
 

 

DEMOCRACY  
TYRANNY  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A case study of Pentia’s social exchange relationship  
and sensemaking processes 

 
Master’s Thesis 
Copenhagen Business School 
MSc. in Economics and Business Administration  
Strategy, Organisation and Leadership 
 
Caroline Gammelgaard – 93998 
Matthias Rieser – 116438 
 
Supervisor: Christian De Cock 
15th of May, 2019 
267.948 characters / 118 pages 



  



 

Abstract 

This thesis explores the effects of how the flexible work arrangement, compensation package, 

and narrative of our case company leads employees to develop commitment towards their 

employer. In order to conduct the study, Pentia serves as an extreme case that differs in 

multiple ways from other organisations in the industry and has a proven record of success. 

The question of investigation is “How does Pentia’s social exchange relationship and 

sensemaking create interacts that drive commitment?”. The research design consisted of ten 

semi-structured interviews with employees and management, observations, and secondary 

data in the form of internally and externally created content. 

 

To answer the research question, two theoretical perspectives serve as basis for analysis and 

are ultimately combined in order to reveal the complex dynamics. The different elements 

within social exchange theory (Malinowski, 1922a; Mauss 1925; Cook & Emerson, 1978; Foa 

& Foa, 1980) – which aim at understanding human drivers for the emergence of exchange 

relationships – is applied to examine the basic building blocks that determine the quality of an 

employment relationship. Hernes, Hendrup, and Schäffner’s (2015) sensemaking framework 

serves as a second lens for analysis to understand the impact the case company’s narrative 

has on the patterns of interacts that form as well as the types of commitment that emerge. 

The combination of social exchange theory and sensemaking led to the conclusion that at 

Pentia, the meaningful alignment of strong organisational values with the resources 

exchanged, as well as the presentation of an ideological narrative with explicit elements of 

negotiated rules that enforced enactment of its promises, led to strong social exchange 

relationships and high levels of trust. This in turn allowed for more intimate behavioural 

management which fostered the emergence of both, strong social and interpretative 

commitment. 

 

The findings of this study suggest that a critical re-evaluation of the role negotiated rules play 

in employment relationships and the resources of exchange employers should offer and 

demand, as well as further exploration of alternative forms of narratives could be promising 

areas for further studies. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Flexible work arrangements have rapidly increased over the past decades, and the 

development does not seem to slow. According to research from Rockwool Fonden (2018) 62 

percent of the Danish workforce had flexible work-hours in 2018, as opposed to 47 percent in 

2008. Moreover, flexible work-hours have due to various demographic changes become 

desirable for employees who strive for a greater work-life balance (Powell, Greenhaus, Allen 

& Johnson, 2019). However, while much research has been conducted on work-life balance, 

theory has not caught up with it and therefore still fails to explain its effects, according to 

Powell et al. (2019). Therefore, they argue for the need of new theory and research conducted 

in this area in the special issue of work-life in the journal ‘Academy of Management Review’ 

(Powell et al., 2019). One of the articles in this special issue by Hirschi, Shockley, and Zacher 

(2019) argues for a lack of academic attention on individual level strategies for achieving work-

family balance. An individual level strategy proposed is adapting resources and barriers to 

obtain both professional and personal goals, which in turn requires organisations to be 

amenable to change and deviate from typical work structures to meet employees’ needs 

(Hirschi et al., 2019). Hirschi et al. (2019) argue that this strategy is a parallel to Rousseau, Ho, 

and Greenberg‘s (2006) concept of idiosyncratic deals defined as: ”voluntary, personalized 

agreements of a nonstandard nature negotiated between individual employees and their 

employers regarding terms that benefit each party” (p. 978). While Hirschi et al. (2019) argue 

that flexibility could be a way to meet employees’ needs, research has shown that flexibility 

also has a dark side.  

 

Rockwool Fonden’s (2018) research showed that flexible work-hours results in an increase of 

overtime. Henrik Lund, who is a work-life researcher at Roskilde University, explains this 

tendency with Mauss’ (1925) theory of gift giving: employees perceive flexible work-hours as 

a gift, which evokes a felt obligation to reciprocate and hence often drives them to work more 

than they are paid for (Kølln, 2017). Alongside with an increase in flexible work-hours there 

was found an increase in stress (Rockwool Fonden, 2018). Already in 2008 a group of scientists 

pointed out the potential dangers of the flexible work, from which we today see the 

consequence of stress (Lund, Hvid, Nielsen, Kamp, & Nielsen, 2008). To Rockwool Fonden’s 

research from 2018, Lund has commented that these results should be seen as a red flag 



 4 

illustrating that flexible work can be ‘bad business’ for employees (Batchelor & Kill, 2018). 

Nevertheless, flexible work-hours are still in high demand, even though its effects can be 

harmful for all parties involved; the individuals, organisations, and society as a whole.  

 

With over half of Denmark’s workforce having flexible work arrangements, and an increasing 

demand for this to obtain work-life balance, organisations still on a large scale fail in providing 

this in a satisfying manner that does not promote stress. Moreover, academia has not yet 

developed theory at a pace that can make sense of work-life research (Powell et al., 2019), 

and therefore there is still much to be learned about how employees and organisations can 

maintain a balance between work and family life. While we are today aware of its effects, we 

have limited knowledge of why and how they appear. For this reason we found it of particular 

interest to investigate how an organisation can provide work-life balance through flexible 

work arrangements, without employees suffering from its negative side-effects. Both negative 

effects of flexible work-hours as well as potential solutions to obtain the positive effect of 

work-life balance have been related to social exchange theory. Overtime has been explained 

with dynamics of gift exchanging, and a solution as parallel to idiosyncratic deals, which 

derives partly on a basis of social exchange theory. Therefore, we found social exchange 

theory as well as the contemporary concept of idiosyncratic deals relevant for looking into 

this. While both aim at examining commitment, social exchange theory fails to address the 

process of how commitment emerges. Moreover, ‘Great Place to Work’ (2016) points out that 

the practice of work-life balance for the best work-places has changed from granting flexible 

work-hours and off-site working towards helping employees be at work at full capacity while 

working, but severing involvement when they are off. This hints on the fact that good work-

life practices today have a large behavioural aspect. In order to understand how to do this – 

and perhaps more importantly why and how it leads to commitment – we have chosen to 

include sensemaking theory, as we believe it may provide answers to questions social 

exchange theory fails to explain. 

 

1.1. Case Description  
 
Pentia is an IT consultancy, that helps other business with digital transformations. The 

company was founded in 1998 and has since then grown to about 90 employees located in 

offices in Copenhagen, Aarhus, and Malmö – 75 of which sit in the Copenhagen Office. From 
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the very beginning Pentia’s vision was “Fun before Money” (Pentia, 2018, p. 3) as it was the 

founders’ aim to create a workplace where the dominating theme was having fun. The 

company’s three core values today are fun, respect, and responsibility. Open and honest 

communication is key at Pentia, which has a high level of employee involvement in decision 

making and a flat hierarchical structure. Pentia calls itself: “not merely being an advocator for, 

but extreme practitioner of, a healthy ‘Work/life balance’” (Pentia, 2018, p. 3). And they have 

proof to back it up: in 2016 they won a special award for Life-Balance as well as an European 

Award for their ‘Culture of Fun’, and have several times been ranked as one of the best places 

to work in Denmark by the organisation ‘Great Place to Work’. Pentia is an ‘extreme 

practitioner’ of work-life balance by having a well-defined work arrangement, which is 

illustrated in figure 1.  

 

 
Figure 1: Work-frame at Pentia 

The work arrangement illustrated in this figure includes two distinct features. One part of the 

is the so called flex-hour frame (‘FHF’), which in general requires employees to be present in 

the office from 9:00 to 15:00 o’clock, whereby only these six hours a day are allocated for 

working on customers’ projects, leaving room for helping each other, not getting behind due 

to sickness, and other needed flexibility. Furthermore, Pentia has the max-hour frame (‘MHF’) 

– an upper limit of 37 hours of work each week that cannot be exceeded. Together, the FHF 

and MHF make up what we consider the work-frame at Pentia. Moreover, each Friday has 

time allocated to a knowledge sharing session as well as ‘free play’ where employees can do 

as they wish whether this is drinking beer, playing games, or dive into topics of interest.   
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1.2. Research Question and Delimitation  
 

Our thesis is a case study of the organisation, Pentia, which we found to serve as an extreme 

case of successfully providing work-life balance to their employees, while eliminating the 

negative effect of overtime by simply not allowing it. As we wish to investigate the role of 

Pentia’s flexible work arrangements as part their social exchange relationship, as well as how 

this in relation to its underlying values expressed in the narrative drives commitment, we 

derived the research question:   

 

How does Pentia’s social exchange relationship and sensemaking create 

interacts that drive commitment? 

 

In order to answer our research question, we will first examine the following sub-questions:  

- Does Pentia offer organisational level idiosyncratic deals? And if so, how do they affect 

the social exchange relationship quality? 

- Which resources are exchanged in Pentia and how does their reflection of the 

narrative affect sensemaking? 

 

In this thesis, it is not our goal to propose a new theory on work-life balance, but instead do 

an in-depth case study to reach a higher understanding of how a flexible work arrangement 

that offsets the risk of overtime looks, as well as its challenges and benefits. Our aim is to 

contribute to current theory in various ways. First, we will use our case to study the 

characteristics of idiosyncratic deals on organisational level and their effects. Second, we 

revisit central elements of social exchange theory to find out whether they are able to explain 

the dynamics of the phenomena at hand. Third, we want to combine the explanatory powers 

of social exchange theory and sensemaking in order to increase our understanding of the 

degree and type of commitment that forms, and why. 

 

While sensemaking theory is largely built on a process-view, our study is rather a snap shot of 

the current situation as the scope of the thesis did not allow us to study the organisation over 

an extensive period of time, nor was there a radical change going on at the time of the study. 

Therefore, we are not able to pinpoint how these processes have actually shaped into what 
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we see today, we are however able to analyse how the narrative, as well as the resources 

exchanged, create and reflect the patterns of interacts and consequently commitment.  

 

Lastly we limit the scope of the analysis to some parts of the organisation to decrease the 

complexity of the case. We limit our research to only the Copenhagen office, as especially 

including the Malmö office would add too much complexity due to the differences in the 

organisational setup. Moreover, some employees in Pentia do not have the same work 

arrangement, in particular the sales department. After careful consideration we decided not 

to include the sales team into our data collection process, as this department operates on 

different conditions. Instead, we decided to focus on the core of Pentia, which consists of the 

technology workers and project managers delivering the projects. The potential risks of doing 

so is discussed in section 2.7.  

 

1.3. Structure of the Thesis 
 
In the following, we will present the structure of our thesis 

and explain what the different chapters aim at. In chapter 

two we will elaborate the stance of research philosophy 

we took and argue for the research design and methods 

used to conduct our study, as well as reflect on our 

choices. Chapter three will present the two theories – 

Social Exchange Theory and Sensemaking – we use to 

examine the dynamics we found at our case company, 

Pentia, as well as elaborate on the theories origin, 

similarities, and differences. Our analysis will be 

presented in the fourth chapter and is split into two sub-

sections. Sub-section 4.1. examines the case based on the 

different elements of Social Exchange Theory, including 

idiosyncratic deals and the resources of exchange, in order 

to allow for the assessment of the social exchange 

relationship at Pentia, thereby answering our first sub-

question of the research question and laying the 

foundation for the second.  

Figure 2: Structure of the thesis 
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In sub-section 4.2., we will analyse the dynamics of the sensemaking process at Pentia, 

including its narrative, the interacts it leads to, and how that spurs commitment, thereby 

providing a response to our second sub-question. In chapter 5, we will present our findings, 

discuss what their effects are and how they relate to the body of literature that corresponds 

with our chosen theories. Finally, in chapter 6 we will present our conclusion and answer our 

research question, as well as highlight the limitations and implications of our study. In the end 

of this section will pick up Pentia’s largest challenge and provide a recommendation on how 

the issue could be solved in the future. 

 

2. Methodology 
 
In this chapter, we describe and reflect upon the various choices we made throughout the 

process of this thesis. First, we present and argue for the choice of perspective we take within 

philosophy of science, as well as which criteria of quality we applied. Second, we explain our 

case selection. Thirdly, we explain how we searched and decided on what theory to use. 

Fourthly, we introduce our overall research design, zooming in on every chosen method of 

gathering our data; interviews, observations, as well as external and internal documents, and 

how we analysed the data. Finally, we discuss our choices, in particularly what we chose not 

to do, and reflect on what we could have done differently.  

 

2.1. Philosophy of Science  
 
In this paper, we take a social constructivist stance. In social constructivism the knowledge-

constitutive interest is to study how everyday truisms and thoughts are established, used, or 

changed with a focus on processes, rather than states (Egholm, 2014). Hence, the ontological 

basis is constructivistic, where what is central is not the phenomena itself, but rather how it 

is created in a specific context. Therefore, instead of understanding the phenomena of 

flexibility, we look into the conditions in this specific context that provide flexibility, as we are 

interested in understanding the sensemaking processes surrounding Pentia’s social exchange 

relationship and how meaning is ascribed to it. This is further reflected in our theory choice, 

where especially Hernes et al.’s (2015) sensemaking framework is based on a process-view. 

Social constructivism’s epistemology is based on the idea that knowledge is always influenced 
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by time and place (Egholm, 2014), and therefore our aim is to obtain an ideographical 

understanding the processes surrounding the exchange relationship at Pentia, on the basis of 

our own interpretations of the empirical qualitative data. Our study is mainly inductive as we 

strive to let the context defined relationships, rather than investigative exiting ones (Egholm, 

2014). In the human view of social constructivism human nature is not considered to be what 

is central, rather humans are considered representative of the overall collective and defined 

by social constructions (Egholm, 2014). Therefore, the respondents in our case are considered 

to be representatives for the overall collective of Pentia.  

 

In social constructivism, coherence-theory lays the basis for the truth-theory, meaning that a 

statement is considered to be true when there are no contradictions in the interpretative 

statements as well as in the theoretical frame (Egholm, 2014). Further, due to knowledge 

being ideographic and a product of subjective interpretations, our aim is not to find a universal 

conclusion, but rather to obtain in-depth knowledge about the case at hand and live up to the 

coherence criteria. However, strategic case selection served to increase the generalisability of 

the findings as will be elaborated more in depth in the following section (Flyvbjerg, 2006). We 

strive to live up to quality criteria for appropriate research practice in general. We have 

throughout this process tried to be as transparent as possible (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010), 

both in regard to our collaboration with the case company and as well as in arguing for our 

choices of method, which we will elaborate more clearly in the section 3.4. Living up to the 

transparency criteria requires being coherent and consistent, which is why we have strived to 

make the thesis’ parts logically fit together, and being precise and consistent in our definitions 

as well as in our delimitation (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). Closely related to transparency is 

having an ethical research procedure, by for example obtaining informed consent (Silverman, 

2015) and being open about the purpose, which we will elaborate in the sections on interviews 

and observations. In the following section, we include thoughts about our role in the situation 

of collecting the empirical data, thereby living up to the criteria of reflexivity.  

 

2.2. Case Selection  
 
While some would critique the use of a detailed case study, arguing that it merely serves as a 

way of verifying or producing a hypothesis, Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that this is amongst the 

most widespread misunderstandings surrounding the purpose and power of in-depth case 
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studies. Instead, Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that the knowledge obtained solely based on a 

relevant case-example can be a result in itself, due to the emphasis these studies have on 

context-dependent knowledge and because studies of human relations rarely provide much 

value without understanding the context. Another misconception is that findings of case 

studies cannot be generalised. However, according to Flyvbjerg (2006) strategic case selection 

can increase the degree of generalisability. He argues that a representative or average case is 

not the one that provides the most valuable information, whereas a case should rather be 

chosen based on information orientation. One type of information-orientated case selection 

suggests the choice of an extreme or critical case, which is characterised by doing something 

particularly successful or problematic within a narrow-defined area (Flyvbjerg, 2006).  

 

We actively tried to apply strategic case selection to find an extreme case. In search for an 

interesting and relevant topic we read through the last years’ reports on ‘Great Place to Work 

Denmark’, to see what is trending in organisations, and who really excels within these 

disciplines. We believe that Pentia in a variety of ways lives up to the characteristics of an 

extreme case, when looking at our identified unit of research. Pentia has several times been 

high-ranking on the list of ‘Great Place to Work’, and more relevantly won awards for ‘Best 

Life-balance’ and their ‘Culture of Fun’ . Our thesis revolves around how employees use the 

idiosyncratic deal, and the social exchange relationship as a whole, to manage their work-life 

balance, and how that influences the commitment in the sensemaking process, where their 

value of fun plays a central role in their narrative. Consequently, Pentia is considered to be 

particularly successful within some elements of our defined research area, which leads us to 

argue that it can be seen as an extreme case, potentially increasing the analytic 

generalisability.  

 

2.3. Literature Research Method 
 
Documentation of the process of research literature identification is essential as it should be 

a “reproducible method for identifying, evaluating, and interpreting the existing body of 

original work produced by researchers and scholars” (Fink, 2015, p. 41). The theory selection 

for the thesis and for the selection of a case to study was subject to the requirement of being 

literature that was related within the core courses of our graduate program ‘Strategy, 

Organisation and Leadership’. To identify relevant literature revolving around the core 
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concepts taught throughout our master, we conducted a systematic literature review, in order 

to understand the current state of discussions, theories, and lacunae within contemporary 

organisational research (Rowe, 2014). To achieve a coherent and reproducible review, we 

followed Fink’s (2005) seven step process as a guideline to ensure scientific soundness (see 

figure 3). 

  

 
Figure 3: The Seven Steps Involved in Conducting a Systematic Research Literature Review (Fink, 2005, p. 3f.) 

 
However, since this thesis revolves around the study of a single organisation and aims at 

revealing the processes among the employees as well as between the organisation and its 

workforce, the identification of relevant theory that is suitable for the analysis of the company 

at hand required this process to be subject to multiple iterations. External factors played a 

significant role in the search and refinement of a suitable research question, which in turn 

affected every step downstream.  

 

Within our initial scope of looking at flexible working and its relevance for the workforce of 

today, we started our literature research by identifying eleven relevant and respected 

scientific journals on organisational studies as sources of potentially suitable articles and 

studies (see list in appendix 1). Thorough screening of all publications in those scientific 

journals from 2005 to today, we identified 117 potentially relevant articles about our topic of 

interest and contingent topics that could take a supporting role throughout the analysis.  

 

As Cohen, March, and Olsen (1972) argue in their garbage can model, problems and solutions 

are never universal, but instead need to be tailored to each other. A similar principle applies 

when finding a research question based on the collaboration with a company. While initially 

the topic of flexible working was a criterion for identifying relevant literature, the data 

collected from the case company itself inevitably led to repeated refinements of the research 

question, as we got access to more information, understood the company’s focus and 

organisational design better, and found topics of conflict between the different parties 

interviewed in the process. While Social Exchange Theory was early on selected as a 
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foundation to analyse organisational exchange and its consequences, the many more 

contemporary theories that spring from it required more rigorous assessment in order to 

separate the theories that can serve as a tool to understand the processes and dynamics we 

found at Pentia as specific case from those that cannot.  

 

Diving deeper into the case, we developed special interest in the role of exchange 

relationships with regard to retention, the power of perceived organisational support to foster 

the development of trust and organisational citizenship behaviour, and the role of 

idiosyncratic deals in creating a feeling of freedom and fulfilment. Throughout the process of 

refining the research question to suit the case company Pentia, four articles promised suitable 

analytical tools to help us answer our research question. Based on these four theories, we 

continued our literature research process. Additionally, inspired by a theme in our graduate 

programme, we identified the topic of sensemaking as relevant, which connects the 

organisational narrative with interacts and ascribes the development of patterns of interacts 

the power to foster social, interpretative, or both types of commitment towards the narrative. 

Understanding the dynamics that intertwine those theories further leads to a more 

comprehensive understanding of why and how the case company’s organisational design 

provokes the effects we observed.  

 

2.4. Research Design 
 
Our research unit is what we consider the social exchange relationship and the sensemaking 

process surrounding it. To explore this research unit, we created a research design consisting 

of various sources of both primary and secondary data. Our primary data is a composition of 

ten qualitative interviews providing empirical data from a mix of employees and managers, as 

well as observations, whereas our secondary data consists of internally and externally created 

culture reports, a questionnaire from ‘Great Place to Work’, and Pentia’s website. Our initial 

meeting with different management figures from Pentia took place at the 21st of February 

2019, and our data collection took place over the course of six weeks. Due to the scope and 

time frame of this project, we were not able to study how the use of idiosyncratic deals and 

sensemaking processes evolve over an extended period of time, instead we have obtained a 

snapshot of the context in a given moment, as well as interviewees’ perceptions and 

interpretations from which we intend to understand the processes. 
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In accordance with social constructivism, we have mainly used an inductive method, where 

the context is made up of many small elements that create a whole (Egholm, 2014). However, 

the approach can never be purely inductive, but will contain elements of both induction and 

deduction. One example of this is due to the fact that we, prior to our data collection, already 

had theoretical knowledge about relations that might be potential topics of interest. Yet, the 

ideographic context should determine the relations, rather than testing pre-established 

beliefs about them (Egholm, 2014), which is why we tried to identify themes to maintain an 

explorative approach, and thereby letting the actual relation appear.  

 

2.4.1. Interviews 
 
In total, we conducted ten interviews with employees and managers (see figure 4). The 

interviewees were chosen to represent a variety of backgrounds, positions, and employment 

periods at the company. The majority of interviewees represent employees from the 

technology departments and project management. Additional interviews were conducted 

with Pentia’s HR Manager, COO, and CEO. This variety of interviewees allowed us to obtain a 

multitude of perceptions, interpretations, and opinions about how employees use the 

organisation’s work-frame, what its intentions and actual effects are, and revealed the 

sensemaking processes that surround it. The interviews were built on each other, as the 

information we obtained in each round of interviews was used to identify which positions or 

levels of experience would yield the greatest additional insight for the next round of 

interviews. Our intention was to divide our attention mainly among the three types of tech-

employees – frontend developer, backend developer, and UX architect – as well as the project 

managers due to Pentia being a consultancy with a focus on digitalisation.  

 

All our interviews were semi-structured, which is characterised by having established themes 

in which you wish to obtain knowledge, as well as possible specific questions within each of 

these themes (for an example see appendix 2), nevertheless leaving room for the interview to 

take new directions if new information is revealed (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). The semi-

structured interview is in line with social constructivism, as it allows us to ask questions about 

predetermined themes across all interviews, while also allowing to further investigate 

interesting relations based on interviewee responses. Moreover, it permitted us to keep 
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obtaining new information about different organisational elements and processes, such as 

promotion criteria and mentoring systems, which had not initially been on our agenda. 

 

After having established the initial contact with the HR manager in Pentia, we were invited to 

a meeting to discuss our project and the possibilities of a collaboration. The meeting was 

scheduled for 90 minutes, where the HR Manager, the CEO, as well as the Head of Technology 

and Backend Development participated. Our meeting agenda consisted of three main points; 

presenting our project, the amount and type of data we had in mind to align expectations, as 

well as an initial interview about their organisational design, in case they were open to the 

collaboration. Luckily, they were quickly on board, and very engaged in introducing us to 

Pentia’s distinctive organisational design. While only the last half hour of the meeting was 

recorded as a semi-structured interview, we noted down the information presented to us 

prior to that.  

 

The agreement with top management was that interviews would be conducted on Friday 

afternoons for one hour per interview. Due to the time-frame of the thesis, we scheduled two 

interviews each Friday, which required us to split up and conduct them separately. Because 

the interviews were qualitative, semi-structured interviews, that also encompasses the 

possibility of the interviews taking several turns, which is why we found it of extra significance 

to discuss and understand what meanings each of us attached to the established themes and 

questions, while also prioritising themes for effective time management. While we were not 

looking for specific answers from the interviewees, we sometimes wished to obtain 

knowledge in a specific context, hence this shared understanding was deemed necessary.  

 

Our interviews following the initial meeting was with a Backend Developer and UX Architect 

(see figure 4). We chose these two professions, because we wanted to first gather information 

about how this work-frame was exercised in practice, as well as the employees’ experience of 

working in Pentia. Our next interview was with Pentia’s COO. We wished to talk with the COO 

early on in the process, because we had learned in the initial meeting that she was fairly new 

in the organisation, and already had pointed out elements to the management that she 

believed could be done differently. For us it was interesting to get insights from someone who 

had a detailed overview over the organisational processes, while not being as embedded in 



 15 

the organisation as most other managerial positions. We were told, that she had so far served 

as a mirror to the organisation, questioning aspects that for them had become everyday 

truisms (Egholm, 2014). In the interview, we obtained a lot of relevant knowledge on what 

she believed to be potential issues, as well as what Pentia did well and how it differs from 

other companies. One example is that she told us that the work-frame was great for coders, 

but horribly challenging for project managers. We then included a question in the next 

interview guide of whether some struggled more with the work-frame than others, which 

ultimately led us to introduce the theme of fairness and equality. 

 

 
Figure 4: Overview of Interview-Schedule and Duration 

 

The second round of interviews was with a frontend developer and a project manager, who 

were the last positions of Pentia’s core business we had not yet interviewed. Once again, we 

discussed the outcomes of the interviews, in order to identify the most relevant interviewees 

for the third round and to review our interview guide. For the third round of interviews with 

employees, we decided to talk to another project manager and backend developer with 

significantly longer employment history with the company. One interview had to be 

rescheduled due to illness and was conducted two weeks later. Having collected a lot of 

empirical data about our research unit, we arranged a new interview with the CEO and the HR 

manager, in order to learn more about the ‘why’ than ‘how’ – that is the intentions behind 

their setup, and thoughts behind it, and also how they believed it worked for employees.  
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2.4.2. Observations 
 
In this study, we conducted four observational episodes; a day in the office, sitting in on a 

knowledge sharing session, a UX department meeting, and saw a company presentation at 

Denmark’s Technical University. We thought that observations could be a great addition to 

the data collected from the interviews, since it would provide direct insights about practice, 

to support the information obtained in an interview (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). Moreover, 

informal talks also made it possible for us to ask some questions, we had not allocated time 

for during the interviews, but could perhaps provide some interesting information.  

