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1.      Resume 

Dette forskningsprojekt vil søge at afklare og beskrive hvordan ledelsesteams i 

organisationer der er i gang med, eller skal til at undergå organisationsændringer, kan 

imødekomme og endda udnytte medarbejderes engagement i virksomheden. Ved at 

nuancere John Kotters struktur for organisationsændringer, men ændre 

kommunikationsretningen fra top/down til tovejs, kan man dels udnytte medarbejdernes 

specifikke viden, men også aktivt modvirke modstand mod processen. Hvis man 

implementerer Karl Weicks teori om sensemaking , skaber dette nye perspektiver for at 

forstå medarbejdere og deres handlinger og følelser når deres verden forandres. Dette kan 

bruges til at styre deres sensemaking processer, således at de lettere accepterer og 

identificerer sig med ændringerne. Resultaterne er interessante, idet selve styrringen af 

følelsesdannelse er sværere end forudset, men også ved at selve styringen, når den sker, 

kan bringe store fordele for organisationen. Dette stiller spørgsmålstegn ved nogle 

antagelser vedrørende tempoet i organisationsændringer og nuancerer hvilke strategier der 

reelt er til rådighed. Tid bliver mindre vigtigt i forhold til allerede eksisterende kulturel 

kontekst. Medabejderes organisationsbaserede tillid viser sig også at være mindre vigtig, 

idet eventuel modstand baseret heri stadig er underlagt organisationens sociale kontrol.  
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1. Introduction 

Organisational change seems to have become the norm in modern organisations (Brown & 

Eisenhardt 1997), (Franken, Edwards & Lambert 2009). New company structures are created 

and tested, new government departments created, merged or removed after elections and 

even during parliaments. Organisational structure is reworked and organisational culture 

has become a competitive edge to attract the top level employees who can contribute to 

the bottom line. At the same time employees have never been better educated or had a 

stronger sense of identity or ambition, yet they are only very rarely included in the thought 

process behind big organisational changes. This research paper will present a case study of 

how employees can be included in the change process in order to create a sense of change 

project ownership and to reduce resistance levels which might inhibit or even sabotage the 

change project. This reason and necessity for this is that employees can no longer be relied 

upon to stay with and organisation for the duration of their career. Rather, many are likely 

to jump ship if they feel maltreated and perceive a better career opportunity somewhere 

else. Employees are also much more self-aware their identity depends less on who they 

work for than what they do. This in turn has made them much more independent and less 

willing to accept perceived abuse. It has also turned the table on who decides whether 

abuse has taken place, this is no longer purely a management privilege. And the result? An 

estimated 70% (Beer & Nohria 2000) of all change projects fail to meet expectations and 

some fail so tremendously that it has significant negative effects on the organisation. 

This paper aims to show that it is possible and indeed can be desirable to include the 

employee in the change process. Not that they are included in all decisions, but that actively 

encouraging feedback and acknowledging and implementing the relevant parts can create 

great rewards for the organisation. It will also try to show that a corporate culture is more 

likely to be accepted if the employees are involved in the creation. 

The reasoning for this is in part the changes within the employee identity and independence 

and in part what appear to be the top managements’ inability to acknowledge this and to 

accept that during big changes they might know which direction the organisation is heading, 

but not how the organisation actually works. A lot of them simply don’t appear to 

understand their own employees, and with independent minded employees, this is now a 

risk to the organisation. The basis for involving the employees in a strategic change project 
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is here presented in the form of sensemaking/sensegiving. This paper will try to combine the 

linear strategic change plan of John Kotter with Karl Weick’s sensemaking in order to show 

that investing the time and manpower might create additional rewards, which far outweighs 

the cost. The case study here will be the transition of the British Oil and Gas Authority from 

a department within the Department of Energy and Climate Change to a government owned 

company, and the employee body’s expansion with more than 100 percent and the change 

from being civil servants to public servants, as well as the challenges of inducting a large 

body of former private sector professionals into a civil service culture. Add to this that the 

change from start to what is nearly the structural finish has taken less than two years when 

most large scale organisational changes takes at least five makes this case all the more 

interesting. 

 

1.1. Motivation 

As mentioned, organisational change affects us all at one point. The dynamics of modern 

society means that even the sturdiest organisation will have to adapt to its surroundings at 

one time or another, and that in some industries, change has become the norm rather than 

the exception. My interest is also fuelled by my own experience in the fitness industry 

through 10 years and three different companies. At all places they tried to carry out a 

change project, in one they reorganised the organisation several times over just a few years. 

And the result: one company was a joy to work in but did not produce a profit and was 

eventually closed down. The other underwent several change projects which frustrated 

employees and costumers alike, reduced the number of middle managers and due to a 

complete lack of information, frustrated employees and made even more of the middle 

managers leave. And still they did not create a profit. The interesting thing about this to me 

was their lack of any information as to what was happening and why, leaving the employees 

to guess and ponder and then stories begins to circulate very soon. The fitness industry is a 

complex world with some employees who absolutely love what they do, manager who often 

have great enthusiasm yet no real management education, and part time workers who 

doesn’t love their job but needs their pay check. In other words, it resembles a lot of other 

organisations and industries and it seemed to me that my experiences would probably be 

shared by the vast majority of workers who are not self-employed. What further more 
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frustrated both me and my colleagues was that by not being included even the slightest, 

because of our enthusiasm, we became resentful of the very same organisation we worked 

in. My motivation for conducting this research to find out if an inclusive 

sensemaking/sensegiving strategy can yield benefits and if so, what kind. The concept of 

sensemaking in organisations is not new, yet it is seldom used as a strategic tool, something 

I find curious, as it could potentially mitigate a lot of problems before they happen, and can 

be used to create a sense of ownership and see the situation from the angle of the 

employees. From a HR point of view this means that by not doing so, employee resources 

are misused and not developed, costing the organisation on the bottom line. 

 

2. Description of the change process 

This section is based on an interview given by the HR Director and is both the official 

description of the change process and the subjective opinions, concerns and perceptions of 

the HR Director and the team of Directors. In areas this section is then biased and I have 

emphasised this. The change process occurring regarding the British Oil & Gas Authority 

(OGA) is in many ways a unique example. In just a few years it has gone from being a 

department within the DECC (the Department for Energy and Climate Change) to being an 

executive agency within DECC and as of October 1st 2016 it became an independent private, 

government owned company. At the same time, it has gone from having just a core group of 

staff of 75 to almost reaching its largest size with an employee cap of 168, which they 

expect to reach at the end of the first quarter in 2017. The creation of the OGA was based 

on recommendations to the British government by the Wood Report regarding the 

development of oil and gas production particularly in the British part of the North Sea. In 

late 2014 a Chief Executive was hired and working with in January 2015 with the newly 

appointed HR Director and a small consultancy team the new structure of the OGA was 

designed. As of June 2015 five Directors had been hired to further develop and populate the 

structure of the new OGA. In the initial process PriceWaterhouseCoopers was brought in to 

help facilitate the creation of the new organisational structures, however as agreed they left 

the process during the initial implementation. From January 2015 staff from the LED 

organisation within DECC (which would become the core of the OGA) were told what was 

planned regarding the formation of the OGA. Over time they were engaged in workshops to 
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help shape the organisation and were helped to see how the OGA changes would affect 

them and their future.  They formally transferred to the OGA (as an “Executive Agency” of 

DECC) on July 1st though effectively continuing their regular work assignments and 

procedures. This also started the majority of the hiring process to increase the number of 

employees from 75 to ultimately around 160-170. Also during this time, the planning of the 

new OGA continued, a process that had been started when the directors were hired. On 

October 1st the OGA was formally created as a government owned company with authority 

to fine oil companies if they fail to live up to their new legal responsibilities and obligations 

to “Maximise Economic Recovery” of the UK’s Oil and Gas resources. Structurally the 

changes happening was the movement of the effective headquarters to Aberdeen, Scotland. 

