the individuals engaging in strategy. Middle 

managers have been widely studied because of their essential role. The reason, herefore, is that 

middle managers are closer than senior managers to the day-to-day operations; interacting with 

customers and frontline employees. However, they are also still “far enough away from 

frontline work that they can see the big picture” (Huy, 2001, p. 73). In the same manner, Kanter 

(1982) remarks that “because middle managers have their fingers on the pulse of operations, 

they can also conceive, suggest, and set in motion new ideas that top managers may not have 

thought of” (Kanter, 1982, p. 96). These facts illuminate the importance of middle managers, 

as they are positioned in an advantageous position and yield significant influence in the strategy 

process. 

Previous studies take different approaches to the investigation of the middle manager’s role. 

Wooldridge & Floyd (1990) suggested that involvement and commitment influences the 

strategy process. Balogun & Johnson (2004) found that during change processes, middle 

managers’ lateral social interactions are significant in the absence of senior management. 

Rouleau (2005) investigated how middle managers through sensemaking and sensegiving, work 

as sellers of change. This thesis will examine how middle managers enact a strategic initiative. 

It aims at capturing the micro-practices they engage in, as well as how those affect the strategic 

initiative. This area of interest moves towards the perspective of strategy-as-practice. Research 

within this field has enriched our understanding of the behavior of middle managers in strategy 
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making (Mantere 2005; Whittington et al., 2011 in Vaara and Whittington, 2012), why we are 

interested in further exploring this area. 

In this thesis, we investigate how a strategic initiative unfold in a traditional production 

organization to understand what happens during such a process. In this regard, we look into 

middle managers role as practitioners of a strategic initiative and try to understand how they 

enact such an initiative at lower levels. How do middle managers understand a particular 

strategic initiative? In light of this understanding, how do they respond and what practices do 

they engage in? Ultimately, are they enacting the strategic initiative in line with corporate 

intentions? 

1.2 Research Question 

 

Our research focuses on middle managers and more precisely, how middle managers 

understand and make sense of a new strategic initiative and how they enact. That is to say, 

strategize, more or less is in line with corporate intention. In line with Mintzberg (1987b) our 

thesis will be focused around the less deliberate part of strategizing. The aim is to investigate 

how middle managers’ sensemaking influences their actions of implementing a strategic 

initiative according to corporate intentions. As Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel (1998) argue 

“the real world inevitably involves some thinking ahead as well as some adaptation en route” 

(Mintzberg et al. 1998, p.11). As emphasized earlier, strategizing will be viewed as a maturing 

process in which middle managers try to make sense and adapt their sensemaking accordingly. 

Given the importance of middle managers related to strategy, this thesis seeks to obtain data 

that contributes to address how middle managers make sense of a strategic initiative. By 

empirically uncovering specific responses we hope to shed light into how the middle managers 

engage in micro-practices and what implications this might have for the overall strategizing of 

a strategic initiative. Hence, we aim at uncovering the following research question: 

 

How do middle managers enact a strategic initiative and what are the 

possible implications for how they strategize? 
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To examine this research question, we have conducted a case study of a subsidiary in the Danish 

production company, Jensen Group. By using a qualitative approach, we conducted semi-

structured interviews to uncover how middle managers engaged in the strategic initiative. The 

subsidiary Jensen Denmark is located at the island Bornholm. The strategic initiative within 

Jensen Denmark consisted of transforming the current culture into a performance culture.  

Consistent with an interpretive approach, we draw on sensemaking theory to identify and 

understand individuals’ interpretive responses to a strategic initiative. In combination with a 

strategy-as-practice (SAP) perspective, this study will shed light on the micro-practices 

exhibited by middle managers as a result of their sensemaking. The aim is to analyze how 

middle managers’ sensemaking results in interpretive responses more or less in line with 

corporate intentions and how these responses might have implications for the overall 

strategizing of the strategic initiative. This thesis will contribute with new insight into the 

strategic management field by proposing that strategizing should be approached differently as 

opposed to dividing strategy into formulation and implementation. 

1.3 Thesis Structure 

 

This thesis is composed of 6 chapters. We have already reviewed Chapter 1 above in which an 

introduction of this thesis was given. Furthermore, we presented the research question of this 

study. We finish this chapter by establishing a list of key terms that should support the reader 

throughout the thesis. The remaining dissertation will be structured as follows:  

 

Chapter 2. In this chapter, a literature review and the theoretical foundation of this study are 

presented. The literature review will go through the strategy-as-practice perspective on strategic 

management literature, the literature on middle managers role as strategists, sensemaking 

theory and how sensemaking relates to organizational change. In the theory section, Weicks’ 

(1998) theory on the ‘four moments of sensemaking’ and Stensaker and Falkenbergs’ (2007) 

notion of five interpretive responses are elaborated. It is presented how these two theories relate 

and subsequently approached in this thesis.   
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Chapter 3. This chapter presents the methodology and methods used in this study. First, we 

elaborate the phenomenological approach upon which the study is built. Next, the methods and 

research process of this thesis are presented. The aim is to inform the reader of the foundation 

of the thesis and to create transparency related to the findings made in the analysis. 

Chapter 4. As the theoretical and methodological foundation is accounted for, we move on to 

the analysis and findings in this chapter. The analysis will be structured by first giving an 

analytical description of the empirical situation, elaborating on the corporate intention of the 

strategic initiative as well as give an overview of middle managers’ enacted sensemaking. Then 

the two main contributions of this thesis are presented, whereafter the four main findings of our 

study are elaborated.  

Chapter 5. In this chapter, we move on to the discussion. The discussion begins by restating the 

findings from the analysis. From here we move on to discuss how our study have contributed 

to literature as well as practice. The chapter is finished by proposing areas of interest for future 

research.  

Chapter 6. The final chapter constitutes the conclusion, in which the entire thesis is 

summarized, and the main findings are highlighted.  

1.4 Key Terms  
 

To ensure transparency and clarity, we provide a list of key terms used throughout this thesis. 

It is important to clarify terms that can be interpreted in various ways. Furthermore, we use 

some terms which need to be explained as they are contextual to the case studied. The reader 

may familiarize themselves with these before reading or go back to the list below when reading 

through the thesis.  

Practitioners or Strategists: Throughout this thesis, the term practitioner or strategists will be 

used about middle managers who are the subject of our study and those who perform/practice 

the strategic initiative in this case. In general, the terms cover the individual(s) who engage in 

strategizing. Our specific definition of a practitioner/strategist will be further elaborated in 

Chapter 2.  
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Middle Managers: The term middle managers cover a broad range of organizational 

individuals. Overall, middle managers “form a heterogeneous group that includes, besides the 

middle manager as a hierarchical position, general line managers (for example, divisional or 

business unit managers), functional line managers (such as a vice president of marketing) and 

even project-based managers.” (Rouleau, Floyd, and Balogun, 2010, p. 599). In our study, the 

term middle manager covers the individual positioned between senior management and the 

frontline employees. Hence, the term encompasses both department and production managers.  

Sensemaking: Sensemaking should be understood as to how individuals try to create new 

understandings by making sense of something that breaks with their current understanding. The 

analogy of categoraphy describes this well: “there is some terrain that mapmakers want to 

represent and they use various modes of projection to make this representation. What they map, 

however, depends on where they look, how they look, what they want to represent, and their 

tools for representation. The crucial point in cartography is that there is no ‘One Best Map’ of 

a particular terrain” (Weick, 2001, p. 9) 

Enactment (Enacted sensemaking): Enactment is how people create a new understanding, act 

on this understanding and subsequently make sense of their actions. Overall, enacted 

sensemaking is the “interplay of action and interpretation rather than the influence of evaluation 

on choice. When action is the central focus, interpretation, not choice, is the core phenomenon” 

(Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409), i.e. enacted sensemaking is the interplay between 

individuals cognition and their physical actions.  

Strategizing: Since we problematize the distinction between strategy formulation and 

implementation, we rely on a broader definition of strategizing, which are defined as “those 

actions, interactions and negotiations of multiple actors and the situated practices that they draw 

upon in accomplishing that activity” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: 7-8)  

Interpretive Response: Following Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) we understand an 

interpretive response as to how individuals act based on how they interpret a change. An 

individual’s interpretive response is manifested in the practice which the individual engaging 

in.  
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Practice: We refer to ‘practice’ as something that is “intrinsically connected to ‘doing’ because 

they [practice] provide the behavioral, cognitive, procedural, discursive and physical resources 

through which multiple actors are able to interact in order to socially accomplish collective 

activity” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007, p. 9). In this thesis, the term practice will be used mostly 

about those ‘things’ that individuals physically engage in as they respond to a strategic initiative 

(change).  

Firefighting: There is no equivalent metaphor in English to this term, why the Danish phrase 

‘brandslukning’ has been translated into ‘firefighting’. Our interviewees used this term to 

describe situations in which they solved an urgent problem. However, the damage was already 

made, why the solution was the only one possible considering the situation. 

Fixer culture / Fixing: The term ‘fixer culture’ was used by the interviewees to describe the 

current culture within the production. A fixer culture was characterized by people ‘fixing’ 

problems as they appeared instead of preventing and improving processes. It is important to 

emphasize how interviewees used the notion of a fixer culture as ‘identity’ characterizing both 

the organization and the individuals within it. 
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2. Literature and Theory  

 

This section will present the literal and theoretical foundation of this thesis. Throughout this 

thesis we will from a strategy-as-practice (SAP) perspective draw on sensemaking theory. We 

investigate middle managers’ individual accounts of a strategic initiative i.e. how they make 

sense and subsequently respond. Viewing middle managers from a sensemaking perspective is 

therefore central in order for us to identify whether accounts on lower organizational levels 

coincide with corporate intentions (Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Maitlis, 2005; Stensaker and 

Falkenberg, 2007). We are interested in the implications that middle managers’ responses might 

have for the strategizing. 

 

2.1 Literature Review  

 

In this section, we present a literature review. First, we introduce the strategy-as-practice 

research agenda. We argue for the usefulness of a strategy-as-practice as it supports the 

investigation of how middle managers strategize. Further, we elaborate on sensemaking theory 

and emphasize how sensemaking connects to the implementation of strategic change initiatives. 

 

2.1.1 A ‘Practice Turn’ on Strategy: The Strategy-as-Practice 

approach 

 

Theories have since the 1980s focused more on practice, to the extent that we can speak about 

a general practice turn within social science (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki et al., 2001 in Vaara & 

Whittington, 2012). What theorist of this practice turn have in common is that they “confronts 

one of the central issues in social studies: how social structures and human agency link together 

in the explanation of action”. (Vaara & Whittington, 2012, p. 4). Hence, the contribution by 

practice theorist is that they pay close attention to individual behavior and how this behavior is 

embedded in social practices. Strategic management research has been influenced by this 
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general practice turn. The stream of studies focusing on practice and activities related to 

strategic management has been labelled strategy-as-practice research (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, 

Seidl, & Vaara, 2010; Jarzabkowski, Balogun, & Seidl, 2007; Johnson, Melin, & Whittington, 

2003). Hence SAP research has its roots in theories of practices. 

 

Strategy-as-practice research has especially contributed in that it can be used to “explain how 

strategy-making is enabled and constrained by prevailing organizational and societal practices” 

(Vaara and Whittington 2012, p. 1). While traditional strategic management literature has been 

focused around economic performance, SAP extended the horizon to additionally focus on 

political consequences of strategizing, effects of strategy tools and involvement of particular 

types of practitioners. Hence SAP broadened the understanding of performance related to 

strategy. 

 

Being the first to position SAP as a major perspective on strategy, Whittington (1996) compared 

the perspective of practice on strategy to the already established perspectives of process, policy 

and planning. By doing so, Whittington introduced an emerging approach to strategy in which 

focus was on the strategists and strategizing, rather than organizations and strategies 

(Whittington, 1996). The point of investigation became how the practitioner of strategy acts 

and interact and what makes him/her effective in doing so. Building on Whittington’s thoughts, 

Johnson, Melin and Whittington (2003) further defined the SAP research agenda (Golsorkhi et 

al. 2010). They were the first to introduce a concern “for the close understanding of the myriad, 

micro activities that make up strategy and strategizing in practice” (Johnson et al., 2003, p. 3). 

Focusing on micro-activities of the strategist, Johnson et al. (2003) contributed to SAP research 

by approaching strategy as an activity-based thing i.e. strategy as something people do, instead 

of something organizations have (Golsorkhi et al., 2010). 

 

In 2006 Whittington refined the understanding of strategizing by arguing that strategizing 

activities should not only be viewed in the context of the individual, but also in a wider social 

context in which individuals are positioned. Summarizing contemporary strategic practice 

theory, Whittington (2006) argued that strategic practice theorists were concerned with 

interconnectedness between three themes; practitioners, praxis and practice. He contributed to 

the field by linking together intra-organizational praxis with extra-organizational practice, 
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stating that the “appreciation of the wider contexts can help make intelligible many of the 

complex details revealed by intimate investigations” (Whittington, 2006, p. 617) i.e. that 

organizational context in fact can help to explain the complexity, ambiguity and fluidity of 

people’s behavior and micro practices. Later Jarzabkowski, Balogun and Seidl (2007) presented 

a critical view on strategy-as-practice theory. Their main argument was that despite the 

impressive empirical progress, work still remained to be done to explore issues related to 

strategy-as-practice literature. Building on Whittington’s (2006) framework of practitioner, 

praxis and practice Jarzabkowski et al. (2007) suggested that a key priority for new literature 

within the strategy-as-practice research agenda should be to further investigate the relationships 

between two of the three themes, bracketing the third out. 

 

Taking point in Jarzabkowski et al. (2007) this study will focus on that of practitioners versus 

practice. According to Whittington (2006) practitioners are “strategy’s actor, the strategists who 

both perform this activity and carry its practices” (Ibid, p. 619) and practice is the “shared 

routines of behaviour, including traditions, norms and procedures for thinking, acting and using 

‘things’” (Ibid, p. 619). Based on these definitions, praxis will inevitably influence the 

practitioners and practice, since “practice theory does assume interconnectedness” (Whittington 

2006, p. 620). It is important to stress that our study takes this interconnectedness into account 

however, explicit focus will not be devoted to it.  

 

Furthermore, taking a strategy-as-practice approach allow for different ontological positions 

towards understanding what a strategy practitioner is, since a strategy practitioner can be both 

an individual but also a group of individuals.  It is therefore important to make our position 

clear in this regard. Throughout our study the strategy practitioners will be viewed as internal 

and aggregate i.e. a group of internally positioned actors. In our study we have identified the 

practitioners as middle managers in the production of Jensen Denmark. Practice is identified as 

the activities these middle managers engage in, in order to define, practice and adjust the 

strategic initiative whether these activities are deliberate or non-deliberate. Referring back to 

our research question, our study aims at investigating middle managers enacted sensemaking 

by focusing on the strategist and practice. Thus, our study speak directly into the research 

agenda of the strategy-as-practice perspective (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: Vaara and 

Whittington, 2012). 
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2.1.2 Middle Managers As The Strategist 

 

The strategy-as-practice approach have contributed to the strategic management field by 

acknowledging a wider set of actors involved in doing strategy work (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, 

Siedl, and Vaara, 2010). Senior managers have for long been the focus of strategic management 

research, but in lot of recent literature the importance of middle managers has been 

acknowledged (Balogun and Johnson 2004, 2005; Rouleau, 2005; Rouleau and Balogun, 2011). 

Middle managers constitute a lively sub-stream within the strategy-as-practice approach 

(Golsorkhi et al. 2010). Unlike senior managers, middle managers are positioned in more 

informal positions within the organization. Middle managers´ strategizing actions are therefore 

characterized by being both formal and informal (Rouleau, Balogun and Floyd, 2010). 

Furthermore, middle managers are a part of both the formulation and implementation process 

of the strategy. As an example, Rouleau (2005) emphasize how the middle managers function 

as being both interpreters and sellers of strategy. Hence, middle managers´ understanding, 

actions and overall how they perform strategy work (Whittington, 2006) are essential to the 

execution of a specific strategic initiative. 