 

What we believed was especially beneficial about using observations in our data collection, is 

that it allowed us to see interacts as they unfold (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010), and because 

interacts are a main concept in this thesis, it gave us great insights in some patterns of 

interacts in Pentia. In line with social constructivism, our research focus was to understand 

the relations between the actors, not individual intentions and feelings (Justesen & Mik-

Meyer, 2010). There are several different observer-roles one can take when conducting 

observations, and we chose observer-as-participant, due to the nature of the situations 

studied and the amount of observations conducted. Our role should be understood in the 

sense, that we were mainly just present and observed, but however participated in lunch and 

small-talks around the watercooler and coffee machine. According to Justesen and Mik-Meyer 

(2010) this approach is often chosen when the student does not have time to make a 

comprehensive observational study, consequently it presents a risk of only obtaining shallow 

understandings of the interacts taking place, if other methods of collecting empirical data are 

not exercised. This is also why we consider our data generated from our observations as a 

support to the data collected from our main source of method – that is our interviews. 

Moreover, misunderstandings or misinterpretations can be detected through respondent 

validation (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). We tried to do this both in our informal talks and 

during the interviews. One example is that we saw practically all employees going to lunch at 

the same time, sitting at one long table. Therefore, we asked if this was usual behaviour and 

why, not in order to make them approve our analysis of the situation, but to discuss the 

observation to prevent a misunderstanding. 
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In observation studies, field notes are crucial, because that is the generated empirical data 

that allows for data processing. While field notes can be of different nature, we mostly made 

descriptive notes, where you are able to reproduce the situation in detail (Justesen & Mik-

Meyer, 2010). It is a balance of whether the notes should be descriptive or analytical from the 

beginning. We tried to maintain them as descriptions during the observation, because 

analytical notes can be harder to re-interpret, if other possible interpretations of the 

observation are necessary later on (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). While field notes should 

ideally be written down immediately to enhance detail richness, it is also a trade-off, as people 

could feel clearly observed. It was our contact person who gave us access to do the 

observations. We were not sure whether or not people had been informed that we were 

coming, so we brought a cake with a note, introducing ourselves and the reason for us being 

there on the first day of observations, as an attempt to obtain some degree informed consent 

(Silverman, 2015). In general we did not take notes while talking to employees, walking around 

the office, or when sitting in at the department meeting, because we did not want to draw 

people’s attention to feeling observed. Instead we wrote notes as soon as possible afterwards. 

 

2.4.3. Secondary Data  
 
In this thesis, we have included various reports, both internally and externally generated, 

about the company’s organisational design. These include reports from ‘Great Place to Work’ 

when Pentia won an award for best life-balance, as well as for being the most fun work place, 

the questionnaire and answers employees gave in relation to their nomination last year in 

‘Great Place to Work’, and finally an internally created culture profile. Moreover, we used the 

organisation’s website to gather more information. Quotes from these sources have been 

translated from Danish. While the characteristics of documents is that they have been 

produced prior to the study, or at least without influence, this does not mean that the data is 

more objective or neutral (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). Especially the internally generated 

documents are rarely, if ever, objective information, but additionally influenced by how the 

organisation wishes to present itself. However, in social constructivist studies, it can be useful 

to study documents that demonstrate organisational values and clearly reflect a normative 

position (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010), which we will argue is the case for the internal 

documents we have examined. The 160 pages long culture profile from 2018 contains a lot of 

information about several aspects of the organisation. Before it reached its final version, 
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several employees gave feedback about whether they felt it reflected the organisation 

correctly – some of these reflections were included in the report. While we recognise that 

documents are a tool of impression management, this is not a main focus of our analysis. The 

documents we have chosen to look at are rich in information about our research unit, and 

were very useful in gathering substantial of knowledge about processes, practises, and 

activities, and we do to a large extent use the documents for that. 

 

2.5. Collaboration Ethics 
 
It was very important for us to establish transparency throughout the process in order to 

establish trust, but also because we believe that by informing the interviewees about the 

purpose and intention behind the study, we are able to encourage the most open and relevant 

responses. Therefore, we already in the initial meeting agreed on the level of confidentiality. 

We agreed that the thesis will be open and the company name will be used, while all 

interviewees would only be mentioned by job-title. Every interview started by ensuring 

informed consent by the interviewees (Silverman, 2015). In praxis, we did this by starting out 

introducing ourselves, the theme of the project, the purpose of the interview, as well as the 

level of confidentiality. Moreover, all interviewees were encouraged to express if there were 

questions they did not understand or wished to answer, as well as offering them to contact us 

afterwards if anything said during the interviews should be retracted or reformulated for any 

reason. Further, in line with the semi-structured interview we invited the employees to jump 

in with a additional information, because they are of course the experts of the case. We 

started the interviews in this way to establish a transparent atmosphere, where interviewees 

understood the purpose and felt like they could speak openly. Our contact person arranged 

the interviews for us based on who he believed to be the most suitable candidate for our 

requirements. We offered sending the interview guides a couple of days in advance in case 

the interviewees wished to prepare. This was only the case for one interviewee, who wanted 

to know more about the topic in advance due to potential language barriers. 

 

2.6. Data Analysis 
 
Continuously upon conducting interviews, they were transcribed in order to review our 

interview guide for the interviews to come. Following Silverman’s (2015) advice, we started 
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analysing parts of the data prior to finishing the data collection, to not be overwhelmed later 

in the process, and to see which theories seemed most suitable to continue with. We were 

careful not to make premature conclusions and tried to maintain an explorative approach 

throughout the entire process (Silverman, 2015). Even though our focus narrowed, we still 

kept some room open for new themes to appear.  

 

We decided to code the interview data separately, without establishing codes together prior, 

in order to see what each of us saw in and extracted from the empirical data. Not surprisingly, 

some of our codes were the same, as they were directly related to our theory choices. 

However, our codes also varied in several ways laying a ground for discussion. Moreover, in 

accordance to our inductive approach we partially used a data-driven approach (Gibbs, 2007) 

where we added new themes as they appeared during our data collection and transcription, 

for example ‘dedication and promotion’, or ‘fairness and equality’. Therefore, the process was 

iterative as upon finding new themes we looked back at previously coded interviews. After 

coding the first interviews, and having a higher alignment in our codes, we started coding our 

field notes, as well as information from documents using the same approach. We coded this 

data later for several reasons, first, because we had taken individual field notes, which we first 

compared and discussed. This was further important because only Caroline speaks Danish, so 

she was able to understand what was being said, whereas Matthias had more emphasis on 

non-verbal behaviours. Moreover, several of the document were written in Danish, so in order 

to take into consideration both of our understandings of relevant themes and codes, we 

decided to have the discussions before classifying what was useful information.  

 

 
Figure 5: Screenshot of Interview Coding 
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We structured our codes inspired by the Gioia method (Langley & Abdallah, 2011), see 

example in figure 5. This helped us get a good overview, since several of the quotes fitted 

more than one theme. Moreover, it allowed us to quickly search for statements surrounding 

a specific code, to have an overview of how the various respondents talked about that topic. 

Even though some codes were represented more than others, this does not mean that they 

are the most important, but is instead an expression of the most dominant themes in the 

interviews – which were in line with our topic of research. However, we are not using these 

counts to conclude that one type of commitment is higher and the other, since it is not a 

measure for that. 

 

2.7. Method Reflection 
 
Interviews were our main source of empirical data in answering our research question, 

whereas observations and documents were mainly used as a source of additional information 

and to support the experiences and interpretations from the interviews. We used the 

interviews to investigate the nature of Pentia’s social exchange relationship, where a main 

focus was put on how the idiosyncratic deals were used to understand how the work-frame 

structured the patterns in their interacts. Questions about organisational and job-related 

processes, as well as social initiatives helped us to obtain a deeper understanding of the 

interacts taking place – also in relation to the narrative, since it seems to guide a lot of the 

behaviour. In the interviews, we tried to make the interviewees tell parts of the narratives in 

their own words, as well as what it meant for them and what value it created. That combined 

with what they like or dislike about their job, and why, helped us interpret the sensemaking 

process – and thereby the types of commitments that evolved. The observation was mostly 

used as a reflexion instrument, allowing us to get a deeper understanding of the nature of the 

interacts in Pentia, by seeing them actually take place (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). It was a 

way to see if the atmosphere, tone, and behaviour is in line with our starting analysis, and to 

observe behaviours and routines, that might not come across in an interview situation. The 

secondary data has mainly been considered as supporting the main method of semi-

structured interviews, as we in the documents found rich information about Pentia’s 

organisational design, and some of their very distinct ways of doing things, such as the third-

round interview and ‘game-days’. However, the element of internal documents being a 
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reflection of how they want to present themselves has been taken into consideration, and is 

used in the analysis to a limited extent, while not being a document analysis. 

 

As we are studying interacts, we did consider whether it would be beneficial to let 

observations be a greater part of our empirical data. That would require a significantly 

different research design, as well as a more structured and focussed plan over how these 

observations were performed to provide us with specific knowledge about how the social 

exchange relationship affected sensemaking and interacts. First, we would have had to change 

our role from observant-as-participant, characterised by being open yet not there for a long 

time, to participant-as-observer who is also open about intention, but present for an extended 

period (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010). One approach could be to zoom in on the idiosyncratic 

deals’ effects on the core activities of Pentia, meaning for example following a project from 

beginning to end, to see their work process unfold. However, this would require obtaining 

another degree of access from Pentia, in addition to precisely coordinated timing on the 

observations in regard to a project. While this approach could give us valuable insights through 

observing the patterns of interacts unfold, we evaluated that the potential loss could be 

limited through an appropriate interview guide as well as choice of interviewees. Therefore, 

we assessed the potential loss would not outweigh the level of interference it would require 

from our case collaboration.  

 

The order of the interviews influences the shape the analysis takes, as it is qualitative and 

explorative and therefore a process of repeatedly adjusting the interview guide. We believe 

we took the right choice in starting with the employees and later talking to the management, 

with the exception of the COO. We decided on this order, because we wanted the employees’ 

experiences to guide our analysis, rather than the management’s intentions, while this was 

still an interesting aspect for us. We tried to reflect this approach in our research question, by 

letting the focus be on the actual exchange relationships, instead of the intended ones. 

 

In this thesis, we decided to focus on how the idiosyncratic deals were used by employees in 

the core business function, as well as the management’s intentions, excluding other 

organisational functions such as sales and finance. Especially the exclusion of the sales 

department could potentially distort the findings of our analysis, since they are the only ones 
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beside the C-level, who do not have to work accordance to the work-frame. Hereby, the 

idiosyncratic deals on organisational-level do not in fact cover every function of the 

organisation, which in line with theoretical arguments could be a potential source of 

decreased experienced fairness. Further, it might have impacts on the sensemaking process 

as the values in the strong narrative do not apply to everyone. In deciding whether or not to 

include sales we tried to ask in the first interviews and during observation how the sales 

department actually worked. However, employees we talked to were not completely aware, 

and in the interviews it further came across that the interviewees did not have a close 

collaboration with the sales department. Recognising the pitfalls, we decided to limit our 

research unit not to include the sales, as it would add too much complexity, that would mostly 

disrupt the focus, as it did not seem to be widely influencing the experiences the interviewees 

have about working in Pentia.   

 

Finding a relevant case company is tricky. Yet, it is one of the most crucial aspects in a case 

study, as the discovered relations in the case at hand should guide the analysis, rather than 

trying to make theory fit. Thereby, the case will have a huge impact on the final product, while 

being one of the aspects where we have the least control as gaining access is rarely an easy 

task (Silverman, 2015). Initially, we kept ourselves open to the possibility of having two 

companies and conducting a study based more on comparisons, where we would be able to 

study how the sensemaking process around flexibility differs between companies with 

organisational and individual level idiosyncratic deals. While individual level idiosyncratic 

deals have been studied before, organisational level idiosyncratic deals have not. 

Consequently, a comparison of their respective effects could be an original contribution to 

research. Previous studies enable us to do some degree of comparison, however a study 

focussed on revealing the difference in specific dynamics would allow for much deeper 

insights in this specific area. Nevertheless, we decided to focus on one company for several 

reasons. First, it can be very difficult to make sure the differences you may find are due to the 

specific relation under investigation, as if the cases differ on several parameters huge amounts 

of complexity is introduced and may render findings meaningless. Therefore, finding two 

companies that would allow a meaningful comparison would be an very challenging task. 

Second, we were motivated about doing an in-depth case study, and due to our aspiration to 

understand two unknowns – in form of the organisational level idiosyncratic deals and 



 23 

synergies between commitment types – we assessed that a comparison study would either 

end up superficial, or require a narrower theoretical scope. Lastly, the great level of 

collaboration with Pentia enabled the in-depth collection of data required for a meaningful 

and insightful analysis within our chosen theoretical basis. 

 

3. Theory Chapter 
 
In this chapter, we identify, elaborate, and connect the theories that are used to analyse the 

case company’s organisational design, the explicit and implicit reactions that emanate from it 

through employees, and the dynamics of how these elements play together. The theoretical 

foundation for the analysis includes the social exchange theory as a classic and established 

theory that helps explain the relationship between the individuals and the organisation, as 

well as the more novel notion of idiosyncratic deals that springs from it and connects it with 

shifts in expectations and mindsets that took place in recent history. Further, we introduce 

the analytical framework of sensemaking with its interwoven concepts of interacts, 

commitment, and narratives in order to understand the dynamics of the observed behaviours 

and relations. Connecting these theories in a meaningful way will help to derive strategic 

implications of the organisational design at hand and unveil its benefits and disadvantages 

within today’s context. 

 

3.1. Social Exchange Theory 
 
Being one of the most influential conceptual paradigms, the Social Exchange Theory (‘SET’) 

emerged in the 1920s as a cross-disciplinary framework with its roots in the area of 

anthropology (Malinowski, 1922a). Malinowski, a scholar at the London School of Economics 

in the early 1900s, is today considered one of the most significant intellectual figures for 

developments in the fields of ethnography, social theory, and anthropological field methods.  

What later peaked in his main work “Argonauts of the Western Pacific” (1922a), started as 

anthropological study in the Trobriand Islands, a group of islands in Melanesia. His formative 

fieldwork method of participatory observation lead Malinowski to live alongside native tribes 

to conduct ethnographic studies of their cultures, behaviours, and social systems. One of the 

main phenomena he encountered and described in his work was the ‘Kula ring’, a system of 
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ceremonial exchanges that took place between the different tribes across multiple islands. 

Coining the ‘gift economy’ as alternative to the barter economy and the market economy, 

Malinowski observed that native tribes went through extensive effort and danger to deliver 

gifts to other tribes. His intellectual discourse with French sociologist Marcel Mauss soon lead 

to the establishment of the complexity of the gift exchange. Opposing to developed societies’ 

believes at the time, Malinowski found that the gifts in fact were not ‘free’, but were instead 

used as a tool to develop and enhance social relationships. The Kula ring later served as a case 

to argue for the principle of reciprocity, which still today plays a central role in our 

understanding of the purpose and reason for existence of social exchanges. 

 

Apart from holding the power to explain how systems develop in social settings, SET and its 

implications later on started to play a crucial role as tools to understand organisational 

behaviour. Since behaviour of and within organisations is subject to a great variety of 

influential factors, SET still today attracts contributions from scholars of a variety of 

disciplines, such as anthropology, social psychology, and sociology, leading to a multitude of 

both, competing and complementary models (Cropanzo & Mitchell, 2005). However, the 

definition of social exchange that finds its origin in Malinowski’s work is a feature that is shared 

across all models as a series of interacts that generate some sort of obligations (Emerson, 

1976). The reason for SET’s durability over time can partly be ascribed to its multitude of 

explanatory values, enabling insights and analyses of intangible dynamics, such as leadership 

(Liden, Sparrowe, & Wayne, 1997), networks (Cook, Molm, & Yamagishi, 1993), psychological 

contracts (Rousseau, 1995), and social power (Molm, Peterson, & Takahashi, 1999). While SET 

served as basis for the development of a wide array of models, the most fundamental – and 

in the scope of this thesis appropriate – ideas include the ‘Rules and Norms of Exchange’, 

‘Social Exchange Relationships’, and ‘Resources of Exchange’. 

 

3.1.1. Rules and Norms of Exchange 
 
According to Emerson (1976), the rules and norms of exchange that “form among or [are] 

adopted by the participants in an exchange relation” (p. 351) lead to one of SET’s most basic 

axioms: over time, relationships evolve into trust, loyalty, and mutual commitments. In other 

words, rules and norms are ascribed the role of being the guidelines of all exchange processes. 

The most widely appreciated rule of exchange is the principle of reciprocity, which defines 
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exchanges as bidirectional transactions, meaning something has to be given and something 

returned (Cropanzo & Mitchell, 2005). 

 

3.1.1.1. Principle of Reciprocity 
 
The principle of reciprocity in general looked into the phenomena of reciprocation of 

interactions between individuals or between an organisation and an individual. Throughout 

Malinowski’s study of the Kula ring and in multiple later replications, the theory of 

reciprocation was confirmed, regardless of the society or tribe under examination. In modern 

societies, the concept of employment relies heavily on this principle, as it can be seen as the 

foundation of repeated interaction and leads to the creation of social exchange relationships. 

  

First, reciprocity as interdependent exchanges involves mutual and complementary 

arrangements and is considered a defining characteristic of social exchange (Molm, 1994). 

While the two extremes of the relational spectrum an exchange can have are complete 

independence (outcome is solely based on one’s own effort) and complete dependence 

(outcome is solely based on the other’s efforts), these do not imply social exchanges. This 

conception of why reciprocation takes place is considered relevant as “In this tradition, a 

‘reciprocal exchange’ is understood as one that does not include explicit bargaining. […] 

Rather, one party’s actions are contingent on the other’s behavior.” (Cropazano & Mitchell, 

2005, p. 876). This implies that an initial impulse of positively perceived behaviour towards an 

individual or employee is likely to eventually be reciprocated by her or him, which once again 

resembles Malinowski’s observations in the Trobriand Islands. 

  

Second, the school of reciprocity as a norm and individual orientation has other interesting 

implications. A general assumption here is that reciprocity is a cultural mandate and who does 

not comply will be punished (Malinowski, 1932; Mauss, 1925). Malinowski found proof of this 

in a later study, which examined the criminal and norm-conflicting behaviour within less 

developed social systems (Malinowski, 1932). With regard to his initial anthropological 

fieldwork, the reluctance to accept a gift would prevent social ties from developing between 

tribes and the failure to reciprocate the gift giving resulted in loss of reputation and ‘mana’, 

which the tribes considered the implicit power that enabled authority and happiness 

(Malinowski, 1922a). Further, French sociologist Mauss with whom Malinowski debated 
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regarding the theory of reciprocity was a strong advocate for this school. This understanding 

of reciprocity led social psychologists to differentiate between individuals with a high or a low 

degree of exchange orientation, with the high-class tracking obligations very carefully (‘score 

keeping’) and the low-class being less concerned about obligations and hence less likely to 

care if exchanges are not reciprocated (Clark & Mills, 1979). Further, it gave way to the 

development of the concepts of ‘Perceived Organisational Support’ (‘POS’) and 

‘Organisational Citizenship Behaviour’ (‘OCB’), which will be explained later in the section. 

 

3.1.1.2. Negotiated Rules 
 
Another principle scholars have examined extensively with relation to SET is how shared 

cognition of the rules and norms in place for exchanges develop. Negotiated rules are agreed 

upon by all parties of exchange with the ultimate goal of reaching a mutually beneficial 

arrangement (Cook & Emerson, 1978; Cook, Emerson, Gillmore, & Yamagishi, 1983). They 

imply that all specifics are known to all parties involved in advance of a transaction. As 

opposed to the implications of the principle of reciprocity, negotiated exchanges are more 

explicit as meaning, duties, and obligations are understood in detail by all participants and 

single exchanges are assumed to result in a ‘quid pro quo’ situation, rendering repetition 

optional. 

 

As of today, both schools have valuable implications and can be useful for understanding the 

nature of employment relationships. A good deal of research has been conducted on the 

comparison of the effects of reciprocity and the effects of negotiated rules in order to identify 

and understand the expected outcome of each in an organisational environment (Molm, 

2003). Gifting an employee some type of valued resource is according to the principle of 

reciprocity a fine way to emphasise willingness to establish a social tie, which in turn is likely 

to be received well and eventually leads to the return of something. Negotiated rules on the 

other hand remove uncertainty from an exchange and hence lead to satisfaction for all parties 

involved, as they agree on the specifics up front. Summarising the findings of these 

comparisons, reciprocity facilitates the development of better work relationships and hence 

allows for more trust and commitment between employees and employer in the long run 

(Molm, 2003). Negotiated rules have lost a large part of their attraction from management 
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scholars, as reciprocity appeared to capture the complexity of social exchanges better. The 

effects of trust and commitment toward an organisation will be elaborated later in the section. 

 

3.1.2. Social Exchange Relationships 
 
The Social Exchange Relationship depicts a model of SET that has attracted the most attention 

within contemporary management research (e.g., Cropanzano, Byrne, Bobocel, & Rupp, 2001; 

Shore et al., 2004) and is largely based on Peter Blau’s (1964) framework comparing social and 

economic exchanges. Developing his theories through logical deduction, Blau became an 

acknowledged scholar in the field and differed in his approach through his close alignment 

with positivism. His view that the logical implications of a theory outweighed the results of 

single empirical tests stands until today in the field of social theories and implies that theories 

may only be replaced by alternative theories if continuous empirical tests lead to continuous 

contradiction to the theory. Assuming that social behaviour takes place as a mediator towards 

individual goals, Blau (1964) argued the reason for social interactions to be motivated by the 

same reasons that drive economic transactions. What, according to him, differentiates 

economic exchanges from social exchanges is that the social relationships that emerge from 

it allow for unspecified future obligations to develop, which due to their nature could never 

be explicitly bargained for. Transferring this reasoning into the organisational setting, this 

understanding of SET assumes that interpersonal connections in a workplace develop if the 

employer takes care of employees who in turn reciprocate this, resulting in mutual benefits. 

In other words, fair, repeated transactions between employer and employees build strong 

exchange relationships, which in turn foster effective employee behaviour and positive work 

attitudes. Blau explicitly highlights his findings through the statement that “only social 

exchange tends to engender feelings of personal obligations, gratitude, and trust; purely 

economic exchange as such does not” (1964, p.94). 

 

Based on Blau’s (1964) interpretation of the value of social interaction as a tool to enforce 

reciprocation, a multitude of different models and concepts emerged. Among these concepts 

is the “Perceived Organisational Support” (‘POS’), which works well within the principle of 

reciprocity: if an employee perceives his employer to support him well, he is very likely to 

return the gesture (e.g., Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson, & Sowa, 1986). Within 

research, POS has often been interpreted as the quality of the social exchange. A high POS has 
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been found to result in higher job performance (Orpen, 1994), felt obligation (Eisenberger, 

Armeli, Rexwinkel, Lynch, & Rhoades, 2001), and ultimately higher probability for 

“Organisational Citizenship Behaviour” (‘OCB’; Witt, 1991), which depicts voluntary 

commitment of an individual within an organisation that is not part of their job specification 

and is linked to increased overall organisational effectiveness (Bies, 1989). The relationship 

between an employee and his or her supervisor was examined primarily through the Leader-

Member Exchange theory (‘LMX’) (Settoon, Bennett, & Liden, 1996) but limits itself to a micro 

perspective. The three concepts POS, OCB, and LMX are strongly intertwined and are found 

to be partly predictors of each other. 

 

There are two other promising relational constructs that we hinted on previously and that 

have been found to predict a wide variety of workplace outcomes: organisational 

commitment and trust. Organisational commitment can be understood as the inverse of POS, 

which in itself is an organisation’s commitment to its employees (Settoon et al., 1996). In other 

words, an employee who perceives his employer to support him is likely to commit to that 

employer through actions and behaviour. Later in this paper, we will dive deeper into 

contemporary theories of how and why such commitment may develop. Trust on the other 

hand has been found as an identifying outcome of favourable social exchanges (Blau, 1964; 

Holmes, 1981). Trust in the organisation has been found to affect job satisfaction, turnover 

intentions, and organisational commitment (Aryee, Budhwar, & Chen, 2002), while trust in 

one’s supervisor was mainly linked to procedural justice and OCB (Pugh, 1994; in Cropanzano 

& Mitchell, 2005). To summarise, both trust and commitment are intertwined concepts and 

are beneficial to organisational effectiveness and performance, but it is according to the 

current state of literature not possible to distinguish these relational concepts completely and 

clearly, meaning that they mostly occur in harmony (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). 

 

3.1.3. Resources of Exchange 
 
While initially all exchanges within SET were seen in terms of their economic value, resembled 

by the understanding of the barter economy and the market economy, later research 

additionally stressed the symbolic relevance of exchange resources (Cropanzo & Mitchell, 

2005). The only theoretical extension to SET with regard to resources of exchange was 

conducted by Foa and Foa (1980), who identified six exhaustive categories within their 
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‘Resource Theory’: money, goods, services, information, status, and love. In order to 

understand the differentiation, the resources’ benefits need to be organised into 

particularism versus universalism, describing the relevance of its source of origin (see figure 

6). While money (the most universal resource) is valued the same, regardless of its source, 

love is highly particularistic as its value highly depends on who it originates from (Foa & Foa, 

1980). In simple terms, the money someone gives to you is valued at the face-value of the 

money, while the love someone gives you is valued differently depending on your desire for a 

relationship with her or him. In perspective of the principle of reciprocity, universal resources 

are likely to be short-term or even singular exchanges, while particularistic resources are more 

likely to be open-ended. In simple words, a good that has been paid for can be considered a 

‘quid pro quo’ exchange, while this holds less true for particularistic resources, such as love or 

status. 

 

 
Figure 6: Resources of Exchange according to Foa & Foa’s (1980) Resource Theory. 

 

Applying these findings to an organisational setting enables analyses of the quality of 

relationships between employers and employees, based on the exchanged resources. Here, it 

is worth mentioning, that research about resources of exchange has not been continued since 

1980, which is why we will critically evaluate whether or not this element of SET still today 

captures all transactions in the context of employment relationships. 

 

From the main body of research of SET, new concepts emerged in the contemporary 

literature. One of them is the concept of idiosyncratic deals, which emerged as a result of 

applying a fundamental assumption of social comparison theory, namely that humans derive 

satisfaction from comparison, rather than based on an objective scale, to the findings of SET 

which by themselves could not explain all observed behaviours (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018). In 

our analysis, we will apply the concept of idiosyncratic deals as an analytical tool to investigate 

the distinctive work-frame at Pentia. However, we still draw on the classical concepts 
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presented above, as these are the basis for this concept, and moreover, because we aim at 

examining what would be necessary conditions for the concept of idiosyncratic deals to 

elevate them to be rolled out on an organisational level. In the following, we will briefly 

introduce the relevant assumption derived from social comparison theory, and why it 

appeared a necessary addition of SET. Afterwards, we will introduce the concept of 

idiosyncratic deals. 