There had previously been an office there but the increase in employees was more 

significant in Aberdeen than in London. The argument for retaining two separate offices was 

that London is close to the legislative body/Government and many oil companies operating 

in the UK has their office in Aberdeen due to its proximity with the North Sea, as well as 

wishing to retain the existing workforce. The number of employees are now roughly equal in 

the two locations. New teams and departments were formed and they are now mostly split 

between the two locations with team members in each location. Many of the new staff have 

longer or shorter civil service experience but due to the unique changes within the oil and 

gas industry, many have no civil service experience but rather a long industry experience 

from the private sector. The employee number has a maximum of 168 with no additional 

hires planned. The OGA is funded by a levy paid by industry, and in addition receives some 

additional central government funding over the first few years of its existence  

The changes for the employees involved leaving the civil service and becoming a public 

servant. Due to the structure of the British government system this has several structural 

implications. The employees would not be allowed to apply for civil servant positions after 

oct. 1st 2017 and would move away from their office within DECC and into a new location in 

a different part of London. The same was required of the Aberdeen office. The employees 

would however retain their civil service pensions and conditions and so would not lose any 

economic benefits. 

Even though the OGA has now been established the change process is seen as one of 

continuous change. Therefore, there isn’t a final specific blueprint of the organisation. This 
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is due to the fact that the industry and conditions might change and the organisation will 

have to be able to adapt. 

 

2.1. Philosophy behind the change process 

The ideological philosophy behind the change process was create an external agency to 

regulate the oil and gas sector within the UK, separate from government to create new 

working processes to be better to adapt to changes and demands within the industry. It was 

thought that an independent agency would appeal more to oil and gas companies and be 

seen as more able to help and adapt than a government agency. Internally a mental shift 

away from “protecting the taxpayer’s money” towards “creating value for the UK” was 

supposed to take place with an increase in innovation and a decrease in penny pinching.  

Culturally a change away from the civil service identity and mindset was sought. The idea 

was that employees would mentally move away from a purely regulatory perspective and 

work more towards creating solutions rather than looking at obstacles. A conflict was 

however anticipated between the long-time civil servants (legacy staff) and the new 

employees hired into the organisation either from other parts of the civil service system or 

from the private oil sector due to a lack of knowledge about the other group of employees 

and ideological differences. Whilst recognising that individuals will always have their own 

motivations, I was thought possible that a number of Legacy staff was thought to have 

chosen the civil service for more idealistic reasons compared to industry employees who 

was supposed to have chosen their careers more on individual achievement. A clash of 

workways was also expected with the legacy staff following well established procedures 

maybe lacking a desire for innovation and the industry staff used to less regulation more 

responsibility. Ideals about work/life balance was also thought to be a potential challenge. 

During fall 2015 a new set of values was created with workshops where employees could 

come with input. Four values were chosen: fair, robust, considerate and accountable and in 

June 2016 a new workshop was held in Newcastle to help facilitate the integration of the 

values. Newcastle was chosen because it is around midway between Aberdeen and London. 

Culture clashes between legacy staff and new hires have materialised due to the different 

perceptions and working experience but it is believed that they have been used to learn 
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from each other rather than creating boundaries and that the number and severity of 

clashes have reduced over time. 

 

2.2. Employee considerations 

Employees within their department in DECC originally voiced several concerns regarding the 

change process. Some couldn’t understand the need for it, some had experienced several 

failed change processes and some were concerned about the implications it would have to 

them personally. There was also a perception that all the new employees would come from 

the private sector with no knowledge of government regulations. Originally the Directors 

team decided and officially promised that nobody would lose their job as an effect of the 

organisational change. This meant that even employees who were thought to be outright 

hostile towards the very foundations of the change process would not be let go. Employees 

who were seen as being vehemently against the change and who couldn’t be persuaded to 

change their mind was asked to consider their options in other departments of the civil 

service, of which a few of them did, or if they were qualified, to consider retirement options 

again of which a few of them did. The unique setup of the legacy staff group was that they 

had often been in their positions for more than 15 years and only knew the civil service 

work mentality. This meant that many of them had a unique knowledge of their working 

area and a high degree of specialising and at the same time that their employability within 

the wider industry was relatively low. There was therefore also a moral perspective to the 

decision of refusing to let anyone go. Since that period there have been a few retirements 

but this is not thought to have been because of the change but rather because the retirees 

simply reached reached the minimum retirement age. As of December 2016 the perception 

of the HR Director is that the legacy staff who remained has largely been won over to the 

change perspective and that of the legacy employees who continue to complain this has 

more to do with their individual nature than any real hostility towards the change process.  

 

2.3. Recruitment considerations 

Due to the fact that the new OGA would have to recruit a significant number of employees 

they had to actively make some decisions as to what kind of employees they wanted, not 
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just how qualified they were. A key question asked during interview was how candidates 

viewed the civil service and their expectations of working together with civil servants. By the 

same token, candidates with a background in government/public service would be tested 

also on how they would work alongside people from the industrial sector. If a candidate 

expressed too negative views on this, such as being unwilling to learn from each other and 

understand differences in perspectives, they were not seen as a fit for the OGA. Among the 

new roles created in the initial recruitment wave were a number of more senior positions, 

most several levels above the legacy staff positions. This meant that only a few legacy staff 

applied and the jobs were given to hew hires. Again a key element in this process was that 

industry candidates should by themselves give the impression that they knew about the 

cultural challenges and also have a plan for how to create a good working environment and 

win over support. Candidates who wanted to rule by force were rejected as well. Legacy 

staff who applied and were not successful in their applications seemed to understand this. 

Due to the drop in the oil price and subsequent redundancy rounds within the companies in 

the oil industry the number and experience of applicants was understandably larger than 

anticipated, especially since redundant employees in Aberdeen and London would not have 

to move. This meant that suddenly the OGA was seen as an appealing place to work due to 

its perceived high job security, but there is also an awareness that some of the ex-industry 

employees will want to return to the oil industry as soon as the conditions within improves 

and if that happens a potentially larger number of employees could leave the OGA. 

 

2.4. Speed of change 

One concern raised from the HR Director was that the change has happened very quickly 

and that in hindsight some areas could have received more attention during the planning 

phase. To create a new organisation within less than two years is very fast as many change 

processes can take decades, particularly if they involve both structural, ideological and 

cultural changes. It also meant that the Directors team would have to work very hard to 

help create the new culture and engage in dialogue whenever needed. Due to the speed of 

the change process some roles with similar content in various teams was created. This was 

due to a lack of overview and communication. This meant that employees would duplicate 
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work rather than talking as they did not know that the other person had already done it. It 

also meant that some employees became confused as to who had what responsibility. 

 

2.5. Salary review 2016 

In December 2016, a salary review was carried out pr. Agreement with the Treasury to align 

particularly legacy staff’s salaries with a comparable industry employee. This was associated 

with several issues. Some legacy staff had a perception that they were severely underpaid 

compared to industry but lacked the actual knowledge of industry salaries. This meant that 

while they did actually receive an increase to salary their salary increase was not as big as 

they expected, something which caused some frustration. The HR Director said that he has 

had several conversations with dissatisfied employees. The employees felt that there has 

not been enough transparency compared with the overall change process. The HR Director 

is not aware that there has been any dissatisfaction among the newer hires, thought 

acknowledges this may simply mean that this feedback has yet to reach him (the review 

having concluded a week before the interview for this project). One issue that was 

acknowledged was that the premise of the salary review was a classified report which the 

employees did not have access to. Also, the salary review was not open for discussion and 

employees did not get a chance to argue as to why they should receive a higher salary. 

 

2.6. Change communication and change actions 

A lot was done to engage employees in the change process and make them understand why 

the change was needed and how it was going to happen. Larger information meetings were 

held in both London and Aberdeen, smaller group meetings and monthly stand-up 

meetings. This last one was reduced to once every 6 weeks as employees did not feel it was 

necessary to have more often. Employees were also encouraged to give both oral and 

written feedback and since no one in the Directors Team has a civil service background this 

proved crucial as some aspects had been missed. A big document was drafted and 

continuously updated as decisions were made and experience was collected and it was 

always available on the intranet. There were also workshops aimed at involving the 

employees in creating the new organisational culture and events to increase team 
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coherence. The Directors Team also had many both formal and informal conversations with 

employees. This was both to gain a perspective about the employee’s opinions and feelings 

and also to try and influence the employees if they were critical of the change process. 