 

According to Rouleau, Balogun and Floyd (2010) the sub-stream of how middle managers 

strategize have until now been investigated through four theoretical lenses within strategy-as-

practice theory: a) a sensemaking lens, b) a political lens, c) a discursive lens and d) an 

institutional lens. First, the research taking a sensemaking lens on middle managers have 

contributed to the literature by explaining how middle managers create and interpret strategy 

and how this influence their activities and practices related to strategizing (Balogun and 

Johnson 2004, 2005; Rouleau 2005; Rouleau and Balogun 2011; Lüscher and Lewis, 2008). 

This type of research has created a deeper understanding of middle managers way of 

strategizing. Second, the political lens on middle manager emphasize how middle managers 

engage in political activities and practices in order to influence strategy and the network in 

which they strategize (Balogun et al., 2005; Laine and Vaara, 2007; Smith, Plowman, Duchon, 

and Quinn, 2009). Third, research through the discursive lens have contributed by focusing on 

the language and communication of the middle managers (Hoon 2007; Fauré and Rouleau 2011; 

Davis, Allen and Dibrell, 2012). This research has contributed to a better understanding of 

middle managers communicative practices and how they engage in negotiations of strategy and 
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use language to influence strategic outcomes. Lastly, research through the institutional lens are 

more scarce, but from this perspective focus is how middle managers strategize in an broader 

institutional context (Kellog, 2009; Bjerregaard, 2011; Sharma and Good, 2013). Trying to link 

the macro and micro level this research has contributed with how middle managers answer to 

multiple institutional demands related in strategizing.  

 

This study will be in line with those researchers taking a sensemaking lens. More specifically 

the researchers that combines sensemaking with the literature on organizational change 

(Balogun 2003; Balogun and Johnson 2004, 2005; Lüscher and Lewis 2008). The reason 

herefore, is that these researchers, especially Balogun and her colleagues underline the vital 

role of middle managers in mediating their sensemaking across layers within the organization. 

Middle managers construct their own meaning of top management strategic goals and play a 

crucial role in how change is then presented and implemented throughout the organization 

(Maitlis and Sonenshein, 2010). Hence, investigating sensemaking and change through the 

perspective of strategy-as-practice will allow for a deeper investigation of the practitioner 

(middle managers) and practice (the strategy work). Specifically, this approach has enabled a 

study that emphasize how inherently paradoxical and contradictory strategizing is due to the 

multiple change components and subsequent practices which middle managers have to navigate 

between. Furthermore, our study points to the importance of a narrative approach to strategy. 

That middle managers enacted sensemaking will influence the possibility of ensuring collective 

action around a strategic initiative, why creating a narrative that guide their sensemaking might 

be necessary. Hence, by focusing on practitioners’ sensemaking of a strategic initiative, it has 

been possible to investigate how middle managers’ sensemaking influence their practices as 

well as the implication of this enacted sensemaking related to engaging with the strategic 

initiative within the context of the organization.  

 

2.1.3 Sensemaking theory  

 

Sensemaking theory have influence the literature within organizational studies (Brown, 

Colville, and Pye 2015). Sensemaking is a widely used term, hence not one single definition of 

what sensemaking is exist. There is however a consensus in which the term refers to “those 
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processes by which people seek plausibly to understand ambiguous, equivocal or confusing 

issues or events” (Colville, Brown, & Pye, 2012; Maitlis, 2005; Weick, 1995 in Brown et al. 

2015, p. 266). Sensemaking in the organizational context originates from the work done by 

Weick (1969). Although this notion of sensemaking was introduced by Weick, many other 

contributions have been made to the literature on sensemaking, but the sensemaking literature 

is far from homogeneous. The scope of sensemaking research is wide and focus on areas such 

as discourse, power and politics, micro versus macro, identities and decision making and change 

(Brown, Colville and Pye, 2015), and the discourses centered on sensemaking keep broadening 

to more issues as research develops. For the clarity of this study, we take point in sensemaking 

from the perspective of Weick and build our study upon the understanding of sensemaking 

related to organizational change. 

 

2.1.3.1 Weickian Sensemaking  

 

Weick began his public musings on sensemaking and organizing already in 1969 and has 

become one of the most familiar researchers within the field. The characterization of his work 

is the way in which he devotes himself to construct the perspective for understanding organizing 

and organizations by treating the reader as an active participant by triggering the readers 

thoughts, imagination and insights (Gioia and Mehra, 1996). His take on sensemaking is clear 

communicated through his well-known phrase “How can I know what I think until I see what I 

say?” (Gioia and Mehra, 1996). i.e. individuals will act within the environments in which they 

exist in and is based on these actions and its consequences that individuals try to make sense of 

the situation through the process of sensemaking.  

 

Weick (1995) himself define sensemaking quite broadly but argue that sensemaking has seven 

properties that “set sensemaking apart from other explanatory processes such as understanding, 

interpretation and attribution” (Weick 1995, p. 17). The seven properties being; social context, 

identity, enactment, retrospect, reliance on cues, ongoing experience as well as updated 

plausibility. These seven properties are viewed as representing the overall situation present at 

the moment of sensemaking (Weick, 2010). The sensemaking process itself, Weick, Sutcliffe 

and Obstfeld (2005) propose as a “reciprocal exchange between actors (enactment) and their 

environments (ecological change) that are made meaningful (selection) and preserved 
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(retention))” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 414). Sensemaking is therefore conceptualized as four 

moments through which individuals’ tame flux, enact objects, routinize actions and create 

precedents (Weick et al. 2005).  These four moments and how they will be used in the analysis 

is further elaborated in the theory section.  

 

2.1.3.2  Sensemaking and Change  

 

As mentioned earlier focus will be on sensemaking related to organizational change. Several 

studies have investigated how change initiatives influence sensemaking processes (Gioia and 

Chittipeddi, 1991; Balogun and Johnson, 2004; Maitlis, 2005; Stensaker and Falkenberg, 2007). 

In their study Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) contributed by making it clear that sensemaking 

happens at different organizational levels, hence it will be possible that multiple interpretations 

of the same change exist within one organization. Balogun and Johnson (2004) pointed to how 

middle managers’ cognitive schemes could change according to the social processes  of 

sensemaking they engaged in and Maitlis (2005) further elaborated on these findings, by 

arguing that social interaction would in fact influence whether the resulting actions of the 

middle managers’ sensemaking would be more or less consistent. These researchers have 

explained how sensemaking processes evolve.  

 

In turn, Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) have contributed with findings related to how 

individual sensemaking of a change can shape their organizational responses to such change 

and result in different interpretive responses among the middle managers. We build on 

Stensaker and Falkenberg’s (2007) study and will therefore use their interpretive responses in 

the theory section. The aim of our study is not to trace the sensemaking process per se, but 

instead focus on middle managers’ individual accounts and interpretations regarding a strategic 

initiative. In line with Stensaker and Falkenberg’s (2007) approach, the goal is to capture how 

the middle managers make sense of changes caused by a strategic initiative and to explain how 

middle managers’ sensemaking might result in responses more or less in line with corporate 

intentions. 
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2.1.4 The Methodological Underpinnings of SAP and Sensemaking 

 

Sensemaking research have its roots in symbolic and discursive analysis of organizations. 

Overall, sensemaking is concerned with the “conversational and social practices (methods) 

through which the member of society socially construct a sense of shared meaning” (Gephart, 

1993 in Maitlis and Christianson, 2014, p. 95). Hence, the methodological approach of 

sensemaking research is often focused on language and/or written texts. Due to the diversity of 

research in the field of sensemaking there is no consensus on where sensemaking takes place. 

This is dependent upon the researchers’ ontology and even more on the assumptions and 

boundaries made by the researchers as well as how the researcher defines sensemaking. Hence, 

we have chosen to apply sensemaking theory from the perspective of strategy-as-practice.  

 

Strategy-as-practice research have contributed to traditional strategic management literature by 

focusing on other types of organizational context such as non-for-profit, universities and 

hospitals. Thereby taking a focus beyond the profit-seeking firm. Furthermore, the approach 

has created a methodological shift. Strategy-as-practice has distinguished itself by being 

oriented toward various qualitative methods and the study of single organizations, instead of 

focusing on statistical studies and big sample sizes. Theorists within strategy-as-practice 

research have tried to get close to the research subjects through the use of for example 

participant observations (Samra-Fredericks, 2010), subject diaries (Balogun and Johnson, 

2005) and shadowing (Jarzabkowski and Seidl 2008).  

 

In addition to much strategy-as-practice research, our study focuses on a profit-seeking firm. 

However, we rely on a single case study approach and use that of qualitative methods. By 

performing interviews with middle managers, we enabled them to talk freely and describe how 

they both enacted and communicated the strategic initiative. By taking point in what they said 

and how they said it, we looked at their sensemaking and identified what practices they engaged 

in. 
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2.2 Theory 

 

Our research question stated: How do middle managers enact a strategic initiative? Moreover, 

what are the possible implications for how they strategize? To facilitate an analysis of these 

questions, we draw on the theory presented by Weick (1998) and Stensaker and Falkenberg 

(2007). In this section, we firstly show Weick’s (1988) four moments of sensemaking. This 

theory will be used to explore middle managers sensemaking of each change component related 

to the strategic initiative. Secondly, we present Stensaker and Falkenberg’s (2007) five 

interpretive responses. This terminology will help to identify and analyze middle managers 

responses to the strategic initiative. Overall, this theory allows us to investigate middle 

managers enacted sensemaking and facilitates a discussion of its implications for 

implementation.  

2.2.1 The 4 Moments of Sensemaking (Weick, 1988) 

 

Weick (1988) argues that enactment is “when people act, they bring events and structures into 

existence and set them in motion” (Weick 1988, p. 306), i.e. enactment is when people act based 

on multiple interpretations of a surrounding environment. Weick further emphasizes that “at 

the heart of enactment is the idea that cognition lies in the path of the action” (Weick 1988, p. 

307), meaning that the activities and practices in which people engage are a product of their 

sensemaking. Hence, Weick views sensemaking as an ongoing process, in which people move 

back and forth between four moments trying to create a sense of the change or ambiguity they 

are faced with. Those four moments can be described as follows:  

 

Ecological change: the first moment of sensemaking Weick defines as “sensing anomalies, 

enacting order into flux, and being shaped by externalities” (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 

2005, p. 419). Which implies how individuals are recipients of impressions from their 

surroundings.  

 

Enactment: The second moment involves noticing and bracketing which is where the 

ambiguous impressions are put into orderliness by the individual. Enactment implies that the 

individual tries to change the flux of circumstances through the creation of possible meanings; 
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hence individuals are engaging in a process where they “create a stream of events that they pay 

attention to” (Orton 2000 in Matilis and Christianson 2014, p. 84) 

 

Selection: Meanings created in the moment of enactment will be further reduced through a 

moment of selection. This implies that previous impressions that has generated several possible 

meanings are reduced into a mental model in which the bracketed material creates a plausible 

story (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005).  

 

Retention: Finally, when a plausible story is selected individuals engage in a moment of 

retention. It is in this moment that the plausible story “tends to become more substantial because 

it is related to past experience, connected to significant identities, and used as a source of 

guidance for further action and interpretation” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 414) 

 

Figure 1. Sensemaking Process: The Four Moments of Sensemaking (Weick, 2005) 

 

 

 

2.2.1.1 The Seven Properties Characterizing Sensemaking  

 

Weick (2001) emphasize that these four moments of sensemaking constitute the overall 

sensemaking process. The situation in which this process unfolds is characterized by seven 

properties which influence how the four moments of sensemaking happens. The seven 

properties are defined as follows:  
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Social context: This consist of the education, culture and social norms that shape the individual. 

Furthermore, it is the interactions with others which influence the individuals’ interpretation of 

the world. 

 

Identity: The understanding that each individual has of oneself and the relationship to the world 

around. 

 

Enactment: Individuals’ actions and the subsequent learnings which guide further actions. 

  

Retrospective: How individuals notice patterns that create meanings based on experience. 

 

Reliance on cues:  Cues are understood based on an individual's sense and perception. Through 

speaking and acting, individuals pay attention to and reinforce cues and their meaning. The 

individual then adds these to their retrospective experience. 

 

Ongoing experience: The environment, relationships, and understandings that the individual 

is surrounded by and which are continuously transforming. 

 

Updated plausibility: The credible understanding that emerges from the cues the individual 

pay attention to as well as their ongoing experience and social context. 

 

2.2.2 Interpretive Responses to Change (Stensaker and Falkenberg, 

2007) 

 

Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) identify five types of interpretive responses which they label: 

a) convergent response, b) divergent response, c) unresolved sensemaking, d) creative response 

and e) non-compliance in their research. Table 1. shows that individuals construct 

interpretations of a change that can be more or less in line with the corporate intentions and 

rationale behind a change. Stensaker and Falkenberg define the five interpretive responses as 

follows: 
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Convergent response means that individual accounts and actions of a specific change are in 

line with corporate intentions. When individuals exhibit convergent responses, the change 

intended by the corporation will take place.  

 

Divergent response means that individual accounts and actions are not conforming to the 

intentions of the corporation. Micro-level actions might work against the intended change. Such 

a divergent response can be a result of either intended or unintended actions.  

 

Unresolved sensemaking is defined by the inability to make sense of the proposed change and 

the rationale behind it. When individuals do not make sense of the change, it will make it very 

difficult to implement.  

 

Creative response is characterized by an abstract idea of the change. It might not be possible 

to implement the change entirely as intended, however, individuals will try to convert the 

change, so it fits the organizational context. Local variations will thereby arise, but the 

boundaries of the change will remain within the corporate intention.  

 

Non-compliance is when individuals accounts and actions are not, purposefully, aligned with 

the corporate intention. The individuals will be able to implement the change but are not doing 

so.     

 

Table 1. Interpretive Responses to Organizational Change (Stensaker and Falkenberg, 2007) 

 

 

In line with corporate intentions ←------------------------------------------→ Not in line with corporate intentions 

Convergent 

response 

Creative response Unresolved 

sensemaking 

Divergent response Non-compliance 

Accounts of 

change are 

in line with 

corporate 

intentions. 

Will make 

the intended 

change 

happen. 

Change are developed 

and made to fit the 

organizational context. 

Change is made in a 

conducive direction, but 

ideas are developed 

because they can not be 

implemented directly. 

Continuous and 

unsuccessful 

attempts at 

understanding 

new ideas and 

their rationale. 

Coordinated 

actions becomes 

difficult. 

Accounts of change and 

subsequent actions do not 

conform with corporate 

intentions. Actions might 

do the opposite. A result of 

deliberate misinterpretation 

or unintended 

misunderstanding. 

Individuals understand 

what is expected to 

change and are able, but 

not willing, to 

operationalize the 

change. Understanding 

corporate intention but 

no subsequent actions. 
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Stensaker and Falkenberg’s (2007) findings suggest that interpretations and actions at the 

individual level shape the more aggregated response at the organizational level. Their work 

focuses on different interpretations and actions of individuals situated in different business 

units, which are faced with the same corporate change initiative. In line with their study, we 

have also investigated individual middle managers different interpretations and actions i.e., how 

they make sense, of a specific strategic change initiative. However, the interviewed middle 

managers in our study have not been situated in different business units but instead, different 

department scattered across multiple physically dispersed locations. We use the idea of 

interpretive responses presented by Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) and let us inspire of the 

five responses they have identified. Throughout our analysis, we will analyze the middle 

managers' account and actions, i.e. how they enact the strategic initiative based on their 

sensemaking. 

 

2.2.3 How do the theories relate? 

 

Table x illustrates how we incorporate the five interpretive responses presented by Stensaker 

and Falkenberg (2007) into the sensemaking process presented by Weick (1988). The figure 

shows where between the four moments of sensemaking that each of the interpretive responses 

takes place.  

 

Figure 2. Enacted sensemaking – Weick’s (1988) four moments of sensemaking combined with Stensaker 

and Falkenberg’s (2007) five interpretive responses.  
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By combining the two articles as our theoretical foundation, we are not only able to identify 

whether or not their practices can be characterized in line or not in line with corporate intentions, 

but also on which basis we can argue for it. This study aims at investigating how a strategic 

initiative unfolds through the practices of middle managers in a real organization. On this basis, 

the established responses by Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) are perceived as helpful tools for 

developing a sense of how the middle managers are moving towards it. However, it lacks an 

understanding of why. Therefore, the four moments of sensemaking enable for a deeper and 

throughout analysis of the process.’ 