 

3.1.4. Idiosyncratic Deals 
 
Changing mindsets and expectations of the newer generation of the labour force point 

towards an organisational need to put more emphasis on employees’ desires on an individual 

level (Hirschi et al., 2019). Delivering the foundation that allows the decomposition and 

examination of implicit dynamics that take place from input to output of activities, SET offers 

a range of potential tools for the analysis of organisational processes. While SET aimed at 

understanding the phenomena of repeated exchanges between two or more parties from a 

sociological and economical perspective, social comparison theory emerged in the field of 

psychology to examine observed and reproducible irrational behaviours that SET failed to 

address. The basic notion that differentiates social comparison theory from SET is that 

individuals do not have an objective and universal scale which they use to assess value and 

satisfaction, but instead compare themselves to others around them, implying that 

satisfaction is a result of being better situated than others (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018). The 

momentousness of this discovery can only be hinted as it reaches from explaining the failures 

and corruptions of political ideologies, such as communism, to bestselling dystopian themes 

– such as George Orwell’s novel “1984” – which are built on the premise that objective 

equality does not lead to actually experienced equality. In their study, Greenberg, Ashton-

James, and Ashkanasy (2007) found that employees’ social comparisons are the foundation 

for evaluating their work-environment. In union with the shifting demands of employees in 

the market and the changing understanding of organisations’ roles in society, a combination 

of SET and social comparison theory resulted in a novel concept that rapidly provoked 

research from a wide range of scholars. Transferring this understanding into the 

organisational setting, Rousseau, Ho, and Greenberg (2006) developed the concept of 

idiosyncratic deals (‘i-deals’) in employment relationships. A comprehensive definition of the 

concept of i-deals is provided by Singh and Vidyarthi (2018) as “work-related negotiations 
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between the employee and the employer that result in personalized agreements of 

nonstandard nature, based on individual employee needs and preferences” (p. 443).  

 

I-deals as cost-effective motivators have increased in popularity across all employment levels 

(Rousseau, Hornung, & Kim, 2009) due to their positive outcome correlation to POS and 

commitment (Liu, Lee, Hui, Kwan, & Wu, 2013), OCB (Anand, Vidyarthi, Liden, & Rousseau, 

2010), job performance and employee retention (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018). However, the 

processes that lead to these effects are yet to be uncovered (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018). 

Furthermore, the quantitative studies in the field are based on the assumption that the power 

to negotiate i-deals is vested in the direct superior of each employee, while scenarios where 

the i-deals are granted on an organisational level have not been studied at all. With this lacuna 

in mind, the case under examination in this research arguably demonstrates that such 

scenarios do exist and do attract media and talent attention. This study aims at unveiling both, 

benefits and challenges of a company performing organisational level i-deals by critically 

zooming into the processes affected by this approach. 

 

3.2. Sensemaking 
 
According to Morgan, Frost, and Pondy (1983) sensemaking is a metaphor that:  

 

“focusses attention upon the idea that the reality of everyday life must be seen 

as an ongoing ‘accomplishment’, which takes particular shape and form as 

individuals attempt to create order and make retrospective sense of the 

situation in which they find themselves [where they] realize their reality by 

‘reading into’ their situation patterns of significant meaning”. (Morgan et al., 

1983, p. 24) 

 

Weick (2001) draws on the notion of sensemaking as an ongoing accomplishment, which he 

believes is constituted by a continuously changing past, variations in choice, as well as 

irrevocability and visibility, which in turn affect the degree of behavioural commitment. 

Sensemaking is an exercise where people attempt to create order through social comparison, 

actions, and expectations (Weick, 2001). Further, Weick (2001) argues for the importance of 
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both, retrospective and symbolic processes in sensemaking, where looking back as well as our 

presumptions about behavioural patterns play an important role in how we create meaning.  

 

Hernes and Maitlis (2010), like Weick (2001), take on a process-view of sensemaking, seeing 

it as an ongoing flow. However, they stress the importance that sensemaking is not about 

interpretation, but requires action, because the word ‘making’ implies more than merely the 

ascription of meaning. Therefore, Hernes, and Maitlis (2010) argue that the ongoing flow is 

made up of talk and action, not of what is going on inside people’s heads, but rather of what 

manifests itself through interacts. Moreover, they argue that sensemakers are made by their 

sensemaking, and not the other way around (Hernes & Maitlis, 2010). Sensemaking is a 

volatile process and can always turn out differently than intended as it is subject to numerous 

uncontrollable external factors. Further, sensemakers always act in the present, where they 

use past events to create the future (Hernes & Maitlis, 2010).  

 

Both, Hernes and Maitlis (2010) and Hernes, Hendrup, and Schäffner (2015) argue that 

sensemaking can be understood as a subset of a processual approach to organisational 

understanding. Further, Hernes et al. (2015) argue, like Weick, Sutcliffe and, Obstfeld (2005), 

that sensemaking is made up of actions as well as labels and stories and apply the process-

view to look at how change and sensemaking relates. In line with that, Hernes and Maitlis 

(2010) stress that sensemaking is a volatile process with unpredictable results, they 

nevertheless emphasize that the process cannot evolve in an entirely random direction, due 

to the fact that the interacts set precedents, which themselves become the object for 

sensemaking in the future. 

 

In their article, Hernes et al. (2015) introduce a framework for analysing sensemaking during 

change (see figure 7), which is built partially on Weick’s (1979) theory of interlocked 

behaviours as well as mindsets (Weick, 2001), which we will elaborate later in the chapter. 
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Figure 7: Analytical Framework of Sensemaking (Hernes et al., 2015, p.124) 

 

The framework is based on Weick’s (1995) notion of action-driven sensemaking, indicating 

that action drives understanding, as well as commitment. In addition to Weick’s concepts of 

sensemaking Hernes et al. (2015) add the dimension of narratives and divide commitment up 

into two types, social and interpretative. Hernes et al. (2015) argue that narratives are a key 

driver of sensemaking, because it serves as a constantly evolving repository of acts. The 

framework demonstrates that:  

 

“[…] sensemaking takes place through interacts, which sets the stage for further 

interacts and the creation of narratives. Narratives in turn engender social 

commitment and interpretative commitment to the change process, while 

setting the stage for new interacts”. (Hernes et al., 2015, p. 125) 

 

The following sections will each zoom into one of the elements that make up the sensemaking 

framework.  

 
 
3.2.1. Interlocked Behaviours and Patterns of Interacts  
 
According to Weick (1979) organising is made up of processes of interlocked behaviours. He 

defines interacts as the contingencies where: “the behaviors of one person are contingent on 

the behaviors of another person(s)” (Weick, 1979, p. 89). When an action by actor A evokes a 

response from actor B, it constitutes an interact; when actor A in turn responds again it is a 
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double interact. Weick (1979) argues that behaviours get interlocked, or in other words 

narrow, prior to the actual formation of a group and that the reason for group formation is 

that individuals need to act together with others to reach a certain goal. Therefore, people do 

not have to share a goal in order to act collectively, rather they can have various goals for 

different reasons (see figure 8). 

 

 
Figure 8: Weick (1979) on Interlocked Behaviour (p. 91) 

 

A group starts developing, first and foremost, because of these diverse ends that in order to 

be reached require other people’s acts. That creates an interdependency of behaviours, 

common means, that lead to the agreement on a common end, which serves for each 

individual as a milestone towards reaching their individual end. In order to accomplish the 

common goal, the individuals’ different strengths and competences need to work in union, as 

depicted by Weick’s (1979) diverse means. Having reached the common end through diverse 

means then allows individuals to pursue their diverse ends. Weick (1979) argues that one of 

the most important consequences of starting the sequence with this shift, is that “[…] it 

preserves the crucial point that people create social structure” (Weick, 1979, p. 92), implying 

that interacts makes up structure just as much as structure guides interacts. However, “the 

diverse ends remain, but they become subordinated to an emerging set of shared ends” 

(Weick, 1979, p. 92), which underlines that people are both acting as individuals as well as 

members of a group. In order to reach the common ends, the group will engage in diverse 

means to make the most of each member’s abilities, and in turn it will make the diverse ends 

much easier reachable. 

 

Hernes et al. (2015) draw on Weick’s (1979) notions of interlocked behaviours and double 

interacts to argue that: “[…] interacts have implications beyond the isolated communicative 
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situation, because they engender reciprocal obligation between actors, not to one another as 

such, but to the interactive process between them” (Hernes et al., 2015, p. 126). The notions 

of interlocked behaviours, interacts, and double interacts can further be supported by SET’s 

principle of reciprocity, which states that a performed act is usually rewarded by a response 

to form a type of social exchange. Hernes et al. (2015) suggest that interacts can develop into 

patterns of interacts that are recognisable. If the patterns become recognisable they create 

an expectation that the patterns will be continued, which in line with SET’s implications create 

the reciprocal obligation, and is the basis for future interacts.  

 

3.2.2. Narratives 
 
Already in 1979, Weick understood that interacts by themselves are impossible to extract from 

the web of co-dependent processes that take place within the metaphorical wall of any type 

of organisation. While not explicitly expressed in the works of Weick, the concept of narratives 

as we understand it today was an implicit part of the sensemaking process. Since interacts 

create structure and structure guide interacts, the theoretical framework of sensemaking 

captured the notion of directing collective actions, but failed to elaborate how meaning was 

ascribed to them. Collective action could not take place if individuals were not able to ascribe 

meaning to a given direction, which can be extracted by responding to Goffman’s (1986) 

question: “What is it that is going on here?” (in Hernes et al., 2015, p. 127). 

 

Narratives today are understood as the connection between the past and the future of a story 

in the present (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014; Søderberg, 2006). Without that connection the 

meaning of the story – and with it the direction of acts – would be lost. Within the view of 

becoming, a stabilised narrative can create the sense of micro-stability, which in turn fosters 

interacts that stabilise a new narrative. Upholding micro-stability introduces order into the 

interacts that take place and allows to interpret what is perceived within a collective cognitive 

setting that lurks in the back of people’s minds (Hernes et al., 2015). To sum up, by ascribing 

meaning to the story that guides interacts, narratives drive the sensemaking process and 

hence provide meaning to working together in an organised setting (Hernes et al., 2015).   

 

The role of narratives as strategic tools emerged in the 90s and slowly substituted the idea of 

simple planning as most promising driver of change (Barry & Elmes, 1997). In their article Barry 
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and Elmes (1997) suggest that a sense of direction and alignment of employee choices across 

all individuals that make up an organisation can better be achieved by making them be part 

of a fictive story. Such a story perspective includes the organisational past, provides a role for 

the organisation to play in the future, and fosters collective sensemaking of present 

employees’ roles in achieving that future through decisions and choices (Barry & Elmes, 1997). 

Kaplan and Orlikowski (2014), Søderberg (2015), as well as Hernes et al. (2015) argue that for 

a narrative to be compelling, the story told needs to link the past with the future in the 

present, meaning that a visionary objective in the future can be achieved by the present actors 

within the story, because they have proven their ability to achieve some greater cause in the 

past. As phrased by Cavannaugh-Simmons the strategic narrative is a “imagined future 

captured in a ‘before’, ‘now’, and ‘to be’ sequence” (in Cancialosi, 2015).  

 

Moreover, Søderberg (2006) emphasises that a strategic narrative has a chronological 

dimension with a retrospective interpretation, where selected actors and events make up for 

the plot structure. Kaplan and Orlikowski (2014) also hint on this element of selectiveness by 

referring to the past within the fictive story of a narrative as “rethinking the past” (p. 26). The 

plot structures often take either a romantic or epic form (Barry & Elmes, 1997). The romantic 

form is a portrayal of recovery, whereas in the epic form “the hero/company finds itself 

confronting a number of enemies and/or obstacles” (Barry & Elmes, 1997, p. 437), and if 

everyone stands together they will emerge victorious. Even though a strategic narrative is 

fiction, it is based on real event, and it is important to stress that the effectiveness of creating 

a common direction for employees is significantly influenced by the credibility of the story. 

“What the story revolves around, how it is put together, and the way it is told all determine 

whether it becomes one worth listening to, remembering, and acting upon.” (Barry & Elmes, 

1997, p. 433). Only if employees engage with the narrative, commitment towards it can 

emerge (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014). 

 

3.2.3. Commitment 
 
While “commitment is seen as a reference point for sensemaking” (Weick, 2001, p. 13) the 

academic definition of commitment differs from how the concept is used in everyday life. As 

Hernes at al. (2015) argue, “it is not individuals who are assumed to be drivers of change, but 

the degree to which commitment evolves around certain narratives serving to hold activities 
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and people together in a certain direction of change” (p. 122). Hernes et al. (2015) present 

commitment as tightly interwoven with patterns of interacts and the narrative, yet they 

strictly decouple commitment from agreement. Explicitly, Hernes et al. (2015) state that 

commitment does not imply agreement, and agreement is not a prerequisite for commitment. 

However, this argument inevitably raises a question: how can commitment then be created? 

 

According to Hernes et al. (2015), a prerequisite for commitment is the emergence of patterns 

of interacts, as “if interacts do not connect into patterns they are not likely to sustain a 

sensemaking process” (Hernes, 2017). Barry and Elmes (1997) and Kaplan and Orlikowski 

(2014) on the other hand present a different view on how commitment is created. Barry and 

Elmes (1997) require a narrative to be compelling in order for commitment towards it to 

emerge, implying some type of sympathy towards it as a prerequisite. Kaplan and Orlikowski 

(2014) describe the process of creating a compelling narrative by making the story coherent, 

which aims at connecting past understanding and view of the future in a meaningful way, 

plausible, which aims at the narratives’ credibility, and acceptable, which aims at reducing 

conflict and requires the narrative to resonate with most stakeholders of the organisation 

(Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014, p. 27). Barry and Elmes (1997) argue that familiarity of the 

narrative’s features fosters the stakeholders’ willingness to buy into the premises, while a 

novel element is needed to introduce defamiliarity and capture the audience. 

 

While the diverging understandings of commitment and its creation appear incompatible at 

first, Barry and Elmes (1997), as well as Hernes et al. (2015) both introduce the notion of 

connecting something known with something novel. This in turn triggers the outcome of 

analogical reasoning, and hence allows an audience to connect a novel and established 

domain, without the need to start the processes of sensemaking all over. The purpose of 

blending some novel, unfamiliar, or out of the ordinary into an analogous and familiar 

cognitive web, is to allow for quick sensemaking and the ascription of meaning, which in turn 

is a prerequisite for the development of commitment. Furthermore, in Hernes et al.’s (2015) 

sensemaking framework (see figure 7), commitment builds upon interacts and patterns that 

emerge from them. This is due to the belief that individuals use “collective past experiences 

as justification for future acts” (Hernes et al., 2015, p.124), implying that the interacts 

themselves increase the feeling of togetherness and hence may add momentum to a 
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collective’s belief in their ability to reach a common goal. While narratives are seen as key 

drivers of the sensemaking process, they serve as “constantly evolving repositories of acts” 

(Hernes et al., 2015, p. 125), which within Weick’s (1995) action-driven process of 

sensemaking in themselves constitute behavioural commitment. This is because sensemaking, 

as seen by Weick (1995), is not limited to meaning, but spans both meaning and action. In line 

with this, Hernes et al. (2015) argue that “action precedes knowledge” (p. 125), implying that 

acts have to occur before commitment can be inferred.  

 

Coming back to the sensemaking framework, Hernes et al.’s (2015) differentiate between two 

types of commitment: interpretative commitment which “signifies commitment to an 

underlying idea” (Hernes et al., 2015, p. 127) and social commitment, ”which ties the social 

group to the narrative through socially binding interacts” (Hernes at al., 2015, p.126). Hernes 

et al.’s (2015) types of commitment correspond in a sense to a predominantly cognitive 

alignment with the narrative – the interpretative commitment – and a predominantly socio-

emotional alignment with the narrative – the social commitment. Their reason for including 

both types of commitment into the sensemaking framework is to illustrate that “sensemaking 

is inextricably interwoven with interpretative and social commitment” (Hernes et al., 2015, p. 

125), as to reveal the forces that drive organisational processes, understanding the “dynamics 

of sensemaking in a social context” (Hernes, Hendrup, & Schäffner, 2015, p. 125) is essential. 

However, despite their differentiation, both types of commitment bind actors to whatever 

may be the cause they are involved in. Thus, even though analytically social and interpretative 

commitment are distinct, they are in practice closely entangled and the synergies between 

them are still under-researched (Hernes et al., 2015). 

 

3.3. Relations and Differences in SET and Sensemaking 
 
SET and sensemaking share similar concepts and understandings, while still having different 

points of focus. The clearest similarity between these bodies of literature is the relation to the 

concept of commitment. SET, as well as the theory of i-deals, point to commitment as being 

the outcome of a positive social exchange relationships and POS, which in turn is reflected 

through OCB. In sensemaking, commitment is instead treated as a part of a process, where 

commitment is created on the basis of interacts, turning into patterns, which are themselves 
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affected by the narrative. Here, more subtle similarities occur, namely social exchange 

relationships and patterns of interacts, which both encompass repeated social behaviours as 

the research focus. However, SET revolves around the setting and rules that allow for social 

exchanges to emerge and persist. While sensemaking, too, investigates repeated behaviour – 

and to a limited extent exchanges by drawing on Weick’s process of interlocked behaviour and 

group formation – rules, norms, and resources are not included in the sensemaking 

framework. Instead, the sensemaking theory focusses on how these patterns of interacts are 

shaped based on a narrative – the ‘greater cause’ – as a reason for engaging in specific 

behaviours, an aspect SET does not include. We found it useful to apply these two theories 

together, as they both touch upon repeated behaviours and commitment, while the 

differences in focus can help us getting a deeper and more holistic understanding. In the case 

of Pentia the most interesting feature is their organisational design, which consists of both, 

the distinctive work-frame, as well as a very strong narrative. Both these elements are strong 

drivers for behaviour and commitment in Pentia, yet in different ways, which we believe can 

be well explained through analysing both, the social exchanges including the organisational 

level i-deals, as well as the role of the narrative in guiding and selecting behaviour. Hernes et 

al.’s (2015) sensemaking framework divides commitment into two kinds; interpretative and 

social, based on Weick’s (2001) notion of the interpretative and committed mindset. However, 

this division is not widely spread in the sensemaking literature and perhaps the reason for that 

is that it is a purely analytical distinction within an implicit process, that may serve to dissect 

observed dynamics, but lacks the power to drive strategic decisions. 

 

4. Analysis 
 
In the following sections, we will apply social exchange theory (‘SET’) to the data we collected 

from our case company, Pentia, to identify the elements which lead to the specific quality of 

the social exchange relationship. Then, applying Hernes et al.’s (2015) sensemaking 

framework, we will identify the power of the company’s narrative and examine how this 

narrative materialises through interacts and patterns of interacts, in order to understand what 

types of commitment emerge from employees and how these types of commitment are 

facilitated by the company’s organisational beliefs, values, and ideology. 

 



 40 

4.1. Social Exchange Relationship 
 
In order to identify the social exchanges that take place at Pentia, we will examine the 

different elements that lead to social exchange relationships. We first take a look at what 

idiosyncratic deals (‘i-deals’) look like at Pentia and analyse why these i-deals may be 

considered as happening on the organisational level. Next, we will identify the resources that 

are exchanged between employer and employees, where we will analyse first what resources 

employees receive and second which resources Pentia wants and receives in exchange. 

Finally, having identified the compensation package and the distinct employment conditions 

at the company, we will assess the quality of the social exchange relationship. 

 

4.1.1. Lifting Idiosyncratic Deals to the Organisational Level 
 
I-deals have attracted the attention for many studies, the majority being quantitative and 

examining the correlation of employees’ tailored agreements with their direct superiors and 

outcomes such as increased performance and retention (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018), 

commitment and perceived organisational support (‘POS’; Liu et al., 2013), or organisational 

citizen behaviour (‘OCB’; Anand et al., 2010). While these studies played an important role in 

boosting the recognition and appreciation of i-deals in practice as cost-effective motivators, a 

fundamental condition for its success is dependent on the individual superior’s ability and 

willingness to identify and weight each individual employee’s needs and preferences, which 

inevitably results in occasional bad or biased choices. Recalling that i-deals are defined as 

“work-related negotiations between the employee and the employer that result in 

personalized agreements of nonstandard nature, based on individual employee needs and 

preferences” (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018, p. 443). The case of Pentia provides an example of how 

these personalised agreements can be rolled out on an organisational level, thereby offsetting 

the negative effects that could result from subjective or unfair superiors. Since there is no 

research conducted on this, in the following section we will identify the necessary 

characteristics, which would lead to a type of i-deal that can be considered as organisational 

level. 

 

First, there is a set of characteristics that need to be present in order for something to be 

considered an i-deal in itself, which includes that each employee is guaranteed some type of 
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arrangement that serves the purpose of adapting their work around their individual personal 

situations, needs, and preferences. Furthermore, due to the immense variety of individual 

situations in a heterogeneous group of employees, it is another requirement that these 

arrangements leave a large degree of freedom of choice to each individual employee, implying 

that the arrangements cannot be of a standard nature. While there are numerous 

organisations out there that offer high degrees of flexibility in terms of either the hours during 

which work is performed, or the location from where it is performed, these types of 

arrangements are usually subject to less visible control mechanisms, which in turn limit their 

actual degree of personalisation. Research regarding the effects of flexible work arrangement 

such as working from home, finds strong evidence that even though formal agreements may 

exist, social control mechanisms emerge and limit the perceived freedom by employees 

(Baruch, 2000).  

 

Second, in order to lift these i-deals to an organisational level, the power to grant the desired 

arrangements must not be vested in superiors, and arguably not even be subject to human 

assessment, as this will always introduce some degree of uncertainty into the promise of 

personalised work conditions. Rather, setting mechanisms in place that apply objectively to 

every employee would ensure equal opportunities and could offset the risks ascribed to 

subjective decision making. This also implies that, as i-deals do not have to be explicitly agreed 

upon, employees may adapt work not only to their general preferences, but also to acute 

situational changes. However, simply granting everyone their wishes does not appear to be 

an attractive option for organisations, since it would not remove the uncertainty, but rather 

shift it to the organisation’s side. If every employee can be certain her or his optimal work 

arrangement will be granted, the company as such does not have any frame to rely on, which 

is undoubtedly necessary in order to forecast, prepare cost and time calculations, and maybe 

most importantly emanate an image of professionality both internally and externally. Hence, 

the question is: how can organisations possibly solve this paradox?  

 

A hint on how our case company, Pentia, attempts to offset the inherent contradictions of 

flexibility and collaboration can be found in the definition of i-deals, namely the fact that it 

encompasses a “work-related negotiation between employees and employer [italics added]” 

(Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018, p. 443). According to research about the norms and rules of 
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exchange in SET, negotiated rules within an exchange require all specifics to be known to all 

parties prior. While negotiated rules were largely considered less useful in employment 

situations, due to work-relationships’ unpredictable specifics, their value in today’s context 

may be underestimated. Throughout our data collection at Pentia, a very prevalent feature 

that the company prides itself in and which was reflected throughout all interviews is the 

distinctive ‘work-frame’ the company implements in all employment contracts of the core 

business units. This work-frame appears to successfully spread the uncertainties between 

employer and employees and will be elaborated in the following section. 

 

The work-frame Pentia – and all its employees – commit to formally is two-fold, including a 

limitation to workhours per week as well as a limitation to flexibility. First, Pentia and its 

employees commit to an upper limit of 37 hours worked per week. While years ago such max-

hour employment contracts were not rare to find, they mostly disappeared with the shift from 

production-oriented companies, to organisations that thrive in the knowledge-economy. The 

COO of Pentia highlights the perceived outdatedness of this approach: “You can say that it’s 

kind of old-fashioned way of doing stuff because – yeah, I think in a lot of places, there’s a 

more free way of adding your hours but there are no upper limits” (COO). 

 

As the Head of Technology and Backend Development explained, the intended effect of the 

‘max-hour frame’ (‘MHF’) is to “remove an unknown from employees” (Field Notes), 

guaranteeing them that their work would not render them incapable of reliably taking on 

responsibilities in their private lives. The second aspect of the work-frame further splits the 

37 hours of work per week into an average of 7,4 hours of work per day, six of which must be 

billable to customers. The allocation of the residual 1,4 hours each day can be decided by the 

employee to a range of work-related activities, such as helping colleagues, holding meetings, 

aligning expectations, or sharing knowledge. This ‘flex-hour frame’ (‘FHF’) further 

encompasses an invariable time-frame from 9:00 to 15:00 o’clock, during which all employees 

are expected to be on-site. This part of the work-frame serves to remove an unknown from 

the organisation, as it allows for planning, forecasting, and consistent coordination between 

employees. Given that Pentia is a consultancy with a focus on digitalisation, there are many 

dependencies present, as the different departments need to continuously align and 

collaborate to effectively execute and implement digital projects. These dependencies are as 
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strong in the tech industries as they are on an assembly line: Project Managers need to 

oversee the alignment of the User Experience Architects (‘UX Architect’), Backend Developers, 

and Frontend Developers, which together form the core business units of Pentia.  

 

In harmony, the MHF and the FHF form what we consider the work-frame at Pentia, as it leads 

to an environment where uncertainties are removed from both, employer and employees, 

while also limiting each party’s power to act in unpredictable ways. While of course the exact 

specifics of the employment tasks themselves are impossible to pin down up front, this work-

frame constitutes a negotiated rule, as it is known to everyone involved what specifics with 

regard to physical presence and work-hours is expected. In addition, it serves as a guideline 

for all planning, as the amount of billable hours per week per employee are known. Looking 

back at the characteristics identified for an i-deal to be on organisational level, the work-frame 

we found at Pentia fulfils all requirements: employees are guaranteed the ability to tailor their 

way of working to suit their private lives, how they choose to do that is completely up to them, 

and their i-deal is not subject to human assessment. All of these conditions, however, are 

subject to the limitations of the work-frame, namely working not more and not less than 37 

hours a week in average and being present on-site every day from 9:00 to 15:00 o’clock. 