 

3. Organisational change theory in relation to the OGA 

The organisational change process happening within and regarding the OGA is here 

described as an O type change (Beer & Nohria 2000) since, even though it has structural 

elements of an E type change (more staff, salary reviews), it is described as having the aim 

of changing the perception of the oil industry and in that way make more companies invest 

in the UK. The change is also extremely cultural with the intended fusion of the experienced 

civil servants and the industry professionals. The cultural is described by the HR Director as 

something which has gotten a lot of attention with the creation of new values. While the 

structural changes to a large degree are done, the cultural implementation is still underway 

and it is expected that it will continue for some time. The nature of the change process is in 

this case presented as a mixture of dramatic and systematic, but not overly organic (Quy & 

Mintzberg 2003), due its nature of drastic elements and government degree, rather than a 

natural process within the organisation, putting it closer to the zone of revolution, but with 

reform elements as well. The challenge here is after the revolution to consolidate the 

results, as a change process doesn’t end when the last revision of the org chart has been 

done. Defining some organisations as undergoing organisational change does not then 

prescribe that the natural state of organisations are inherently stable, rather they change 

internally all the time (Weick 1979). Employees are hired and leave, changing the culture 

ever so slightly, workflows change and new products are launched. 

Various change perspectives separate the change process into a number of steps, Kotter 

describe 8 steps (Kotter 2007) of which the earlier step’s effect on the completion stage is 

this projects focus point. I will however supplement this theory with the adaptive approach 

suggested by Gioia & Chittipeddi (1991) in which they suggest a four phase process similar 

to Kotter’s but with a more dynamic sensemaking/sensegiving perspective. In this the 

phases are to a certain degree overlapping, but follows the same pattern as Kotter. An early 

Envisioning phase followed by a Signalling phase and through a sensemaking/sensegiving 

process a Re-visioning phase in which the change process has been subjected to the revised 
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sensemaking of both change agent and employees. The final phase is an Energizing phase to 

carry out the change process. Though this can seem as a cumbersome process not fit for a 

rapidly changing organisation this does allow for more adaptability throughout the process 

which in turn can create a dynamic environment with less errors and thus the organisation 

can reach their goal quicker. 

Most change theory seems to centre around either downsizing situations, mergers or 

cultural changes, but I found comparatively little research regarding rapidly growing 

organisations. The unique situation regarding the OGA with more than doubling its number 

of employees (from 75 to 168) in less than two years as well as moving away from being 

part of the civil service makes this a very special change process. Several concerns can be 

raised regarding rapidly growing organisations because the employees and managers alike 

has to handle ever changing circumstances during the process (Kotter & Sathe 1978). 

Traditional change theory argues that although using an almost purely information based 

communications strategy can create resistance, it is often the only way for achieve results 

within the allocated timeframe. I will in this project argue that even large scale change can 

be achieved within the same timeframe and through a sensemaking/sensegiving perspective 

that it can mitigate resistance and create a productive working environment. One critical 

element is that there should be a sense of urgency regarding the change process, that the 

change should be seen as both necessary and urgent in order to motivate employees to 

participate actively in reaching the change goal (Kotter 2008). A sense of urgency can also 

be used to overcome resistance if the resistor accepts that the change has to happen in 

order to avoid organisational consequences. However, a change mandated by a government 

decree can have the opposite effect since employees has no say in the matter yet it will 

affect them in a significant way, which in turn can create resentment and resistance. 

 

3.1.     Employee resistance 

Resistance to change can be seen as a psychological state which affects the change 

initiatives success in organisations (Choi & Ruona 2011) and it is expected that most change 

initiatives will meet some form of resistance (Oreg 2006). The employee change resistance 

perspective presented here is two-fold: Most traditional theory, exemplified by John Kotter, 

takes a change agent perspective and often make employee resistance seem irrational or 
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uninformed and change agents the objective observers acting without prejudice (Ford, Ford 

& d’Amalio 2008), resistance is only found within the employee body and is only caused by 

them. On the other hand, most organisational change is implemented by change agents, 

who takes charge of the change process and decides the direction and the method of 

implementation. The theoretical perspective presented here will try to find a middle ground 

between change agent agenda and change recipient sense making and how said sense 

making can result in either passive or active resistance among change recipients both before 

and during the change process. This also implies that a change agent cannot sit back and 

await the successful conclusion to the change process but have to continuously mitigate 

change throughout the process (Kotter 1996). When an organisational change programme is 

initiated organisations often find themselves in a conflict with their own employees as these 

either passively or actively try to resist the change process (Brown & Gregan 2008). The 

reasons for employees to resist the change process varies between change processes and 

often also between the individual employees within a single organisation. While 

organisations cannot be sure of the level of resistance they should prepare themselves for 

what might occur and find solutions on how to handle resistance. An important aspect of 

the perspective presented here is that employee resistance not an individual phenomenon 

but a social construct created through interaction (Dick & Dijk 2009), (Weick 1995). 

Resistance then does not arise purely within the individual employee but rather within their 

interaction with each other and their interaction with managers and change agents, both 

directly and through one- and two-way communication. 

Kotter (Kotter & Schlesinger 2008) lists four primary aspects that change agents need to 

take into consideration if they want to neutralise resistance before it manifests. These are 

(1) Misunderstanding and Lack of Trust, (2) Parochial Self-interest, (3) Different Assessment, 

(4) Low Tolerance for Change. Tough Kotter and Schlesinger suggest specific programmatic 

directions in terms of mitigating change, they also leave room for the employee to reject 

these directions and acknowledge that employees do not act purely based on logic but can 

also act based on their emotions. The four forms of resistance can occur simultaneously and 

can feed off each other to create a synergistic resistance which can potentially sabotage the 

change process. However, dealt with, these forms of resistance can be nipped in the bud 

before they become dominant within the employee group, but allowing them to grow 

without recognizing them can allow resistance to become the prevalent attitude and make 
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it harder to overcome (Jost 2015). Employees emotions towards will often be mixed rather 

than black or white and may evolve over time rather than present itself immediately (Piderit 

2000). As employees can experience mixed emotions regarding change, resistance cannot 

be seen in binary terms of yes/no but must be handled with a lot more respect towards 

these feelings and perceptions since simply overwhelming the employees instead of 

overcoming the resistance in order to facilitate a change process is more like to delay 

resistance than to remove them (Sherman & Garland 2007). 

First aspect is communication and trust. This is linked to both knowledges of the change 

process and trust of the change agent. Employees might not understand the change process 

or purpose or might be misinformed about the process or goal of the change. This might 

lead them to fear for their own position, even in a growing organisation such as the OGA, or 

fear losing privileges they see as just. Insufficient or wrongful communication can be 

detrimental to the change process and needs to be remedied as soon as it is observed by 

the change agents, even if it is only within a small group of employees. In this case it is 

worth to note that it is the responsibility of the organisation to make sure that their 

employees understand and accept the change, they cannot expect their employees to 

understand and accept something they don’t feel have been communicated succinctly to 

them. Critically to this is dialogue (Kotter & Schlesinger 2008). If the change process is not 

limited by a short timeline, then dialogue should be sought by management and the change 

agents in order to make sure that employees understand and accept the change or if signs 

of misunderstanding or other forms of resistance is perceived.  

Another form of resistance is parochial self-interest, when the employees understand they 

change process and might even agree on it but at the same time fear losing position or 

privileges which causes them to conduct moral hazard actions (Lazar & Gibbs 2007) in order 

to maintain their own position, even at the expense of their organisation. This is even more 

relevant if situations resembling loss of position or privilege is observed within the 

organisation f.x. demotions, replacement or denial or a perceived just and fair promotion. 