 

It is necessary to account for the limitation that exists in combining these two theories. On the 

one hand, Weick’s (1998) sensemaking process is a reciprocal process. Being a cognitive 

process, individuals move back and forth between the four moments of sensemaking. However, 

it is not possible to completely define when individuals move from one moment to another. On 

the other hand, Stensaker and Falkenberg’s (2007) responses are characterized as more linear. 

The five responses are inserted in a continuum ranging from being more or less in line with 

corporate intentions. Hence, mapping the interpretive responses into the sensemaking process 

posited some challenges. Thereby, it is essential to emphasize that how the responses are 

mapped into the sensemaking process is subject to our interpretation and that minor adjustments 

in the usage of the five interpretive responses have been made during our analysis.  

 

2.3 Sum Up 

 

To summarize, we use sensemaking theory from the perspective of strategy-as-practice to 

investigate middle managers enacted sensemaking. This thesis will examine how middle 

managers made sense of a strategic initiative and elaborate on some of the factors that might 

influence this sensemaking. Furthermore, it will investigate the practices that middle managers 

engage in as a result of their sensemaking. By identifying the middle managers' patterns of 

enacted sensemaking, it is possible to identify whether their interpretive responses are more or 

less in line with corporate intention and discover potential implications of ensuring collective 

action around the strategic initiative.  
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3. Methodology  

 

The following section will discuss our methodological choices. We will first explain our 

considerations regarding the scientific approach. Then we present the research design, our data 

collection, and data analysis. Given the purpose of understanding through a strategy-as-practice 

perspective, a method was designed that allowed for the collection of real-time data, which 

provided us with in-depth information about the strategic initiative and the middle managers’ 

sensemaking.  

 

3.1 Phenomenological Approach 

 

The scientific approach underpinning this thesis is phenomenology. The phenomenological 

approach is used because “phenomenology is interested in describing and understanding 

phenomenon and practices” (Egholm, 2014, p. 104). In line with our research question, it will 

be possible to investigate middle managers’ enactment and micro-practices related to the 

strategic initiative. 

 

Taken a phenomenological perspective, we “focus on how the world exists for the individual, 

outside the pre-understanding of the researcher” (Egholm, 2014, p. 104). Subjectivity is 

essential within phenomenology as the assumption is that there needs to be someone for which 

the subject presents itself. On this basis, we base this research on middle managers’ accounts. 

Furthermore, the context in which people exist is essential. The context is both the social, 

cultural and historical context, which creates each individual’s meaning horizon (Justesen and 

Mik-Meyer, 2010). As everybody exists in a context in which we create our understanding of 

things, this research is focused on capturing the surroundings in which middle managers are 

situated. 
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It has methodological consequences to focus on subjects and individuals’ subjective experience. 

First, the phenomenological approach allows for investigation and understanding of the studied 

phenomenon from the perspective and accounts of actors (Kvale 1999, in Justesen and Mik-

Meyer 2010). Focus on meaning is vital. We are not interested in investigating whether a 

phenomenon is something or not. Instead, our interest are the individual´s meaning of this 

phenomenon and why the phenomenon might be what it is. Hence, it is interesting to investigate 

how “a phenomenon can be many things and mean different things as it occurs differently to 

people” (Justesen and Mik-Meyer, 2010, p. 25). This study draws on sensemaking theory to 

investigate how a strategic initiative occurs differently to middle managers as they enact it.   

 

From a phenomenological perspective our role as researchers is not to be ‘neutral’ but instead 

being capable of showing empathy towards the research subjects (Justesen and Mik-Meyer, 

2010). As we conducted our research, however, it was necessary for us as researchers to 

approach the research subjects in an unprejudiced way.  

 

The aim of our study is not to generalize but instead focus on unique experiences and try to 

create ‘deep descriptions’ (Geertz 1973, in Justesen and Mik-Meyer, 2010). We rely on 

coherence theory in understanding the creation of true knowledge. In other words, we believe 

accounts are true if “it free of contradictions can be linked in a system of statements” (Egholm, 

2014, p. 65). We are not able to say anything objective about the world, only whether it is in 

contradiction to other statements. In this way, we take the standpoint that we can approach a 

common understanding, that is not contradicting itself (Walker, 1989; Young 2001 in Egholm 

2014). 

 

Understanding true knowledge from the perspective of coherence theory has limitations. When 

statements do not correspond with anything, it becomes difficult to assess what is truer. Viewing 

true knowledge this way makes it possible for multiple truths to coexist (Egholm, 2010). So 

even though our findings point to a “common understanding” e.g., a specific interpretive 

response towards change it is possible that multiple perceptions exist among the middle 

managers which we cannot account for in our study. Although it seems that there is a 

convergence towards a specific change, responses might prevail that works to undermine the 

strategic initiative.  
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3.1.1 Ontological concerns 

 

In general, ontology refers to the fundamental assumptions about the nature of the (social) 

world. Ontology is how one view the existences of objects, relations, and attributes related to 

people’s understanding of them (Egholm, 2014), i.e. whether we as individuals believe 

something exists independently or dependently of our understanding. Related to 

phenomenology, Martin Heidegger (2007) argued that phenomenon could not have any essence 

but only existence. His point is that “the phenomenon which we try to understand, is a product 

of the interrelationship between its manifestation and the cognitive structures through which 

the phenomenon is understood” (Heidegger, 2007 in Egholm, 2014, p.  109). This means that a 

phenomenon does only exist when it occurs in the minds of individuals, and how it occurs is 

affected by the context in which the individual exists. In line with this, this thesis takes the 

standpoint that to investigate how middle managers enact we have to focus on accounts and 

interpretations by middle managers. In doing so, we take into account the context surrounding 

them. 

 

3.1.2 Epistemological concerns 

 

In addition to considering the nature of knowledge, one should also consider how it is 

approached. Here, epistemology refers to the underlying assumptions of how to look at 

knowledge (Egholm, 2014), i.e. how we can evaluate whether knowledge is valid and 

believable. Epistemology is whether we believe knowledge can be subjective or objective 

(Egholm, 2014). Thus, it is closely connected to the individual’s understanding of when 

something can be accounted for as ‘true’ knowledge. Related to phenomenology Edmund 

Husserl established the notion of ‘intentionality’ (Husserl, 1936). He argues that the meaning 

occurring within the mind of the individual (i.e., that something makes sense), is always based 

on that individual’s consciousness of what it experiences (Egholm, 2014). The phenomenon is 

only interesting to investigate by taking the point in people’s experience context. This study has 

investigated on which basis the middle managers have enacted. 
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The epistemological approach of this study raises the question of what material to collect and 

how to process it to gain knowledge about the studied subject, i.e. which logical way of 

reasoning is most appropriate. Within the phenomenological perspective, there are no 

“predetermined demands about how to collect data or investigate phenomenon, the only thing 

it demands is that the methods chosen are relevant related to the subject which one investigates” 

(Egholm, 2010, p. 113). This thesis is built on an abductive research approach (Timmerman 

and Tavorys, 2012). The approach towards data collection initially focused on collecting in-

depth information without reducing it or eliminating immediate incomprehensible data. As 

Egholm (2010) argues, “if one collects data based on a very specific research question, it will 

not be possible to see all the relationships that exist and which can be essential in order to 

understand the phenomenon” (Egholm, 2010, p.113). On this basis, we have approached the 

research openly by continuously adjusting the research question in terms of our empirical data 

and theoretical lens. Overall, the abductive approach worked as a continuous process of 

conjecturing (Heidegger, 1996 in Timmermans and Tavory, 2012), where we engaged in what 

Timmermans and Tavory (2012) characterize as double-fitting data and theory.   

 

3.2 Method 

 

3.2.1 Case Description  

 

The case company in question in this thesis is Jensen Group, a Danish production company. 

Jensen Group is the biggest supplier of machine systems and support to the heavy-duty laundry 

industry. The organization is divided into three technology centers: Washroom Technology, 

Finishing Technology and Material Handling, as well as numerous service centers scattered 

around the globe. Currently, Jensen Group has production facilities located in five countries 

and support centers in 48 countries. Jensen Group has experienced significant growth since 

1970 (Jensen, 2019). The organization has grown from being a small, Danish blacksmith 

business to become a market leader in the heavy-duty laundry industry. The organization 

originates in Denmark, however, have its headquarters in Belgium and Switzerland. 
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3.2.1.1 Jensen Denmark  

 

The research is based on a case study of one of Jensen Group’s wholly-owned subsidiaries, 

Jensen Denmark. Jensen Denmark focuses on finishing technology, i.e. machines that are used 

for ironing, folding and stacking laundry (see Picture 3) and garment technology, i.e. systems 

that can deliver, fold and dispatch clothes (see Picture 4). Jensen Denmark employs 

approximately 600 people and consists of senior managers, middle managers, functionaries, 

hourly paid employees, and trainees. Jensen Denmark is one of the most profitable production 

units within the Jensen Group. Despite rapid growth and great success, Jensen Denmark 

experience areas for improvement. The growth from a small blacksmith business to a market 

leading company has happened so fast that it has caused management to overlook crucial 

aspects within production. In this regard, senior management initiated efforts to solve the 

current problems at Jensen Denmark (Appendix 1). 
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Figure 3. Finishing Technology - Product 1 (Jensen Danmark, 2019) 

Figure 4. Garment Finishing Technology - Product 2 (Jensen Denmark, 2019)
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3.2.1.2 The Strategic Initiative  

In an attempt to stay competitive, the focus of Jensen Denmark has been on ensuring cost 

reduction, new technological development, continuous improvement and process optimization 

in all its production facilities. Within Jensen Denmark, the senior management has initiated the 

efforts of implementing changes required from the Group. To gain insights into how Jensen 

Denmark approached these changes, we have conducted interviews with individuals within 

Production. The Senior Production Manager has along with his teams of middle managers held 

workshops in collaboration with consultancies to determine why and how those changes could 

be made. This has resulted in a strategic initiative composed of five components listed in Table 

1 (Appendix 1; Appendix 12). In the analysis, we will define these components as cues. 

 

Table 2. The Strategic Initiative Components  

 

 

 What to change?  

Components of the 

strategic initiative 

Description of change Why change?  

Expressed rationale behind the initiative 

components 

1 Performance Culture Team-based work rather than 

functional division 

 

 

 

 

Creating “good Jensen leadership” 

among middle managers: 

Supporting and facilitating rather 

than controlling and interfering.  

Make it possible for employees to share 

responsibility and navigate across 

production lines and facilitate 

empowerment of teams and more holistic 

understanding of operations  

 

Empower middle managers and ensure the 

competencies needed to guide and control 

the implementation of a performance 

culture 

2 Process Overview  Streamlined production process by 

focusing on communication, 

documentation and removal of 

waste-full actions within the 

production and across facilities.  

Standardization and increased efficiency:  

● Remove bottlenecks and waiting-

time  

● Cost reduction 

● Accurate resource allocation  

3 Quality Measures Concrete and visible productivity 

measures for both middle managers 

and employees  

Make it possible to measure performance 

and increase efficiency  

4 Production Maturity New IT systems replaces manual 

process.  

 

 

Environment in which sharing of 

ideas for improvement are 

encouraged  

Integration and standardization of IT 

system across the production as well as 

utilization of Big Data 

 

Create a ‘learning organization’ making 

improvements that could improve 

efficiency, reduce cost etc 

5 Employee Well-being Initiatives that heighten the 

employees well-being 

Every employee within production have 

an  essential role, hence happy employees 

is the key.  

 



Page 35 of 93 

3.2.2 Choice of methods 

 

3.2.2.1  Qualitative methods 

 

Due to our phenomenological point of view, it is essential for us as interviewers to ensure that 

interviewees get the opportunity to describe his or her world as precise and detailed as possible 

(Justesen and Mik-Meyer, 2010). Hence, the data collection is based on qualitative methods. 

Qualitative methods allowed for flexibility in analyzing and interpreting data and further 

provides excellent opportunities for in-depth investigations (Bryman, 2012; Farquhar, 2012) 

This method allowed us to gain insights into how the middle managers at Jensen Denmark were 

enacting the strategic initiative. Using qualitative methods offered an effective way of 

identifying and characterizing the context in which the middle managers interacted and made it 

possible for us to understand the specific phenomena that enactment of a strategic initiative is 

(Justesen and Mik-Meyer, 2010). 

 

The goal of doing qualitative research is not to generalize through a large number of cases but 

instead gaining detailed stories through particular individuals. Considering this personal 

technique of data collection, it was needed to make ethical considerations. When performing 

face-to-face interviews, true anonymity is impossible, and therefore it was essential to secure 

full confidentiality towards the information gathered in every single interview.  

 

3.2.2.2 Semi-structured approach  

 

As in most qualitative studies we have chosen to conduct interviews. Interviews allow for 

generating knowledge through interactions as the interviewees are asked to talk about their 

experiences and own realities (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). The goal is to explore the interest 

area more openly and thereby allow interviewees to express individual ideas and opinions in 

their own words (Esterberg, 2002). Furthermore, this approach is an attempt to move beyond 

own experiences and ideas, to focus mainly on others' point of view (Ibid.) 
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Doing interviews have enabled us to understand the world from the middle managers’ point of 

view. We prepared for carefully listening, knowing that the interview might take surprising 

turns and we possibly needed to be able to follow potential new leads. More specifically we 

have taken an exploratory semi-structured interview approach (Kvale and Brinkman 2015). As 

the strategic initiative was in its initial stage, limited written material was available. 

Consequently, the reliance on semi-structured interviews was enhanced. 

 

It was chosen to physically perform the interviews to discover other features such as mood, 

tones, and body language. The physical presence created a possibility of understanding the 

organizational and cultural frames that the interviewees were situated in (Kvale and Brinkmann, 

2015). All interviews were conducted by one researcher with the assistance of another, which 

provided an opportunity to cross-check impressions and interpretations. Furthermore, it was 

essential to perform the interviews in Danish, as it allowed the interviewees to talk more openly 

and thus to enhance the possibility of valuable insights.  

 

To facilitate an honest and descriptive answering from the interviewees, open questions were 

asked. This approach allowed for new insights to emerge while attaining flexibility and 

openness during the interviews (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2015). It was critical to ask open 

questions such as “how” and “why” to make the interviewees answer subjectively. In line with 

our phenomenological approach, this has been a deliberate and intentional practice. It was 

important not to construct the interviewees' answers or ask questions that might turn their 

understanding of the course in a specific direction (Egholm, 2014). Several researchers stress 

how the quality of the interview is determined by the relationship between the researcher and 

the interviewee (Esterberg, 2002). Applying a qualitative semi-structured method creates the 

possibility of bias as we as researchers were involved in the interviews. Despite our 

phenomenological approach, we were not able to collect data without influencing it ourselves.  

 

It must be acknowledged that even though interviewees were asked to answer in a completely 

honest and subjective manner, there might be a chance that they either intentionally or 

unintentionally have not done so. Furthermore, their daily mood could also have affected how 

the answers were formed, and thereby answers could have been different at another point in 

time. In this regard, we did quality checks by providing the interviewees the opportunity to read 
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and validate the analysis, to see if they could recognize themselves in their answers (Justesen 

& Mik-Meyer, 2010) 

 

Our phenomenological approach additionally seemed to cause limitation regarding the 

development of an interview guide. In our focus as interviewers were to receive as much 

“neutral” data as possible without interfering and drawing questions in specific directions, it 

created the limitation of interviewees focus mostly on areas of their interest and not on covering 

all our potential interest areas. Thereby it cannot be excluded, that we could have gathered more 

valuable data by interfering and guiding the interview. However, the goal was to enable 

interviewees to explain and express their concerns, and thereby it was evident that each had less 

to say about certain aspects of the strategic initiative. Due to ethical considerations, it has been 

essential to secure our interviewees with anonymity and confidentiality. Furthermore, we have 

strived to store our empirical material safely. 