 

While looking at flexibility, it is impossible to ignore the fact that the work-frame has a strong 

limiting effect compared to other organisational designs. Upon challenging Pentia’s top 

management with regard to this, the CEO’s reasoning for why it still succeeds was as simple 

as it was elegant. The obligatory presence from 9:00 to 15:00 o’clock was chosen because it is 

the largest common denominator across the labour market in terms of when individuals tend 

to not have any other obligations, regardless of whether the individual has a family, 

appointments, or hobbies that he or she wants to pursue (Field Notes). It further adds up to 

exactly six hours, where every employee can rely on his dependencies, thus enabling the six 

expected billable hours each day to be efficient. As the HR Manager confirms: “I’m a family 

man myself, so, no matter what, I would be here from nine to three anyway”. With this 

reasoning in mind, one question we asked across all our interviews was whether or not the 

interviewee feels restricted by the work-frame.  
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To our surprise, not a single employee picked up the fact of obligatory presence, since they all 

consider it a must-have due of their mutual dependencies and feel they would suffer more if 

that collaboration period could not be guaranteed. Much more prevalently, employees felt 

restricted by being limited to 37 hours of work per week, as it can get in the way of achieving 

the quality and agreed deadline on projects with customers and increases planning effort. 

Further, the large range of ways employees used the work-frame to fit their different lifestyles 

clearly pointed towards their appreciation of the guaranteed freedom to schedule their work 

according to their needs and showed an astonishing variety. Examples that recurred 

throughout the data collection ranged from family responsibilities, such as picking up children 

from kindergarten or school, to committing to meeting friends at the movies at a given time, 

to stacking up over-hours on independent tasks in order to take extended vacations to travel. 

Some employees make the most of it by implementing their own fix work-routine around 

which they may plan personal activities, while others again decide on a day-to-day basis how 

to use the work-frame, depending on what their situation or desires are at a given moment.  

 

All of these responses together lead us to argue that the combination of the MHF and FHF as 

negotiated rules, in union with the freedom of choosing how to use the work-frame 

independently from human interference, constitutes the mechanism that allows Pentia to 

elevate the i-deals from individual to organisational level. We also argue that the element of 

negotiated rules limits the degree to which reciprocity can spiral out of control into an 

unhealthy culture of implicit expectations among employees and their superiors. Further, it 

raises the question, whether or not organisational level i-deals can be achieved without 

elements of negotiated rules in the employment relationship. In the following section, we will 

examine the resources of exchange Pentia offers to give to its employees through 

organisational level i-deals and what value these provide to employees. 

 

4.1.2. Pentia’s Resources of Exchange 
 
In order to understand the resources of exchange that are a part of Pentia’s employment 

relationship, we differentiate between two directions of exchange. The first section will 

examine the resources that Pentia gives to its employees. Here, we will first assess what role 

each of the six resources of exchange that are explicit within the SET – money, goods, services, 

information, status, and love (Foa & Foa, 1980) – play in the case. Second, we will dive deeper 
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into our empirical data to identify resources that are not captured by SET theory and elaborate 

what else employees receive from Pentia that creates value. Afterwards, we will examine 

what resources Pentia expects in return from its employees and how the company rewards 

these demands.  

 

4.1.2.1. Money 
 
As in SET money is considered the most universal resource of exchange, meaning that its 

source is most irrelevant to the receiver, it has taken a main role within employement 

relationships. Throughout our research, however, it quickly became clear that Pentia is not 

leading the market in terms of salaries. During our interview with Pentia’s COO, she explained: 

“I think a lot of people are here because of the culture. Because if they should be here for the 

salary, they will go somewhere else. We’re not leading at all on payment.” Not only Pentia’s 

leadership is aware of that, as especially developers have repeatedly mentioned that they 

could earn more money elsewhere and that the job-market at this moment makes it no 

problem to find something new within a matter of days. Hence, rather than focussing on the 

money, Pentia invests some of the money it makes to offer other resources to employees. 

Throughout the interviews, employees showed that they are very much aware of this, yet 

showed strong appreciation for this trade-off in their overall package of compensation at 

Pentia. A project manager with many years of history with the company elaborated:  

 

I know that the money that goes into that [social events] could be used for mine or 

another’s salary, I could have more in salary, but again, those are the things that are 

creating the atmosphere here, that we think about those things and it's important to 

us to have it. (Senior Project Manager) 

 

Like it was the case for many of his colleagues, the monetary compensation for the work he 

delivered was not as important as the work-environment as a whole. Taking into account 

Pentia’s positioning with regard to monetary compensation in relation to other players in the 

industry and employees’ willingness to reject their outside opportunities, which would offer 

them increased salaries, the weight of money in the overall compensation package does not 

appear to be a very central factor.  
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4.1.2.2. Goods & Services 
 
While goods and services are fairly easy to differentiate in singular exchanges, the task 

becomes more difficult within employment relationships, as their availability is to some extent 

limited, either for use during work-hours or by quota. For this reason, we have decided to 

examine these two resources within a single section.  

 

Goods and services that we noticed during our observation episodes included that all 

employees are provided with breakfast, lunch, and snacks throughout the day. An observation 

we confirmed through respondent validation was that employees all eat lunch at the same 

time together at a long table. This assisted in creating a nice atmosphere, and is in line with 

the thought of collaboration, as there is no developer who comes to a halt because his 

dependencies are currently eating lunch. When Pentia won the ‘European Special Award for 

Culture of Fun’ in 2016, they received a lot of media attention which focused a lot around the 

office interior design and decoration, as it has many features that can be considered out of 

the ordinary, and therefore: “most people know us by fun” (Project Manager). Indeed, our 

observational data also initially focussed largely around the impressions the physical office 

emanates: “We were led into an arcade room, which the Head of Backend Development 

revealed with great pride and an honest smile. The room featured Pinball machines, arcade 

machines from the 1980s and 1990s and even an Airhockey-table” (Field Notes; see pictures 

in appendix 3). 

 

Overall, it became clear that the office space itself very much reflected the notion of ‘people 

first’. However, during the on-site observation episode and the interviews with both, 

management and employees, the perceived role took a significantly less prevalent position. 

Less visible goods and services, such as on-site massages and haircuts as well as Pentia’s offer 

to pay for psychological therapy, coaching, or education for all employees who feel a need for 

that are also considered goods and services that add to the feelings of satisfaction and 

appreciation. “It’s more like being a part of a good company that are good to their employees. 

Then it might also be a bit about having very good services around you. And we have that due 

to education and massage”1 (COO). One question we asked across all interviews in order to 

                                                      
1 Once a week a masseuse visit Pentia’s office, where employees can reserve sessions on Pentia’s bill.  
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gain a deeper understanding was what exactly the ‘Culture of Fun’ meant to employees. As 

opposed to the material goods, almost all employees considered the actual everyday 

interactions with their colleagues to be what made the culture at Pentia so fun: “I think it is 

maybe true for just the everyday interactions. […] You can talk to anyone about anything.” 

(Backend Developer). 

 

When investigating the intentions behind the goods and services that are available to 

employees, management understood the effects. Pentia’s COO argued “I think the fun part is 

for retention. It’s for having people here for longer times than you have in other companies. 

And I think it works”. Both, the HR Manager and the CEO of the company confirmed this effect. 

The HR Manager further added on a personal note that he observed the reason for the 

increased retention to be the creation of “happiness or hope” among employees. Employees 

definitions of what makes the culture fun in combination with the frequency of use of the 

goods and services, lead us to believe that goods and services do serve the purpose of 

improving the overall employment relationship. 

 

4.1.2.3. Information 
 
In terms of information, several initiatives, and evaluation schemes are in place at Pentia, 

which appear to aim at the maximisation of knowledge sharing. Among those initiatives is that 

every new employee is assigned a mentor from within the company, who is supposed to help 

acquire and navigate the knowledge present in the company. As information in itself is 

considered a somewhat particularistic good in SET, because the source of information largely 

impacts its credibility, the mentorship programme provides new members of the ‘Pentia 

Family’ with a reliable and experienced contact person for both social and professional 

guidance. The Project Manager expressed her appreciation for this program by saying “I 

needed a mentor because I had no clue what I was doing. […] it helps with learning the project 

method, what is important when starting a brand-new project”. Especially for newer 

employees, a mentor serves as an assistant to accelerate the integration process, while also 

steepening the learning curve, making this initiative for information sharing a point of 

attraction for junior applicants. 
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Additional proof for information as a prevalent resource of exchange at Pentia can be found 

in their approach to performance evaluation, as individual performance is not what is central 

to it, instead group and company performance are a main focus. This implies that it is a group’s 

fault if a project fails, and it is the company’s fault if a group fails. Therefore, Pentia introduced 

a ‘don’t say no’ rule with the intention of maintaining the flat hierarchy and allowing everyone 

to ask anyone professional questions. Like the UX Architect, who stated “it’s actually one of 

the fun things because it’s really good. When you need help yourself it’s really nice and you 

can go ask somebody about something and everybody is actually real polite and kind”, other 

employees showed appreciation for this rule as well, as it minimises idleness during work. The 

team-evaluation itself, in turn, acts to a certain extent as a motivator for answering each 

other’s questions as soon and to the best extent possible, as ultimately everyone is held 

responsible for a failed project. 

 

4.1.2.4. The Challenge of Providing Status 
 
Status is considered quite particularistic, meaning that it matters substantially to the recipient 

who it comes from (Foa & Foa, 1980). Within Pentia, status is a very interesting resource to 

examine, as the flat hierarchical structure and the organisational values as such seem to 

somehow limit the company’s ability to provide status to its employees. A multitude of factors 

were identified that lead to this status inertia, some of which lie outside Pentia’s control due 

to the nature of their work and the size of the organisation, while other factors are put in place 

artificially to deter the focus away from status as motivator. The following section will unveil 

the company’s challenges with regard to status that we found throughout our study and 

examine their effects on other resources and on employees’ perception of their employer.  

 

While it has been a major trend in other organisations to promote employees rapidly in order 

to leverage their abilities to the maximum, Pentia’s flat hierarchy and focus on social 

distinction, rather than facilitating rapid promotion are openly understood as the main reason 

for employees to leave the company. The CEO recalls with regard to the lack of mechanisms 

in place to retain performance-driven individuals:  

 

You risk losing them, and we have. Actually, as we grew, we didn't lose anybody 

because there kept being new areas of responsibility and you would give them, and 
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when you give people more responsibility you retain them. At a certain point, we 

reached about 80 [employees], where we've been for a while […] at that point we 

started losing people. For many years, we had employee turnover in about 2 or 3 or 4 

percent, which is exceptionally low, and that rose to about percent. (CEO) 

 

Even though this statement highlights the negative effect of lacking the ability to provide 

status as a resource of exchange, it also captures the self-selection Pentia’s organisational 

values result in. Employees who focus on personal achievements will inevitably at some point 

during their career at Pentia have to make a decision about whether they measure their own 

satisfaction based on professional success, or whether they prefer to maintain the ability to 

take on more time-consuming responsibilities in their private lives. We saw both preferences 

represented: “I think it’s probably an intermediary step in my career. […] that depends on 

opportunities and what maybe Pentia offers me in respect to that, but it’s not my end station. 

(Frontend Developer). Despite some talents leaving due to the lack of status progress, we also 

found other perceptions regarding the issue. Especially the group of employees who have 

started their own family valued the ability to predict working hours above the ability to grow 

into higher positions. Upon asking whether he would stay with Pentia if they changed their 

work-frame, another developer answered “No, not at all. I have a family back at home, so I 

think I would like to see them as well.” (Head of Innovation).  

 

Aware of the problem, the so-called ‘Junior Partner Programme’ exists in Pentia, which is an 

initiative that signals to employees that the partners of Pentia acknowledge their exceptional 

dedication towards and behaviour in line with the company’s values and beliefs. In order to 

understand this programme, it is necessary to mention that partners at Pentia are the 

shareholders of the company, which includes most top management and some of the original 

founders. These partners hold meetings, during which they decide which employees should 

become Junior Partners, which in itself is a prerequisite to become partner one day. Despite 

its conceptual similarities, it cannot be compared to ‘fast track’ or ‘high potential’ programmes 

in other companies, as the Junior Partner title does not encompass any changes in job 

specification. However, employees who become Junior Partners have occasional meetings 

with regard to initiatives and are more involved in discussions about strategic decisions (CEO). 

Upon asking the CEO what makes employees eligible for the Junior Partner Programme, he 
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simply answered “It’s being a good person” (CEO). Deeper investigation into what 

differentiates a Junior Partner from a ‘normal’ employee showed that this programme is not 

at all aimed at assessing professional capabilities, but instead is focussed around motivating 

employees who are “a good, active, and proactive person”, who regularly “asks ‘Can I help 

with this?’”, and who in summary “noticed other people’s needs” (CEO).  

 

While the idea of signalling acknowledgement to employees at first appeared as a reasonable 

step towards retaining talents, we found that it may serve a different intention as well. The 

status of ‘Junior Partner’ comes without any binding commitment from the organisation’s side 

and its criteria are purely socially driven. During our study, we perceived the Junior Partners 

to be proud of their title and came to believe that it indeed does motivate socially dedicated 

employees to maintain or even increase their dedication.  

 

Overall, we assess status to be the most challenging resource of exchange for Pentia to 

provide. Lacking the ability to grow within the company, especially young talents look for 

outside opportunities as they want new challenges and management responsibility (Field 

Notes). The lack of status opportunities itself separates employees with the desire for 

professional achievement from the employees who value what they already have at Pentia. 

This conundrum is not unknown to management and the CEO seemingly feels trapped in the 

situation, while still providing a positive take on it:  

 

We don't see people leaving to go to other companies and do exactly the same thing 

as they did here. If they did that, it's because we were doing something wrong. We see 

people leaving and getting manager jobs. We see people leaving to completely new 

areas. It's like, it doesn't feel like you're being left when you know that they're leaving 

for something better that we can’t give them, and that’s okay. (CEO) 

 

4.1.2.5. Love 
 
Love is the resource of exchange that has the highest symbolic benefit as least concrete and 

most particularistic resource (Foa & Foa, 1980). Associations bounded to the term love are 

often romantic with a high personal attachment, which is why love in a narrow-defined term 

for many people might not be connected to an organisational setting. However, in a broader 
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perspective, love can be seen as caring beyond the expected. In the initial meeting, the 

management argued that employment care should go beyond the individual as an employee, 

and instead argued for seeing employees’ lives in a holistic view. They told us a story of one 

employee’s spouse, who had lost her job. Recognising that unemployment can affect the 

whole family, the HR Manager at Pentia assisted the spouse in finding a new job with his 

knowledge of the recruitment practices (Field Notes). It is a philosophy at Pentia that in 

personal difficult times, “the workplace has to be a place that supports and assists” (Pentia, 

2018, p. 120). This philosophy is reflected in the various services Pentia provides to its 

employees for mental help, such as coaching or sessions with a psychologist on Pentia’s cost.  

 

While above are examples of caring beyond the expected, this feeling is also present in the 

everyday life, as the COO described the relations in Pentia: “There’s a lot of love, I would call 

it, in this company”. We especially found expressions of this through the metaphor of Pentia 

as a family: ”everybody seems like they know each other really good, so it’s like a big family 

[…] everybody is so good friends. It’s really nice as well because that’s a really nice atmosphere 

- you feel welcome” (UX Architect). Enhancing the family-feeling, employees of Pentia are 

called ‘Pentianere’. Moreover we observed that they had a common group on their intranet 

named “jPentia”, illustrating a loving community atmosphere, and Pentia’s homepage 

prominently features the sentence “Become a part of the family” (Pentia Homepage, 2019) in 

the jobs-section. According to the CEO it is important that people: “[…] behave nicely, and 

that's what we focus on”. However, the ‘behave nicely’ mantra seems to have reached greater 

momentum and created a family-like atmosphere, where employees themselves take 

initiatives for several social after-work events and activities, which the HR manager believes 

are the basis for feeling that Pentia is a family:  

 

You get a hug as soon as you get in the door, and the people here they got all these 

small clubs and stuff like that. The board game club for example is very family-like and 

meet up after work to play games as would do as a family around your kitchen table. 

When you do that stuff and you also feel that you can probably share something with 

your colleagues that you would also share at home, at the kitchen table, then that 

makes a family in my opinion. (HR Manager) 
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All of these activities are voluntary, but encouraged by management, who however stresses 

it is a “work-related family, of course. We're not trying to substitute something” (HR 

Manager). The management’s encouragement created room for these activities, as well as an 

emphasis on being nice to each other, which laid a basis for employees to obtain a closer 

relationship and maintain an open tone. “We may be spending more time on some things 

which other people don’t think is necessary, like we do a lot of social things and we spent a 

lot of money on social things” (UX Architect). There are many official social company events, 

such as annual game days and exhibitions. “A lot of people talk about how they, in other places 

had co-workers, here they have friends, and that's very good for me to hear” (CEO), 

underlining the management appreciation for deep social ties created.   

 

4.1.2.6. Other Resources of Exchange 
 
While the resources of exchange Foa and Foa (1980) identified capture a large part of what 

our data shows, we also found indications for resources that do not really fit into any of the 

six categories. Within this section, we will identify these additional resources and elaborate, 

based on the data collected, what employees mean by them and what they mean to 

employees. The basic assumption that leads us to identify these resources is that all 

employees strive for happiness and the resource under question is given to them by Pentia 

and contributes to their happiness. Since resources of exchange have only been researched 

by Foa and Foa (1980), we wanted to examine whether or not we can find resources today, 

that do not fit any of their six categories. 

 

One of the resource that appeared throughout most of the interviews can be captured by the 

term ‘stability’. Employees at Pentia emphasised their appreciation towards being able to plan 

reliably how their work-lives and their private lives can be articulated according to their 

general preferences, but can also be adapted to fit situational changes. Especially long-term 

employees appreciated that Pentia had enabled them to adjust their work-life around 

whatever it is that they are going through in their private lives at any given point in time. As 

an example for that, the company’s CEO, who has spent many years with Pentia and started 

as a project manager, emphasised the ability to adapt the frame to his personal situation even 

if they change over time: 

 



 53 

I've been divorced a couple of times, so I have a very big kid at 20, and then I have two, 

one who's 8, one who is 12. I have them one week at a time, and the week I have them, 

I leave a little bit earlier, take them to school and I get them after school, and the other 

week I work more, but I never work in the weekends or in the evenings. I don't bring 

my computer home. (CEO) 

 

When asked what it is that makes Pentia stand out from her previous employers, the COO 

answers:  

 

I think [the employees] are here because they know that this is a place to be that makes 

it completely able for me to be a good dad and have time for that or have a good 

interest in my spare time that I really like to do a lot. (COO) 

 

While this, of course, is to a degree related to the organisational level i-deals Pentia offers to 

every employee, the term stability was also used in relation to the organisation’s history. As 

we asked the HR Manager about why he believes people feel that Pentia provides this 

resource of exchange, he elaborates:  

 

So, the 37 hour [MHF] is nothing new. It's actually something that we’ve done always. 

[…] Also there's no hire and fire, I do think people pretty quickly realise how important 

that is as well, and you have a little bit of stability. (HR Manager)  

 

Indeed, the company’s values and approach to treating employees has not changed since it 

was founded 21 years ago, despite having grown from the five founders to about 90 

employees today. In opposition to the strategies of other companies in the consulting 

industry, a decisive factor for the growth rate of Pentia had, according to the CEO, always been 

whether or not the organisation would be able to stay authentic to its founders’ beliefs. The 

rigidity Pentia demonstrated with regard to its MHF during both, industry-wide and intra-

organisational change and growth, led employees to feel that their employer would not bend 

to pressure in the future and provided them with a consistent point of reference for organising 

their private lives. 
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The other resource we identified as important to all employees we decided to term 

‘boundaries’. As one developer is asked what differentiates Pentia from his previous 

employers, he answers:  

 

I worked in a few start-ups and I think it’s a completely different beast to work in that 

kind of place. That kind of place, it likes to project a lot of fun, but a lot of the fun gets 

suffocated because of the high intensity, because of the pressure you are under when 

you are on a small budget […]. I think because Pentia is big, there is more leniency and 

therefore, they can maybe be more authentic in the way they actually demand things 

from you. (Frontend Developer) 

 

Even top management largely appreciated the boundaries the MHF introduced into their lives. 

As the CEO explains why he believes these clear cut boundaries are so much appreciated, he 

states it is because of “how invasive it feels to tell someone to work in the weekend. That's a 

bad feeling and here they don't have to do that because we don't do that.” (CEO). Summarising 

what meaning employees ascribe to boundaries as a resource, one developer said: “At the 

end of the day, we are all putting in the same amount of hours where in a start-up, it’s very 

different” (Frontend Developer). We believe that boundaries as a resource is an extremely 

interesting implication of our data, as it is in line with research that has been conducted on 

stress (Rockwool Fonden, 2018). In a world that is more and more connected through progress 

in the area of mobility and inventions that allow for immediate interactions that defy distance 

the line between work and leisure has become less clearly carved out as, in principle, anyone 

can contribute to work from anywhere at any time. At Pentia we found that the fact that the 

organisation limits this ability by allowing or even enforcing that workers disconnect from 

work outside their 37 hours per week was a highly appreciated resource that ultimately 

increased their willingness to exercise the expected level of effort while working. 

 

Something else we find very intriguing in our data is that employees repeatedly highlighted 

that working at Pentia provides them with a feeling of ‘freedom’. One UX Architect elaborated 

on how effective she believes the organisation’s work-frame is: “I think it’s really, really nice. 

It gives a lot of freedom, like in work-life and in the way you want to live your life, actually”. 

At this point it is important to understand what type of freedom employees refer to, and it 
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was cues such as the statement that achieving freedom in other companies is “quite hard […] 

if you’re locked-in, like: ‘okay, you have to stay until you’re done’. And that’s just it.” (UX 

Architect) that gave away. Ultimately, we came to the conclusion that employees, in every 

instance, referred to the ability to put work completely aside after fulfilling their 37 hours each 

week, without any fear that they would be expected to work more or that they could be 

outperformed by someone while they prioritised their private lives. It was this insight, that 

changed our opinion about introducing ‘freedom’ as a new resource of exchange, because the 

feeling of freedom in itself cannot be exchanged. Rather, it is the presence of clear cut 

boundaries and the reliability employees derived from stability, which resulted in the feeling 

of being free from the shackles of perpetual competition. The beauty of this revelation lies in 

its paradoxical nature: the act of limiting employees with boundaries and demonstrating that 

these boundaries can be trusted over time, resulted in employees experiencing freedom as 

opposed to restriction. However, both consequences are present in some way, as we found 

that the boundaries inevitably introduce a trade-off between what degree employees have to 

design either their professional lives or their private lives. This is interesting, because the 

reverse effect of this has been confirmed in research: granting employees full flexibility has 

been found to lead to an increase in hours worked per week (Rockwool Fonden, 2018). The 

reason research provides for this is in line with Marcel Mauss’ (1925) gift economy, as 

employees perceive the flexibility to be a gift and hence develop a feeling of obligation to give 

something to their employer in return. Most often, the resource they give in return is 

additional time-investment, whereby the flexibility actually makes employees sacrifice their 

freedom (Kølln, 2017).  

 

The resources of exchange we found at Pentia, which did not fit into any of Foa and Foa’s 

(1980) six categories, we termed stability and boundaries. Our empirical data clearly indicates 

that these resources are received and appreciated by the workforce and are tied into their 

individual formulas for happiness. Further, they in union lead to the perception of freedom at 

the workplace, which refers to the ability to completely disconnect from work without the 

fear for negative consequences. We therefore conclude based on the findings in our case, that 

as changes happen continuously in the world, we need to frequently challenge and revaluate 

our understanding of what resources of exchange hold the power to enhance social exchange 

relationships. Boundaries and stability could be interesting options to conduct further studies 
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on, in order to see whether or not they can be generalised as new resources of exchange in 

employment relationships, while investigating their synergetic effect of freedom may lead to 

other valuable insights. 

 

4.1.3. What the Employees Exchange 
 

I think if you want to achieve in Pentia, you can do two different things. Either you can 

invoice all your time to the client all the time or you can be a very good friend. That’s 

the two kinds of achieving. It will be: help, or deliver. It’s two good positions to have. 

(COO) 

 

Recall that exchange relationships always imply bidirectional transactions. In the following we 

will argue for the resources Pentia expects in return for a good employment relationship. 

While no employment can exist without the resource of time being part of what the 

organisation expects, it is in the case of Pentia not the main demand. While all employers tend 

to expect service and information from their workforce, the social behaviour Pentia asks for 

may very well fall under the category of love. The following section will focus on the 

professional effort and the social behaviour, which Pentia expects during those limited 37 

hours per week and will examine how it manages to receive these resources from its 

workforce. 

 

4.1.3.1. Time-Limited Professional Effort  
 
The consulting industry differs from other industries in the knowledge economy in an 

important aspect regarding resources: rather than selling a good or service to clients, they sell 

hours. As client and company agree on a project, they use their experience to estimate a 

realistic deadline and resource investment to calculate the cost. It is for this reason that the 

work-frame of Pentia is built around six hours of mutually beneficial on-site presence, as only 

then can six hours of efficient, billable project progress be guaranteed per day. While other 

consultancies do not pay such close attention to the actual hours invested into work, Pentia’s 

COO highlights that the lack of an upper limit leads to a “kind of organisation [that] can 

promote stress, because if you want to achieve, or even overachieve, you have every 

possibility in the world. You can’t do that here.” While initially, it may appear contradictory to 
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sell hours and limit hours at the same time, Pentia stresses that its strategy is “more about 

people than about money” (COO). This raises the question, though, that if time is not the 

ultimate resource Pentia expects in return for the compensation package, what is it they do 

expect? 

 

As the CEO explains: “I always tell people, I only expect 37 hours, but I expect 37 good hours” 

He elaborate on what exactly he means by that: 

 

I expect people to be proactive and if they don't have anything to do, then come and 

tell somebody, or do something by themselves. But I don't expect that they should 

think about work all evening, on the weekends, or miss their kid’s doctor appointment 

because they have an important meeting. Everything can be rescheduled. But the 37 

hours I expect quality dedication, because if nothing else, that's what the money is for. 