During the change process within the OGA some legacy staff have found themselves either 

in new positions, with reduced responsibilities or with a new line manager, who is a recent 

hire and this have not come up through the ranks of the civil service system. This might 

cause some alarm within the legacy staff group and make them fear for their own position 

and perceived rights. Related to this is the concept of competing commitments which is 
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often a subconscious situation (Keegan & Lahey 2001) in which the employee perceives 

their denial or sabotage of the change as just and the right thing to do or where they believe 

that they are working towards achieving the change outcome while at the same time 

actually sabotaging the change process. Legacy staff within the OGA might try to maintain 

the civil service culture, even though new cultural values have been presented, as the legacy 

culture has worked so far and is a perceived success. 

Another hindrance to change is if employees agree that change is needed but disagree on 

what form the change outcome and process should take. This can be due to various reasons 

and can be linked to the previously mentioned reasons for resistance. Misunderstanding 

might cause employees to think that change is not needed or that the chosen change 

strategy is wrong. Parochial self-interest might make them fear for their position and then 

propose a different strategy that will keep their position secure and a low tolerance for 

change will make them prefer a less significant change plan (Kotter & Schlesinger 2008). 

Worth mentioning here is the specific setting of the OGA transition from a government 

department where legacy staff knew their roles and responsibilities as well as the 

promotion ladder and had a high degree of job security. This would theoretically make them 

less change able and/or willing as they will not have experience with the private sector 

change pace. However, to say that they have no change experience at all would be wrong as 

they the employees within the OGA would have had to deal with changes in government 

policies, specifically when the government change hands. Due to the unique situation within 

the oil industry some of these recent hires will have experienced one or more layoff 

processes and don’t have government department experience making them less able to 

understand the workways of the change process prior to becoming a govco. This could 

potentially make them questions the change process and choices made.  

Low tolerance for change often occurs in organisations or departments in which the work 

structure has remained stable and employees has enjoyed stable or increasing privileges 

and they might fear that they cannot adapt to new post-change situation (Kotter & 

Schlesinger 2008). In this situation employees often accept that a change is necessary but 

see themselves as inadequate to work in the post change organisation. Again this is 

behaviour that which can be expected within the legacy employee group as they have been 

part of a very stable environment for many years and with progression tracks and pay scales 

occurring at structured intervals and based on supposedly specific criteria. As for the recent 
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hires some would have gone through one or more layoff rounds in their previous jobs 

making them less likely to prefer big organisational changes. In this case they might not fear 

a lack of skills to perform new roles, but rather a lack of energy to endure yes another 

change process, even if this resembles nothing of what they just went through (Mack, 

Nelson & Quick 1998). Adding to this I would like to propose a symbolic actions theory in 

which employees interpret change decisions differently depending on how they perceive 

the symbolic value (Mead 1938) of change agent actions. I find this relevant in relation to a 

sense making perspective as actions and decisions undertaken by a change team is 

interpreted differently by the employees in relation not to how it directly affect them but in 

how they perceive their symbolic and contributory value to go up or down. During the 

change and construction of the OGA a lot of the management team moved to Aberdeen and 

a significant amount of new hires became based there. This might have caused the London 

based legacy staff to perceive their symbolic and therefore real value to diminish which 

would leave them feeling disenfranchised and in return they might affect the perception of 

new hires based in London. 

 

3.2.     Negotiating change resistance 

John Kotter and Leonard Schlesinger (2008) presents some clear strategies for how to 

mitigate change and handle it if it occurs, though a prescriptive approach is by far 

recommended. Table 1 shows the six strategies, in preferred order, with their advantages 

and disadvantages listed. 
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- Kotter & Schlesinger 2008 

Under most circumstances several of these strategies will be in use at various stages of the 

change process and in case they are deemed necessary. As participation and co-optation are 

linked, even a genuine desire to include employees, if mishandled, can be viewed as co-

optation and perceived negatively by the employees. 

Dictating the method of change mitigation is the speed of the change process. A longer 

timeline gives time for inclusion in the change process, whereas a short timeline might 

necessitate coercion as there is little time for anything else and the change project risks 

failing unless it is done, or if employee consent is simply not deemed necessary (Kotter & 

Schlesinger 2008). The risk is that coerced employees might try to resist or block the change 

process if they deem it unnecessary or deem the harshness of the implementation more 

than what is needed to facilitate the change process. 

 

3.3.     Development of organisational change resistance 

Organisational change resistance can be broken down into three separate types of 

resistance: resistant thought, resistant feeling and resistant behaviour (Garcia-Cabrera & 

Hernandez 2014). Resistant thought is a cognitive state in which the employee interprets 

the change negatively, resistant feeling is an emotional state where negative feelings 
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manifest and finally resistant behaviour is active actions taken against the change process 

(Piderit 2000). However, individuals might react with ambivalence towards a change and 

might have negative thoughts but positive feelings, though this ambivalence can be 

mitigated through participation. Piderit also argues that these forms of resistance might 

overlap and are not independent of each other, something which is supported by research 

(Garcia-Cabrera and Hernandez 2014). Rune Lines (2004) argue on expectancy theory that 

resistance can occur within an individual if any of three conditions are met: Uncertainty 

between behaviour and performance, between performance and outcome or a negative 

outcome value for the individual. Since change includes an inherent degree of uncertainty, it 

is the employees own sensemaking process that creates the perception of uncertainty due 

to their perception of the lack of hard facts. The perception of potential uncertainty is 

created continuously throughout the change through the interaction amongst employees 

and between employees and their managers and the change agents. Cognitively employees 

will assess the change based on the communication available to them both in terms of 

relevance and in terms of potential impact on themselves (Oreg 2006). A perceived positive 

or negative assessment will them influence the employees emotional state in regards to the 

change process. A positive assessment specially in terms of personal impact might make the 

employee more susceptible to accept the change (Garcia-Cabrera and Hernandez 2014). 

Even a significant negative emotional response should not necessarily force the employee 

into resisting behaviour though (Oreg 2006). Even with negative thought and emotions 

about a change, the risk of losing your position should motivate the employee to contribute 

to the change success (Horning & Rousseau 2007). Garcia-Cabrera & Hernandez argue that 

to mitigate these forms of resistance organisations needs to increase employee’s 

Organisational Based Self Esteem (OBSE), that is their perception that they are contributing 

to the organisation and have value (Garcia-Cabrera & Hernandez 2014) and that the critical 

approach to this is through communication and participation. In this approach 

communication is used to highlight a message that the employees will gain (or not-lose) 

through a change process, thereby limiting resistant thought, feeling and behaviour. 

Employees with high OBSE will value a change process based on participation since they feel 

that they can contribute whereas employees with low OBSE will prefer a programmatic 

rather than a participative change process since they lack the belief that they can contribute 

to the change process and do not want their limitations exposed (Garcia-Cabrera & 
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Hernandez 2014). How the employees are feeling might also affect how likely they are to 

engage in resistant activities. An employee who views the change process with anxiety or 

fear in regards to their position is less likely to engage in active resistance whereas one who 

is angered by the change process is more likely (Steigenberger 2015). The likelihood of 

employee resistance resulting in actual resistant behaviour may be moderated by the 

general economic climate: during a recession employees are less likely to conduct resistant 

behaviour due to fear of losing their position (Conway et. al 2014). Though the OGA as such 

is growing, employees might still refrain from resistant behaviour as reemployment 

prospects are low. 

 

3.4.      Change communication 

A key aspect of organisational change is the change communication perspective. Most 

organisational change agents prefer to primarily use one of two perspectives, the 

programmatic or the participatory (Russ 2008). Although you very rarely find these 

perspectives in their pure form, each has significant advantages and drawbacks. 