 

3.2.2.3 Case-study approach  

 

This investigation takes the form of a case study of the company Jensen Group and is delimited 

to the production subsidiary at Bornholm, Denmark.  According to Yin (1994) using a case 

study is a research strategy in itself. A study's research question will often define what case 

strategy that is most appropriate, which is why we have chosen to use the case study 

methodology in an exploratory way (Yin, 1981a; 1981b in Yin 1994). Specifically, a single 

case study was conducted to produce detailed accounts of middle managers’ sensemaking and 

responses to the strategic initiative. As Zainal (2007) argue, case studies are especially good at 

exploring or describing environments and thus help to explain complexities of real-life 

situations. Corporate decisions were made in the fall of 2018 to initiate the strategic initiative 

about implementing a performance culture within the organization by 2021. Our case study has 

thereby taken place simultaneously with the organization's initial work with this strategic 

initiative. In this regard, this study is delimited to the time frame between February and May 

2019. 
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Yin (1994) argues for the importance of distinguishing between using the case study strategy 

and qualitative research. Whereas qualitative research is often contingent upon observations 

and avoidance of prior commitment of theoretical models, Yin argues that “case studies can be 

based on any mix of quantitative and qualitative evidence. In addition, case studies need not 

always to include direct, detailed observations as a source of evidence” (Yin 1994, p. 14). This 

support our reliance on semi-structured interviews. Our study is built mainly on the accounts 

and descriptions made by middle managers as well as interviews with senior managers.  

                     

The research reported in this thesis is based on a single case study. Hence, the analyzed 

interpretive responses, as well as the process of enacted sensemaking, are limited to one 

company and a limited number of respondents. Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that case studies 

provide a useful foundation upon which learning of a specific phenomenon happens. He points 

to the characterization of case studies as being context-dependent which offers valuable insights 

and expertise within the area.  Consequently, this research might add strength to what is already 

known through previous research by putting a complex issue into a real case scenario.  

 

3.2.3 Interview Respondents   

 

The research participants consisted of seven middle managers as well as interviews with two 

senior managers. Additionally, we conducted informal talks with all research participants and 

made observational notes based on our experience from the production facilities.  

 

Our primary contact person was the Senior Production Manager. Within the production, seven 

out of the nine middle managers were targeted for interviews. As depicted in Figure 5 the middle 

managers were divided into Production Managers and Department Managers. Three production 

managers were physically located at the production facility Jensen 1, and three production 

managers were located at Jensen 2 as well as two department managers and one production 

manager at Jensen 3. The selection was based on our attempt to interview the people that were 

affected by the strategic initiative. We interviewed middle managers during an intensive data 

collection period (within the timeframe of 4 weeks) due to the corporations' physical location 

at Bornholm, Denmark.  
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Figure 5. Middle managers position and areas of responsibility across production facilities  

 

 

 

The number of interviews was determined in part by our focus on Production and in part by the 

days upon which we visited the corporation. Due to limited time and physical distance, we 

chose not to interview the middle manager at the production facility Jensen 3. This facility is a 

smaller replica of the Jensen 1 factory, and it was physically located further away, why we 

chose not to prioritize it. Furthermore, Production Manager 6 at Jensen 1 was unfortunately not 

available for interviews in the period where we visited Bornholm. We strived to interview all 

available middle managers within production. Of course, accounts from middle managers in 

other departments might be different and could have produced a more nuanced perspective if 

we had interviewed respondents within other departments. Nevertheless, it should be possible 

to apply and test the relationships we propose in the context of other departments as well as 

similar organizational context. We acknowledge that it might not be possible to generalize our 

findings. However, we believe that in the context of our study findings are valid based on 

coherence theory. We have focused on checking coherence between middle managers accounts.  

 

The following illustration shows how we have focused on the Engineering and Production 

department and the essential people within these departments. To illustrate people interviewed 

and their area of responsibility, these are marked with orange in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6: Organizational chart. Interviewees were located in departments marked with orange. 

. 
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3.2.4 The process of conducting our research  

 

The process of conducting our research was highly abductive and affected by changes in the 

research objective as our study progressed.  

 

3.2.4.1 Prior to  

 

After establishing the context for our study, we went to visit the production facilities at 

Bornholm. At our first visit, we did a complete open interview with the Senior Production 

Manager to make discoveries of the strategic initiative and the changes faced within production. 

This interview established our primary interest in middle managers as strategizers. Before 

collecting data, we were open-minded towards the aspects that could potentially arise by 

investigating middle managers. Thus, it was essential to make an interview guide as open as 

possible which we used during our second visit to conduct interviews.  

 

3.2.4.2 During  

 

All interviews were tape-recorded. Interviewees were asked to describe the current situation in 

which they found themselves, as well as their experiences with the strategic initiative. The 

interviewees were asked to focus on their understanding of the situation, as opposed to the 

corporation as an entity. This was done to make sure that the interviews revolved around the 

middle managers’ experience and actions. Throughout the interviews, the interviewees revealed 

their perceptions of the strategic initiative, the rationale behind making a change, and the 

consequences that the changes posed on their work and the organization. Detailed descriptions 

revealed how each middle manager approached the strategic initiative. Our focus was to capture 

the middle managers' accounts of the strategic initiative, what they were doing after the 

introduction of the initiative as well as understanding the reasons for why they might do what 

they did. Due to ethical considerations, it has been essential to secure our interviewees with 

anonymity and confidentiality. We informed all interviewees of the option to retain from 

answering questions. However, we ensured that their responses were anonymous to increase 

the possibility of open dialogue.  
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3.2.4.3 After  

 

After returning from Bornholm, all interviews were transcribed and coded. Transcription has 

worked as a valuable tool in analyzing the empirical data, as it has allowed us to revisit and 

discover new angles that would not have been possible in the interview situation. Furthermore, 

transcription has made it easier to get an overview and identify patterns and contradictions 

(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). However, the transcription procedure had some technical and 

interpretative implications. Considering one of the researchers being Norwegian, and both 

research translation quotes from Danish into English it cannot be excluded that some meaning 

might have changed during the process.  

 

3.3 Data analysis  

 

The empirical data were analyzed focusing on capturing the middle managers' perceptions 

following the phenomenological point of view. First, we analyzed each interview thoroughly, 

noticing how middle managers emphasized certain practices and areas of concerns. It was 

essential to read and re-read the interviews to become intimate with the data. Consequently, 

each reading provided new insights (Smith, Jarman, and Osborn, 1999). When all interviews 

were analyzed, we collected the practices and areas of concerns as open codes. Based on the 

open codes, we searched for similarities and differences that resulted in the findings of this 

study. The purpose of this interpretive analysis was to catch what seemed essential for the 

middle managers and explore the topic of investigation from their point of view. As Smith et 

al. (1999) emphasize, it is crucial to illuminate “the individuals' personal perception or account 

of an object or event as opposed to an attempt to produce an objective statement of the object 

or event itself (Smith et al., 1999, p. 218) 

 

The abductive approach allowed for revisiting the phenomena to explore it from different 

angles. We moved from empirical data to theory continuously to find the most applicable 

theoretical lens which served to explain the phenomenon of strategizing. According to our 

phenomenological point of view and by exploring this data, a relevant theoretical lens of 

sensemaking was applied to further understand the phenomenon of strategizing through the 
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accounts of middle managers. We conducted the coding with inspiration from Corbin and 

Strauss (1990), breaking the coding process into two subphases: open coding and selective 

coding. We used the open codes primarily to organize the middle managers' accounts. The 

selective coding was used to make an overview of the most common themes. These codes 

further enabled for a second order analysis in which we made a cross-comparison of middle 

managers accounts (Appendix 11). 

 

First, we retrieved open codes from the interviews. An inductive approach was applied. The 

aim was to capture the key issues that preoccupied the middle managers, by letting the data 

drive the initial phase of the analysis. Thereby, it was critical to only pay attention to the 

meanings that emerged from the data, without an established theoretical lens. By doing so, we 

were able to reveal the most recurrent themes surrounding the strategizing of the strategic 

initiative, without any concern about how they relate. Through the initial process of coding, 

thirteen codes of practices and concerns were identified (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Open Codes  

 

 Code Frequence 

1 Convergence / Tension 68 

2 New Leadership Style 45 

3 Practice 42 

4 Communication 31 

5 Process Flow 25 

6 Involvement 23 

7 Senior Management (LMT) 22 

8 Key Performance Indicators 20 

9 Employee Well-being 18 

10 Fixer Culture 16 

11 Team Structure 14 

12 Continuous Improvement 9 

13 IT Changes 8 
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In establishing these categories, quotes were organized and counted to identify the most 

prominent categories of our data. Based on this, we dig into the specific categories to explore 

the micro-characteristics. The emphasis and the words used by the participants have contributed 

to the category of the open codes. Table 4 shows how quotes were grouped into open codes. 

 

Tabel 4. Example of Open Coding  

 

 

Second, we used selective coding which involved linking categories on a more abstract level of 

analysis. The focus was to organize the central phenomenon into broader macro-categories. We 

have based our identification of such categories on Strauss’s (1987 in Corbin and Strauss, 1990) 

proposal of selection criteria: a) they should be central, b) they should be frequent and c) they 

should be easily linked to other categories.  Based on the criteria, three selective codes were 

established: 1) Structural Change, 2) Process Change and 3) Cultural change. The open codes 

were arranged according to how they related to each other. Thus, each open cod corresponded 

to a selective code (see Figure 7). 

  

Participants phrases Open codes 

We have implemented KPIs, however I believe it is the wrong ones 

 

We are a blacksmith company who have grown very big in a short time, so we have never 

been giving or set any goals  

 

We are doing so many thing at once, therefore it would be good to have some measures to 

track our performance 

KPI 

The only thing that have been communicated is the break down of silos, and that we have a 

common goal and work together 

 

When I started I could see that if one man was sick then the paced stopped because there was 

no one else to build the machine.  

 

I will try to create some guidelines for the structure so it is the same for everyone. It needs 

to look alike, så we can help each other across 

Team Structure 
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Figure 7. Categorization of Open Codes 

 

 

 

After doing so, we focused on identifying similar and opposing interpretive responses. During 

the process, data were “broken down into discrete parts, closely examined, compared for 

similarities and difference” (Corbin and Strauss, 1990, p. 62). Furthermore, they resulted in a 

second order analysis in which the opposing and similar accounts by all middle managers were 

clearly listed. The coding was done to extract the patterns of enacted sensemaking and compare 

middle managers responses to the strategic initiative.  

 

In our explorative study it is like in any other study, inevitable for limitations. It must be 

emphasized that completely isolating data from our own preconceptions during the coding 

process is impossible, and therefore there will exist potential of bias. Even though we have been 

using methods such as semi-structured questions during the interviews to minimize bias, we 

acknowledge that our previous knowledge and preconceptions related to the phenomena will 

inevitably influence how the data analysis has been conducted. However, the reader may find 

attached appendices including interview guide and transcribed materials which enable the 

reader to evaluate the data themselves.  
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4. Analysis 

  

In the following section, we will present data emphasizing middle managers sensemaking and 

the resulting interpretive responses exhibited towards the strategic initiative. Following Weick 

(2005) we have defined sensemaking as a reciprocal exchange in which actors move between 

four moments: change, enactment, selection, and retention to make sense of equivocality.  

Following Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) an interpretive response will be defined as middle 

managers’ sensemaking and their subsequent actions or practices in which they engage. Our 

analysis will aim to analyze middle managers’ enacted sensemaking which we define as the 

interplay in which a change or ambiguity compels an individual to think and subsequently act 

(Weick, 1988). 

  

We, therefore, focus our analysis around middle managers’ accounts and descriptions of the 

strategic initiative. We divide our analysis into three main sections. The first section will begin 

by presenting the corporate intentions, i.e. senior management’s intention of the proposed 

strategic initiative. This is important as it contributes to the understanding of whether the middle 

managers’ interpretive responses will be in line with corporate intentions. We assume that if 

interpretive responses are in line with corporate intentions, it will facilitate convergence 

between middle managers’ enacted sensemaking and provide the possibility of collective action 

towards the strategic initiative.  

 

The second section will present a synthesis of the middle managers’ patterns of enacted 

sensemaking. An illustration is provided in which each middle manager’s interpretive responses 

are mapped onto their sensemaking process. The third section elaborates on the findings of our 

analysis. First, our two main findings are stated. Next, the empirical data are investigated, and 

four discoveries are made. Related to each finding, the implications of ensuring collective 

actions around the strategic initiative are elaborated. Based on the four discoveries this thesis 

presents five propositions. 
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4.1 Corporate intentions 

 

Our empirical data revealed that the production was characterized by an embedded work 

culture, which was manifested in every process and action within production. Senior 

management termed this a fixer culture, and as argued by the Senior Production Manager the 

overall intention was to make a shift from this ‘fixer culture’ to a ‘performance culture’. During 

our interview with the Senior Production Manager, he problematized this fixer culture several 

times: “Fixer culture is applauded because it solves one problem. However, it also has some 

costs. We often have to focus on one machine at the expense of another. That is not being 

effective, and we do not earn money on that. That is not the right way to solve the task” 

(Appendix 1, p. 7, l. 251-253). The Senior Production Manager further emphasized the 

significance of this by stating: “We solve a problem that is amazing in the eyes of the entire 

organization. Nevertheless, it is also where the fixer culture becomes a problem from my 

perspective. It might give great publicity, but we had two other customers that did not get their 

delivery in time” (Appendix 1, p. 6, l. 246-248).  

 

Following the above quotes, the Senior Production Manager stressed a lack of holistic 

understanding among the employees. As they continuously ‘fixed’ a problem for one customer 

at the expense of others, the Senior Production Manager argued that the employees lacked an 

understanding of the negative consequences. Since the fixer culture was embedded in the 

organizational structure and work processes, it had become difficult for some people to see the 

bigger picture. Therefore, the senior management intended to create fundamental changes to 

the culture within production: Changing a fixer mindset into a performance mindset. 

  

The Senior Production Manager expressed clear concerns to create such changes. He pinpointed 

that most of the middle managers were new to the organization or had only limited leadership 

experience. Hence, he wanted to initiate efforts related to middle managers’ leadership, as he 

stated: “we are trying to make a local strategy [for good leadership] to succeed and implement 

a performance culture” (Appendix 1, p. 1, l. 136-137). Also, to facilitate good leadership, the 

Senior Production Manager believed employee well-being was essential to create the changes. 

He underlined: “everybody has an important role, and I think sometimes some people forget 

that (…) I am probably the only one that is not crucial and can choose not to show up because 
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I do not have to touch any of the machines” (Appendix 1, p. 7, l. 258-261). He viewed the 

employees as an essential resource for the organization, why it was crucial to keep their well-

being in mind. To create these fundamental changes in the culture, it was however not only 

important to focus on middle managers and employees, but also to instigate structural and 

processual changes. 

  

The intention behind the structural changes was to ensure more flexibility, predictability, and 

automatization within production. The Senior Production Manager problematized the current 

work structure. Historically, employees worked only on tasks they were familiar with, making 

rotations difficult. Creating flexibility of rotating employees across tasks was, therefore, 

important for senior management.  

 

The Senior Production Manager argued that having workers with specialized work task caused 

a lack of ‘team-spirit’, as he emphasized, “The point is that the group of employees at each line 

should work as a team (...) However, it is like every man has his specialty (…) I want them 

focusing on more than one thing” (Appendix 1, p. 1, l .36-38). In introducing new employees 

within the production, Jensen Denmark were relying entirely on side-by-side training. This 

resulted in a lack of documentation of work practices and processes. Combined with the issue 

of specialized work tasks, the Senior Production Manager often experienced problems related 

to predicting and mitigating situations, e.g. if employees were sick. As he expressed: “You 

cannot run a company with such a large turnover and then put your faith in a few people and 

hope one man shows up and saves you if you experience a problem you had not foreseen” 

(Appendix 1, p. 6, l. 228-230). Related to this issue, it was important for senior management to 

increase the probability of planning and allocating resources correctly. The Senior Production 

Manager also emphasized a need for increasing automatization within the production. The 

argument was that automatization would not only create more predictability and flexibility but 

also support a better collaboration across production facilities. 

  

In addition, the intention behind the processual changes was rooted in the ambition of becoming 

more efficient. They wanted to create a more open and learning environment within production 

as well as growing more cost-efficient. As a byproduct of the work-structure, ‘fixing’ and 

‘firefighting’ mainly characterized the production processes. Furthermore, an organizational 
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focus on turnover had reinforced the unfortunate ‘fixer culture’ since focus had always been on 

increasing income no matter what. This way of producing machines was highly problematized, 

as the Senior Production Manager stated: “It does not make sense if things run smoothly in one 

department and everything fails in the other department. For me, it is all about… If machines 

are not produced in a proper flow throughout the entire production process, then no one has 

done what they were supposed to” (Appendix 1, p. 4, l. 141-143). 