(CEO) 

 

Throughout our interviews with management at Pentia, the seemingly ancient discourse of 

quality versus quantity kept recurring. All managers converged on pointing out that if 

employees worked ten hours a day, the quality per hour of work would decrease, which makes 

hours as a measurement of performance appear out of place. Rather than expecting 

employees to invest a larger part of their private lives in to the organisations performance, 

Pentia expects employees to be efficient and perform to the best of their ability 37 hours a 

week and gather energy outside by not taking work home. Moreover, the employees are 

expected to take responsibility for collaboration, enabling everyone to perform. This is done 

through team-based performance measurements, as well as the ‘don’t say no rule’ that 

requires employees to always take time to help colleagues (Field Notes). As a developer who 

approves of this rule remembers:  

 

Once we had red lamps in here and people were not to be disturbed, I think that was 

the worst idea ever. Taking that maybe, we are entire team, let’s just say five 

developers, we’re dependent on one person having the fucking red lamp on for two 

hours, then we are just burning like 1000 Kroners an hour. (Head of Innovation) 
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Regarding Pentia’s ability to control for this expected resource of exchange, we found 

interesting indicators for mechanisms that ensure the effort consistency of employees. The 

close relationships among employees, often even compared to a family, introduced a type of 

social control within the project teams. By knowing each other’s skill level and competences, 

employees formed realistic expectations towards one another, which served as the basis for 

forecasting and planning a project. When asked how expectation alignment happens in 

everyday business, a UX Architect elaborates:  

 

Actually, expectation is mostly formed by performance. So if you show that you are 

really good at something, the expectations will be on that level from that point, and 

then if you do it even better, they will just rise. (UX Architect) 

 

Further, the personal attachment to one another proved to lead to a very high level of felt 

obligation to deliver on these expectations or even exceed them, regardless of whether the 

work was legwork for a team-member or directly for the customer. 

 

Apart from this extrinsic control mechanism, the concepts of POS and OCB turned out to play 

a central role in the creation of intrinsic motivation. While the social ties among employees 

increased their felt obligation to meet or exceed each other’s expectations, the concept of 

POS was found to lead to the same effect, but the feelings were directed at the organisation 

as an entity, rather than at individuals. Across all interviews, employees emphasised their 

appreciation of what the work-frame enables them to do, indicating exceptionally high levels 

of POS. Due to the organisational level i-deals, the variety of reasons why employees felt 

supported by Pentia were surprisingly numerous. For some employees focussing on raising 

their children or spending time with their family was what made Pentia stand out to them 

(i.e.: Frontend Developer, HR Manager, CEO), for others it was the love they received from 

their colleagues (Backend Developer), and for others again it was the ability to stack up over-

hours in order to travel for extended periods of time (UX Architect). While research leaves no 

doubt that POS is strongly correlated to OCB, most studies find OCB to be exercised through 

working extra hours (Settoon et al., 1996). However, since Pentia does not allow employees 

to exceed the 37 hour limit per week, we found that OCB was actually exercised by keeping 

the promise of delivering the clearly communicated expectation of professional effort. 
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4.1.3.2. Behaving Nicely 
 
As already touched upon, Pentia expect employees to ‘behave nicely’. The ability to live up to 

this expectation is already screened for in the first job-interview, where a lot of weight is put 

on the person and their interests (Pentia, 2018).  

 

If you're sitting saying, “I, I, I, I” then that's not the view. So, in that way, in my head 

that's disqualified, thanks a lot. I’d much rather hire some people with the right values 

who aren’t that good, because I know we can make them good. (CEO) 

 

Emphasis is on the person and their potential rather than professional skills, as they believe 

to have mechanisms in place, such as the mentoring program, that will make them the best. 

On the contrary, the CEO expressed that he believes that “you can’t change an asshole” (Field 

Notes). Thereby, Pentia to quite some extent value personality higher than the well-

established resource of information (Foa & Foa, 1980). While professional knowledge and 

skills within the field is of course required, being rich in information is not the determining 

factor.  

 

However, being a good person is not just a criteria for being employed, it also – as previously 

explained – determines whether or not you will be chosen to be a Junior Partner. The 

mechanism of being promoted to be a Junior Partner based on your social behaviour have 

several effects. First, it praises the people who best act in line with the Pentia spirit, which 

constitutes living up to the three values of fun, respect, and responsibility (CEO). Second, it 

produces “culture ambassadors” (CEO), who work as exemplary representatives of wanted 

behaviour. Third, the selection criteria protect the culture from radical change, as behaviour 

– or beliefs – in line with the Pentia spirit is chosen both in hiring and promotion situations. 

And finally, due to those mechanisms it potentially promotes wanted behaviour and limits 

unwanted. Conclusively, exchanging quality hours and behaviour in line with the Pentia spirit 

are the resources employees have to exchange to maintain a job in Pentia, or pursue a 

promotion. 
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4.1.4. The Quality of Social Exchange Relationships at Pentia 
 
After having taken a closer look into what the employment at Pentia encompasses in terms of 

the transactions between employees and employer, it is now possible to assess the quality of 

the Social Exchange Relationship that emerges. While the resources Pentia expects from its 

workforce are very much in line with what one would expect from a knowledge-driven 

industry, namely professional effort and comfort-facilitating social behaviour, the resources it 

transacts to its employees are not exactly what we would consider ordinary in the industry. 

The assessment of the Social Exchange Relationship is conducted based on the impressions 

and responses we have received from our interviewees at the company, as well as their 

expressed appreciation of all the elements included in Pentia’s compensation package. 

 

First, we will look at Foa and Foa’s (1980) established resources of exchange in the 

compensation package at Pentia and how employees appreciated these elements. Our study 

has shown that money and status are the resources Pentia struggles the most to provide, 

while also being least emphasised resources by employees. The resources goods and services, 

which were evaluated in union, and information play a more dominant role within the 

compensation package and significantly contributed to employees’ appreciation of it. 

Surprisingly, our data indicates that love is actually the most dominant resource in the 

package, which would not usually be associated to emerge between an individual and an 

organisation. However, due to Pentia’s special approach to organising and their clear 

promotion of certain values and beliefs within the workforce, it is undeniable that employees 

do feel more than mere support by their employer and have frequently expressed feelings 

that would fall into this category. The social ties that permeate the organisation lead 

employees to even compare their work-environment with their family, which supports the 

claim. 

 

Furthermore, we identified additional resources of exchange which employees showed 

appreciation towards. Above all, employees valued the clear boundaries between work and 

private life that Pentia promotes through its beliefs, work-frame, and i-deals. The boundaries 

we identified were with regard to knowing and facilitating that each individual can tailor their 

work to their own preferences, without fearing their professional affairs to become invasive. 

The company culture and the values Pentia represents consistently and authentically led 
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employees to compare their colleagues and supervisors alike with a family, while expressing 

that they feel they can rely on Pentia’s consistency into the future, a resource we termed 

stability. The feeling of freedom emerged due to the combination of stability over time with 

time-related boundaries. In exchange for these rather unusual resources, employees showed 

a high degree of commitment towards Pentia’s expectations. Individuals who were personally 

aligned with Pentia’s ideals showed a high level of pride and appreciation for the company’s 

organisational design, while individuals who are not aligned with these ideals are generally 

not employed there. This is due to two reasons; one being that the recruitment itself 

emphasises this, and the second being that these individuals will quickly start to feel alienated 

and leave the company. Our data shows that this selective mechanism makes Pentia especially 

interesting as employer for individuals with small children, but may on the other hand also 

deter talents that strive for achievement. 

 

At this point it is important to mention, that we believe that assessing the overall quality of 

the Social Exchange Relationships that develop within Pentia are a result of the compensation 

package as a whole. We do believe our data does enable us to perform such an assessment, 

however, it does not allow us to evaluate a single resource’s immediate effect on the 

relationship that develops. All resources are interrelated with one another, so we are unable 

to accurately predict the effect of the adjustment of one specific resource of exchange. To 

exemplify what we mean by this, increasing the resource status could have a detrimental 

effect on the culture Pentia has built and maintained over its life-span, which could in turn 

affect the perceived love that is exchanged. Overall, we found that Pentia is able to create 

exceptionally strong social exchange relationships with its employees while the organisational 

setup sacrifices profit and the retention of performance-driven employees. The following 

section of the analysis will apply sensemaking theory to find out how Pentia may use this 

momentum to create interacts that drive commitment towards the narrative. 

 

4.2. Sensemaking 
 
A strategic narrative is according to Barry and Elmes (1997) constructed to “persuade others 

toward certain understandings and actions” (p. 433). To be persuasive a narrative has to stand 

out from other organisations’ stories to invoke retelling. It does so by being credible, as well 

as being distinctive by having an element of novelty, in order to make it interesting. If locally 
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stabilised, the narrative will according to Hernes et al. (2015) directly influence sensemaking, 

and thereby interacts which, in turn, leads to commitment towards the narrative. In the 

following, we will first analyse the story of the narrative and its elements. Second, we will 

present identified patterns of interacts at Pentia, and analyse whether they can be seen as 

guided or determined by the narrative. Lastly, we will analyse how employees’ sensemaking 

as a whole can be understood as leading to both interpretative and social commitment. 

 

4.2.1. Narrative - We are all about People 
 
One phrase, which we stumbled upon numerous times is: We are all about people. It is 

important that all employees are treated as equals and able to speak their mind: “We’re the 

same here, there's nobody above the team […] there's no Ronaldo, that the team is built 

around” (CEO). In their Cultural Profile, Pentia highlights three aspects as being central for 

their culture and values; “work climate and competent employees”, “It has to be fun”, and 

“Flex-time and Work/Life Balance” (Pentia, 2018, p. 7-8). Regarding the first aspect, Pentia 

believes their basis for existence is their employees, which is why a good work climate, 

engagement, and everyday life have to be balanced greatly. Pentia strives to do this through 

the two other aspects of having fun and work-life balance, as clearly demonstrated by the 

resources goods and services, love, stability, and boundaries being a great part of the 

compensation package. Actually, Pentia’s vision is “Fun before Money” (Great Place to Work, 

2016, p. 26), which is also expressed by the high focus on goods and services as resources 

exchanged compared to the resource money. Fun has to permeate all that they do, both 

socially and professionally, meaning a heavy focus on strong social ties through lots of social 

events, games, goods and services around the workspace, as well as interesting and 

challenging professional tasks (Pentia, 2018). Lastly, “Having fun at work is only one part of 

having fun in life. The most important in an individual’s life typically takes place outside the 

workplace” (Pentia, 2018, p. 8). Therefore, the flex-hour frame (‘FHF’) and the max-hour frame 

(‘MHF’) is crucial for Pentia in order to ensure work-life balance and thereby healthy 

employees. As previously mentioned in the analysis of the Resources of Exchange and Social 

Exchange Relationship, Pentia as opposed to other employers does not attempt to be the most 

profitable company, but is instead focussed on favouring its employees’ wellbeing. As will 

become more clear in the section about patterns of interacts, the successful enactment of 

these values has led to the creation of a family-feeling among employees. 
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4.2.1.1. Retelling the Past 
 
“Pentia was not put into the world to make money, but for employees to have a work-life 

where ‘having fun’ is the dominating factor” (Pentia, 2018, p. 3). The central value of fun, and 

the rule of only working 37 hours a week have always laid the ground for Pentia. The meaning 

attached to these values has however changed over time: “At that time, fun was very much 

to get drunk Friday afternoon, and sit late evenings with pizza and develop. They decided 

themselves and they had 37 hours, but it was another kind of fun” (CEO). The conception of 

fun and the use of the MHF looked significantly different, when it was a young and small 

organisation. Consequently, the type of person who the organisation finds attractive to hire 

has also changed:  

 

[…] at that point the culture was, we only hire the very, very best as I've probably 

said to you. What I preach is we don't hire the very, very best, we hire personality 

and potential, and that, most of the time, gives us the best […] because you can't 

change the personality. You can sort of adjust it a little bit, but if you're basically 

an asshole, then you're going to keep being asshole. (CEO) 

 

Growing both in numbers of employees as well as business areas made not just the meaning 

change, but also how the 37 hours were performed. With this change of the interpretation of 

values in the narrative, the type of people who Pentia wants in their company has ultimately 

also changed. Yet, the narrative is chronologic, and entails retrospective interpretation of the 

past to order it (Søderberg, 2006). According to the CEO, the organisation has developed into 

a more people-centric perspective. This change has been experienced to be gradual by the 

CEO:  “We've done a lot of gradual change […] small changes, it's incremental. You don't notice 

them the same way, but you can actually change a whole lot by doing small changes […] we've 

always asked people, “Does this feel right?”” (CEO). The story of Pentia has evolved since day 

one, without any dramatic changes and that has made the narrative strong and credible, 

which is one of the prerequisites of a persuasive narrative (Barry & Elmes, 1997). This is clearly 

reflected when we asked the HR Manager why he believed people wanted to work in Pentia:  
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I think it has a lot to do about the story, about Pentia, that it's been built up 

through many years, and there's been these consistent impacts and the people 

can see that it's not something that’s just changing because now they need to 

hire 50 people. It's something that had been going on for years. (HR Manager) 

 

This statement can further be strengthened by the Frontend Developer’s response to what he 

liked the most about working in Pentia: “My favourite thing about Pentia is the atmosphere 

and the friendliness. That’s what I like best about being here because there’s no expectation 

for you to stay until 6:00, 7:00, or 8:00, like there are in many other workplaces”. As expressed 

by the HR Manager, the narrative is seen as credible, because it has been consistent, and 

people believe it is actually enacted and will continue to be, as the experience of the Frontend 

Developer underlines. The credibility of the narrative is further increased, by having won 

awards both related to the fun and work-life balance. According to Barry & Elmes (1997) a 

third party confirming the narrative will make it seem more credible, as third parties are 

perceived as objective. Yet, the narrative is not merely seen as credible because of it 

chronological consistency and acknowledgements, but too through materiality, as the values 

is reflected in the physical space: “There’s a fun atmosphere […]That’s got a bit of a wowing 

effect for people when they enter and then it matches what they hear” (HR Manager). As the 

physical space and atmosphere matches the written and told narrative, it enhances the 

credibility because it is then not merely perceived as just a fictive story, but instead is 

confirmed through the physical setup visitors encounter in the Pentia office. 

 

4.2.1.2. Being a Hero 
 
Moreover, the Frontend Developer’s previous comparison to other workplaces, demonstrates 

the ‘defamiliarisation’ or novelty, of the narrative – making them distinct from others (Barry 

& Elmes, 1997). This comparison is clearly expressed in a phrase in the Cultural Profile: “We 

thereby offer – as one of the only consultancies (if not the only one) – employment with flex-

time and mandatory vacation for work efforts beyond 37 hour a week” (Pentia, 2018, p. 8). It 

is built on the belief that: “It's like having a stop on the speeder that makes people not go too 

fast, because going too fast is dangerous” (CEO), whereas recall that in:  
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[…] a lot of places, there’s a more free way of adding your hours but there are 

no upper limits. That kind of organisation can promote stress because if you like 

to achieve and maybe overachieve, you have every possibility in the world. You 

can’t do that here. (COO)  

 

According to the narrative, Pentia’s MHF works as a limiting factor, preventing people from 

getting stressed, as opposed to other companies who do not provide this security for their 

employees, making Pentia the hero of the story of a society with a major obstacle of stress 

provoked by unhealthy working conditions. This form makes the narrative compelling, which 

is another element of a persuasive narrative (Barry & Elmes, 1997), and is reflected in the 

COO’s belief of how the narrative is received: 

 

[…] it sounds very glamorous when you are in another position in another place 

where they have other rules. Because everybody was – half of us have tried to 

sit late at night for five days to deliver this fucking project and we were very tired 

afterward. And then on Monday, somebody expect you to show up anyway. It 

[Pentia’s narrative] sounds very compelling. (COO)  

 

She however continues: “the interesting part is that this belief is so solid that they actually 

think that everybody else is kind of exploiting their employees. And that’s not true” (COO), 

underlining both the strength and compelling nature of the story. Pentia’s narrative takes an 

epic form by telling a heroic story about themselves, whereas other companies are villains, 

forcing you to spend late nights at the office, which ultimately results in work-related stress 

(Barry & Elmes, 1997). Instead, Pentia takes up the fight against this unhealthy working 

culture, by providing an alternative to the exploiting villains. However, according to the COO, 

this harsh distinction is not in fact true, but that view has evolved around the narrative over 

time. As Pentia has become a larger and more diverse workforce, the narrative has not only 

gradually changed, it has also been challenged. In particular with regard to the restrictions of 

the MHF, which is in great sense what constitutes their heroic effort. However, the defence 

of keeping this part of the narrative can be found in the narrative’s story itself: 
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Everything is up for discussion, but this thing, the numbers speak for themselves. 

There hasn't been one guy just because of work, who's gone down with stress in 

the 12 years I've been here. We've had three or four. All of them is because 

[personal reasons of sickness or death in the close family]. (CEO) 

 

Because team spirit and inclusiveness are important values at Pentia in order to give 

everybody responsibility, all opinions are welcome. However, as clearly demonstrated in the 

quote, this does not mean that it is automatically taken up for discussion. The work-frame is 

so integrated into the belief-system at Pentia, that it is not object to change. Pentia considers 

itself a democracy, due to them having a flat hierarchy and seeing each other as equals. 

However, the management appropriately recognises themselves as a “Democracy Tyranny” 

(Field Notes), as few initiatives, for example the MHF, are not up for discussion, because they 

believe they know better:  

they [some employees] think it would be better if they didn't have 37 hours, but 

my kids, they think it would be better for them if they were allowed iPad six 

hours a day and I stopped. I've stopped having the discussion with them. This is 

one of the things that we've just decided. (CEO) 

Because some employee’s still have not seen the benefit, of the MHF being crucial to Pentia’s 

ability to overcome the obstacles of work-related unhealthiness and unhappiness, the 

management needs to stand their ground and be a protector – even for people who are not 

yet aware they need it.  

 

4.2.1.3. Shaping the Future 
 
Within their narrative, Pentia as the hero has proven to overcome the obstacles of a stressful 

working environment opposing to the malpractices performed by other competing 

companies. They overcome these obstacles by having clear boundaries “protecting their 

[employees’] hours” (COO) through the rules in the work-frame. The importance and 

distinction of these rules has proven itself, and over time the rules themselves have become 

a part of the narrative. As argued, the elements of the narrative have always been the same, 

while patterns of interacts, and therefore the meaning attached to the narrative, have 

changed. Consequently, this resulted in another type of fun as well as clear restriction, and 
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even rules incorporated in the work-frame. Pentia has merged this change into the narrative 

in a way that makes it seem natural and necessary by asking the question “does it feel right?” 

(CEO), thereby making it coherent by connecting the past, presence, and future – and 

strengthening the compelling aspect (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014).  

 

The story of the narrative is a story about people rather than business. “I think the motivation 

[for accepting my job at Pentia] was that I know that in this company, they care a lot about 

people. It’s more about people than about money” (COO). The narrative is more about how 

an organisation should be, and what role an organisation should play in society instead of 

what they do business-wise. The narrative is almost entirely independent of actual work-tasks, 

and therefore decoupled from what they actually do. Instead, the narrative is about being an 

organisation whose basis for existence is the people, which is why the organisation has to 

serve them, and not the other way around. Therefore, the narrative is in some manner 

extremely general, as it could be a narrative for any organisation. Despite this, Pentia has 

managed to make it very distinct, by enacting it so strongly since it was founded, and by being 

a hero in their comparison to other organisations. As we found in the section above, the 

willingness to make large changes was low, making the future projections seem sound. We 

asked the CEO if he would like to stay in the organisation if the work-frame changed: 

 

It’s very hypothetical. I don’t think I would like to be a part of the management 

in a company that worked like the companies I know, where they don’t have that 

sort of frame […] I don’t want to be that guy who tells people: “Right now, your 

job is more important than your small children.” I can’t see myself, but I can’t 

see us going there. So it’s very hypothetical. (CEO) 

 

Choosing the word ‘hypothetical’ clearly indicates exactly how much the work-frame is an 

integrated part of the story of Pentia. If they changed the MHF, the narrative would according 

to the CEO collapse, as it would make Pentia part of the other villains who are exploiting their 

employees. By telling the story with this harsh distinction, the narrative becomes sheltered 

from forces that try to change it, as the chasm between good and evil is so demonstratively 

picturesque.  
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There are two elements, which we found to be very distinctive for what we understand, and 

have previously encountered as narratives. The first, is the fact that the narrative takes form 

of an ideology, as it is not about what they do, but who they are in society. This is in a way 

extremely general, yet it is unique exactly because of the lack of focus on the actual business 

and work-tasks. Second, while Pentia’s narrative on one side is abstract, it is on the other side 

extremely specific by featuring explicit rules about how to perform work. Narratives are 

believed to set the stage for interacts and thereby guide behaviour (Hernes et al., 2015), yet 

Pentia’s narrative does not solely guide behaviour, but has elements that even select and 

determine behaviour. This is both due to the narrative being strongly anchored in criteria of 

hiring and promoting, but more invasively in encompassing rules of when and how much 

employees are allowed to work.  

 

4.2.2. Patterns of Interacts 
 
The overall patterns of interacts consist of many smaller patterns, where some take place 

every day, weekly, monthly, or episodically. Further some patterns are guided by the 

narrative, whereas some are directly selected and determined by top management. In the 

following section, we will identify how the most dominating values of the narrative manifest 

themselves into the patterns of interacts we found at Pentia. 

 

As reflected in the narrative Pentia is a flat organisation that values employee involvement, 

which is why we identify a set of patters as ‘acting as a team’. Management refers to Pentia 

as a ‘Democracy Tyranny’ (Field Notes), which basically means that all employees should have 

a voice in the decisions made, but the management ultimately has the decision power of 

enforcing what they believe to be right. The value of employee involvement is highly seen is 

the management’s determined patterns of including everyone in the strategy creation process 

they undertake every third year (Pentia, 2018). One of the more extreme patterns that reflect 

this value is the third round of interviews, where candidates need to go on stage and present 

themselves to everyone in the company. Afterwards, the candidate will leave the room and 

all employees need to raise their arm and give a thumps up, to clearly demonstrate agreement 

to hiring the potential new employee. If accepted, everyone will personally welcome their 

new colleague immediately. This evokes another value expressed in the narrative, as this 

process is believed to make every employee feel responsible for a good onboarding process. 
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While these patterns are set in place by management, we clearly saw in the knowledge sharing 

session we observed, that acting in accordance to this values had spilled over into everyday 

behaviour, as people openly raised questions, concerns, and tokens of approval for to a new 

strategic decision made (Field Notes). 

 

The value of having fun we also found to be very dominant for the interacts taking place at 

Pentia, as well as in the physical space:  

 

When I walked in the door, lots of colours met my eye. There was office-bikes, 

lots of awards plastered to the walls, and a human-size Sky Walker across from 

the reception. Further into the huge room were sculptures in a display cabinet, 

cosy seating areas with fake-grass carpets underneath. In the middle was an 

extremely long dining table, with a large buffet area on the side. In the bottom I 

could glimpse couches, a bar, and a wall of ‘pick and mix’ candy. Around the 

ground floor were different games, such as a billiard table, table tennis and 

foosball. At one end, there was a view of Islands Brygge and in the other a wall-

painting of a scene in Star Wars. (Field notes; see pictures in appendix 4) 

 

During the time we spent there, we numerous times observed employees using the facilities 

around the office, one example being playing billiard while discussing how to move forward 

with a customer (Field Notes). Pentia has not only provided the physical space allowing this, 

another initiative is that two workdays a year are reserved for employees to play games with 

each other (Pentia, 2018). Experiencing that the value of fun is actually taken seriously by the 

management, and is not merely a marketing trick appears to have allowed for this value to be 

deeply integrated in the everyday work-life, which could be seen in the friendly atmosphere 

where people throughout the whole day were laughing and joking with each other. Friendly 

encounters were highly encouraged and thought of as important, as demonstrated in the 

description of their ‘Pentia Social´ mailing list, which can be found in appendix 5. 

 

The management’s efforts to create this space and taking a few days a year completely 

devoted to practice the value of fun had a spill over as an anchor in how the employees at 

Pentia interact with each other. This has in turn spurred several initiatives by the employees, 
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which we see as interacts that create a community. Beside the many social events planned by 

Pentia and its party-committee, there are several ‘clubs’ created by employees, and supported 

by Pentia providing space, devices, food, and drinks. One employee for example has a strong 

passion for board games, and arranges board game nights every other week in the office for 

the colleagues who want to participate (Field notes). Other employee initiatives are for 

example movie and running clubs. 

 

I try to be as involved as I can […] I think it’s important that we support it because 

if no one comes, of course, they will be removed and I don’t want that. I think 

it’s nice that you can have time with your colleagues on Pentia’s bill. (Project 

Manager) 

 

It is appreciated by the employees to work in a company, where social events happen 

frequently, and it supports the family-feeling at Pentia. This family-feeling is further enhanced 

by all employees having lunch together at the same time every day. At our day in the office, 

we saw how the desk areas completely emptied at twelve, and everyone went down for lunch 

at the long dining-table. No one just invited their friends or nearest colleagues, or sat at some 

of the small tables in smaller groups, making who they have lunch with very varied. Yet, the 

family-feeling goes beyond creating a family-feeling solely amongst ‘Pentianere’, but involves 

their whole family, as employees’ families are invited to several events at Pentia so that 

employees get to know their colleagues’ families as well. These initiatives coming both from 

employees and Pentia, make the family a dominating theme, leaving no doubt in employees’ 

minds that Pentia actually cares. Moreover, it allows for closer ties to be created among 

employees as they are encouraged to share more of their personal life. By demonstrating that 

caring about employees’ families is not merely empty talk, Pentia manages to establish trust 

and perceived organisational support (‘POS’). 

 

Knowledge sharing is important at Pentia, because as stated, the CEO believes in hiring good 

people with potential and then making them the best. Therefore, Pentia has a mentoring 

programme, so all new employees will have a mentor guiding them to become better. To 

perform optimally in teams, the seating rotates in accordance to project teams to make 

communication easier and to avoid silos. Moreover, Pentia has a ‘don’t say no rule’, meaning 
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that employees should always be available to help colleagues, and this is one of the reasons 

for the 1,4 allocatable hours in the work-frame to make sure employees have time to live up 

to this expectation. On company level, Pentia has a knowledge sharing session every Friday, 

starting with a presentation of a selected topic, and following up with a general update on the 

status in the company.  

 

After a presentation from a potential external partner, one project manager 

asked about a technical feature, which was a part of the new partner’s platform. 

“Sorry, I really don’t understand what it is, can someone explain it to me?” 

Several of her colleagues then tried to explain what this technical feature meant 

for the platform. (Field notes) 

 

There is no embarrassment associated with not fully understanding specifics about the other 

departments’ work, which is clearly demonstrated by the project manager being comfortable 

enough to ask the question in front of the whole company instead waiting for later. The 

example illustrates elements of Pentia’s values of respect and responsibility, as the employees 

are always supposed to show respect for everyone, and all share responsibility for the 

performance. If an employee does not understand something, respect is important for 

creating an open environment where all questions can be asked, because one will not be met 

with demeaning answers. As reflected in the team spirit value, all have a responsibility for the 

overall performance in Pentia, not solely your own, which is why taking time explaining and 

helping is an integrated part of the interacts at Pentia.  