Programmatic is linked with one-way communication and can be useful when the timeline is 

short and there is not enough time to involve the employees in the change process. It 

advocates clear, direct orders, directions and that employees follow without questioning 

too much. The change agents hold all the power and the assumption is that implementation 

problems can be held within tolerable limits. This approach can be advantageous if 

information is precise and considers the employee’s perception of risk and complexity 

(Kotter & Schlesinger 2008). Another benefit is that this approach often makes the flow of 

information seem fair and evenly distributed (Russ 2008). A critical element is that 

managers need to constantly align general communication with the change perspective and 

goal (Kotter 1998), a sort of “walk the talk” to signal that the organisational change 

encompass the entire organisation both now and going forward. This also help employees 

connect the overall and perhaps intangible change goal with their everyday job activities. 

The disadvantages however are that the forms of resistance described earlier by Kotter and 

Schlesinger will manifest and stall or sabotage the change process specially if key employees 

have a different perception of the need for change. This approach also requires the change 

process to be planned meticulously as double loop learning and feedback is limited (Agyris & 
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Schon 1996), (Tucker & Edmondson 2003) because information flows almost purely 

top/down and communication almost always emanates from a central point (Russ 2008). 

Information tools most used by this approach is presentations, information meetings, 

websites, pamphlets and other one-way media forms. The purpose of this approach is to 

persuade employees that the change is necessary, critical and carried out in the right way. 

Critics of this approach say that this approach does not build consensus or facilitate 

meaning construction (Berger & Luckmann 1966) and that it tends to overflow employees 

with a lot of irrelevant information (Russ 2008). Participatory change communication is 

based on the perception that employees and stakeholders should have the possibility of 

expressing themselves and give input to the change process (Lines 2004). The definition of 

participation in a change process used here is based on Glew et. al, 1994, in which higher 

level management actively create roles for lower level employees so they can be included in 

the decision making process. The objective is then to build consensus and make sure that 

stakeholders can implement the changes they feel are necessary to the change process 

(Russ 2008). This typically takes place in flat rather than tiered organisations or where 

hierarchies have been eroded (Piderit 2000). Change is seen not as a static situation but 

rather a flexible process where adaptations are made by employees as the change unfolds. 

The decision power is therefore diffused to the employees closest to the change rather than 

maintained at the top echelons and collaboration between the various layers in the 

organisation is both needed and encouraged (Russ 2008). It is worth noting that a 

participative approach in general is a very complex method and the functionality and design 

very much depend on the specific situation and therefore have to be continuously 

reinvented (Lines 2004). The communications activities here are both large formal meetings, 

smaller group meetings, workshops and informal conversations and both verbal and written 

feedback is collected. In this approach employees are expected to be able to give a valuable 

contribution and is therefore delegated a large amount of influence (Lewis et. Al 2001). The 

disadvantages of this approach is that the organisational change message and purpose can 

get lost along the way and employees can experience a lack of direction and become 

disillusioned due to a perceived lack of progress. Another risk is that the call for interaction 

and involvement might be seen as insincere or co-optation (Kotter & Schlesinger 2008) and 

risk alienating employees. Participatory communication strategies often suffer from a low 

communications efficiency and the communications process take up a great deal of 
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employee and change agent time (Russ 2008). Benefits include the mitigating of resistance 

as employees experience a larger degree of change ownership (Edmondson et. al 2001) 

which is seen as essential to change process success. 

One of the two approaches will dominate the communications strategy but they by no 

means exclude each other, on the contrary. A purely communicative approach is likely to 

disengage or alienate employees because they either are not motivated to commit to the 

change or feel that they are forced into it. The decision process might be simplified but at 

the expense of both feedback, single vs double loop learning (Argyris & Schon 1996) and 

participation. A purely participatory approach might very well make the decision making 

process cumbersome if everyone needs to have their say and still end up confusing both 

employees and managers. Rather, the two approaches should be seen as each end of a scale 

and the position of the change process communications strategy should be placed on that 

scale.  

 

- Scale 1. 

Having done so it is very important that the change agents do not jump back and forth 

between positions throughout the change process as this will confuse and possibly anger 

employees. Moving from participative to purely communicative can create a lack of 

transparency and create mistrust and moving from communicative to participative can 

make the change agents appear without direction and make employees lose trust in their 

capabilities. With no informationflow other than meetings, employees will discuss the 



24 
 

perceived meaning afterwards and employee change critics might create alarm and 

resentment due to lack of tangible communication (Duck 2001). In both instances various 

forms of resistant behaviour are likely to form due to a perceived lack of consistency and 

employees might feel that the psychological contract regarding the change process might 

have been broken through co-optation (Kotter & Schlesinger 2008). Employees with high 

OBSE should prefer a more participative approach as opposed to employees with low OBSE 

who should prefer a primarily one-way communicative approach. 

 

3.5.       The psychological contract - Justifying resistant behaviour 

Central to the sensemaking perspective presented here is the employees acceptance or 

rejection of the organisational change premises and foundations. I will here link the concept 

of the psychological contracts to the how employees can use this to legitimize resistant 

behaviour. The psychological contract is a contract which negotiations are conducted tacitly 

during the process an employee enters an organisation (Rousseau 1989), (Rousseau et. al. 

2013). It is not directly negotiated between the employee and the employer but is only 

indirectly negotiated through discussions of roles, responsibilities, culture and other 

potential hard or soft areas which affect the relationship between an employee and their 

organisation. Since it is not written down or even explicitly stated, discrepancies between 

the perception of the employer and the employee might occur without neither noticing it, 

which is why managers needs to be conscious of the psychological contract and interact 

with their employees, especially in the socialisation phase to discover any discrepancies (Del 

Campo 2007). The discrepancies might be minor and in effect irrelevant or they may be 

major. A major perceived breach on the employee’s behalf might mean that they are 

perceived as not able to do the job or their behaviour does not conform to company norms 

and they risk being let go, regardless that they themselves believe that they are adhering to 

company policy. A perceived breach on the employer’s behalf might motivate the employee 

to leave of make them demotivated and perform their job less optimally (Rousseau & Wade-

Benzoni 1994). But the concept of the psychological contract is complex and an employee 

does not simply negotiate a psychological contract with the organisation but rather creates 

a series of contracts with various people and departments within the organisation (Dabos & 

Rousseau 2004). And employee is able to perceive a breach of contract from their line 
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manager without believing the contract between themselves and the company at large to 

be broken. The breach between employee and organisation does not arise until the 

employee experience that the organisation allows the line manager to breach the contract 

and thus tacitly express the same attitude as the line manager (Conway et. al. 2014). The 

case of a large organisational change can in itself be perceived by the employee as a breach 

of the psychological contract if they either don’t want the change to happen or agree with 

its premises. If the employee believes the psychological contract to be broken they might 

believe that their resistant thoughts, feelings and behaviour is justified, since they were not 

the ones to breach contract. A specific but in this case relevant observation is that 

employees can distinguish between even top managers and the organisation within their 

contract. This leads me to postulate that employees can reject an organisational change and 

still feel justified that they are doing it to preserve the organisation. Linking the 

psychological contract to sensemaking means that the contract in itself is constantly 

renegotiated through social interaction among the employees and between them and their 

managers. This is because when an employee revisits a perception about the contract they 

do not remember the original term but rather their latest feeling when the last revisited it 

(Weich 1995). This both means that as the organisation changes so do they but also that an 

employee can spread their perception of a breach to other employees, which in an 

organisational change situation might lead to a large degree of one or more the forms of 

resistance, as described by Kotter and Schlesinger, among the employees. Breach of 

contract during an organisational change might also occur if the communications strategy 

isn’t consistent and f.x. a participative approach is suddenly rejected without explanation. 

Another aspect worth mentioning is that various employees might have very different 

perceptions of the content of their psychological contract because their past experience or 

personality differs. Employees who have been with an organisation for a long time and 

might be rather change averse might come into conflict with a potential group of new hires 

who were hired with the purpose and knowledge of the upcoming change. Managers now 

have to balance competing psychological contracts that potentially excludes each other. 