  

The Senior Production Manager expressed ambition of growth, but in that regard, the 

organizational focus needed to shift from turnover to revenue, as he described: “I believe we 

have this simple goal, where we would like to earn 25% EBIT and continue to grow. That is 

how we make a living. Simply by growing” (Appendix 1, p. 7, l. 269-270). In relation to this 

ambition of growth, he highlighted the intention of becoming more efficient and cost-effective. 

To make such changes happen, senior management wanted the production to focus more on 

continuous improvements. As the Senior Production Manager expressed “We have never been 

the best to stop and optimize processes along the way (…) it is better to collect the low-hanging 

fruits on an ongoing basis, we need to create a good foundation, in which we can evolve and 

not only focus on our turnover” (Appendix 1, p. 7, l. 273-278). Hence, senior management 

intended to create an environment in which managers and employees could more openly share 

improvement ideas and engage actively in learning and optimization of processes.  

  

In sum, senior management intended to initiate the described changes to facilitate a shift from 

a fixer culture to a performance culture within production. To make such changes happen, the 

Senior Production Manager arranged workshops along with middle managers and consultancies 

with the aim of establishing a common direction. Since people pay attention to specific cues, 

an organization often work deliberately to define specific cues especially related to strategy 

work (Weick, 2010). As mentioned in the case description, the result of those workshops was 

five overall cues: performance culture, process overview, production maturity, quality criteria, 

and employee well-being.  
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The Senior Production Manager stated that middle managers were the focus of the initiated 

changes since it was their responsibility to make them happen in day-to-day operations. How 

the middle managers should make the changes happen, he argued: “All middle managers have 

the freedom to do whatever they want. I only asses them based on results” (Appendix 1, p. 9, l. 

372-373). It was the Senior Production Manager´s overall attitude that it not only was the 

middle managers' responsibility to initiate the changes but also that they had opportunity to do 

it in the way they found appropriate, as he further emphasized: “If we solve something better, 

faster, cheaper… then it is the right thing in my opinion. Of course, we shall not kill anyone in 

the process, or make people go home with bad nerves… however, we work with a very short 

decision-making process. If people come to me with good ideas, then they are allowed to do it” 

(Appendix 1, p. 6, l. 216-221). Overall, the Senior Production Manager believed that the five 

cues, which he had formulated together with the middle managers, were setting the direction 

for how the middle managers should engage and initiate the proposed changes.  
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4.2 Middle managers’ enacted sensemaking 

 

Before we elaborate on our findings of how middle managers enacted the strategic initiative 

and the implications of their enacted sensemaking on their strategizing, we present a synthesis 

of the patterns of enacted sensemaking which the seven middle managers exhibited. In Table 5 

each of the seven middle managers’ sensemaking processes is visually illustrated. The 

illustration aims to present the reader with a sense of the similarities and difference between the 

middle managers’ enacted sensemaking. It is therefore important to emphasize that the 

illustration is not exhaustive. Based on the collected empirical data we have mapped out the 

most prevalent bundles of practices that each middle manager has enacted and the resulting 

interpretive responses. In the right column, we have summarized the most essential discoveries 

related to each process.  

 

Table 5. Middle Managers’ Patterns of Enacted Sensemaking  
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Table 5. Continued  
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4.3 Findings  

 

An analysis of the empirical data enabled us to make findings which will be elaborated below. 

These findings can be synthesized into two main findings which this thesis contributes with: 1) 

that strategy should be approached as a maturing process and 2) that driving such a maturing 

process need to happen slowly but still yield progress.  

  

All of our findings point in some way to the importance of acknowledging the complexities and 

paradoxical nature characterizing strategizing. Hence, our analysis suggest that strategy should 

be approached from a maturing-process perspective instead of dividing strategy work into 

formulation and implementation. Initially when the strategic initiative was introduced to the 

middle managers within production of Jensen Denmark, all middle managers were eager to 

engage in the initiative and they seemed to understand the rationale behind it. However, as they 

started to enact the proposed changes our findings suggest that middle managers were faced 

with new issues which they had to make sense of, which emphasize a process of learning. 

Furthermore, our findings suggest that as middle managers were influenced by their experience, 

identity and their social context they exhibited responses less in line with the corporate intention 

as they struggled to find the proposed changes plausible as they enacted them. These findings 

underline how strategizing is an ongoing process in which managers simultaneously had to 

make sense and define the strategy as well as they had to engage and comply with the proposed 

corporate intention. 

  

In addition, the analysis showed the importance of senior management ensuring guidelines 

around a strategy but at the same time allowing middle managers to have some individual 

freedom. The findings suggest how middle managers were given the freedom of practicing and 

engaging with the strategic initiative in the way that seemed most plausible to them. This 

fostered actions in multiple directions which in turn made the middle managers problematize 

their collaboration and hindered collective action around the strategic initiative. Consequently, 

allowing the middle managers to enact changes completely individualistic were problematic. 

Middle managers exhibited responses less in line with corporate intention as they felt 

discouraged and confused. Hence, difference in what they found plausible created issues across 

middle managers and actually reinforced existing problems that the strategic initiative was 
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initiated to remove, such as removing a silo-mentality. Hence, the findings underline the 

importance of senior management in driving the maturing process that strategy is, by both 

creating direction but also empowering middle managers to strategize.  

 

4.3.1 Finding 1: Differences across middle managers enacted 

sensemaking caused the middle managers to problematize their 

collaboration 

  

Accounts from the middle managers pointed to a general sense of good collaboration and 

communication between them. Nevertheless, a closer analysis revealed how middle managers 

perception of this collaboration and communication changed as they started to enact the 

strategic initiative. As middle managers engaged in practices related to initiating the changes 

proposed by senior management, they paid attention to different cues. This influenced the way 

in which middle managers made sense and subsequently acted. Hence, middle managers 

exhibited differences in their enacted sensemaking. Consequently, issues related to ensuring 

collective action was suddenly emphasized and middle managers problematized the 

collaboration and communication across the production. 

  

When asked how they collaborated with other middle managers all interviewees expressed how 

they found the collaboration and communication to be good. As argued by Production Manager 

3, middle managers had a high degree of communication despite being located at different 

production facilities: “We talk to each other every day. We even talk several times a week with 

the middle managers at Jensen 1. I talk daily with the middle manager at Jensen 3. Across 

production facilities, we communicate a lot” (Appendix 5, p. 5, l. 214-215). Department 

Manager 2 argued that a change in the composition of middle managers had contributed to 

better collaboration as the group was more suited for making the intended changes: “If we take 

a look at the group of middle managers, we can luckily see that there has been a great 

replacement of people. As a result, I think we now have a lot of managers interested in creating 

improvements” (Appendix 9, p. 4, l. 162-164). Production Manager 4 further emphasized that 

not only were they good a collaborating and talking to each other, middle managers also saw 

each other privately: “I think our collaboration is good, we are good at communicating. We 

have also started to see each other at private arrangements” (Appendix 6, s. 5, l. 163-166). 
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Overall, when asked how they collaborated with other middle managers, interviewees 

emphasized both work- and non-work-related arguments to why they believed their 

collaboration and communication was good. All employees presented a picture of a well-

functioning group of middle managers.  

 

Since there had been formulated five overall cues defining the intended changes, middle 

managers had broad guidelines for how they should enact the intended changes. As a result, the 

seven middle managers all engaged in different practices at the same time, as problematized by 

Production Manager 1: “Everybody has different interests and are interested in engaging in 

different practices” (Appendix 3, p. 3, l. 101-103). Despite middle managers initial accounts of 

being a well-functioning group, with good collaboration and communication, our analysis 

revealed how middle managers problematized their collaboration and communication as a result 

of the differences in their enacted sensemaking (see Table 5).  

 

An account from Department Manager 2 clearly illustrates this: “We have a good collaboration 

around solving “fixer” problems that arise immediately. However, the collaboration around 

creating this change which should result in improvements, that is seemingly more difficult” 

(Appendix 9, p. 5, l.166-169). According to Weick (2010), a discrepancy in middle managers’ 

enacted sensemaking can be ascribed to how the middle managers pay attention to different 

cues. Weick (2010) argue that people pay attention to different cues based on their identity, 

their experience and whether the change seems plausible based on their enacted efforts. 

Therefore, middle managers enacted those practice which they found most plausible. As they 

did not find the same practice plausible or interesting, competing practices existed among the 

middle managers.  

 

Production Manager 2 and Production Manager 3 paid especially attention to key performance 

indicators (KPIs). When asked what they believed was the most important aspect of initiating 

the intended changes Production Manager 2 explained: “There is nothing I find more important 

than others. However, I find the KPIs very important, probably because they appeal to me the 

most. I also believe I have something to contribute within that regard” (Appendix 4, p. 10, l. 

465-467). The argument by Production Manager 3 was similar: “Our KPIs are [most important]. 

We need to get things in system and create an image of what we should work towards. We need 
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to figure out where we are and where we want to go. If things are put into a system, I believe 

we will start to see production maturity and process optimization” (Appendix 5, p. 3, l. 101-

104). As these middle managers started to enact the proposed changes, they made sense of the 

KPIs as essential in creating the structural and processual changes suggested by senior 

management.  

 

Production Manager 2 further argued: “If we want to become professional, we need to be 

transparent and have our processes in order, and then we need to figure out where things go 

wrong. In that regard I believe KPIs is a very good tool” (Appendix 4, p. 7, l. 297-299). His 

emphasis on the practice of KPIs was partly influenced by his experience, as he explained, “I 

want to use these KPIs because at the moment we do not have anything documented in black 

and white, it is more about how people feel. We need to document things, and people like me 

with a mathematical background we are good at collecting such data” (Appendix 4, p. 4, l. 189-

192). In comparison, Production Manager 3 did not have the same experience with KPIs, but 

he expressed a general interest in putting things into system, why he engaged in the use of such 

performance measures. Overall, Production Manager 2 chose to pay attention to the practice of 

KPI as it seemed plausible to him based on his experience and both Production Manager 2 and 

3 paid attention to KPIs based on their interests. 

 

Findings related to Production Manager 5 and Production Manager 1 suggested that those 

middle managers paid especially attention to practices associated with creating process flow. 

Production Manager 1 reflections showed how he enacted the proposed changes: “To me, 

performance culture is collaboration across the department; it is flow! Therefore, we work very 

much with road maps in my department” (Appendix 3, p. 3, l. 120-122). Accounts from 

Production Manager 5 also illustrated this attention to process flow: “If we do not have flow at 

our factories, then suddenly materials will build up. Then things go wrong. There is no process 

overview. Suddenly the whole production process needs to be stopped, and we get ten days 

behind schedule. That is a huge problem” (Appendix 7, p. 2, l. 52-55). This clearly illustrates 

how practices related to creating process flow seemed more plausible to these middle managers. 

Production Manager 1 also resonated: “I already see it as our job [production maturity]. Just 

not as intense as proposed by senior management” (Appendix 3, p. 2, l. 95-97). Thus, 

Production Manager 1 focused on flow as he already identified with the task of maturing the 
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entire production, in which creating flow was essential.  In sum, both middle managers 

emphasized flow as being important, why they paid more attention to practices in this regard.  

 

Department Manager 1 enacted the changes based on her previous experience as a quality 

manager, as she argued “I have worked with both quality and implementation of guidelines, 

procedures and processes” (Appendix 8, p. 3, l. 106-107). She further emphasized how unclear 

processes frustrated her “I think it is due to my quality experience that I do not like it. I want 

processes to work and people to stick to them” (Appendix 8, p. 1, l. 25-27). Based on these 

accounts, it was clear that Department Manager 1 paid more attention to process mapping than 

any other cue. She explained: “Process mapping will be in focus. In my department, we will 

work on how our order confirmation should be. We need to convert it to a production document. 

This is something I will have influence on” (Appendix 8, p. 2, l. 76-78). Engaging in practices 

related to process mapping made sense for her, especially because she could influence things 

in this regard and could utilize her previous experience. 

 

As opposed to the other middle managers Department Manager 2 emphasized the importance 

of the cultural rather than the structural and processual changes. Hence, he paid most attention 

to cues related to practices of ensuring employee well-being and good leadership. His argument 

was: “In the end, communication is what matters. Communication in multiple ways: the way 

people talk to each other, the way we send emails and how people take responsibility. They are 

bad at taking responsibility and telling who has the responsibility. I know it is a very general 

comment, but it is my experience.” (Appendix 9, p. 3-4, l. 119-123). His way of enacting the 

changes was explained by practice related to his leadership style, as he stated: “My employees 

do not get in conflict, because I take the conflict for them. The benefit is that they can still talk 

to each other. In practice, I take all the conflicts. I need to put all the problems on my shoulders 

to ensure my employees' collaboration. That is the single most important thing” (Appendix 9, 

p. 5, l. 191-193).  

 

As he described why he chose to focus more on the employee well-being he underlined: “Many 

people would say that ‘quality is the most important’, but I have started another place. We had 

the resources to do that, it did not cost money to create a better working environment. On the 

contrary, we are actually gaining more resources this way” (Appendix 9, p. 7, l. 290-293). 
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Department Manager 2 argued that due to his many years of leadership experience he knew that 

this was the right things to focus on, as he stated “I have a lot of education and experience, it is 

a combination of these two that… I draw on my ‘backpack of experiences’ and make my 

decisions based on this” (Appendix 9, p. 8, l. 307-309). Thus, Department Manager 2 referred 

to his educational background as well as his experience why he found it plausible to engage in 

practices related employee’s well-being and ensuring good leadership. 

  

Finally, Production Manager 4 expressed how he identified with the current fixer culture within 

production. As he enacted the proposed changes what seemed most plausible to him: focus on 

producing machines for the clients, as he expressed: “When I look at production it is not about 

cleaning up. The most important thing is that we produce a machine, on time for the client. That 

is how we make our living. For me, that is the most important. We need to make production 

run, all the cleaning up we can do later” (Appendix 6, p. 4, l. 129-131). Hence, this middle 

manager paid attention to the practice of changing the team structure, since it would help to 

create more flexibility as senior management wanted as well as ensure the production of 

machines. He argued: “It is important to be able to shift people around. Our machines are so 

customized. We have discussed that it the only right thing in this organization. We need to break 

down the silos and the idea of only doing a specialized work task” (Appendix 6, p. 6, l. 224-

227). In the interview, he also emphasized how he due to his education and experience could 

help his employees with producing the machines themselves. He, therefore, drew on his 

experience and identity which the ‘fixer culture’ were a big part of. 

 

The above accounts illustrate how middle managers paid attention to different cues based on 

their experience, identity and what they found plausible. Consequently, since middle managers 

made sense of the changes in different ways, they exhibited different interpretive responses 

which made it difficult to ensure collective action (Stensaker and Falkenberg, 2007). In our 

case, issues related to middle managers collaboration, which had not constituted a problem 

before, suddenly became salient and middle managers accounts of good collaboration and 

communication changed.  
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As middle managers engaged in the described practices, issues related to actually making 

changes became clear. Production Manager 2 clearly problematized this: “we are really good 

at getting ideas, but we are very bad at getting them implemented. We are catastrophically at 

finishing things” (Appendix 4, p. 9, l. 406-407). Several middle managers experienced the 

collaboration as troublesome, Production Manager 4 argued: “Where it starts to fall apart is 

when we begin to get pressured. There is so many surprises. Then everything starts to go wrong” 

(Appendix 6, p. 4, l. 137-139). Overall, middle managers enactment efforts made them question 

the direction in which they were going: “Everyone have to go in the same direction and it does 

not seem to me like we are going in that direction at the moment” (Appendix 4, p. 3, l. 108-

112)”. Prior to the initiation of the strategic initiative all middle managers had in some way 

been determined to produce and deliver machines despite their own interest and motivation, as 

illustrated by the initial accounts from the middle managers emphasizing good collaboration. 

Nevertheless, as the strategic initiative was introduced the intended changes resulted in a 

plurality of practices.  