 

4.2.2.1. Challenges of the Work-Frame 
 
The work-frame does not merely guide interacts at Pentia, but in fact to a great extent 

determines them. In section 4.1.1. we have described how it is used by various employees, 

which is why we will not go into details with those patterns again. While the ways the 

narrative, and within that the work-frame, guides and determines interacts at Pentia has many 

good intentions and positive consequences, we also encountered some related challenges. In 

the following, we will take a closer look at the challenges revolving around project 

management and professional pride, because we believe these are the most relevant, as these 



 72 

specific challenges were consequences for this way of working, instead of merely a 

consequence of individual preferences.  

 

According to their narrative, Pentia strives to make their company a fun place to work, as well 

as making it easier for their employees to structure their work and leisure. However; “I had 

this meeting with project managers who said, ‘Why is it that it should be so fun to be in Pentia 

for everybody except the project managers?’” (COO). During our data collection, we found 

that while all employees had the same work-frame to plan their work within, and narrative to 

guide their behaviour, their job determined the level of freedom they could enjoy from it. 

“Most people think like, project managers, they are like mom or something. […] They expect 

us to fix a lot of stuff. […] I just don’t think they worry about it because we are always here” 

(Project Manager). Because project managers are responsible for coordination of project tasks 

they experienced it as being expected of them to always be present at the office, and 

therefore they were not able to enjoy the same freedom as their colleagues. Moreover, 

project managers’ feeling of responsibility also covered the customers as they facilitated the 

contact, and experienced sometimes not to be perceived as professional as other companies. 

Responsibility towards the customer was felt less by technical employees, and in relation to 

informing customers of delays one Backend Developer answered: “Fortunately, I’m not in 

those meetings” and explained he felt responsibility towards Pentia and not towards the 

customers.  

  

The coordination however became more complex as Pentia believes in family before work, 

and hence offers employees to work from home if needed. Occasionally, members of the 

project team sometimes used that flexibility to work from home or stack up hours to take 

extra holiday. Handling employees’ use of the flexibility was a challenge due to the 

dependency of tasks within a project, which is why: “I try to actually not make them, but I 

hope that they keep to normal hours because that's also easier to plan” (Senior Project 

Manager). However, as the flexibility in Pentia is very one-sided to favour employees and not 

Pentia as a business, it made it challenging for project managers both to balance the nature 

of a projects being constantly misaligned and employees’ flexibility, as unforeseen obstacles 

are difficult to handle alongside the MHF. “[In] other places you just stay until the work is done 

and that is a part of the unwritten contract, but it is not here and that is something that costs 
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us a lot of money” (Project Manager). In response to the struggles experienced by project 

managers due to the work-frame, the CEO said:   

I deal by saying ‘that's just the way it is’, because I mean, what they're basically 

saying is: ‘it would be so much easier for me as a project manager if I could tell 

you to work tonight and in the weekend, that would make my job.’ But it's not 

about ‘me’ – it's about the entire place! […] So, when people say that, I know I 

say it in a very nice way, but I basically say ‘I don't care’, because that's just the 

way it is. (CEO) 

 

He believed it was a challenge project managers should be able to solve through sufficient 

planning. However, results from the questionnaire of ‘Great Place to Work’ reveals that one 

of the elements of potential concern is that project managers feel Pentia’s management does 

not recognise honest mistakes as being part of their job, whereas almost everyone from 

technical departments felt they did. Perhaps the reason why it cannot be fun for a project 

manager is that it needs to be fun for everyone else. It is so deeply integrated in the narrative 

that the flexibility should be for the employees, not the company, that even though the cost 

of it is the transfer of responsibility on to others, loosening the boundaries for this flexibility 

would compromise the narrative. 

 

The issue regarding providing professional pride and new challenges is clearly demonstrated 

as the most typical reason for employees leaving Pentia is to gain positions with more 

responsibility or new professional challenges as elaborated in section 4.1.2.4. In particular in 

periods without rapid growth, the organisational structure is not designed to be able to meet 

employee expectations with regard to professional growth as Pentia wishes to stay hieratically 

flat and dominated by employee involvement. In order to have some promotion prospects for 

the employees, Pentia has the Junior Partner Programme and promotes organically instead of 

hiring management from elsewhere, to show that one can grow in Pentia. However, both of 

these initiatives are largely based on the employees’ social behaviour or ability to lead people, 

as a high focus on individual performance excellence is contradicting the values: “We don't 

applaud if one guy does well, we do it if the entire team does well” (CEO). 
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Additionally, the work-frame, which directs how employees can do their work, has a restrictive 

effect. When asked about whether or not our interviewees felt restricted by these limitations 

in any way, the most common response was with regard to professional pride. The Frontend 

Developer explained it as a struggle because: “we are allocated X amount of hours for solving 

a problem, and if I want to deliver something that I can look back on in 10 years and be very 

proud of, it’s sometimes hard to do”. The COO experienced that especially the creative people 

in Pentia sometimes struggle with not living up to the quality either expected by themselves 

or others: “They are very keen on ‘what did I deliver?’ and ‘is it good enough for this?’ It’s how 

they measure themselves at all times. And that makes it very difficult if they can’t add extra 

hours sometimes” (COO). It makes it challenging for the employees to feel pride not only if 

they have to underdeliver in terms of agreed quality, but also if they continuously do not have 

the possibility of living up to their own expectations. Due to the MHF there is little room for 

having a more experimental approach, testing new ideas, or choosing to allocate more time 

to make a project match the best of one’s abilities. Because if one allocates the time for a 

project wrongly it will interfere with the planning and leave the project managers with an 

issue.  

 

They can’t add more hours. Of course, they could if they added their hours in 

their free time. But when we have this kind of rule, it’s like doing something 

wrong to actually do it in your free time, then you are not following the rules. 

For people who are very into ‘what do I deliver’, it’s kind of hard and for those 

who have to manage, like a project manager. It’s difficult. And for most of our 

developers, it’s paradise, I think. Perfect. (COO) 

 

If one feels drawn to a project out of the ordinary, knows a lot could be learned by going 

further into details, or there is an opportunity to solve a task that one could be particularly 

proud of, they can in theory work on it at home in their spare time. However, it would not 

only conflict with the MHF, but also the Pentia spirit. Due to the MHF being such a deeply 

integrated part of the narrative, working voluntary overtime would be perceived as acting 

against the narrative. Harshly put, one would act in line with the villains who promote this 

behaviour, as opposed to the hero who respects your personal life.  
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4.2.3. Commitment 
 
We have argued for the compellingness of the narrative, as well as for how it is anchored in 

the interacts at Pentia in the sections above. According to Barry and Elmes (1997), individuals 

will commit to the narrative if they find it compelling. We found that values of the narrative 

were clearly reflected in the interacts taking place at Pentia, both through directly selecting 

and determining behaviour as well as guiding it. As wanted behaviour dictated by the narrative 

was adopted in the everyday interacts, and the employees overall expressed appreciation, we 

could see that there was high commitment towards the narrative. Recall, that Hernes et al. 

(2015) differentiated between interpretative and social commitment, based on Weick’s (2001) 

interpretation and commitment mindsets. While this differentiation of commitment might 

appear straight forward, the divide is not that simple. As Hernes et al. (2015) themselves 

argue, the two types of commitment are closely tied, and the synergies between them are 

under-researched. Separating commitment in its simplest form, we would ascribe 

interpretative commitment as commitment to your professional work-tasks as a part of 

solving a larger problem, whereas social commitment would be ascribed to social actions 

beyond the professional work-tasks in an organisation.  

 

However, recall that Pentia’s narrative is quite unusual. Often narratives are stories about how 

the work of an organisation affects the society in a positive way. It is centred around the 

history and the values of the company – being specific to the work performed, but not specific 

in rules of how that work is performed. The narrative of Pentia entails several features of a 

typical narrative. First, it is centred around the history and values, it is compelling and 

defamiliar, and it does have the epic form of a hero confronting obstacles and enemies (Barry 

& Elmes, 2001). On the other hand, Pentia’s narrative does only to a small degree relate to 

the work they actually perform. Instead, Pentia’s narrative is to a high degree anchored in the 

company’s role in society, rather than their company’s professional contribution to society. 

According to Pentia “it should be fun to go to work, but work is just work” (Field Notes), 

emphasising that work-life should not intervene with your private life, as that is the most 

important. In a work environment where stress is common, Pentia is a safe haven for 

employees as it shelters them from uncompensated overtime – and it is even fun to be there. 

The lack of focus on the actual work, and high emphasis on organisations’ general role in 

society makes the narrative take the shape of an ideology. What makes it even more unusual 
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is that this ideology clearly manifests itself in the narrative through specific rules of work-

related behaviour. It is quite uncommon to see specific behavioural rules as part of the 

narrative, and we believe that rules in a narrative would often decrease the level of 

compellingness, meaning that the rules have to be very compelling themselves – which the 

MHF arguably is.  

 

These rare characteristics of Pentia’s narrative make it difficult to clearly divide what types of 

interacts can be ascribed to one type of commitment over the other. If interpretative 

commitment is “commitment to an underlying idea” (Hernes et al. 2015, p. 127) and the 

underlying idea is commonly revolving around how your job goes into a larger web of work 

towards meeting a societal need, what is it at Pentia? As the work itself plays almost an 

insignificant role in the narrative, is the underlying idea then rather an ideology of companies’ 

roles in society? Or is the underlying idea implicitly hidden in the value of fun as projects 

should be challenging and a learning opportunity? Moreover, as the ideology in Pentia is 

deeply reliant on social behaviour, does the underlying idea then manifest in social 

commitment? By taking a closer look into the commitment we have found in Pentia, we will 

try to answer these questions.  

 

4.2.3.1. Commitment to the Professional Side 
 
As explained in section 4.2.2.1 we did encounter some challenges in regard to employees 

feeling professional pride at Pentia. However, it was important to employees that their work 

was interesting, and that there were some professional challenges. One Backend Developer 

told us that for him the most meaningful thing about working in Pentia is: “The technology 

part, like the actual implementation of things I find interesting. Specifications can also be you 

talking to the customer, specifying what they actually need rather than what they think they 

need can also be interesting.” For him working with the technology, to make the most of it for 

the customers was the most meaningful in his work, which is related to the value of fun. With 

Pentia being a consultancy, it is very favourable if employees can find meaning through 

delivering value to others, as that ultimately is the product they sell. What makes it even more 

favourable is that the work in Pentia is not a highlighted topic in their narrative, and therefore 

must be seen as a minor value-driver. The UX Architect also found customers projects to 

sometimes be a source of making her job meaningful: “Especially when we’re having clients 
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where they’re doing something which I find really meaningful, often, that really makes my job 

meaningful […] Sometimes, it’s like working for a client who’s doing something in healthcare 

can make a lot of sense”. If a customer had a meaningful cause, she was able to adopt that 

cause for the time she worked on a project, knowing that she assisted reaching the goal with 

her professional competencies. Recall our simple division between interpretative and social 

commitment in the previous part, with interpretative commitment being a commitment 

towards the cause your work-tasks aim at solving. While Pentia’s narrative does not offer such 

a cause, some of their customers do in two different ways; either by employees using 

technology in new and interesting ways to make the outcome as relevant as possible for the 

customer, or by adopting a cause that you can take part in while a project is undergoing. We 

would ascribe these as acts that resemble interpretative commitment in the simple divide, 

showing us that some employees still need a meaningful underlying idea directly related to 

their tasks. Since Pentia’s narrative do not have such an element, they had to find it from the 

work of their customers. As the Backend Developer told us, for him interesting tasks where 

crucial for his retention: “you can only keep an employee happy for so long. If they are not 

happy in the work that they are doing, no matter how nice a setting you provide, at least that’s 

how it is for me” (Backend Developer). While he highly valued all the resources Pentia was 

exchanging and the values the narrative promoted, this alone would never for the long run be 

enough. This demonstrates that the underlying idea of Pentia is not what he mainly feels 

committed to, as interesting professional tasks are necessary for him to fully commit to Pentia.  

 

However, Pentia is not able to provide this for all. As one long-time employee at Pentia told 

us: “I usually say that I got this God given talent of coding and then now I'm just writing word. 

It's just waste of talent. […] I would like to be more challenged than I am” (Head of Innovation). 

This employee has been with Pentia for 11 years, and even though he thinks being challenged 

is one of the most important drivers for him, he did not experience Pentia was able to provide 

that to him to the degree he wanted. However, he was able to find another source to 

interpretatively commit to that was in line with a value in Pentia’s narrative:  

 

My personality is like, I would like to make other people better. I would also like 

to teach people. So, for me developing, and it sounds like really that kind of thing 

to say, but having all these kids, which are the younger co-workers […] So, 
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helping other people getting better. That's what's ticks me off. I mean, that's 

what gives me value, and not a specific project. (Head of Innovation)  

 

In line with the narrative’s proposition of not hiring the best, but making people as good as 

possible, the Head of Innovation found a niche he was able to commit to. Perhaps because he 

had been there for so long and been part of many projects, or maybe because the customers 

projects were not challenging enough, he was not able to use these projects as a source of 

interpretative commitment. Instead he found meaning in being the best coder in Pentia, and 

therefore helping his colleague reaching their full potential – acknowledging Pentia would not 

be able to do the same for him. While helping each other could also be ascribed as a social 

form of commitment – being something important to the people around you – we would 

rather ascribe this to interpretative commitment, as the importance for him lies in using his 

skills to demonstrate them in another way that his work-tasks do not allow. Being ‘the best’ is 

not highly appreciated by Pentia’s narrative – especially if it makes you feel you belong on a 

pedestal. However, the Head of Innovation who find himself to be ‘the best’ was able to use 

these skills in accordance with the narrative, as he demonstrates a social behaviour – or type 

of social commitment – that if appreciated will allow him to reach a position that makes him 

able to commit interpretatively – through sharing his gift of coding with his ‘work-children’.   

 

4.2.3.2. Committing in Spite of the Obstacles 
 
However, for others the underlying cause of Pentia – being the best workplace for the people 

– seemed to be what they were the most committed to: “I think that what I’m trying to say, is 

that what’s meaningful to me is also what is meaningful for Pentia. So, what is meaningful to 

me is dependent on ‘can we make money off that?’” (Project Manager). For the Project 

Manager, if Pentia does not exist, there would be no hero taking up the fight against an 

unhealthy working environment – or perhaps more severely: if Pentia stopped existing, so 

would the Pentia family. The i-deals and the related values from the narrative provide so much 

value to the employees that they are willing to compromise on parts of their professional 

pride, or the difficulties of being a project manager in this organisational design. We asked the 

Project Manager whether people thought the MHF felt restrictive for people, and she 

answered: “Yes, of course, everybody feels that way. Yeah, that’s just part of the job”. The 

MHF is in many ways a two-edged sword; as restrictive as it might feel professionally, as much 
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freedom does it provide to prioritise one’s private life. This experienced freedom, based on 

the resources of stability and boundaries, attracts a lot of people to work for Pentia, and the 

total benefits appeared to outweigh the sacrifice. As one developer told us during lunch: “I’m 

quite new here, but it seemed like a perfect fit, because I have just gotten a child and being 

here really allows me to prioritise my family” (Field Notes). The narrative, and the work-frame 

deriving from it, does not only allow, but enforces this priority by employees. Therefore, this 

type of commitment can be understood as interpretative commitment, but in a different 

sense. What is unusual is that while it is a commitment towards the underlying idea, it has 

nothing to do this the work performed – only how and when it is performed. Moreover, it is 

even incorporated into Pentia’s underlying idea that this commitment has to professionally 

be restricted to 37 hours a week, limiting OCB related to work. 

 

Besides allowing this feeling of restriction and its potential harm to professional pride due to 

valuing the emphasis on family life, it also allows for employees to find this pride elsewhere: 

“but I compensate this a lot as well by having personal projects where I know that I deliver 

exactly what I want to do” (Frontend Developer). We found that within Pentia’s work-frame, 

interpretative commitment related to one’s work-tasks was found either by adopting the 

cause of the customer, passion from making the technology best fit the customers’ needs, or 

by twisting a source of pride to fit into Pentia’s narrative. However, as is the case for the 

Frontend Developer, the freedom in Pentia’s work-frame can be used to whatever employees 

finds important, such as interpretatively committing to projects outside the work-frame if 

Pentia cannot accommodate one’s need for meaning and professional pride. Yet, for most 

employees it was a mix of professional opportunities and the organisational design that made 

their work meaningful to them:  

 

I think being able to complete tasks and to deliver projects that are something 

that I can be proud of and to have fun with people here, to be able to go to a 

place or to be able to work at a place that allows me to have a life at home as 

well, I think the workplace that respects me as a person – and not as a cog in a 

huge machine – makes it meaningful for me to work here. (Frontend Developer) 
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4.2.3.3. Committing to Each Other 
 
Within Pentia’s set of values ‘people first’ it is highlighted that it should be good people 

working there, and that colleagues should preferably be more than merely colleagues, but 

instead friends – or even family. In section 4.2.1. we argued that these values of the narrative, 

as well as events confirming the authenticity of them had been greatly integrated into the 

patterns of interacts taking place on an everyday basis. Because of this high social focus, the 

employees considered Pentia as a second family. This was one employee response when we 

asked her, what her favourite thing about working in Pentia:  

 

Actually, it sounds really cheesy but I think my colleagues, especially, yeah. So, 

there’s a lot of good things about Pentia, like there’s more practical things about 

Pentia, but when it really comes to – if I could choose only one thing, I think it’s 

still my colleagues, yeah. It’s really a lot about teamwork in here, I think. So, 

yeah. Yeah, I think they are the most important thing for me. (UX Architect) 

 

To her, the relationships that Pentia is able to offer due to the encouragement through the 

narrative provided the most value for her, and can therefore be interpreted as social 

commitment. Several employees pointed to the office as a place they enjoyed being in, due 

to the family atmosphere and personal conversations. This is also clearly demonstrated in all 

the employee-driven clubs at Pentia, where we argue that both, being in charge of a club as 

well as participating in the events outside working hours illustrates a great social commitment 

of the people in Pentia.  

 

The social commitment in Pentia is actually so strong, that it is sometimes harmful for the 

company, as some employees question their employment if several of their colleagues – or 

perhaps more accurately friends – leave their position. “Last year there was quite some people 

leaving and it was quite sad, actually” (UX Architect). According to the CEO it can sometimes 

create a snowballing effect when one employee leaves, providing evidence that the social 

commitment is – at least for some employees – the most dominating type of commitment. 

 

As previously argued, social commitment is not solely encouraged, but also awarded in Pentia 

through the Junior Partner Programme, which we have already largely explained. However, 
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this Junior Partner Programme has some effects regarding social commitment, which we have 

not yet touched on. The Junior Partner Programme is meant to promote wanted behaviour by 

appointing and awarding cultural bearers, and thereby maintaining the family-feeling – hence 

strengthening social commitment. However, rewarding a promotion on such intangible and 

especially personal parameters has also been a catalyst for jealousy: 

 

Whenever we appoint Junior Partners, it creates happiness with the people who 

are appointed, some happiness for people who say, ‘Oh, they so deserve it’, and 

a lot of jealousy. So, sometimes it's just not worth it. ‘Why didn’t I become?’, 

‘Why him?’, ‘Oh it's only because she laughs at his jokes’. (CEO) 

 

The jealousy and speculation about the actual reasons for the promotion of Junior Partners 

made the management in Pentia change the ritual in which they are appointed. It used to be 

during their greatest event of the year – the Christmas Lunch – where the new Junior Partners 

would get on stage and be celebrated. However, due to the nature of a Christmas Lunch this 

proved to be an inappropriate setting. Proper explanations for the choice are difficult during 

a dinner and party, spouses are present, and if being disappointed by the management choice 

one still had to party with all their colleagues afterwards. Instead new Junior Partners are now 

appointed during a knowlegde sharing session, and the choices are comprehensively argued 

for. It is very likely that not being promoted to be a Junior Partner can be harder to digest than 

losing another type of promotion, as the criteria for being selected a Junior Partner is much 

more personal. “It's good to have something to strive for, and when I wasn't a partner, I was, 

‘I want to be that’, but I can imagine for the people who doesn't become a partner, that is 

disappointing.” (CEO)  

While it is indeed good to have something to strive for, and commitment is from a company-

view a good parameter, we argue that being strongly socially committed but not chosen as a 

Junior Partner carries the risk of potentially harming the social commitment over time. 

Committing socially and yet never quite make it to the company’s barrier of ‘being a good 

person’ could potentially result in a feeling of being ‘the black sheep’ of the Pentia family, and 

make it less fulfilling to stay.  
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Another interesting aspect about the social commitment in Pentia is that social commitment, 

in opposition to interpretative commitment, can be exercised beyond the work-frame – and 

therefore outside the 37 hours. This is not just allowed, but actually encouraged and even 

rewarded and is therefore a way for employees to show OCB. The narrative’s emphasis on 

social behaviours reflected in several patterns of interacts, for example the hiring processes, 

generally advocates for social commitment. However, recalling that “being a very good friend” 

(COO) is a way to have a successful path in Pentia, in particular because you are allowed to 

show as much social dedication as you wish, this could in turn lead to unauthentic social 

behaviour. When asked about this potential effect the HR Manager answered:  

It's a long game. Maybe you can change your behavior, but then it's for the 

common good. If you, yeah, I don't think, no-- Maybe some people can subscribe 

to the discipline, but those are the ones that we actually don't really want to 

employ because we don't want to employ people who think about themselves 

and how they can become a success. (HR Manager) 

 

The HR Manager does not believe employee would be able to act in accordance to the values 

for as long as it is needed to obtain the status of a Junior Partner. Moreover, he stresses that 

people who would act this way to get promoted, is not the personality type they want at 

Pentia. The CEO on the other hand, think this is a potential effect, but do not consider it to be 

negative:  

Yeah, but I don't have a problem with that. I mean, why do you drive into the 

right side of the street? Why? Because that's the rules, but it makes sense? […] I 

don't see a problem in people behaving nicely if they think, “Oh, I'm supposed 

to do that. Yeah? I basically believe, so, I studied psychology and basically belief 

that most people are selfish bastards […] I don't see a problem with that, 

because it works. (CEO) 

 

For the CEO ‘being a good person’ is about ‘acting as a good person’, and if the promotion 

criteria can help increase the level of wanted behaviour then it works. However, Pentia has 

experienced negative behavioural consequences after appointing someone Partner:  
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There was this guy who’s a senior partner, but he was just a regular project 

manager, and at one point he told me, “You have to remember I'm a senior 

partner.” I was like, “Is that the way you do it?” And I thought that nobody is 

allowed to say stuff like that. (CEO) 

 

Being promoted to be a partner does not affect either one’s job description or the level of 

authority, which it why we largely consider it a title-based promotion. The story about the 

employee who is trying to forward his professional argument on the basis of his Partner title, 

shows an interesting potential effect: an abandonment of the exact values he was promoted 

on, namely team spirit. This is an effect necessary to prohibit as it undermines the whole aim 

of the Partner Programme to create cultural ambassadors. While the promotion is based on 

social behaviour, it does entail an element of status, which can potentially be abused.  

 

While the above type of social behaviour has been interpreted as social commitment, and 

usually would be considering the simple divide, it would be wrong not to at least consider it 

partly as interpretative commitment due to the narrative. The narrative favours the part of 

‘good people’ in the underlying idea, which fosters having a workplace consisting of good and 

happy people and makes it fun to go to work. While having a personal relationship with your 

colleagues beyond a professional one undeniably implies social commitment, this behaviour 

is also in line the underlying idea and can therefore also be seen as interpretative 

commitment. Then it becomes a question of people’s intentions; do they just really like the 

people and atmosphere, or really like the idea, or maybe a mix of both? It was not within our 

scope to answer that question, and perhaps it is even irrelevant. It is, however, interesting to 

have a narrative that arguably makes the same action demonstrate both types of commitment 

– especially when some acts normally understood as interpretative commitment are only 

allowed to a limited degree due to the work-frame.  

 

4.2.3.4. Commitment to a Rule-Enforced Ideology 
 
The pure interpretative commitment in Pentia is a commitment to the underlying idea of 

taking part in the heroic quest of creating a better workplace that favours the people. Because 

this requires keeping the company profitable rather than maximising the professional output, 

the interpretative commitment is then a commitment to keep the company alive. One major 
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driver we identified for the willingness to do that, was the outstandingly strong appreciation 

employees expressed towards the overall compensation package they received from Pentia – 

with the main resource exchanged being Foa and Foa’s (1980) love. While we found 

employees for whom this ideology provided meaning to their tasks, others needed other 

sources to be able to interpretatively commit – sources that were not central to the narrative. 

These were for example customers’ causes, or professional challenges as a personal ambition. 

Displaying interpretative commitment towards the ideology of the narrative was much harder, 

as work had to be performed according to the limitations in the work-frame and professional 

effort could not be increased at the cost of favourable social behaviour. Consequently, a great 

emphasis needs to be put on the social commitment, as it would be impossible to create a 

workplace permeated by Pentia’s values if employees did not act according to them. 

Employees exchange professional effort and desired social behaviour for what they get in 

return at Pentia, which is perceived as a very reasonable demand by all employees who choose 

to stay. Therefore, in the case of Pentia, to truly work in accordance with the underlying idea, 

one has to care about the people there – hence showing social commitment. Individuals who 

valued the social aspects they find at Pentia, over time appeared to also develop commitment 

towards the ideological element – namely the role organisations should play in society. 

Because the underlying idea expressed in the narrative speaks so much in favour of social 

commitment, committing to this cannot be done solely through interpretative commitment, 

but requires both. Reversed, social commitment in Pentia must also be seen as interpretative 

commitment, as the social behaviour and its appreciation is a part of the underlying caused 

expressed in the narrative.  

 

4.2.4. Summary of the Analysis 
 
In summary, our analysis looked at the dynamics and processes we found at our case 

company, Pentia, through two different lenses. First, our analysis started by extracting the 

different elements of Social Exchange Theory from the case in order to identify the quality of 

the social exchange relationship between employer and employees. One feature that takes a 

central role in determining this quality is the distinct promise of organisational level i-deals. 