This also means that within an organisation employees and all sides of the change resistance 

spectrum might be found from the most change averse to the change enthusiast. Employees 

whose concerns are not met might feel justified in either passively or actively sabotaging the 
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change process. An additional aspect is that the bigger the organisational change, the more 

likely the change is to disrupt the psychological contract (Conway et. al. 2014) 

 

 

3.6.      Resistance as a social phenomenon 

When individuals engage in social interactions they try to categorise their surroundings and 

surrounding individuals (Tajfel & Turner 1986), this they do based on stereotypes (Weber in 

Maanson 2005) in order to minimise the social difficulties and to be able to quickly find 

internal references when engaging in social interactions. Though resistance is often merely 

described as employees not following the given directions, resistance is here seen as a social 

construct which is continually redefined and reconstructed throughout the change process 

through interactions among employees and employees and change agents (Dick & Dijk 

2009). Change resistance is not something that happens without motivation and employees 

does not resist change itself but rather their perceived consequences (Dent & Goldberg 

1999). These consequences can be both material and symbolic, i.e. loss of pay or privilege or 

loss of the employee identity and employees does not only resist the change process but 

also the management of the change process due to a perceived threat to their work-based 

identity (Dick & Dijk 2009). Some behaviour which might seem like resistance to change 

might actually be motivated by self enhancement in order to maintain their identity 

(Ellemers 1993), f.x. a manager who works to place himself as a communications centre in a 

department so maintain his own perception of importance as a consequence of being 

demoted. In relation to OBSE this behaviour is a rational response to a demotion but might 

not be directly motivated by a rejection of the change process. This also implies that there is 

a difference between an employee’s perception of a change process and the actions they 

carry out to help or hinder the process. As mentioned earlier employees can disagree about 

the relevance and validity of a change process but these feelings and opinions does not arise 

without social interaction among employees and between employees and change agents 

through sense-making processes (Weick 1995). If change leaders perceive a negative 

response from the employees towards the change process, it is important to give employees 

a sense of continuity to overcome negative effect on the employee’s identity (Ulrich 2005). 
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Worth mentioning in this case is that as the OGA is a rapidly growing organisation, this is 

profoundly relevant to the legacy employees if the change agent team’s intentions is the 

legacy staff should remain within the organisation. Secondly this is important for the new 

hires as they need to integrate into the new OGA, which will be a problem if the legacy staff 

is rejecting the change due to the fear of losing their work-life identity. Were that to be the 

case then the new hires would either have to create a new work life identity regardless or 

perhaps in opposition to the legacy staff and not necessarily according to the desires of the 

change management teams is that is not possible. Most likely employees who does not feel 

welcome simply either leave the organisation or become less motivated to perform and 

their perception of indifference to their workplace. 

The traditional approach to change resistance suggest a linear approach of change – 

resistance – resistance management, however, if resistance is a social phenomenon then 

the activity of change resistance management will alter the sense-making process within the 

individual employees thus creating a new resistance situation, thereby refuting the change-

resistance management linear causality (Prasad & Prasad 2001). If a change agent believes 

that change will disappear if managed correctly then he or she might be in for a surprise as 

the resistance might transform into either a different either more subtle or overt kind of 

resistance, the wished for disintegration of the resistance or an absorption of the change 

process but maybe not the preferred actions. However, based on a social phenomenon 

theory the reoccurrence of change resistance within an organisation should not be 

unexpected. 

 

3.7.     Sensemaking 

In this section I will describe sensemaking as described by Weick (1979, 1995) and Weick, 

Sutcliffe & Obstfeld (2005) and link it to how employees make sense of an organisational 

change. I will then argue that the method change agents can use to influence employee 

sensemaking is through narratives and stories as well as noting that even though everybody 

accepts a story and thus the change message, that doesn’t mean that the result of each 

individuals sensemaking is identical. 

When employees start resisting a change process it doesn’t just happen out of the blue. To 

each employee resisting a change has to make sense to them and thus the process of 
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sensemaking becomes central to their decision process. Weick’s (1995) theory of 

sensemaking describes 7 different yet interlinked areas that each facilitates sensemaking. 

Three things are especially central: Sensemaking is not about facts but about plausibility, it 

happens through social interaction and it is continuous and never stops happening. It is the 

individual making sense of how they perceive the outside world, outside here being 

everything outside their own mind. To managers this has several implications. On one hand 

they cannot control how an individual makes sense of a situation but on the other they can 

through interaction try to influence the sensemaking within that individual. This is also why 

an organisational change without a sufficient degree of communication is almost doomed to 

fail, but also why communication needs to be carefully planned according to what is the 

consensus of the sensemaking within the organisation. This also applies if the change has as 

its specific goal to change the culture and identity within the organisation. If management 

try to force a change process upon employees with a generally high level of OBSE without 

allowing them to participate then they are resisting and the change agent takes away his 

very own primary tool for influencing their sensemaking. 

Weick’s 7 aspects will here be described shortly and in context. First is that sensemaking is 

ground in identity construction but not in a singular sense. Rather an individual act as “a 

parliament of selves” (Mead in Weick 1995) and this is partly due to the fact that an 

individual’s environment and the individual affects each other. Employees will interact in 

one way with their colleagues, in a different way with their manager and in a third way with 

their family and friends and all this affects how their perception change. The second area is 

that sensemaking is retrospective and thus the interaction that the employee participate in 

won’t affect them until they actively thing about it at a later time. This allows the employee 

to compare the output of the interaction with their own values and beliefs which in turn will 

determine their response to the interaction. Having cogitated once the employee can 

always go back and rethink their perception but then they do not actually rethink the 

original scenario but rather rethink their latest rethink. This also means that more 

information is not necessarily the answer as it just creates more confusion, rather the right 

type of information given in the right way is important. Third is enactments, that employees 

don’t just experience, they partly enact their own experiences and is thus involved in their 

own sensemaking process. Rather than seeing resistance as something to be overcome, 

resistance should be seen as a confrontation to be had with the possibility of integrating it 
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rather than fighting it (Follett in Weick 1995). When organisations experience employee 

resistance defeating the resistance won’t make it go away, merely push it underground 

where it can grow as the very process of suppressing it is an interaction that the employees 

don’t just experience but also enact. The fourth area is the social aspect, sensemaking is 

never done in solitude. That is the mental re-enactment might happen in physical solitude 

but even then the understanding is dependent upon the understanding of what other 

employees or managers did and how the individuals interaction with them happened. Even 

in when the employee is alone their perception depend upon other people’s perception. 

This also means that reading a one-way communications memo is also a social interaction in 

that there is an interaction happening between the writer and the reader. The writer will 

hopefully have tried to convey their message in a way that they would hope the reader 

understands and the reader has to assess how the message fits with the perception of their 

own identity. The fifth aspect is that sensemaking is ongoing simply because it never stops. 

This is because an individual is always in the middle of an action and is thus enacting all the 

time, even when they are cogitating. When individuals are immersed in something they still 

notice what goes on around them. Sensemaking is not based on facts but rather feelings 

which are constantly affected by the surroundings. This also means that researching 

sensemaking in context gives you the immediate perception of a situation but that 

perception might change as the sensemaking process continues and any sensegiving actions 

carried out to change the current sensemaking outcome can affect a change in sensemaking 

results. Theoretically this makes turning a failing change process around and the change 

agent able through sensegiving actions. The sixth aspect is that to observe sensemaking you 

have to look out for cues since sensemaking is usually a very fast process and you are far 

more likely to see the product than the process of sensemaking. This also means that 

managers need to be very mindful of not just what they are conveying but also how and to 

who in what context. But it also means that they will be given cues given by the employees 

as well as what you are likely to give. This is also why f.x. using a very programmatic 

approach in an otherwise participatory change process can be viewed with mistrust since 

this is a strong cue that differs from the ones normally given. 

The seventh aspect of sensemaking is that it is driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. 

When individuals make sense of a situation they need not necessarily facts but rather an 

appealing narrative they can understand and relate to (Weick 1995). They use the cues 
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gathered and construct a plausible story around them. Since most cues and objects can have 

multiple meanings that change depending on circumstance trying to extract an element of 

truth can often be impossible and thus will not bring the employee closer to recreating their 

identity in a feasible way. Individuals first filter the incoming cue to reduce the information 

overload, then they need to compare to past experience which in itself is never a true 

rendition of event but rather a reference to the last feeling associated with the memory. 