 

On the basis of the above, the middle managers engaged in different practices across. Some 

even engaged in multiple practices at the same time. This plurality therefore enhanced the 

divergence between middle managers enacted sensemaking. This had clear implications for the 

perceived collaboration and communication that middle manager was allowed to engage in the 

practices which they found most appropriate. The plurality of practices enhanced issues of silo-

mentality and overall made middle managers questioning and problematizing a collaboration 

that usually worked. Hence, it hindered them from creating collective action around the 

strategic initiative. Additionally, it influenced how middle managers collaborated and 

communicated in relation to the daily operation. In sum, issues that did exist across middle 

managers prior to the strategic initiative, suddenly became salient as a result of middle 

managers different enacted sensemaking. Based on this finding, we propose the following 

proposition: 

 

Proposition 1: When middle managers engage in different practices 

simultaneously, they are more likely to experience problems as salient and will 

problematize their collaboration. 
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4.3.2 Finding 2: Middle managers with the same functional position 

exhibited a similar pattern of enacted sensemaking 

  

Our second finding uncovered how middle managers enacted sensemaking varied across their 

functional position. Department managers exhibited similar sensemaking processes, and 

subsequent interpretive responses as well did production managers (see Table 5). While 

department managers drew more upon their experience, production managers enacted more 

based on their interests.  

  

Our finding suggests that department managers were following the same pattern of enacted 

sensemaking. They were highly interested in transforming the current fixer culture into a 

performance culture. Department Manager 1 admitted how she engaged in practices towards it: 

“It is because I am interested in my job. I want to be a part of the development. I can see much 

potential in the firm” (Appendix 8, p. 5, l. 185-186). Thereby, showing how she could identify 

herself within the organizational context.  

 

Both department managers, however, expressed concerns due to the amount of resources and 

previous experiences within the organization. As Department Manager stated: “Every time, we 

are supposed to do something. Something as simple as an update of a board where a couple of 

papers are to be put up. One can postpone this for months, and it takes three months before one 

is even halfway. These are such simple things, and one can think “oh god”. If we are not able 

to do that, we are not able to do much” (Appendix 9, p. 9, l. 371-374). On this basis, they were 

concerned with getting an overview of the whole situation to get an understanding of where to 

engage in practice related to the strategic initiative.  

  

The empirical data suggest how they both selected to track errors and visualized them to see 

where they needed to perform. Their way of enacting was seemingly fostered by retrospective 

attention of drawing upon previous experience to make sense of the best way to engage with 

the strategic initiative. As mentioned in finding 1, Department Manager 1 was practicing 

process mapping to track errors and identify root causes. When interviewed she pointed to her 

focus on quality. She emphasized her educational and professional experience, which 

determined the practices of focusing on eliminating problems before taking further action: “I 
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am also educated in ISO 9000. I am using a lot of the technique of asking, to being able to get 

into the core problem. Of course, this [strategic initiative] is something different, but it’s the 

same thing when you do an audit, you will need to get to the bottom of it.” (Appendix 8, p. 4, 

l. 144-147) Thereby, she drew retrospectively on her experience as she enacted the initiative. 

  

In a similar vein, Department Manager 2 also focused on detecting errors. He stated that he 

selected to put errors in quality schemes and visualize them to create more transparency. 

Further, he coordinated strategy meetings to put attention to the errors among his employees. 

In this regard, he emphasized: “Just like today, I have 14 machines that are delayed up to 19 

days. If I do not do it, it will not be visible (…), and we cannot see where it is not performing” 

(Appendix 9, p. 5, l. 198-202) It was clear how he found visualization of errors, as essential to 

perform. He pointed to his experience in explaining his practices: “Well, I come from a 

corporation where quality is quite dominating, and well-being too (Appendix 9, p. 7, l. 284-

285) Further, he expressed that he practiced these quality schemes once a week, hence 

indicating its plausibility as he retained this practice. 

  

In continuation to engage in quality practices, they were both emphasizing the importance of 

employees during the process of becoming more performance-oriented. They tried to engage 

their employees as well as practicing a leadership style that would potentially empower them 

to become more self-driven towards the initiative, and thus enhancing the possibility for 

performance. Department Manager 2 emphasized the importance of employee well-being: 

“You just know that if you have happy employees and well-being among them, they can 

almost... It is like they say; happy employees are productive 70% of the time while the negative 

is productive 40% of the time (...) so you know there can be a huge difference between well-

being and performance” (Appendix 9, p. 7, l. 285-289). He drew upon previous experience in 

engaging in such practice: “That (employee well-being) has been the most important part to 

gear upon, one could say “you cannot measure that”, but I believe we can. I have done that in 

another corporation” (Appendix 9, p. 7, l. 289-290).  

 

Furthermore, his accounts illustrated how he noticed a frustration within the organization: 

“There is a long history of the employees not feeling they are either seen or heard” (Appendix 

9, p. 9, l. 357-358). Consequently, he enacted to eliminate their dissatisfaction based on what 
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he knew. He pointed to the investment in their employees as a way of gaining resources, as 

happy employees tended to be more efficient. In line with this understanding, the department 

manager selected to make changes to the team structure through empowerment of the 

employees:  “They are used to work isolated instead of helping each other (…) what I have 

done is to transfer the responsibility to them” (Appendix 9, p. 7, l. 270-271). Department 

Manager 1 practiced similar empowerment: “I would like for them to take responsibility and 

divide tasks within the group. Then I can guide and help them in case there is something they 

are doubting. I'm not the dictatorial leader” (Appendix 8, p. 4, l. 133-135). 

 

In sum, it was revealed how they both engaged in practices that seemed most plausible within 

the organizational context. It was clear how Department Manager 2 were concerned with how 

they dealt with practices on a general basis and therefore focused on visualizing errors to show 

where they were rooted to establish the foundation of creating a performance.  

 

Additionally, both accounted for their approach towards employees. It was found how they 

drew upon previous experience in their enactment, and as their perception seemed to confirm 

preconceptions, they prevailed their actions. On this basis, one could argue that at first engaging 

in practices related to quality is characterized by a creative response (Stensaker and Falkenberg, 

2007). This was due to engaging in practices that were not directly connected to the change 

components of the strategic initiative. However, it was done to make it fit the organizational 

context. On the other hand, their actions of engaging in employee well-being are characterized 

as a convergent response (Stensaker and Falkenberg, 2007) as they were in direct relation to 

the component within the strategic initiative and thereby in line with corporate intention.  

  

As opposed to department managers, production managers exhibited quite a different pattern of 

enacted sensemaking. While department managers were enacting by drawing on their 

experience and identity. Production managers did not have equally long experience to draw 

upon. It seemed like they enacted based on their interests and intuition at hand, and by ´trial-

and-error. 
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When faced with the changes from the strategic initiative production managers engaged in 

practices of key performance indicators as explained in Finding 1. In this regard, there was a 

general tendency among production managers to engage in weekly board meetings with their 

employees. The use of such practice showed how production managers gathered their 

employees to discuss and evaluate upon performance: “I have meetings with my employees 

every day where we talk about the production, what should happen, what is missing and what 

we all can do to make things better” (Appendix 7, p. 5, l. 197-199).  

 

Furthermore, production managers relied on corporate meetings to support their facilitation of 

the key performance indicators: “Every three month we have a meeting where the CEO present 

key numbers and performance measures of how we are doing. Here the employees get some 

overall information” (Appendix 4, p. 12, l. 568-570). One production manager even used the 

key performance indicators to create a competition among his employees: “I use those [KPIs] 

as a little competition to make my employees aware of how things are going and make them 

aware when things go wrong. Because I do not believe they are interested in that to happen” 

(Appendix 5, p. 4, l. 152-154). 

  

This approach towards the strategic initiative was however problematized by one of the 

production managers as he started to enact the changes. He resonated: “It [KPIs] is not 

something you can hang on a board, and then people automatically adjust their behavior 

accordingly. It is a managerial task to find out where the problems are and then make 

adjustments” (Appendix 4, p. 4, l. 162-165). According to this production manager, 

performance measures could not create a change on its own but should instead be used as a tool 

by middle managers to create the change. Furthermore, another production manager 

problematized how they had started to practice the measures: “I do not think it is going 

according to the plan we have made” (Appendix 5, p. 3, l. 95-97). On this basis, several 

production managers exhibited a pattern of enacted sensemaking in which they struggled to 

find the proposed changes plausible. Consequently, production managers enacted sensemaking 

resulted in issues of finding the use of specific practices plausible. Hence, production managers 

did not retain the use of their practices. The implausibility was ascribed to three main areas: 
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First, some production managers expressed problems related to the content of the key 

performance indicators. One production manager stated that the content of the introduced key 

performance indicators was not proper if they should work as the driving force within 

production, “I can look at my numbers and see that everything is fine, and that people are 

working hard. However, I cannot see the carrot; the bigger picture” (Appendix 6, p. 7, l. 284-

285). Another production manager also problematized the content of the performance measures, 

arguing that how they were currently set up would enforce more silo-mentality: “They [the 

employees] want to have information about how fast they are or whether it is going good or 

bad. However, I believe a holistic understanding of the organization is more important” 

(Appendix 4, p. 6, l. 287-290). Concerning this point, the same production manager underlined: 

“I believe we have failed with the KPIs that we have created” (Appendix 4, p. 3, l. 135-136). 

 

Secondly, some middle managers problematized the use of key performance indicators. One 

production manager stressed that it was possible to deliver upon the measurement, but issues 

continued concerning essential deliveries within production: “We have introduced some KPIs. 

However, I believe we have introduced the wrong ones. The different departments have been 

able to deliver on the KPIs but have not been able to deliver what was necessary to the 

production” (Appendix 4, p. 3, l. 129-131). Another production manager substantiated this 

argument by explaining how different key performance indicators had evolved across different 

department: “they [the other departments] are focused on something completely else. I think it 

has something to do with KPIs that are contradicting each other. The biggest challenge is to 

move in the same direction” (Appendix 5, p. 3, l. 112-114). Hence, these quotes stress how an 

otherwise clear understanding of why to practice performance measures was blurred by 

inconsistency in the usage.  

 

In sum, the above shows how they in their enactment did not find the KPIs plausible due to the 

content and usage. In this regard, their practices did not persist. Based on Stensaker and 

Falkenberg (2007), this response can be characterized as unresolved sensemaking, due to the 

unsuccessful attempts at engaging in KPIs. 
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In a similar vein, they engaged in IT projects as a way of practicing the strategic initiative. 

However, the same unresolved sensemaking process revolved, as middle managers seemed 

confused. One of the production managers was facing the possibility of having to fire some 

employees or relocate them: “we have initiated IT changes in this department which have 

resulted in half of the workforce becoming redundant. Now I have people who are used to do a 

trivial task, which I need to test in other work settings, and they might not be able to keep up…” 

(Appendix 3, p. 7, l. 302-306). This production manager had practiced IT projects. As a result, 

new problems arose since his employees became superficial. Accounts from the production 

manager showed how he, through the moment of enactment started questioning whether the 

changes were the right ones to make, or how he could approach them differently. Frustrations 

from employees made it difficult for the production manager to choose whether to pursue the 

current practices or if they should select other ones. 

  

The perceived implausibility seemed to be the leading cause for the inability to retain. One 

production manager pointed out, that in practice nothing really happened due to lack of 

resources: “We have for example initiated a scanner project and have an IT developer allocated 

to it (…), but he is pulled away from the project all the time” (Appendix 7, p. 7, l. 209-302). 

Even though they engaged in practices of IT projects, nothing happened since the only resource 

allocated to the IT projects was pulled away. Production manager 5 pointed to issues in terms 

of the many projects they needed to practice towards the strategic initiative: “Unfortunately we 

have gotten a new operating system which is not working. So, he [IT developer] needs to deal 

with that instead of focusing on this [scanner project]” (Appendix 7, p. 7, l. 93-95). As suggested 

by the former quote senior management had initiated multiple IT projects, however, due to 

some of them not working as intended, they drew attention away from other projects. Overall, 

this resulted in IT changes were initiated but in practice, it moved so slow due to lack of 

resources, that no changes were set in motion. 

  

In sum, their engagement in practices related to key performance indicators and IT projects did 

not seem to persist due to lack of plausibility. Accounts from these production managers 

showed how they tried to engage in the strategic initiative, however, in the process of 

enactment, they struggled in finding how to use them. As the production managers began to 

implement key performance indicators, they produced issues as a result of their actions (Weick, 
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1988). They started to question the practices they had selected to engage in. As a result, these 

production managers experienced how their practices should be adjusted to the content and use 

of key performance indicators as well as the resources allocated to making the change. 

However, which changes should be made remained unclear. Hence, middle managers exhibited 

an “inability to make sense of new constructs in relation to the current business context and/or 

making sense of the rationale behind the change” (Stensaker and Falkenberg 2010, p. 167). In 

line with Stensaker and Falkenberg (2010) production managers exhibited interpretive 

responses of unresolved sensemaking, as no action followed, and middle managers were unable 

to make an actual change in practice. 

 

Based on the analysis above, there were apparent differences in the enacted sensemaking by 

department managers and production managers which ultimately resulted in different responses 

towards the strategic initiative. On this basis, we propose the following: 

 

Proposition 2a: Middle managers with the same functional position are likely 

to exhibit similar patterns of enacted sensemaking. 

 

 

The analysis above showed how middle managers functional position influenced the pattern of 

enacted sensemaking towards the strategic initiative. However, a contradictory finding arose 

from our data which suggested that even though production managers exhibited a similar 

pattern of enacted sensemaking, we found the physical distance to influence this pattern and 

create divergence across production managers. As described in the case description, production 

managers were spread out across three different production facilities. This physical distance 

seemed to influence their perception of how to enact the strategic initiative and their overall 

pattern of enacted sensemaking. As they found themselves incapable of making sense of the 

strategic initiative, they started to point fingers towards production managers placed at other 

production facilities.  

 

One of the production managers were frustrated at the others because they were disrupting the 

flow: “Then we have a problem, and that is that Jensen 2 and 3 have a great advantage, because 

they use this [Jensen 1] as a fishpond, and they say ‘We would like this machine, and then we 
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want that one,’ and then the rest that they do not need right now is just standing here for storage 

(...) they are quite selfish as they only think about themselves and their facility. Then we are 

left alone in a mess of machines down here” (Appendix 7, p. 5, l. 217-222). Referring back to 

finding 1, Production Manager 5 and Production Manager 1 paid especially attention to process 

flow as they found it most plausible. However, both production managers at Jensen 1 felt 

prevented from creating flow across production. Consequently, they pointed fingers at the other 

production facilities and responded non-compliant towards creating changes in flow (see Table 

5).  

 

On the contrary, the production managers located at Jensen 2 exhibited a different pattern of 

enacted sensemaking. As Production Manager 2 underlined: “It is a huge problem down there 

[Jensen 1] that we are behind up here [Jensen 2], because they drown in machines as they are 

everywhere and taking up all the space. We do not have a well-functioning planning-tool to 

coordinate between the production facilities. Then it is a mess, things stop, there are machines 

everywhere, and they cannot continue working” (Appendix 4, p. 9-10, l. 440-444). This account 

illustrates how Production Manager 2 perceived the issue. Nevertheless, accounts by Production 

Manager 1 and Production Manager 5 emphasized how they did not believe that production 

managers at the other facilities understood the problem, emphasizing two different perceptions 

around the same problem. They both intentionally wanted to create flow, but as they enacted 

issues aroused which they perceived differently. 

 

As argued in regard to proposition 2a, production managers’ patterns of enacted sensemaking 

were characterized by trial-and-error. Especially production managers at Jensen 2 exhibited this 

pattern. Being located at the largest production facility allowed for more flexibility in how they 

approached the production of machines.  Overall, production managers positioned at Jensen 1 

were not able to exhibit the same pattern of trial-and-error as they were processual placed as 

the first link in the production chain. Furthermore, since production managers at Jensen 1 were 

geographically dispersed, they experienced the issue as more profound. They exhibited a belief 

that production manager at Jensen 2 did not acknowledge the nature of the problem, despite 

accounts from production managers at Jensen 2 acknowledging this.  
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Production Manager 1 problematized their collaboration as being the reason for why production 

managers experienced the issue differently “This concerns to a great extent the collaboration 

between each other. We cannot just do whatever we want. I mean between the middle managers 

here [Jensen 1] and the middle managers at the other facility [Jensen 2] (Appendix 3, p. 3, l. 

138-140). Besides, an account by Production Manager 4 emphasized the unfortunate 

consequence of these difference in how the production managers approached the creation of 

flow: “That is what has become of us [finger-pointing]. I think it is unfortunate because I believe 

we are good at helping each other. We could have broken the silos completely. Instead, we have 

gone down a bad path” (Appendix 6, p. 4, l. 151-153). Again, these accounts supported finding 

1 in which differences in middle managers enacted sensemaking made them problematize their 

collaboration.  