While i-deals in general describe individualised arrangements with one’s employer to adapt 

work-life around private responsibilities and provide considerable amount of freedom in how 

to do so, Pentia manages to lift these i-deals to an organisational level by removing the 
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element of human assessment, and thereby guaranteeing, in theory, the same freedom to all 

its employees. In order to do that without risking the company’s ability to coordinate 

effectively, Pentia introduces an element of negotiated rules into its employment contract, 

which explicitly expresses the professional expectations towards employees. We further 

looked at the resources of exchange Pentia provides and found that Foa and Foa’s (1980) six 

resources played varying roles. While money and status were not central to the compensation 

package, goods and services (which we examined in union) included perks of working on-site 

and served to increase motivation and the overall spirit of employees. Information – a 

resource of importance for the consulting industry – was channelled through a mentoring 

programme and weekly knowledge sharing meetings. Most astonishingly, the resource Pentia 

provided most dominantly was love, a resource that is not often associated with an 

employment relationship. Love materialised in the form of social behaviour and interacts 

among employees and is a major driver of the patterns of interacts we later identified. In 

addition, we found two other resources in our data, which appeared to play a large role for 

employees. Stability guaranteed employees that their employer would stay true to its values 

and boundaries guaranteed employees the ability to know exactly what time-effort is 

expected of them. Interestingly, we found that stability and boundaries in union led 

employees to express that they feel freedom, even though the limitations in place for 

boundaries to work at first glance appeared more restrictive than liberating. Pentia expects 

two main things from its employees in return and was successful in making these known 

across the board. The first one is professional effort during the limited hours employees are 

expected to work and the second one is socially favourable behaviour that arguably aims at 

maintaining the resource love. Based on the information we gathered through interviews, we 

assessed the overall quality of the social exchange relationship to be outstandingly strong, and 

argue that it is for this reason that Pentia is able to leverage this relationship especially well 

into driving commitment.  

 

Second, we looked through the lens of sensemaking in order to reveal the dynamics between 

the organisation’s narrative, the interacts that take place, and the commitment that forms. 

The narrative at the company is unusual in the sense that it is so general, that any company 

could adopt it word for word, it also featured specific behavioural rules that set the stage for 

how work could be performed. Nevertheless, it still features some elements of a textbook 
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narrative, namely that it is a heroic story about Pentia staying true to its noble values in 

resistance to changing forces (enemies) in the labour world. We found that the strong values 

the company derives from its narrative were reflected strongly in the patterns of interacts 

that evolved, as the vast majority of them aimed at either increasing team spirit, creating a 

sense of community to unite employees, reinforcing the culture of fun, or facilitating 

knowledge-sharing. However, we also identified challenges that derived from the distinct 

work-frame Pentia uses to protect its employees from unwanted change, such as increased 

complexity for the task of project management and the necessity to compromise on 

professional pride for the sake of maintaining Pentia’s collective promises. Further, we looked 

at commitment, keeping Hernes et al. (2015) split between social and interpretative 

commitment in mind. The interpretative commitment towards Pentia’s ideological narrative 

was inseparably intertwined with the company’s cause of existing to work for the people, 

which is why it had to be coupled with social commitment. While we found that this created 

extraordinarily strong social commitment among colleagues, we found that belief in the 

company’s ideology led employees to accept negative side-effects as a premise and stayed 

despite those challenges. The type of interpretative commitment related to work-tasks we 

found to be harder to obtain through Pentia itself, and hence employees derived it from 

causes their customers represented, challenges they solved based on personal ambition, or 

finding meaning in sharing one’s skills with colleagues to improve company performance. 

 

5. Discussion 
 
In the following section we will present and discuss the findings and implications of our 

analysis, that we summarised in section above. First, we argue for the similarities and 

differences between the two theories we used, how they complement each other, and what 

value it added to combine them for examination of the case at hand. Next, we present our 

finding about the underestimated value of negotiated rules in employment relationships 

compared to the principle of reciprocity, what role they play in lifting idiosyncratic deals (‘i-

deals’) to organisational level, and why Pentia’s management prides itself in being called a 

‘Democracy Tyranny’. Thirdly, we present the resources of exchange we found at Pentia, what 

role they played to employees, and why resources of exchange deserve occasional revisits 

through critical research. We will then discuss the atypical nature of the narrative we found 
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at Pentia and what its effects on the workforce are. Finally, we will critically reflect on the 

biggest challenge Pentia’s work-frame introduces and discuss one possible way how to 

address that challenge.  

 

5.1. Marrying the Theories 
 
Throughout our analysis, we took advantage of two different main theories in order to 

examine what we were able to observe at the case company from two separate angles. In the 

following, we will highlight what the differences and parallels of these theories are, what we 

were able to learn from each of them, and what we believe to be the benefit of relating Social 

Exchange Theory (‘SET’) with sensemaking. While SET and sensemaking are two theories that 

emerged from significantly different areas of study, namely anthropology and organisational 

studies, they do have a point of convergence, which is the concept of commitment. SET has 

its root in the study of the question why humans, regardless of their heritage or degree of 

civilisation, tend to engage in exchange relationships with one another (Malinowski, 1922b). 

Commitment, using the lens of SET, is an effect of the establishment of a positive social 

exchange relationship, which emerges from humans’ desire to reciprocate another party’s 

signal of willingness to improve the relationship. As Malinowski discovered on his field study 

in the Trobriand Islands in the early 1900s, the simple gesture of gifting is sufficient to get the 

ball rolling and will either result in the recipient feeling an obligation to return the favour or 

in the recipient sending a clear message that he is not interested in a social exchange 

relationship by either rejecting the gift or failing to reciprocate the gesture. The theory further 

split into what norms apply to this essential desire in humans and what resources exist for 

exchanging (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Applying this theory to the business environment 

can be rewarding, as it allows us to break down the implicit elements that lead to either a 

successful or a failed social exchange relationship. While SET has been a large area of research 

and does provide an exhaustive decomposition of the drivers of satisfaction within a 

community, we nevertheless found it to have considerable shortcomings when it comes to a 

more nuanced examination of what processes lead to commitment in an employment 

relationship, which sensemaking can provide (Hernes et al., 2015). It appears SET’s core 

message ascribes commitment to emerge if a set of requirements are fulfilled, which appears 

to fail to capture some universal tendencies. Allow us demonstrate this clearly: given the exact 

same or even worse compensation package, it is undeniable that there are individuals who 
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would favour working in, say, the healthcare industry with a noble cause, as opposed to the 

weapon’s industry with a less noble focus on profit. So, if individuals are in general not 

indifferent of who provides them with the best compensation package, there must exist other 

sources incorporated to understand what leads to people to commit. 

 

As Barry and Elmes (1997), Kaplan and Orlikowski (2014), and Hernes at al. (2015) all argue 

the narrative of an organisation plays a major role in uniting and guiding its workforce. It is 

exactly that narrative, which the sensemaking framework from Hernes et al. (2015) uses as 

core driver to examine how commitment emerges. In general, sensemaking attempts to 

explain the processes that take place for individuals to commit to a cause, which in a business 

context is provided through the story an organisation tells. It does so, by relating the coherent, 

acceptable, and plausible story (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014) to interacts and patterns that 

emerge from it, which in turn lead to the development of commitment, which Hernes et al. 

(2015) split into social and interpretative. As opposed to the more selfish approach of purely 

looking at the question ‘what is in it for me’, sensemaking revolves around ‘finding a purpose’ 

in what you do, which arguably may well be a human need in today’s society. In other words, 

instead of looking at what the compensation package is made of, sensemaking takes into 

consideration how it is embedded in the narrative and patterns of interacts. Its core message, 

as opposed to SET, is that humans feel attraction towards a heroic quest they want to see 

themselves be a part of (Barry & Elmes, 1997).  

 

Hernes et al. (2015) base their differentiation of types of commitment on Weick’s (2001) 

interpretation and commitment mindsets, as well as on his theory on interlocked behaviour 

(Weick, 1979), which we see as a bridge between the two theories. In his work, Weick (1979) 

explains that individuals, who he presumes to be selfish to a degree, will form a group if that 

group’s common goal can be used as a mediator towards the involved individuals’ diverse 

ends. This implies that individuals will work together if they expect to be able to use the groups 

combined means to satisfy individual goals they may otherwise not achieve. While SET 

revolves around the setting, rules, and resources that allow social exchange relationships to 

emerge in the first place (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), sensemaking provides a more 

processual take on why and how they manage to persist over time (Hernes et al., 2015), where 

Weick’s (1979) theory of interlocked behaviour covers both. SET’s principle of reciprocity 
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presumes that individuals are willing to remain in groups, even after satisfying their needs – 

and sensemaking reveals that the narrative, or greater cause, is the glue that allows for this 

presumption to become true. To explain the theories from Weick’s (1979) perspective, SET 

presumes an individual mainly looks at her or his diverse end and its fulfilment is important 

above everything else, while sensemaking assumes individuals ascribe a larger value to the 

common goal. As we could observe through many of our interviews, the reason behind why 

employees stayed at Pentia was not purely related to what Pentia gives them in terms of 

resources, but oftentimes related to the ideological world-view it represented. Hence, we 

argue that, given a satisfactory compensation package, the stronger the narrative is in making 

individuals see meaningfulness in what they do in light of the greater cause, the more likely 

they are to develop long-term commitment.  

 

What we found at our case company, Pentia, was that the features that were most distinct 

and most appreciated by the workforce were two-fold. On one hand, Pentia with its integrated 

max-hour frame (‘MHF’) and flex-hour frame (‘FHF’) provided an explicit setting under which 

work was performed and determined the resources employees would expect, receive, and 

cherish. On the other hand, the strong narrative Pentia advocated was a major driver for 

selecting and guiding behaviour among employees, which in turn enforced the continuous 

enactment of their promises. Applying only one of the two selected theories would have 

allowed us to understand one side of these dynamics, while failing to provide meaning to the 

other. Therefore we argue that the combination of SET and Sensemaking enabled a more 

holistic understanding of the subtle and implicit dynamics and hence allowed us to deepen 

our understanding of what it is that makes Pentia one of the ‘Great Places to Work’ in its 

employees’ eyes.  

 

Specifically, examining the dynamics at Pentia through both lenses led us to understand that 

each theory by itself would be insufficient to explain the extraordinarily high degree of 

commitment we observed. Instead, we understood that the narrative by itself, which hardly 

qualifies as a strategic narrative, would mainly speak to individuals who share Pentia’s 

ideological perspective on organisations’ role in society, but would fail to attract performance-

driven individuals on the base of the compensation package. SET on the other hand, would 

have been insufficient in giving insight into how the commitment we observed developed, 
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because it is limited to the norms and resources of exchange within an employment 

relationship. The revelation of combining these theoretical lenses is that there is a deeper 

creation of meaningfulness that is related but not restricted to exchanges. Rather, we found 

that the story Pentia tells and the resources it provides are not two different things – they are 

strongly adjusted to fit each other. By telling a compelling story and reinforcing that story 

through everyday interacts and an suitable compilation of the different resources the 

organisation offers, in combination with what Pentia explicitly expects in exchange, it enabled 

the development of more fundamental trust and commitment. Employees understood “what 

is it that’s going on here” (Goffman, 1986; in Hernes et al., 2015, p. 127) from all sides – they 

made sense of the story through the expectations the company brought forward and 

understood why their compensation package was compiled the way it is, because it was in line 

with achieving the goal Pentia is striving for. Thereby, the two concepts reinforce each other 

and lead to the perception of a trustworthy, authentic, and credible company that favours 

long-term integrity over short-term benefits. 

 

5.2. Negotiated Rules 
 
In the late 70’s Cook and Emerson (1978) presented the concept of negotiated rules in SET, 

which they defined as rules that are negotiated by all parties involved in the exchange, making 

all specifics known prior to the exchange. However, management  scholars have to a large 

degree favoured the principle of reciprocity over the concept of negotiated rules (Cropanzano 

& Mitchell, 2005). Perhaps, the concept of negotiated rules was abandoned because social 

exchanges are believed to be more complex, and because it is not as beneficial for business. 

In regard to complexity, social exchange relationships are rarely so simple that all elements 

and dynamics can be known in specific and therefore the concept of negotiated rules is not 

believed to be able to grasp reality to a satisfying extent. Moreover, the principle of reciprocity 

is more attractive in business practices, because if all specifics are known, the positive effects 

of a strong social exchange relationship cannot be leveraged. While we acknowledge this 

criticism and its soundness, we did find elements of negotiated rules in Pentia, as well as 

identified positive effects deriving from it. In the following we will argue for why the concept 

of negotiated rules should reclaim a place in research. 
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In Pentia, all employees have to work within the same work-frame that consists of various 

rules on different levels, such as that employees in general should be present at the office 

from 9:00 to 15:00 o’clock and more strictly that all employees should count their hours, and 

cannot exceed the limit of 37 hours a week on average. As we identified in the analysis, the 

work-frame had some negative effects, such as added complexity for project management 

because of the one-sided flexibility, as well as a potential loss of professional pride for 

employees. With Pentia being a consultancy it is not out of the ordinary that resources used 

need to be allocated prior to a project’s beginning. However, as we also got confirmed 

throughout our interviews, it is usual business practice at competitors not to limit employees 

work to the estimated hours, and employees are often expected to work unpaid overtime to 

finish a project. This practice is possible in organisations that to a larger degree build on the 

principle of reciprocity, as overtime can be seen as exercising organisational citizenship 

behaviour (‘OCB’) intended to reciprocate perceived organisational support (‘POS’) 

(Eisenberger et al., 1986; Bies, 1989). From our data collection we further understood that 

these organisations often offer higher monetary compensation, and perhaps the high salary 

is part of the reason why employees willingly work more. In Pentia employees are not allowed 

to exceed the estimated hours – even voluntarily – as it would both break the max-hour rule 

and break with the expectations of behaviour. Instead, Pentia compensated employees extra 

if a project exceeded hours and overtime was needed. Understanding this, it becomes obvious 

why anchoring employment exchange relationships on the principle of reciprocity is 

favourable from a profit-driven business perspective. 

 

In research about flexible work hours it has been found that employees who have been 

granted the ability of planning their own work hours often end up working several hours of 

overtime every week (Rockwool Fonden, 2018). This has also been explained by the effects 

implicit expectations has on social exchange relationships. In line with Mauss’ (1925) theory 

of the gift economy, the privilege of flexible work hours is often perceived as a gift from the 

employer and employees feel like they have to reciprocate, making it difficult to set 

boundaries for the work (Kølln, 2017). Moreover, it has been found that these dynamics in 

turn make it more difficult to ask your superior for compensation, as it is an unsaid expectation 

that the employee themselves should be able manage their workload within their flexible 

hours (Kølln, 2017). While these effects are very beneficial from an employer’s point of view, 
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it can potentially lead to a worse social exchange relationship and eventually stress with all its 

negative consequences for performance and retention (Rockwool Fonden, 2018). Pentia has 

removed the possibility of reciprocating the ‘gift’, by exchanging flexible work hours as a 

negotiated rule. The appreciation employees might feel cannot be expressed through extra 

efforts in the form of overtime, and therefore business oriented OCB is not only hindered, but 

prohibited in the form of quantity. We however argue that it does establish a higher level of 

trust, as the employees do not feel as if they have to give up a larger part of their leisure time 

to fulfil unspecified expectations – but there in fact are ‘no strings attached’. 

 

For Pentia to be able to give the gift of i-deals collectively (Hirschi et al., 2019) especially 

considering their work being project based, we argue that it is crucial that there are some 

structures in place. Therefore, the negotiated rules from the work-frame was identified as 

necessary to have organisational level i-deals in place, without it harming the business 

activities and, more specifically, effective coordination. Within this very defined frame there 

was allocated room for each employee to tailor work around their individual preferences – 

even without having to negotiate a new deal if their needs changed. It was known to every 

party involved what options they were guaranteed. While this frame was by some perceived 

as rigid or limitedly flexible, we still found high appreciations of its effects, both for the person 

individually and for the collective. Therefore, we argue that the use of negotiated rules leading 

to an organisational level i-deal creates the same benefits as individual level i-deals (Rousseau 

et al., 2006; Rousseau et al., 2009), such as retention (Singh & Vidyarthi, 2018), POS and 

commitment (Liu et al., 2013), and OCB (Anand et al., 2010). While Singh and Vidyarthi (2018) 

found that the processes leading to i-deal’s positive effects were yet to be uncovered, we 

found that due to the strong alignment between narrative and exchange relationship, the 

sensemaking processes this fuelled led to increased commitment, higher POS, and willingness 

to exercise OCB. In addition, we found that organisational level i-deals can to a high degree 

offset negative feelings related to social comparison such as jealousy, as everyone basically 

has the same level of freedom and if not, they understood why. Further, we found that not all 

perceived themselves as being able to take advantage of freedom to the same degree, 

however this was based on their specific job-related tasks, and not on their performance or 

relationship to their superior. Because inequality of the degree these i-deals could be 
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leveraged were based on objective factors over social relations, it nevertheless maintained 

the feeling of fairness in Pentia. 

 

Pentia’s management described the organisation as a ‘Democracy Tyranny’, which is an 

interesting description of oneself, due to the harsh and negative associations to the word 

‘tyranny’. At least is does not evoke an immediate feeling of fairness. However, used in this 

setting, ‘tyranny’ actually referred to something highly valued. As argued throughout the 

analysis, Pentia is strongly based on employee involvement in decision making, which justifies 

the term ‘democracy’. However, the work-frame, and in particular the MHF, was allowed to 

be criticised, but not open for change as Pentia’s management is fully convinced that this is 

the right approach. Recall the CEO’s statement with regard to this: “But this thing – the 

numbers speak for themselves.” Therefore, Pentia is next to being a ‘democracy’ also a 

‘tyranny’, because the management’s beliefs trump employees’ desires for change – Pentia 

would rather find a new employee. The negotiated rule actually constitutes a great deal of 

being a ‘tyranny’, even though the term ‘negotiated’ might seem ironical to associate with the 

term ‘tyranny’. Which strategic direction Pentia should go, what CSR projects Pentia should 

work on, and which social events to pursue is all conversations where employees are invited 

and their opinion is guiding, and sometimes even decisive. The work-frame however is not. So 

why is this positive? Because it establishes trust and credibility to the narrative (Kaplan & 

Orlikowski, 2014), and even more so as it is strongly reflected in the resources of exchange. If 

not even employees’ wishes to work more can change the management’s mind, neither can a 

customer. Pentia is a tyranny as they do not bow to internal or external pressure, which is why 

the word ‘tyranny’ somehow ends up being an essential part of their ‘heroic story’ of 

protecting employees – even from themselves (Barry & Elmes, 1997; Søderberg, 2006). 

 

As we have argued, the ‘gift’ in Pentia is given ‘with no strings attached’ and reciprocating it 

through work-hours was not allowed. However, in the case we found a high level of social 

engagement – and social commitment. This is a central focus for Pentia, which is why it is not 

strange that it is reflected in employees’ behaviour. However, we argue that the negotiated 

rule actually further increases the quality of the social exchange relationship. One reason 

being that since the ‘gift’ cannot be reciprocated through work hours, employees must find 

different ways of doing so. One apparent way is through social engagement, as this is so highly 
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appreciated. Therefore, OCB in Pentia happens through social interacts instead of working 

overtime. Simply put, the negotiated rule then spurs a more healthy work-environment 

instead of one leading to stress. Moreover, we argue that because employees have an 

employer who is so resistant to changing their beliefs in order to protect their employees – as 

reflected in the narrative – the trust and reliability will not only make the commitment 

stronger (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014), but also the social exchange relationship better. The 

hypocrisy that can be found in other organisations, who argue for good work-life balance, but 

make employees work extensive overtime, will likely be difficult to socially commit to in the 

long run, as the organisation ultimately takes more time away from your family than formally 

agreed upon. In Pentia this is not a risk, as the i-deals underline the organisational 

commitment that leads to POS and makes the care believable (Settoon et al., 1996). 

Therefore, having different levels of expectations to professional and social engagement 

might be beneficial, as it leads to more clear separation in employees’ minds, and because the 

organisation cannot leverage social commitment to favour themselves economically due to 

the negotiated rules (Cook & Emerson, 1978). 

 

Being a ‘Democracy Tyranny’ and having negotiated rules not up for negotiation, limits work-

oriented OCB but creates an outstanding amount of trust. The trust makes it easier to commit 

to the organisation as employees are aware of exactly what they commit to, and what is 

expected in return – which in other organisations would be significantly less explicit. In recent 

time, much focus has been put on the increasing level of stress, and parallels have been found 

to an increase in employees with flexible worktime (Rockwool Fonden, 2018; Kølln, 2017). 

Pentia uses the epic form to create compelling narrative (Barry & Elmes, 1997) to display itself 

as a hero fighting actively against an infamous dynamic, and is able to do so by having their 

work-frame built on negotiated rules (Cook & Emerson, 1978), which leave room for 

individualisation – creating the same effects of i-deals on an individual level (Rousseau et al., 

2006). The negotiated rules are still not preferable if one looks at an organisation solely with 

an economic lens; at least not until expenses of work-related stress exceed the profit of extra 

working hours or talents seek out an alternative compensation package with more explicit 

expectations. However, due to these known negative effects, employees’ wishes, and 

employees’ negation power in numerous knowledge-industries, we argue that negotiated 

rules deserve to reclaim a place in academic research. We found that it was valued for 
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employees, both in regard to the organisational and individual benefits, and it created an 

overwhelmingly strong social exchange relationship. All these effects are closely related to the 

presence of negotiated rules. While no other research has been conducted on organisational 

level i-deals, negotiated rules at Pentia were found to be crucial in order to maintain profitable 

business practice and enforce the enactment of their promises to employees. Whether this is 

true for all cases, and what determines it – such as industry or product sold – we are not able 

to say. Yet, we do believe that Pentia’s success of using negotiated rules to offer organisational 

level i-deals serves as proof that negotiated rules still have its rights in academia, and its 

effects in today’s societies would be both interesting and beneficial to obtain an enhanced 

understanding about by researching other cases. Another reason that speaks for this is 

negotiated rules’ relation to how certain resources are perceived depending on the manner 

in which they are exchanged, which we will turn back to later. 

 

5.3. Resources of Exchange 
 
As more and more theories sprang from the core essence of SET, which Cropanzano and 

Mitchell (2005) sum up accurately as comprising “actions contingent on the rewarding 

reactions of others, which over time provide for mutually and rewarding transactions and 

relationships” (p. 890), the diffusion of theoretical offspring led to misconceptions and 

distorted application. While the six resources of exchange presented by Foa and Foa’s (1980) 

Resource Theory were considered largely comprehensive, research about them came to a 

halt. Rather than being subject to continuous critical re-evaluation, the resources money, 

goods, services, information, status, and love served as a basis for novel areas of research and 

as underlying assumptions. Before questioning whether or not resources identified almost 40 

years ago still apply to today’s world, especially with regard to businesses, one may first 

bother to ask why it is that we even care about the material and immaterial resources we 

exchange within a relationship.  

 

Having its origin in Foa and Foa’s (1980) Resource Theory, the resources of exchange in SET 

are not at all restricted to single relationships, but instead were meant to exhaust all resources 

that can be exchanged in any interpersonal relationship, regardless of whether we talk about 

employment situations, romantic entanglement, or our loyalty towards our favourite brand 

(Foa & Foa, 1980). What SET really aims to uncover is anchored much more deeply in human 
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nature than it first appears, as all humans strive for engagement in one way or another 

(Malinowski, 1922b). The resources for the development and advancement of such 

relationships must therefore also be seen as the most basic building blocks for societies, 

organisations, and systems, as none of these things could exist if the human would strive for 

complete independence and solitude. So why is it that we need to know what we are 

exchanging? The answers to this questions are numerous, but in the context of this thesis it is 

more focussed: we need to understand what it is that humans today are striving for, because 

it is on one hand the greatest indicator of what we as a society are lacking and maybe even 

have forgotten about, and on the other hand enables organisations to leverage societal and 

political shortcomings into competitive advantages through attracting and retaining talents.  

Furthermore, according to Weick’s (1979) model of interlocked behaviour, understanding the 

resources of exchange is important, as it allows individuals to assess whether or not helping a 

group achieve the common end can be used to propagate themselves to achieve their diverse 

end. As Hernes et al.’s (2015) framework is partially built on Weick’s (1979) interlocked 

behaviours it implies that commitment can never be understood solely through striving for 

the common end, but the personal gain also has to be considered, which we believe 

strengthens our argument that SET and Sensemaking in relation can deepen our 

understanding of commitment.  

 

As we found our case company, among the few things we knew, was that Pentia does things 

different from others – and it does so with both, pride and success. To understand “what’s the 

story here” (Weick et al., 2005, p. 410), the theories we may apply must help us break down 

all observations into their most basic elements to understand the processes and dynamics in 

place. Like with the Lego Star Wars Space Shuttle at Pentia’s office, all of the complexity and 

time that lies within the final product we see, it would not exist without every single building 

block in place. It is for this reason that we decided to turn to Foa and Foa’s (1980) theoretical 

extension of social exchange theory, as it addresses the question of what can be exchanged 

interpersonally. Due to the Resource Theory’s exhaustive nature, the resources have largely 

been taken for granted and served as a basis for the development of more contemporary 

theories. However, given the rapid – almost exponential – speed of developments across the 

planet and constant shifts in organisational foci, we found it essential to question whether or 

not these developments call for re-evaluation of the theory. 
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Regardless of how basic the resources of exchange were found to be, 40 years of development 

have left their impact on humans in multiple ways, like their minds, their needs, their 

expectations, and arguably even their nature. While the studies in this field were conducted 

during times of post-war recovery where many industries thrived, the nature of work has 

changed considerably from manual labour and excellence in operations to cognitive labour 

that needs innovation and education to pave its way into the future. We hence argue for the 

need to frequently take a step back and look at what we find to be the priorities of humans 

and society in the contemporary context. And looking at well-performing outliers in business, 

such as our case company, is one promising way to see beyond the norms we accept and 

assume to be true. 

 

The resources of exchange we found at Pentia provide evidence that Foa and Foa’s (1980) 

status quo might not anymore be as comprehensive as they once were. We identified 

boundaries and stability to be potential new resources of exchange that passed some of the 

existing resources in terms of their value to society. Perhaps this observation can be explained 

by looking at the context in which Foa and Foa (1980) conducted there research, while 

employment was often based on negotiated rules, while today many organisations have 

shifted towards favouring the principle of reciprocity. Recall the definition of negotiated rule 

as being rules set prior to the exchange where all specifics are known by the individuals 

involved (Cook & Emerson, 1978; Cook et al., 1983). If all specifics are known in advance, all 

parties of the exchange are aware of exactly what is expected of them. On the other hand, 

exchanges based on the principle of reciprocity – such as gift exchanges (Mauss, 1925) – do 

not specify what is expected in return. However, something will be expected in return no 

matter if reciprocity is driven by interdependencies (Molm, 1994) or driving by norms and 

individual orientation (Malinowski, 1932). When an employer gives us something we desire or 

need, we experience POS, and along with it a felt obligation to give something back 

(Eisenberger et al., 1986). By feeling supported by our employer we are more likely to show 

OCB and voluntarily commit to do more than agreed (Witt, 1991). Thereby, the principle of 

reciprocity takes away the possibility of knowing specifics in advance, which in turn actually 

means that the expectations are not fully known prior to engaging in the exchange – and 

maybe never even become explicit. This might be what has happened in the employment 
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relationships, where overtime has become a norm and stress is fostered through implicit 

expectations that materialise in the form of pressure. Perhaps, that is exactly why we were 

able to discover the resources of boundaries and stability at Pentia – which they had 

introduced through basing the exchange on elements of negotiated rules. Knowing explicitly 

what was expected from employees was ultimately perceived as freedom as a result of 

boundaries and stability.  