Third, Fiske (1992) argues that in a time-accuracy trade-off managers chose speed and I will 

argue that employees do the same since they too are affected by the same trade-off. Since 

sensemaking is an ongoing social process the perception of the object continuously changes. 

Employees who has to make sense of limited to no information will lack points of reference 

and so will try to create these among themselves, which can easily turn into warmongering 

and uncertainty or fear for the future simply because of lack of information, especially if a 

large group of them have recently experienced layoffs, even if it happened in other 

organisations. Their experience tells them how to interpret the cues given and the fear can 

easily spread to the rest of the employee group and resistance can form, even against 

beneficial changes. If all the employees are provided with is facts they might lack the 

knowledge or skillset to fully understand these facts and again the uncertainty can take 

hold, in particular if they mistrust either certain managers involved in the change or the 

management team in general. How to combat this is for change agents to engage in 

sensegiving (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991) to create and operate narratives (Boje, Haley & 

Saylors 2015), (van Vuuren & Elving 2008) that fits with the employee’s perception of his or 

her identity. Sensegiving is the active work conducted by a change agent to successfully 

affect the sensemaking within an individual and doing this will help change agents direct the 

sensemaking process within the individual employees. However, to do this the change agent 

needs to know what sense the employees are currently making of their own and the 

organisations situation within their industry. Narratives created by the organisation but in 

alignment with the employees can help them collectively construct stories to handle the 

ambiguity they face and thus align change processes with their workplace identity (Bird 

2007). One of the basic perspectives of sensemaking is that an individual’s identity is not 

fixed but is actually rather unstable construct that continually is revised and modified (Gioia, 

Schultz & Corley 2000). The story created will have to convey the need for the change (lost a 

big costumer, market change, opportunity), the way forward (downsizing, culture change, 
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investment) and the reward for the employees (continued job security, change in 

atmosphere and productivity, internal job opportunities and pay rise). It is important to 

remember that what is important to the company as a whole might not be to the employee 

(Bird 2007). When British Airways in 1993 announced mass layoffs on the day they 

presented their best budget ever, this naturally affected their (remaining) employees in a 

drastic way. The creation of the narrative is best done in a participatory forum though the 

change agent might run the risk that they narrative is mutated into something too far from 

what it was intended to be. It can also be done through a dominantly communicative 

approach if the change agents have a clear idea about the sensemaking process within the 

employees. Once this narrative is created and has become a part of the sensemaking 

process it needs to be maintained through both words and actions. Sensemaking revolves 

around communication, both verbal and non-verbal (actions, written documents, pictures) 

and thus this communication style cannot change too much before it gives off the wrong 

kind of cues which can necessitate a re-creation of the narrative the employees has about 

the change process. On one hand a change process can be saved by the recreation of a 

narrative but the other option is an even larger possibility since in a sensemaking 

perspective employees will rethink not just what happened but also how this affects their 

perception of the entire change process. A group of employees who discovers that they 

have been co-opted and not had any real influence can change from change supporters to 

change blockers and their story can affect other employees negatively (Kotter& Schlesinger 

2008). Even though sensemaking is a social process, it does not require social consensus. 

When asked, employees can each describe different areas of the change process yet 

without repeating each other, can agree on accepting or rejecting the change process 

(Weick 1995). Individuals in fact might often have a similar perception but will rarely be 

identical as each individuals’ frame of reference is slightly different (Luhmann 1986). 

Sensemaking within organisations is continuously happening and change agents need to be 

aware of it, otherwise they can risk losing control of the employee’s change perception and 

thus their willingness to accept the change process. 
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3.8.       Sensegiving 

Sensegiving and sensemaking is directly related (Weick et. al. 2005). Where sensemaking is 

the process of how individuals make sense of their surroundings, sensegiving is the applied 

direction of that sensemaking process (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991). The change agent will 

through his own sensemaking process identify the changes needed and how they should be 

implemented but also how the employees are likely to accept the proposed changes (Maitlis 

2005). Sensegiving is thus about how the change agent can direct the sensemaking process 

of the employees towards the desired understanding and perception of the change process 

and goal (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991). This is not a process of making the employees 

understand the objective truth about the change goal, rather it is a creation of a social 

construct everybody agrees upon (Berger & Luckmann 1966). Sensegiving is not a one-way 

process where the change agent affects the employees but also a two-way process in which 

the change agent continuously has to make sense of the input returned from the employees 

about both the change process but also about the sensegiving process. The employees as 

stakeholders in the organisation will through their own sensemaking process decide what 

parts of the change process they will accept and what they will reject and in turn try to 

conduct their own sensegiving process upon the change agent creating a need for the 

change agent to conduct his/her own sensemaking (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991). This process 

facilitates that the change agent and the employees/stakeholders instead of having to agree 

on a list of compromises they can instead find a common third way that makes sense to all 

parties. This in connection with the concept of the unstable identity gives organisations an 

adaptive ability to create change (Gioia, Schultz & Corley 2000) but the premise is that a 

sensegiving process is initiated by the change agent. The sensegiving process involves the 

change agent entering “sensegiving mode” and actively conducting sensegiving activities. 

These can be meetings, conversations, emails, workshops, all with the conscious goal of 

directing the employees sensemaking process (Giois & Chittipeddi 1991). These phases are 

also cyclical in nature with periods alternating between sensemaking and sensegiving for 

both the change agent and the employee/change recipient. Change agents conduct 

sensegiving actions if they believe the change recipient incapable of resolving the issue and 

engaging in the change process (Maitlis & Lawrence 2007). The degree to which change 

agents and employees engage in sensegiving affect the degree to which the employees can 
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successfully conduct their sensemaking process. Guided sensemaking occurs when change 

agents fully engage in sensegiving activities and employees animatedly engage in the same 

with a positive, coherent outcome, restricted sensemaking occurs when change agent 

engagement was high but employee sensegiving engagement was low, fragmented 

sensemaking occurs change agent sensegiving is low but employee is high and minimal 

sensemaking occurs when neither party engage in significant sensegiving activities (Maitlis 

2005) which in turn affects employee acceptance of the change process and change agent 

sensemaking regarding the direction and structure of the change process. The creation of “a 

sense of urgency” (Kotter 2008) around the change process would be a specific and highly 

relevant sensegiving activity the change agent can conduct in order to mitigate resistance, 

as it is likely that resistant employees will be more likely to accept a change process if they 

deem it necessary. At the heart of sensegiving is communication and communicative actions 

as these are the means of directing the sensemaking process. The sensegiver needs to not 

only consider what he wants the change recipient to comprehend but also needs to 

consider how the specific change recipient actually does comprehend and what media 

would be the most effective to direct the sensemaking process. Pure information with a 

sender focus is less likely to positively affect resistant employees and might actually make 

them more resentful if the information form leaves them feeling overlooked. At the same 

time a highly participatory communications strategy can alienate employees with low OBSE 

as they might expect the management team to make decisions and create clear directions. 

Sensegiving processes requires that the change agent be aware of the sentiment within the 

change recipient group (Gioia & Chittipeddi 1991) and sensegiving activities are both 

directly and indirectly communicative in that almost all actions taken by the change agent 

will affect the employees’ sensemaking process. Indirect sensegiving might be a change in 

the performance management system or even the recruiting process that new employees 

go through as the selection or deselection of certain individuals will affect at least 

individuals within the employee group and send a strong symbolic signal about the 

organisations preferences. The concept of vicious and virtuous cycles (Smith & Lewis 2011) 

are also highly relevant in combination with sensemaking. Since events does not exist in a 

vacuum, undirected employee reactions can spur vicious cycles, creating the foundation for 

later change resistance. Conscious sensegiving actions are more likely to steer the 

sensemaking process into a virtuous cycle by facilitating a specific understanding of the 
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situation, and the underlining principle is that whether an event is good or bad is not factual 

but rather it is left to the perspectives created by the employees through their sensemaking 

processes. 