 

In sum, production managers at the different production facilities perceived the issue related to 

practices of process flow quite differently. Considering that sensemaking is a social process, 

which means that the individual sensemaking processes are influenced by the interactions with 

others (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, 2005), their physical distance between middle managers 

seemed to have affected their understanding, creating convergence between their pattern of 

enacted sensemaking. Despite having the same functional position production managers 

appeared to lack the physical socialization to enforce a similar pattern of enacted sensemaking. 

Consequently, the geographically distant hindered production managers in creating collective 

action towards the strategic initiative. Hence, we propose the following:  

 

Proposition 2b: Physical distance might prevent middle managers from 

exhibiting similar patterns of enacted sensemaking despite their functional 

position. 
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4.3.3 Finding 3: Middle managers struggling to find a strategic 

initiative plausible are more likely to act based on perceived 

rather than assigned responsibility 

 

Our third finding suggests that even though middle managers were assigned responsibilities for 

specific change components of the strategic initiative, their accounts illustrated that as they 

started to enact, they disavowed their assigned responsibility. Almost all middle managers 

pointed fingers at senior management, different departments or at other middle managers. They 

were faced with issues related to collaboration and making changes happen, why they ended up 

making sense of the changes based on perceived responsibility rather than assigned 

responsibility.  

 

As Appendix 12 shows, middle managers were assigned responsibility for a specific component 

formulated at the workshop together with senior management. It became evident through the 

empirical data, how they were familiar and satisfied with the assigned tasks. Production 

manager 2 stated: “I think it is nice that one can contribute where one has the competencies as 

well as the motivation” (Appendix 4, p. 9, l. 428-429).  

 

However, as found in the previous section, most middle managers did not only engage in 

practices related to the assigned component. Instead, based on their experience, identity and 

what they found plausible. Some middle managers even disregarded their assigned 

responsibility. As emphasized by one of the middle managers: “I actually got a task about flow 

and production maturity but that is actually standing still because we need a new man in the 

department that is supposed to do the planning, and also some of my tasks.” (Appendix 3, p. 2, 

l. 83-86) Instead, this middle manager focused on other practices: “In my department, we work 

a lot with roadmaps, in my mind that is performance culture” (Appendix 3, p. 3, l. 121-122). 

Thereby, it shows how he rather practiced his perceived responsibility than his assigned 

responsibility.  
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He further pointed to the collaboration aspect, which was found significant in finding 1: “And 

then we are pretty dependent on getting response from the other departments to solve this (...) 

but that is just more challenging, to get those departments involved” (Appendix 3, p. 4, l. 149-

150) — implying that his assigned responsibility is demanding because of the challenges in 

collaborating across departments, that it was more plausible to engage in process mapping.  

 

The same pattern was found as another middle manager admitted his lack of engagement in his 

assigned responsibility: “I got something about value-stream mapping, that we are supposed to 

look into. However, that is not something I have prioritized at this stage, it is something me and 

Production Manager 4 are doing together but have not yet started on. So, that is not so positive, 

but it is just challenging to get the time for it” (Appendix 5, p. 6, l. 249-252) Showing that the 

lack of practicing his assigned responsibility was rooted in lack of time. 

 

This practice seemed to be quite common among middle managers. Most middle managers 

pointed to the issues of scarce resource as a reason for their inabilities, as emphasized by 

Department Manager 2: “In terms of resources, we are nowhere near where we can make things 

better. It is one of those areas where they have made a strategy, but do nothing about it” 

(Appendix 9, p. 2, l. 52-53). Middle managers expressed frustrations of not being able to fulfill 

the change components even if they wanted. Department Manager 1 expressed concerns 

regarding her assigned responsibility: “It is also my responsibility, but it is just that... in the 

situation I am in now, I couldn't do so. I have had two maternity covers that did not do their 

jobs properly, and then I need to do all that. So, its deeply frustrating”. (Appendix 8, p. 2, 1. 

47-50)  

 

It became clear that despite the many meetings regarding the strategic initiative, they were 

confused by practicing their assigned responsibility: “We have many meetings, but it is often 

talking and not so much doing. We keep falling back into the old issue of: who should 

implement this? Because as one has limited time as it is, it just remains as a talk” (Appendix 4, 

p. 8, l. 388-390). This quote clearly illustrates how it seemed impossible to practice because 

there were neither people, time nor money to do so. However, the same middle manager also 

described this issue of lack of resources as something, that was very characteristic of the 

organization: “It is unfortunately very ‘jensensk,’ but everything has to happen fast, and then 
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we always have to wait for something or someone. We do not have enough capacity (…), but I 

believe that if you do not reserve capacity for anything, then you cannot expect things to 

happen” (Appendix 4, p. 7, l. 312-316). This shows how he found himself unable to practice 

the assigned responsibilities because corporate management did not devote enough resources 

to do so.  

 

Many of the middle managers highlighted how senior management did not provide enough 

capacity, and as a result nothing really happened, as production manager 1 stated: “I got a task 

about flow and production maturity, but I have not done anything about it yet because we are 

waiting to get a new man in our department” (Appendix 3, p. 2, l. 83-86). Similarly, production 

manager 3 explained how he previously had the senior management to prioritize his task, but 

he still drowned in everyday tasks: “Previously some of my time was released to do projects 

such as this [value stream mapping], but I just drown in everyday life” (Appendix 5, p. 6, l. 

265-266). In this regard, he pointed to senior management, as being responsible for releasing 

some capacity for him to be able to focus on his task.  

 

In the middle managers' frustration, it became evident how they perceived their assigned 

responsibility as someone else´s. More specifically, middle managers started to blame senior 

management, other departments or at other middle managers: 

 

First, the one responsible for KPI pointed to senior management as responsible: “One could say 

that KPI is good down there [in the production], but some of the goals we have established are 

more superior. So, it is the senior management that is responsible for ensuring to get this done. 

That is how I feel” (Appendix 4, p. 4, l. 160-162) Second, another middle manager expressed 

how procurement department prevented the production from running in flow, as they 

continuously failed to order parts in time: “In some departments, it seems like they are far from 

a production corporation. We are going to make the production run, but they (procurement 

department) focus on something completely else.” (Appendix 5, p. 3, l. 110-112). Hence, 

assigning this responsibility to the procurement department. Third, as found in Finding 2 middle 

managers seemed to blame each other for the lack of flow, as production managers at Jensen 1 

felt others were using them as a “fishpond.” Thereby, assigning the responsibility to other 

production managers. 
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In sum, the middle managers' enactment did not foster the intended practices towards the 

strategic initiative, and their responses can on this basis be characterized as divergent. Their 

assigned responsibility seemed to be implausible for some of the middle managers, as they 

lacked resources. In this regard, they instead enacted what they found as their perceived 

responsibility. On this basis, the following proposition is proposed: 

 

Proposition 3: When middle managers struggle to find a change plausible, 

they are more likely to enact based on perceived responsibility rather than 

assigned responsibility 
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4.3.4 Finding 4: If middle managers find themselves in a paradoxical 

situation, they are more likely to act in divergence to corporate 

intentions  

  

The empirical data revealed how middle managers were struggling in dealing with competing 

demands. The introduction of the strategic initiative had the consequence of positioning all 

middle managers in a paradoxical situation. Multiple instances were found in which middle 

managers disregarded or responded divergently or creatively towards changes of the strategic 

initiative. The empirical data suggests that when the production was pressured middle 

managers’ actions, deliberate or non-deliberate, worked against the proposed changes of the 

strategic initiative. This could be ascribed to middle managers focusing on practices they could 

familiarize with, emphasizing a focus on actions related to ensuring the production of machines 

instead of focusing on the proposed changes by senior management. Consequently, their actions 

tended to cultivate the fixer culture that was intended to be removed. 

 

Accounts by Production Manager 2 emphasized how he tried to engage in practices of 

continuous improvements. However, as he started to enact the proposed change he 

retrospectively reflected upon the consequences of a similar episode: “firefighting is the most 

important thing on the production floor. One could argue that we need to ignore that and focus 

on improvements. However, if we do that then it will only be two minutes before we receive a 

call from the boss asking why we have not gotten the machines out in time. Then we are back 

to scratch” (Appendix 4, p. 7, l. 323-326). It was evident that the production managers were 

suffering from competing demands from senior management.  

 

On the one hand, senior management wanted them to engage with the proposed changes of the 

strategic initiative. On the other hand, they wanted them to ensure that clients got their machines 

in time. Production Manager 2 further explained: “We do everything for our customers. Almost 

whatever they want. We just do it. However, it is just so hard to have the foundation in order. 

That is what we are struggling with at the moment: to be a mass production organization and at 

the same time being extremely flexible towards our customers. (Appendix 4, p. 12, l. 575-579). 

This quote illustrates how middle managers were faced with the paradox of both creating a 

production that could mass produce to be as cost-efficient and flexible towards working 
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procedures. At the same time, the production needed to be flexible and customized towards the 

clients.  

 

As a result of being faced with this paradoxical situation, Production Manager 2 expressed how 

he continuously came back to the conclusion of selecting to focus on what seemed most 

important, namely the daily operation: “It is totally firefighting. We have one plan and then two 

minutes later we have a new one. Planning never lasts. We have therefore moved away from 

doing it [planning] because it is a waste of time” (Appendix 4, p. 10, l. 110-111). Hence, this 

middle manager familiarized most with practices related to the fixer culture as he did not find 

it plausible to impose too much planning or continuous improvements as it retrospectively had 

not been plausible to do so.  

 

As argued by Weick (2005) the processes of enactment and selection arguably involves 

elements such as retrospective attention in which experience is an important determinant for 

subsequent actions. More significantly, people tend to do what is familiar, or what correlates 

with their preconception. Thereby drawing upon previous experiences were determining for 

how Production Manager 2 acted. In pressured situations he expressed divergent response as he 

focused on the daily operation on the expense of the proposed changes such as continuous 

improvement. Despite his willingness to change, when faced with a paradoxical situation he 

turned to practice he was familiar with and which retrospectively made sense.   

 

Production Manager 3 exhibited the same pattern. He especially emphasized a struggle related 

to making sense of how to practice the proposed changes. Related to finding 3, he argued based 

on perceived rather than assigned responsibility by focusing on a lack of guidelines which made 

it difficult for him to make sense of what practices to engage in. He emphasized: “exactly how 

we are doing it [the strategic initiative], I have no idea (…) we do not have any tools to work 

with, so I do not know where we are going with this” (Appendix 5, p. 2, l. 58-63). This quote 

illustrates how he ascribed his difficulties in sense making referring to ‘we’ instead of ‘me’. As 

he enacted the strategic initiative, he struggled to make sense of what practices to engage in due 

to many conflicting demands. He explained: “I have way too many things, and too many tasks, 

so I cannot prioritize anything close to projects or performance culture.” (Appendix 5, p. 5, l. 

229-231). The accounts clearly illustrate how Production Manager 3 found the plurality of 
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proposed change components as well as competing demands from senior management as 

insurmountable. Consequently, as the above quote underlines, his insecurity and problematic 

sensemaking made him respond divergently as he focused more on the daily operation instead 

of the strategic initiative. Production Manager 3 responded by engaging in practices and acted 

in a way that undermined the strategic initiative as he found it too overwhelming. 

  

In a similar vein, as Production Manager 4 were faced with a paradox of complying with the 

strategic initiative as well as the daily operation he expressed hesitation related to engage with 

the proposed changes. He explained: “There is no doubt that when I read the summary from the 

workshop meeting, there were loads of good points on the agenda. However, I have been 

suggesting to the Senior Production Manager that we cannot do all of this. We focus on too 

many things. We need to practice one thing at the time. Accomplish something before moving 

on” (Appendix 6, p. 4, l. 124-126). It was evident that this middle manager also struggled to 

make sense of how to engage with practices.  

 

For him, it was not plausible to engage with all of the changes simultaneously. As he resonated, 

he drew upon previous experience since Jensen Denmark had earlier tried to implement Lean 

principles: “They [senior management] wanted to move away from the fixer culture badly. It 

was important for Jensen Denmark to work with Lean principles, but at the same time they did 

not do that” (Appendix 6, p. 6, l. 219-220). As a consequence of a prior attempt to conform to 

a more performance-oriented culture that were not successful, Production Manager 4 drew on 

a negative experience.  

 

By drawing retrospectively on negative experience, the way in which he made sense of the 

strategic initiative were exposed to negative preconceptions. Consequently, our data suggest 

that Production Manager 4 then selected how to engage with the strategic initiative based on 

his prior experience. In this regard, he expressed his priorities: “When I look at production it is 

not about cleaning up. The most important thing is that we produce machine, on time for the 

client. (Appendix 6, p. 4, l. 129-130). In addition, he emphasized a practice of interfering in the 

production: “It happens very often, that if the others are far behind, that I will just take over and 

build them [the machines] myself in my own production line” (Appendix 6, p. 4, l. 147-149).  
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Despite arguing that the priority should be the daily operation, Production Manager 4 also 

argued towards that strategic initiative that: “If that is the guidelines then we just need to make 

it happen. That is just how it is” (Appendix 6, p. 3 l. 95-96). On one hand he expressed the need 

to conform to corporate intentions. That if senior management proposed something, then middle 

managers needed to comply. On the other hand, an analysis of his accounts clearly suggested 

that the way in which he actually practiced and responded to the strategic initiative instead 

reinforced the fixer culture. Hence, he responded overall divergently towards the strategic 

initiative, by engaging in practices undermining the proposed changes. 

  

In sum, our analysis of middle managers accounts suggests that as middle managers were faced 

with competing and too many demands, it influenced their pattern of enacted sensemaking. It 

was clear that the lack of clear guidelines from senior management confused middle managers. 

As middle managers tried to navigate in the paradoxical situation, they acted following what 

they knew and their experience, hence confirming preconceptions (Weick, Sutcliffe and 

Obstfeld, 2005). Thus, their identity and retrospective reasoning seemed to have a significant 

influence on how they made sense and subsequently acted.  

 

In fact, the analysis showed how the paradoxical situation faced by all middle managers worked 

to reinforce their engagement in familiar practice. Thus, reinforcing the fixer culture. 

Consequently, most of the middle managers exhibited responses that were less in line with 

corporate intention. Overall, middle managers exhibited divergent, creative or non-compliant 

responses towards many of the proposed changes of the strategic initiative (see Table 5). This 

finding suggest that middle managers accounts and subsequent actions did not conform. In fact, 

middle managers actions undermined the overall strategic initiative. Based on this finding, we 

propose the following:  

 

Point 4: When faced with a paradoxical situation, middle managers are more 

likely to enact in direct divergence to proposed changes. Thereby, 

undermining the overall change effort 

 

  



Page 77 of 93 

5. Discussion 

 

This thesis set out with the aim of investigating how middle managers enact a strategic initiative 

and the possible implications for how they strategize. In order to answer this research question, 

we conducted a case study of the Danish production company Jensen Denmark. The scope of 

our study was limited to the production department in which we interviewed and analyzed 

accounts from seven middle managers.  

 

Our study suggest that middle managers exhibited different patterns of enacted sensemaking 

which resulted in different interpretive responses towards the strategic initiative. By identifying 

the seven middle managers’ patterns of enacted sensemaking our findings suggest that the their 

sensemaking were influenced by different properties such as experience, their identity and 

social context. Initial accounts from the middle managers showed that they seemed to 

understand the rationale behind the strategic initiative. However, in our analysis we found that 

as they started to enact the strategic initiative most of them started to question the plausibility 

of the different change components of the strategic initiative. Consequently, middle managers 

exhibited interpretive responses that were less in line with corporate intentions. 

 

We propose that middle managers who engage in different practices towards a strategic 

initiative will be more likely to experience difficulties salient related to ensuring collective 

action. As result, they will problematize their collaboration around that strategic initiative.  

Second, middle managers with the same functional position will be more likely to exhibit the 

same pattern of enacted sensemaking, unless they are geographically dispersed. Third, middle 

managers who struggle to find changes plausible will enact based on perceived rather than 

assigned responsibility and point fingers. Finally, if middle managers are faced with a 

paradoxical situation with conflicting demands from senior management, they will keep to what 

they find familiar and most likely respond less in line with corporate intentions. This will make 

it difficult to initiate the intended changes. 
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In the following subsections, we will discuss how our findings contribute to literature and 

practice. We finish the discussion by identifying areas from our study which could be of interest 

for future research. 