  

Historically speaking, love has generally not been expected to be provided by one’s employer, 

yet professional life takes a more prominent role in individual’s minds than they did in the 

1980s when Foa and Foa (1980) presented their findings. Hence, we argue that ensuring to 

fulfil the needs that have emerged over the last decades is inevitable to deal with an 

continuously developing and advancing world. As our analysis points out, that one of the 

elements that determine the strength of a social exchange relationships are the resources an 

organisation provides, as they make up part of the foundation for the emergence of 

commitment, which ultimately determines how much cognitive capacity and effort individuals 

are willing to exercise to contribute to the common cause. 

 

Money has lost some of its power to retain employees, especially in a market that is 

undersaturated with regard to specialised and educated workers. Providing sought after 

resources, such as love, stability, and boundaries and thereby creating and maintaining a 

feeling of freedom is arguably a much more sustainable driver of commitment and even 

though that was not originally Pentia’s motivation to implement its system of beliefs and 

values, we were able to see this effect in today’s context. An interesting finding here, was that 

the aspect of negotiated rules within the employment contract would never be able to address 

the resource Love, as no contract may demand that you will love everyone around you, yet 

the case of Pentia shows that it is indeed possible to enforce the exchange of this resource 

through a guiding narrative and its values if employees can make sense of why it is required. 

Of course we acknowledge that there are not only multiple generations and world-views 

among the workforce at a single point in time, due to workforce heterogeneity, but finding 

early indications for new needs by conducting research on such companies can arguably serve 

to guide future-oriented strategic decisions into the right direction.  
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In our analysis we found that the more universal goods have less of an impact on individuals’ 

satisfaction than the more particularistic ones, and even though status is a big challenge for 

Pentia, it can make up for these shortcomings by compiling their compensation package in a 

meaningful manner. Pentia managed to be appealing to employees in a highly competitive 

industry, even though they were no market leaders in monetary terms. Arguably, other 

consulting companies currently still use money as a major selling proposition in the labour 

market and that can be the reason why some struggle to retain performance-driven 

employees for extended periods of time. What our analysis points to is that it is not only the 

resource itself that shapes the appreciation of employees, but also what expectations are 

attached to the exchange. Given through a negotiated rule, an employee perceives the 

resource as ‘no strings attached’ (Cook & Emerson, 1978), while given through the principle 

of reciprocity he develops a felt obligation to compensate the gesture (Malinowski, 1922a). In 

addition, providing a narrative that focusses around an ideology so general that it would be 

impossible to say what industry the company operated in, rather than a work-related 

objective, would according to the current state of literature not be sufficient for uniting an 

organisations work-force to ‘pull in the same direction’ (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014). Yet, it is 

exactly the fact that Pentia succeeds in doing that, which shows that successful strategic 

management needs to acknowledge that their organisation does not necessarily work because 

of its visionary goal – it works because the employees under its name are willing to engage 

into relationships and work together to achieve something great. 

 

5.4. A Successful Rule-Enforced Narrative 
 
Throughout our analysis of the narrative at Pentia we came to the interesting conclusion that 

it differs from narratives we have previously encountered and read about in other studies. It 

does so by consisting of an ideological vision that while being extremely general allows the 

company to more closely guide and demand specific social behaviour from its employees 

through specific rules. Throughout our data collection we found that Pentia’s narrative 

allowed the company to govern its workforce more intimately without triggering the defences 

other employers would encounter if they attempted a similar level of behavioural 

management. Hence, a question that became very predominant was whether or not Pentia’ 

narrative could be considered as an alternative form. The following section will dive a little 

deeper into what makes it so distinct from other types of narratives. 
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While Pentia’s narrative was found to be fundamentally different from other strategic 

narratives it still entails most of the characteristics, and maybe more significantly the effects 

known from theory. Overall, narratives should guide behaviour and make sense of actions 

(Barry & Elmes, 1997). As highlighted by Søderberg (2006), Hernes et al. (2015), and Kaplan 

and Orlikowski (2014) a compelling narrative needs to link the past, present, and future. 

Kaplan and Orlikowski (2014) formulate it as “rethinking the past”, “reconsidering present 

concerns” and “reimagining a future” (p. 26). All these time perspectives are taken into 

consideration in the narrative of Pentia; a former culture built on the same value – yet 

meaning something significantly different – gave a feeling of stability, by telling a heroic story 

of resisting widespread unhealthy work practices, and strengthened it by promising to 

maintain resistance in the future. Kaplan and Orlikowski (2014) argue that the linking of time 

constitutes the element of coherence, which is one if the three elements that makes up a 

compelling narrative – the others being acceptability and plausibility.  

 

Pentia’s narrative also lives up to the element of being acceptable, as it resonates well with 

employees and brings the company together (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014). It is captivating in 

its epic form (Barry & Elmes, 1979; Søderberg, 2006), as Pentia tells a story of a compassionate 

the ‘hero’, who resists opposing forces to provide love in a world where that resource has 

become forgotten. In order to maintain its strength and ability to persist, Pentia as the ‘hero’ 

requires each of its members to support it by showing compassion towards one another. 

While the narrative has the familiar element of a known obstacle of unhealthy work-

environments and recognisable villains, it also features novelty of resisting this by insisting on 

fun, happiness, and respect for people’s personal life, ultimately making the narrative partly 

defamiliar (Barry & Elmes, 1997).    

 

What is however largely lacking from the narrative is the element of being plausible, taking 

into consideration business-related matters, such as the competitive landscape as well as 

abilities and resources of the company (Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014). While Pentia’s narrative 

does take into consideration the competitors, it is in regard to work conditions over business 

practices – or in fact the resources exchanged. Pentia’s narrative differentiates itself by 

portraying an ideological perspective of the role organisations should play within society. 
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More specifically, opposing to more common types of narratives which aim at making 

individuals work together to contribute to achieving the ambitious objective, Pentia reverses 

the roles by projecting a world-view where the organisation should work for its employees. 

While this is very much in line with the origin of organisations as a means to create wealth for 

its workforce, money is not Pentia’s focus at all, rather love is the resource it strives to provide 

most dominantly. 

 

It is argued that the strategic narrative should be a story of direction from which actions can 

be understood and influenced (Barry & Elmes, 1997), as it provides a meaningful response to 

why employees should act together (Hernes et al., 2015). Pentia’s narrative in fact does so, 

but in relation to social behaviour regarding building a fun place with employee involvement 

and room for family. In turn, it provides very few, if any, answers of why the work they perform 

is actually meaningful. However, this might paradoxically be one of the reasons for its 

compellingness and strength; being a digital consultancy it might be difficult to build a long-

lasting and stable story of themselves that has the level of captivation as Pentia’s narrative 

does. While it was found that Pentia’s narrative was not in fact ‘hot air’ or merely branding, 

as the narrative was clearly reflected both in the social exchange relationship as well as in the 

patterns of interacts, it might not be fully accurate to label it as a strategic narrative as it lacks 

the business perspective which is an element highlighted as prerequisite in the theories (Barry 

& Elmes, 1997; Kaplan & Orlikowski, 2014; Hernes et al., 2015). Therefore, we argue that 

Pentia’s narrative instead advocates of an ideology.  

 

What makes Pentia’s narrative even more unusual is that it does not only consists of an 

extremely general ideology, decoupled from business objectives and goals, but also features 

a clear set of rules. Pentia’s narrative is therefore made up by a mix of an extremely general 

and an extremely specific element, not guiding work-tasks, but determining specific 

behaviour. Consequently, the narrative it not just an ideology, but a rule-enforced ideology. 

Since these rules directly affect the behaviour of its workforce, they arguably work as a control 

mechanism, which underlines the authenticity of Pentia’s claims on one hand, while having to 

meet a strict set of conditions on the other. Because these rules cannot be broken by 

employees, Pentia forces the hands of its employees to act and behave in a certain way, which 

can only be accepted by a workforce if these rules clearly speak in favour of the employees 
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themselves. Additionally, we argue that, like the narrative, the rules have to be compelling – 

and probably to a higher extend – to be perceived as proof of authenticity, rather than as 

cynical and restrictive. As mentioned earlier in the discussion about negotiated rules, Pentia 

achieves this by introducing the element of negotiated rules into their employment contracts 

and thereby removes the risk of uncertainty about implicit expectations (Cook & Emerson, 

1978). While there are many employers who claim to take care of their employees and will be 

able to present some initiatives to support that claim, they often lack mechanisms to make its 

enactment certain. The MHF and FHF at Pentia, however, are perceived as restricting the 

company as a whole, while enforcing the freedom the company promises to its employees. 

 

In fact, the labour market at the time of this research is a market in favour of employees – 

especially for the IT industry – which has been confirmed several times from different sides at 

Pentia. While organisations struggle to find specialised workers for the IT industry, Pentia’s 

distinct promises speak to a niche of individuals across all specialisations, as current industry 

practices demand, promote, and reward employees’ willingness to dedicate more and more 

of their time to working professionally. This may also constitute another reason for why 

Pentia’s work-frame fulfils a need that is challenging to harmonise with other organisational 

designs: while the desire for flexibility in the way work is performed fits in well with the world’s 

developments in many areas, such as mobility and connectivity, it also presents the risk of 

obscuring the boundaries between professional and private life (Kølln, 2017). From an 

organisational perspective this risk is attractive to abuse, as an increase in work-hours per 

employee may lead to an increase in profitability. By working for Pentia under the agreed 

work conditions, individuals may hedge themselves against that risk.  

 

Despite having explicit rules and lacking the element of being plausible, there was a high level 

of commitment towards the narrative in Pentia – even considering the limitations and 

challenges it introduced – as employees found other sources of commitment to make up for 

the aspects Pentia’s narrative does not offer. While the theory of strategic narratives captures 

many companies’ approaches, it fails to explain why a narrative lacking central elements is still 

able to be so compelling. Interestingly, Pentia’s narrative proved to be compelling and enacted 

to such a degree that they have gotten international recognition. Therefore, we propose that 

the research about narratives should investigate other types than solely what has been 
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termed the ‘strategic narrative’ to gain deeper understanding and explanatory power of why 

companies that do this completely different are still able to achieve the same or even better 

effects.  

 

6. Conclusion 
 
The overall goal of this thesis was to answer the research question: How does Pentia’s social 

exchange relationship and sensemaking create interacts that drive commitment? In order to 

answer the research question, we wanted to examine how organisational level idiosyncratic 

deals (‘i-deals’) are achieved by the company and how they affect the quality of the social 

exchange relationship. Another sub-question that helped us answering the research question 

was which resources Pentia and its employees exchange and how this relates to sensemaking. 

The research question was inspired by the theory of sensemaking (Weick, 2001; Hernes et al., 

2015), which allowed us to connect interacts with commitment towards a narrative by letting 

us understand the processes that lead up to it and we decided to couple it with the social 

exchange theory (‘SET’; Malinowski, 1922a; Mauss, 1925; Foa & Foa, 1980), as it provides the 

elements which are essential to assess the quality of a social exchange relationship. In order 

to answer our research question, we conducted a case study with the IT-consultancy Pentia – 

an organisation in the far end of the knowledge economy. Pentia stands out through its 

organisational design and has received a lot of attention nationally and internationally.  

 

The first important finding of this thesis was that employees at Pentia expressed, enjoyed, and 

appreciated a level of freedom to tailor their work around their private lives that is in line with 

the notion of idiosyncratic deals, as their enactment strongly differed between individuals, 

implying that they were of non-standard nature. However, as i-deals are usually negotiated 

between employees and their superior, lifting them onto the organisational level requires the 

elimination of superiors as mediators with the power to influence these deals. At Pentia, we 

found that the i-deals employees enjoyed were not subject at all to human assessment and 

required no approval of changes. They were, however, subject to other restrictions that 

applied and arguably established order and efficiency into the workplace. These restrictions 

took shape in the form of the work-frame, which consisted of the max-hour frame (‘MHF’) and 

the flex-hour frame (‘FHF’). Our analysis of this work-frame, applying SET, led us to understand 
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that it constitutes a negotiated rule element of the employment contract and thereby 

enforced the enactment of it, as it prevented the emergence of implicit expectations to work 

overtime. This aspect of working at Pentia was non-negotiable, as top management 

considered it to be part of the company’s core beliefs and it was a major feature in its 

narrative. Employees generally expressed strong appreciation towards this, as it ensured that 

individuals could pursue their private lives reliably and according to their preferences outside 

the six on-site hours. Even though it also introduced some challenges to the nature of work in 

the consultancy, it led to an extremely high level of trust and thus had a strong positive effect 

on the quality of the social exchange relationship that emerged, which in turn answers our 

first sub-question. 

 
 
Apart from negotiated rules as one significant driver of the social exchange relationship, the 

resources exchanged between Pentia and its employees also played an essential role. The 

researchers Foa and Foa (1980) identified six main resources of exchange, namely ‘money’, 

‘goods’, ‘services’, ‘information’, ‘status’, and ‘love’. While all of these were present to 

different degrees, we found that money as well as goods and services (which we examined in 

union) provided the basis for the employment relationship, information was exchanged 

through mentoring programmes and knowledge sharing sessions, yet status was a challenging 

resource for Pentia to offer due to its size, flat hierarchy, and advocated values and beliefs. 

Surprisingly, we found the resource of love to create the strongest attraction, despite it being 

a resource usually not associated with employment relationships. Further, we identified two 

other resources of exchange that played an important role to employees: ‘boundaries’, and 

‘stability’. Stability and boundaries in union was found to lead to the feeling of freedom, as 

employees were able to disconnect from work reliably and without fear of failing others’ 

expectations. In return employees were expected to exercise time-limited professional effort 

and favourable social behaviour. This is where we found a strong relation to the theory of 

sensemaking. Pentia’s distinct rule-enforced narrative consisted of an ideology with a strong 

social focus. Demanding specific social behaviour from employees led to constructive and 

frequent social interacts among employees, which developed into patterns that fostered the 

development of commitment to one another. We found that this ultimately also led 

employees to express love towards Pentia, as they felt thankfulness and appreciation for the 

caring and comforting work-environment this created. Hence, we come to the conclusion that 
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the resources of exchange that make up Pentia’s compensation package and demands are 

quite unique to the company and are extremely well aligned with the message and story of its 

narrative, leading employees to understand and accept both. Even more so, this alignment 

appeared to reinforce the credibility and authenticity of the company’s claims and increased 

employees’ willingness to fulfil its demands to the fullest extent possible, which in turn 

answers the second sub-question in our introduction. 

 

These insights finally allow us to approach our research question of how Pentia’s social 

exchange relationships and sensemaking create interacts that drive commitment. As we found 

throughout our analysis, the quality of the social exchange relationship employees showed 

towards Pentia was extraordinarily high due to the compelling harmonisation of its narrative 

and values with the exchanged resources and negotiated rules. Further, the trust and 

credibility this harmonisation evoked caused employees to display a very high willingness to 

act in accordance with organisational demands. Specifically, we found that Pentia’s demand 

for nice social behaviour, as represented in its narrative and expressed frequently by 

management, took a central role in creating interacts. The narrative’s compelling story guided 

interacts, as acting in opposition to the expectations would make employees feel like one of 

the ‘villains’ Pentia resists against. These guided interacts include helping colleagues, taking 

part in social events, leaving the computer at the office over the weekend, and getting to know 

one another. The MHF and FHF as negotiated rules which have been adopted into the 

narrative, do not guide, but rather determine the interacts that may take place while 

preventing unfavourable ones. It does so by subjecting every employee to obedience towards 

the work-frame’s flexibility and protection promise. The rule-enforced narrative hence 

ensured that the ‘tyrannical’ imposition of what is allowed and what is not was indeed 

respected and enacted through all levels of the company, while the ‘democratic’ inclusion of 

all employees into the culture carried the feeling of comfort, fun, and togetherness. In union, 

these different elements led employees to develop commitment on different levels. The 

frequent and friendly social interacts fostered the development of social commitment 

towards one another in the company. The ideological and unchanging element of the 

narrative on the other hand inspired trust and a sense of stability, which in turn fostered 

interpretative commitment towards the cause and Pentia itself. However, in order to enact 

the underlying idea of the narrative, employees also had to commit socially as the greater 
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cause and desired social behaviour were inseparable. Interpretative commitment towards the 

work-tasks, however, was difficult for Pentia to evoke due to the lack of business relation of 

their narrative. In conclusion, Pentia took advantage of a unique mix of selection criteria, rules 

that determine behaviour, and a story with values that guide social interacts to achieve a 

remarkable high level of commitment that it refused to abuse for personal gain, which oddly 

enough allowed the company to turn their ‘tyranny’ into a driver of the social exchange 

relationship quality and ultimately also commitment.  

 

What these findings reveal is that the relation between an organisation’s narrative, work 

arragement, and compensation package may have a strong reinforcing effect on each other if 

they are well aligned. Rule-enforced narratives may be beneficial to an extent, however, the 

rules within it have to favour employees over the employer in order to become accepted. 

Research so far shows little evidence of this form of narrative as it mainly examines strategic 

narratives with a business-related story. In our case, we find evidence that an ideological 

narrative may be an interesting area to conduct more studies on, as it commits the work-force 

in different ways. Further, we find that SET’s resources of exchange are a driver of a good 

social exchange relationship, which can increase retention and employees’ willingness to 

exercise organisational citizenship behaviour. These resources, however, we found to have 

changed as society and business continuously develop so that existing needs and desires 

become under-satisfied. Revisiting the resources of exchange regularly in order to prepare 

businesses’ compensation packages for the future workforce’s attraction may help offset 

volatility in the labour market. Lastly, we suggest the element of negotiated rules to take back 

a place in academia, to find out to what extent it may be used in employment contracts to 

increase happiness and productivity of employees.  

 

6.1. The Professional Pride Issue and a Recommended Solution 
 
Throughout our analysis we found evidence that Pentia’s distinct focus on promoting social 

dedication over professional performance led to a struggle to provide sufficient motivation 

for employees who are performance-driven and strive for achievement. While the rule-

enforced narrative guides favourable social behaviour and leads to high levels of commitment, 

the main reason management highlighted for individuals to leave the company was their 

desire to grow professionally. However, Pentia’s moderate size, flat organisational hierarchy, 
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and strong focus on social behaviour made promotions more difficult and at the same time 

less meaningful. Employees who stand out in terms of their social behaviour were eligible for 

the Junior Partner Programme, while there is no such programme in place to show 

appreciation to those who consistently deliver good work in good speed. Yet, they are 

undoubtedly important for the company to maintain its reputation as competitive and reliable 

service provider.  

 

As highly performance-oriented individuals oftentimes attach meaning to their work, the 

intrinsic motivation of these employees appears to suffer most strongly from a sacrifice of 

quality for the sake of on-time completion of a project. Inevitably, this leads to frustration 

among these individuals, who have to accept the limited professional growth opportunities 

like everybody else, yet are not eligible for alternative tokens of appreciation, like the Junior 

Partner Programme. In terms of SET, the resources that are exchanged through this 

programme are love from the employees’ side for status from Pentia’s side, while information 

in form of professional effort cannot be exchanged to achieve the same reward. Rewarding 

both paths equally would lead to competition among different groups and come with the risk 

of one culture dominating the other, thereby consequently leading to a sacrifice of the valued 

‘socialness’. In the following we would like to present one way to address the professional 

pride issue which we believe could even reinforce Pentia’s organisational values.  

 

While pure performance-measurement would come with the associated risks for the 

organisation’s precious culture, Pentia could leverage skilled employees into using their 

knowledge to elevate the overall performance of the company, by rewarding them for sharing 

that knowledge with their colleagues. Hence, we suggest introducing social interacts in the 

form of knowledge-sharing as a mediator to measure professional competence. By 

introducing a reward programme for ‘Knowledge Ambassadors’ – analogous to the Junior 

Partner Programme – we believe Pentia could provide performance-driven individuals with a 

way to attach meaning to their work by helping others to become better, while at the same 

time motivating them to stay for longer through the prospect of earning their recognition 

through the prestigious title of ‘Knowledge Ambassador’. 
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While we are aware that the implementation of such an initiative would require time an effort, 

we nevertheless believe that it would allow Pentia to elegantly navigate around the risk of 

cannibalizing the valued organisational culture and arguably even reinforce its organisational 

setup from both theoretical perspectives of this thesis. Through the lens of SET, Pentia would 

increase the availability of status as a resource of exchange and thereby strengthen and 

prolong the social exchange relationships that emerge (Foa & Foa, 1980). From a sensemaking 

point of view, the values and promises advocated through the narrative would become even 

more present in everyday interacts, as helping fellow ‘Pentianere’ would be enriched by a 

feeling of accomplishment and recognition – and according to Hernes et al.’s (2015) 

sensemaking framework foster even more social and interpretative commitment towards it.  

This way Pentia could increase its attractiveness to performance-driven individuals and to 

some extent address the challenges with regard to professional pride. While of course such a 

new programme would potentially require the separation of social and professional activities, 

to endow both types of ambassadors with a set of responsibility, we argue that having two 

reward programmes with different foci could help Pentia to be fit for further growth, as it 

allows for a better and more orderly task and responsibility distribution. 

 

6.2. Limitations of the Thesis 
 
While we were able to dissect the dynamics we found at our case company, the findings of 

this thesis are not intended to be perceived as universally true or widely generalisable. Rather, 

the findings, which partly contradict the current state of research literature, and the extreme 

case of Pentia as such may serve as a foundation for questioning assumptions and 

argumentations that have established themselves as solid and guiding. Further, the resources 

of exchange we found to be central throughout this thesis worked in the specific context of 

our study and would need to be contrasted with findings and studies in other social and 

political environments to refine our understanding of what the common denominators are 

that allow us to leverage the human nature into mutually beneficial employment 

relationships. As we believe all resources of exchange are interrelated, we are also not able to 

evaluate what the effects of a single resource would be, rather we were able to analyse the 

effect of the compensation package as a whole. In addition, we do not want to claim that the 

narrative and culture we discovered at Pentia were introduced with the strategic effects in 

mind, but rather developed and adapted over time to become relevant to the audience at any 
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given point in time. As our research design did not take place over extended period of time or 

change, we were not able to observe how a change in patterns of interacts would affect 

commitment and the narrative, but instead allowed us to see how the narrative is reflected in 

the sensemaking process. Hence, labels and meanings we were able to extract from our 

interviews with employees are a result of continuous and dynamic sensemaking, which may 

arguably contain strategic agendas. Nevertheless, the insight this study gave into the benefits 

of treating human capital as more than mere means for profit, especially within the ever-

growing knowledge economy, provides an optimistic scenario of how organisations could 

structure their values and cultures with a more noble focus on enabling individuals’ self-

realisation. The mutually beneficial effect we found with regard to this was that a happy 

workforce with a good work-life balance indicated higher willingness to commit to its 

employer than in highly performance-oriented organisational designs. 
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Appendix 1 – List of Journals 
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Appendix 2 – Example of Interview Guide 
 
Interview Guide Pentia – Backend Developer 

Intro: 

- Personal Introduction, Presentation of Research Topic, Administrative information, 

Ethical information (Company open, Name omitted but position open, You are the 

expert, Transparency, & Opt. out) 

- Can you quickly introduce yourself?  

o Position at Pentia 

o Background (How did you get to Pentia?) 

Commitment: 

- What is your favorite thing about Pentia? 

o What is the ‘Culture of Fun’? 

- When you came to Pentia, what was most challenging to you?  

- Is there anything that you dislike about working at Pentia? 

o Can you really be yourself here? 

- What do you feel makes your work in Pentia meaningful? 

Pentia’s Frame: 

Pentia has a very unique Frame within which work happens   

 

- How does that Flex-hour frame work for you? 

- What impact did this have on how you manage your time / life? 
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- Can you tell us an anecdote of when the Flex-hour frame was in the way of getting 

your work done? 

o Does it ever make you feel restricted to work within that frame? And how? 

 

Project Triangle: Alignment of Demands/Quality, Time, and Resources. 

-  Can you tell me how this is exercised in practice?  

- Do you feel that everyone is treated the same within Pentia? (Fairness?) 

 
Team-collaboration and support plays a big role in Pentia’s performance evaluation. 
 

- How much do you feel you learn while working here?  

- How is your relationship with your team? How about the relation with your 

superior? 

o How often do you stay in the office after your workday is over? 

- Do you feel supported by your organisation?  

- Do you feel obligated in front of your team/superior to finish your tasks on time?  

o What do you do if you see you cannot keep the agreed deadline/quality?  

Outcome: 

- What value do all these features (flex-hours, expectation alignment, team-focus)  

provide to you? 

- How much do you believe that Pentia’s approach to organizing is the right way to 

do it? 
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Appendix 3 – Pictures of the Arcade Room at Pentia 
 

 
Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 

 

 
Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 
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Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 

Appendix 4 – Pictures of the Office Space at Pentia 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 

Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 
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Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 

 
  

 Retrieved from Pentia's Facebook-Page 

Retrieved from Great Place to Work Danmark 2016 
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Appendix 5 – ‘Pentia Social’ Mailing List Description with Translation 
 

 
Screenshot from Cultural Profile 2018 p. 88 

 
Translation:  
 
Pentia Social (pentiasocial@pentia.dk) 
 
Used to send mails with a softer, more social, entertaining – but not the less - important 
content. Mails send to this address goes directly in the inbox, but it is allowed to make a rule 
that sends it to a homemade folder in Outlook. Please respond everyone everytime.  
 
Subjects to send out can be:  
 
“Juhuuu it is my birthday and I brought cake” 
 
“We got a daughter, son, twins, triplets” 
 
“Check out this ridiculously fun video” 
 
“Is anyone up for jumping in the ocean?” 
 
“There is a snow fight out front” 
 
… make up more yourself…!  
 
Description from the intranet of what the mailing list Pentia Social can be used for 
 
 