 

5.1 Contribution to Literature 

 

We initiated this thesis by proposing that strategy formulation and execution could not be 

separated. Instead strategizing should be viewed as a maturing process. Acknowledging that 

this is a normative standpoint we wondered why practitioners continuously emphasize a 

strategy-execution gap. We believe our study contribute to shed some light on this. As argued 

by Mintzberg (1987b) if we “ask almost anyone what strategy is, they will define it as a plan of 

some sort, an explicit guide to future behavior” (Mintzberg, 1987b, p. 67). Strategy is supposed 

to guide organizational action. Nevertheless, our findings suggest that instead of guiding actions 

strategy had the opposite effect, it was the cause for confusion. Our findings showed that middle 

managers were faced with multiple demands from senior management which placed them in a 

paradoxical situation in which they had to make a choice of focusing on the daily operation or 

the strategic initiative. In addition, each middle manager exhibited a specific pattern of enacted 

sensemaking in which they paid attention to different cues. Consequently, issues related to their 

collaboration became salient and they started to point fingers and disavow responsibility as they 

did not find different change components plausible.   

 

These findings might explain why practitioners keep emphasizing a ‘gap’ between formulation 

and implementation. As middle managers strategize, they are faced with paradoxes, they need 

to navigate in environments filled with tensions and overall have to make choices 

simultaneously about different change components and engage in practices that might in fact 

contradict each other. Not only do they have to do this in an isolated environment of their own 

department, line or related to their own employees but also in congruence with other middle 

managers. As proposed in this thesis managers began to point fingers when they found the 

strategic initiative implausible. Hence, it is no wonder why practitioners emphasize a gap. When 

they experience implausibility, it is easier for practitioners to point fingers at the strategy itself 

emphasizing how poorly formulated or unclear the strategy is. Similarly, as strategists struggle 
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to find an initiative plausible, they might not respond in line with corporate intention. Hence, it 

becomes easy to point fingers at the strategist and their inability of implementing the strategy 

as intended. 

 

In this regard, we believe our study contribute with an important point. Our findings 

acknowledge that it is complex to strategize, but at the same time they suggest that the issue 

might not be the strategy itself or the practitioners who strategize. Instead, the issue lies in the 

way strategizing is approached. This bring us back to our initial proposition, that strategy is a 

maturing process. Shifting our understanding of strategy from consisting of formulation and 

implementation to that of an overall maturing process represent a very essential perspective. 

Taking this maturing-process perspective will acknowledge that the process of strategizing is 

filled with ‘wicked problems’ – problems that cannot be solved. Most organizations will 

inevitably consist of different individuals and these individuals will undoubtedly have different 

functional and geographically dispersed positions. This is an issue that cannot be solved or 

avoided. Instead strategizing is not only a question of whether the strategy is well-formulated 

or whether practitioners are capable of implementing the strategy according to corporate 

intentions. Strategy is a process in which both the strategy itself and those who strategize need 

to learn and mature.  

 

The empirical data from our study clearly suggest that as middle managers made sense of the 

strategic initiative, they created new constructs which they needed to make sense of. They 

engaged in a process of learning and creating new understandings. Individuals’ sensemaking is 

a reciprocal process why strategizing is a process that never stops. The aim of the strategy is to 

set the direction for the organization, but since this direction is shaped by the choices of 

individuals the focus of enacting the strategy should be on maturing individuals as well as 

maturing the initiative that is enacted. 

 

In sum, we believe our findings contribute to literature in three ways. First, taking point in 

Jarzabkowski, Balogun, and Seidl (2007) our findings contribute with empirical work in 

relation to who the strategist is. Our study has been focused not on the organizational level, but 

instead on the individual level and especially accounts of middle manager’s micro-practices. 

The result of our study is that we contribute to research in same regard as Balogun and 
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Johnson’s (2004, 2005) as well as Rouleau’s (2003, 2005) studies of middle managers in 

relation to change within organizations.  

 

Second, our findings have shed light on the micro-practices which middle managers engage in 

as they try to make sense of strategic initiative. Our focus on micro-level practices have 

provided insight into how middle managers’ enacted sensemaking influence the strategic 

initiative. In line with Stensaker and Falkenberg (2007) our findings contribute to the strategy-

as-practice literature, by investigating how interpretive responses at the individual level can 

influence and shape a more aggregated response of strategizing on an organizational level. As 

middle managers enact proposed changes, they make sense of those changes and act 

accordingly. Consequently, the middle managers’ interpretive responses influence the direction 

in which the strategy matures.  

 

Finally, our study illuminates the complexities surrounding a change process. Our findings 

indicate that individuals’ perception of a strategic initiative shifts as they try to operationalize 

it. Hence, managers will experience how their own actions change their sensemaking, as they 

experience new ideas and issues. In line with Balogun (2003) and Balogun and Johnson (2004; 

2005) our findings emphasize how middle managers’ sensemaking activity influence change 

outcome. Previous research has emphasized how an incompatibility between an initiative and 

the organizational context can corrupt a strategic change. Our findings support this by 

illustrating when middle managers find a strategic change implausible, they will exhibit 

interpretive responses less in line with corporate intention thereby hindering collective action. 

 

Overall, this thesis has contributed to sensemaking literature by investigating how middle 

managers make sense of a proposed strategic initiative and to the strategy-as-practice literature 

by providing an understanding of how middle managers enact such an initiative by engaging in 

specific micro-practices.  

  



Page 81 of 93 

5.2 Contribution to Practice 

 

The aim of this thesis was to investigate middle managers i.e. individual level responses to a 

strategic initiative. Throughout this thesis however we have emphasized how middle managers’ 

interpretive responses correspond with corporate intentions. As our findings suggest, middle 

managers’ enacted sensemaking will never be the same, as it is influenced by their experience, 

identity and social context, why it is not possible to seek alignment between their pattern of 

sensemaking. So why are we then focusing on whether or not they correspond with corporate 

intention if this is the case? Again, we need to emphasize our argument that strategy should be 

viewed as a maturing process. An organization include several individuals; hence the 

organization is equivalent to a ‘living organism’. The organization itself needs to mature along 

with the individuals within it. As strategy guide the direction of the organization, it would also 

be necessary for senior management to adjust their strategic intentions as the strategy matures. 

Consequently, taking a maturing perspective on strategy will inevitable have implication for 

practitioners. Hence, it becomes interesting how senior management can drive the maturing 

process that strategizing is. 

 

In our study senior management on one hand wanted middle managers to perform and create 

the intended changes. On the other hand, they only broadly defined how middle managers 

should engage with the strategic initiative. Consequently, senior management allowed middle 

managers to create each a narrative which they found most appropriate. It was interesting to 

note that based on middle managers’ initial accounts they all found this an appropriate way to 

engage with the initiative. They emphasized how they preferred to take responsibility and make 

the changes happen in a way they found most appropriate. Nevertheless, our findings suggest 

that when middle managers started to enact the strategic initiative the differences in their 

enacted sensemaking made them problematize their collaboration and they pointed fingers at 

the senior management. Arguing that senior management had to make priorities and take 

responsibility for getting the change implemented. What our study contributes with is 

emphasizing that if senior managers want middle managers to engage with a strategic initiative 

as intended, they need to focus on the narrative created around the initiative itself. Allowing 

several middle managers to create their own narrative around a strategic initiative can be 

problematic. 
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In order to drive the maturing process of strategizing our findings suggest that senior 

management should focus on developing the maturing process slowly. On the one hand, it is 

important for senior management to ensure that middle managers see progress when they 

engage with the strategic initiative. On the other hand, senior management needs to guide the 

way in which middle managers develop a narrative. Taking a narrative approach will allow 

senior managers to create a direction for the strategic initiative that makes more sense to both 

themselves and their middle managers. Our findings clearly emphasize how driving such a 

maturing process is about the interaction between both senior management and middle 

managers. It is about push-pull and navigating between the wicked problems and tensions 

together. 

 

In sum, we believe our findings contribute to practice in two ways. First, senior-level managers 

need to acknowledge the importance of lower-level managers enacted sensemaking. Lower-

level managers might quickly find themselves in paradoxical situations. Even though they are 

positioned in a valuable position in order to contribute to the maturing of the strategy, the 

paradoxical and complex nature of strategizing might quickly make them confused of how to 

move forward.  Senior-managers need to acknowledge these challenges of converging to 

multiple paradoxical demands. Hence, their role will be to provide the right support and create 

the foundation upon which lower-level managers have room to enact and make sense of a given 

strategic initiative. Senior-managers need to engage in narrative work in order to create 

plausibility around the strategic initiative so lower-level managers might enact and exhibit 

interpretive responses more in line with corporate intentions.  

 

Second, senior-level managers need to recognize the temporary nature of responses to change. 

It is most likely that people will respond to changes the way first intended. The importance of 

enacted sensemaking needs to be acknowledged, especially how different individuals enacted 

sensemaking change as managers try to operationalize a strategic initiative. Hence, senior-level 

managers need to be able to mature their corporate intentions and lower-level managers should 

be able to learn and mature the way in which they strategize. 
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5.3 Suggestions for Future Research  

 

The theoretical foundation of our thesis was composed of four moments of sensemaking as 

presented by Weick (1988) and five interpretive responses to change developed by Stensaker 

and Falkenberg (2007). Investigating the empirical data, we found multiple variations of the 

proposed interpretive responses as we compared the responses to the sensemaking process. 

Hence, our analysis of middle managers’ enacted sensemaking have been subject to minor 

adjustment in how we interpreted the five responses.  The variations which were identified in 

our study was however not significant enough that we chose to define new interpretive 

responses. Undoubtedly additional responses could be identified, why we propose that future 

research focus on uncovering additional interpretive responses related to strategic initiative and 

examine their effects. 

 

Our thesis have focused on the strategy practitioner as an internal and aggregate actor i.e. a 

class of internal actors, in this case middle managers. However, in the process of strategizing 

senior managers as well as consultancies have also been involved. These actors are undoubtedly 

important, and issues related to the maturing process of the strategic initiative could be ascribed 

to their actions. In taking a maturing-process perspective on strategy, future research needs to 

focus on all actors involved in strategizing and how they deliberately or un-deliberately affect 

the foundation upon which the strategy matures. Furthermore, future research could focus on 

how external or contextual factors influence the maturing process.  

 

Since our study has focused mainly on how middle managers enact and what implications their 

enacted sensemaking have related to a strategic initiative, our thesis have only slightly touched 

upon possible causes for difficulties in the maturing process of strategy. This study suggested 

that problems could partly be ascribed to middle managers enacting based on perceived rather 

than assigned responsibility. Future research might find it interesting to investigate causes 

hindering strategy and practitioners from maturing.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

This thesis problematized the prevalent “strategy-execution-gap” and proposed to approach 

strategy as a maturing process.  The purpose of this study was to explore how middle managers 

enact a strategic initiative and possible implications for how they strategize.  

 

A case study was conducted in the Danish subsidiary of the production company Jensen Group. 

This subsidiary initiated a strategic initiative to transform a ‘fixer culture’ into a ‘performance 

culture’. To support the research agenda of understanding how middle managers enact, semi-

structured interviews were performed with seven middle managers to gain in-depth knowledge. 

This thesis drew on sensemaking theory to identify how middle managers made sense of a 

strategic initiative. In addition, empirical data was approached from a strategy-as-practice 

perspective to shed light on the micro-practices which middle managers engaged in as they 

responded to the changes imposed by senior management.  

 

The investigation provided discoveries of patterns and contradiction across middle managers as 

they engaged with the strategic initiative. As middle managers enacted the proposed changes, 

they exhibited different processes of sensemaking, interpretive responses and engaged with 

practices in multiple ways. Overall, our results provide insights of strategizing in Jensen 

Denmark as the middle managers within production tried to make sense of the strategic 

initiative. Consequently, our analysis enabled four findings, which are elaborated in the 

following sections.  

 

Finding 1 provided us with new insights into the individual accounts and their subsequent 

practices. It showed how middle managers initially found their communication and 

collaboration to be good. However, as they engaged in multiple different practices, they found 

problems regarding their collaboration. This showed how the plurality of practices enhanced 

the difference among them, and problems that were latent before, became salient. In turn, these 

differences prevented collective actions around the strategic initiative. 
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Finding 2 showed how middle managers’ enactment varied in terms of their functional position 

and physical location. On the one hand, department managers were more deliberate in their 

practices and attentive in how they drew upon experience and their identity as they engaged in 

practices towards the initiative. Both department managers responded convergently and 

creative. On the other hand, Production managers were less experienced as leaders and, 

therefore enacted based on interests and intuition instead of experience. As production 

managers enacted the strategic initiative, they responded divergently by questioning the way in 

which they were approaching the proposed changes. However, production managers’ patterns 

of sensemaking seemed to differ across production facilities.  As production managers were 

geographically dispersed, they understood issues differently.  

 

On this basis, finding 2 suggests that differences in experience will influence how middle 

managers enact. This has implications for strategizing, as various responses prevented middle 

managers from ensuring collective actions around the strategic initiative. 

 

Finding 3 illustrated how several middle managers did not find the strategic initiative plausible. 

Instead of practicing their assigned responsibility, they perceived senior management, other 

departments or other middle managers as responsible. It became clear how middle managers 

initially understood and accepted their assigned responsibility. However, when enacting the 

strategic initiative, they did not find it plausible. In this regard, it was easier for the middle 

managers to point fingers to other parts of the organization. Arguably, this finger-pointing has 

implications for the strategizing of the strategic initiative. The analysis showed how this 

situation fostered multiple instances of divergent responses which was not in line with corporate 

intention. 

 

Finding 4 showed how middle managers were faced with a paradoxical situation as they 

enacted the strategic initiative. As middle managers tried to engage in practices towards the 

strategic initiative, competing and too many demands served to create frustrations and 

discouragement. The analysis showed how middle managers instead of prioritizing the initiative 

selected to practice what they were familiar with. Ultimately, this had implications for the 

strategizing of the initiative as middle managers purposefully did not act in accordance with 
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corporate intentions as they responded divergently. In fact, middle managers actions reinforced 

the existing fixer culture by undermining the strategic initiative. 

 

Taken together, these results first suggest that despite middle managers’ interest in creating the 

changes proposed by senior management, the strategic initiative served to confuse rather than 

guide the actions of the middle managers. The analysis revealed that strategizing was complex 

and filled with tensions. How middle managers strategizes is a maturing process in which they 

continuously make sense of the strategic initiative and have to navigate between wicked 

problems. Consequently, we argue that it is not possible to separate formulating and 

implementation of strategy.  

 

This contributes to strategic management literature by problematizing the current discourse 

around strategy. Our research propose that future research should approach the phenomenon of 

strategizing as a maturing process rather than two separate instances of formulation and 

implementation. Doing so, might uncover aspects that have not been possible by focusing on 

closing the “strategy-execution-gap”. 

 

Second, the analysis showed how senior management gave the middle managers freedom to 

enact the strategic initiative.  The findings suggest that middle managers on the one hand wanted 

to engage with the strategic initiative as they found appropriate. On the other hand, as they 

struggled to make sense of the initiative, it was difficult to create progress, why they 

problematized their collaboration. This points to a lack of guidelines in how to fulfill the 

demands from senior management. This contribute to practice by emphasizing the role of senior 

management in driving the maturity of the strategic initiative. Our research propose that senior 

management might guide the direction of the strategic initiative by engaging in narrative work.  

 

In sum, we are able to answer the research question of how middle managers enact a strategic 

initiative and possible implications for how they strategize. Our study found that middle 

managers tend to draw upon experience when enacting a strategic initiative, as it seems easier 

to enact on the basis of what one already knows and what confirms preconceptions. Middle 

managers find it important to identify themselves with the organizational context in order to 

practice a strategic initiative. Furthermore, middle managers tend to enact based on how they 
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find changes plausible as they engage in specific practices. Our analysis showed that when a 

strategic initiative is in its initial stage of maturing and when middle managers resides at 

different maturity stages, it will inevitably have consequences for their overall strategizing. 

Different patterns of enacted sensemaking among middle managers express an issue of ensuring 

collective action, which is important if a strategic initiative is to mature.   
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