 

3.9.       Diagnosing resistance within the Oil & Gas Authority 

Knowing what kinds of resistance that are likely to occur among which employees is key to 

handling the resistance before it surfaces (Kotter & Schlesinger 2009). As argued a change 

agent through his own sensemaking process identify which forms of resistance is occurring 

within the organisation. This can be done both before the change process starts and the 

change agent can base on his own sensemaking point out what his understanding of the 

resistance levels is, or during the change process through employee response to sensegiving 

activities. The tensions the employee resistance is based on can be broken down to four 

core tensions: learning, belonging, organizing and performing (Smith & Lewis 2011). The 

tension area relevant to this project is the learning/belonging perspective where both legacy 

staff and new hires are reluctant to leave their old worklife identity behind while at the 

same time they need to learn how to operate within the new organisation. Smith & Lewis 

(2011) argue that a process of dynamic equilibrium and confronting the conflict can help 

create an acceptance of the tension and create sustainability within the organisation. If 

tensions are not addressed by the management, then they will spur vicious circles that can 

damage the organisation. If the organisation is comprised of several separate employee 

groups there can easily be multiple tension types within the organisation and all of these 

will need to be addressed and resolved. In a sensegiving perspective it can be difficult to 

diagnose resistance if there is little engagement from the employees in the sensegiving 

process. You will then have a restricted sensemaking process and resistance might be 

detected simply based on the lack of engagement. It will however be difficult to categorise it 

since the interaction levels have been so low. 

 

3.10.       Combining Kotter and Sensemaking/Sensegiving 

Most change processes will have elements of both perspectives, but one will dominate. The 

OGA is seen as a rapidly growing organisation and yet the term does not simply imply that 
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they increase their number of employees drastically. The argument here is that a growing 

organisation does not seize being a growing organisation when the last member of staff has 

been hired but rather when the culture and ideology is embedded enough that the 

organisation can move from the growing perspective and into another perception, either 

that of renewed growth, consolidation, adaptation or even a potential reversal. The main 

change perspective presented here is that of sensemaking as described by Weick (1995) 

which will be elaborated later. This perspective is here combined with John Kotter’s 

strategic theory of change processes to elaborate why failed sensemaking/sensegiving 

actions can have a detrimental effect on the change project itself. When the change from a 

rapidly growing company to a different kind of organisation occurs is in a sensemaking 

perspective not when the CEO announces a shift in paradigm but rather when the overall 

sensemaking results have change from that of a growing organisation into something else. 

Pinpointing exact beginnings will be difficult in sensemaking as the employees does not 

reach the desired result at the same times and might never reach it, in which case the 

change project is more likely to fail if it depends on their acceptance. In short there is in 

contrast to a simple reading of Kotter’s 8 steps a distinctly blurred line between the various 

steps. Combining these two perspectives though allow for a directed change process with an 

emphasis on mitigating change resistance and acknowledges that sensegiving activities 

should be conducted throughout the change process. It also makes directing the change 

process sensegiving strategy connected to the overall change strategy. Kotter himself 

acknowledges that failing in the earlier change preparation steps can undermine the entire 

project if f.x. a sense of urgency has not been created. Combining Kotter and sensemaking 

both gives the opportunity so salvage a failing change project rather than having to start all 

over but also implies that creating the basis for the change process continues throughout 

the change process until the result is firmly imbedded in the employees sensemaking. 

 

4. Research question 

My reasons for choosing organisational change as a subject for my thesis is part based on 

my own experience of both small and large scale organisational changes, but also based on 

a perception that as technology shortens distances between consumer and seller but also 

between employee and employer, modern organisations need the ability to change and 
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adapt. This is why organisational change capabilities are essential to most organisations 

both in order to react to market forces, but also to maintain or create coherence within the 

organisation so that all resources are directed towards a common goal. To organisations his 

not only means developing new products and services but more important being able to 

change their own structure and culture as markets change. Changeability does not only 

concern the private sector, but also the public, f.x. the displacement of Danish government 

departments jobs away from the capital due to political decisions and significant changes in 

the working conditions of Danish teachers, which lead to a nationwide teacher’s strike. Both 

these changes had political and public support yet was also internally met with a large 

degree of resistance, in the case of the teachers actual and significant resistant behaviour 

which has left the change process stranded and discussions are now underway as what to 

do now. Other instances where change projects fail are plentiful: mergers and acquisitions, 

downsizing, culture change programmes and even rapid expansions. Yet all of these 

examples also have representatives that have experienced huge success with their change 

process. As mentioned in the beginning, estimates say that 70% of organisational change 

initiatives fall short of target or fails completely. My perspective, based on the presented 

sensemaking/sensegiving theory, is that often employees often do not seek feedback from 

employees and when they do, they do not act upon it in a recognisable manner. Employees 

are thus not seen as viable resources, and are sometimes even seen as a problematic 

necessity costing the organisation money. 

This theory is based on the social and cognitive aspect of both sensemaking and sensegiving. 

Gathering feedback without recognising it and acting upon it is also a sensegiving activity in 

that employees notice this and feels disregarded (or co-opted in Kotter’s view) and this as 

well affects their sensemaking process. As this is a qualitative research project set in the 

rather unique transition from civil to public service, the answer deduced here is intended to 

be somewhat general and accurate (Weick 1979), but not simple. This is a necessary trade 

off since something which is accurate and general cannot also be simple in nature. The 

findings though are seen as relevant when analysing and comparing with other change 

projects. The nature of social constructivism (Gilje & Grimen 1993) dictates that the world is 

created in the social reality of the individual and that the world isn’t based on objective 

facts, but rather subjective perceptions. Every change process is thus singular and unique in 
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its nature and so are the experiences of the people involved. My research questions for this 

project is: 

1) How does a continuous employer sensegiving strategy influences employee 

sensemaking during the organisational change process within the OGA in order to 

mitigate resistance? 

This will be elaborated through these sub-questions: 

- 1a) What kind of strategies have been used by the OGA in order to direct 

sensemaking and avert resistance and how has it affected the change process?  

- 1b) If communication is seen as sensegiving activity how does changes in the 

communications strategy affect employee sensemaking and perception of the change 

process as a whole? 

- 1c) How aligned does the official organisational change goal and employee 

sensemaking have to be to facilitate a successful change? 

- 1d) How have the merging of two primary seemingly antagonistic cultures affected 

the change process and have cultural clashes caused friction? 

- 1e) How does a perceived breach in the psychological contract affect the accept of 

the change process amongst the employees of the OGA? 

The main research question (1) is directed towards the employee’s perception of the change 

agent’s sensegiving activities and how the overall strategy affects the sensemaking process 

within the employee body. If the change agent engages in significant sensegiving activities 

and the employees recognise this then the hypothesis presented here is that they should 

perceive the change process in a positive way thereby reduce the level of resistance. As 

previously mentioned resistance exists at three levels, thought, feeling and behaviour and 

all these levels but especially resistant behaviour should then be minimised. In this 

perspective communication is enlarged to encompass all outwards behaviour of the change 

agent, speech, writing, appearance and change in communication is a move away from the 

primary communications strategy described by the change agent as 

communicative/participatory towards a purer information based communication. Based on 

1a examines the strategies used by the OGA to reduce resistance levels by encouraging 

employee involvement and a recursive sensegiving/sensemaking strategy. The expectation 
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here is that employees who feel involved in the change process will take larger ownership of 

it and be less likely to conduct resistant activities. Employees who feel they do not have a 

way to influence or comment on the change process will be more likely to resist the change 

process. With 1b I want to question how sensitive the change process is to a significant 

change in the communications strategy by questioning how the employees react to the 

departure from strategic orthodoxy. Employees who are used to involvement would find 

one-way communication difficult to accept as not just the content but more important the 

form of the communication has changed, signalling a change in the relationship between 

employee and change agent. This is thought to create discord and higher resistance levels 

due to uncertainty and lowered levels of trust. In 1c) I question how much coherence with 

regards to the overall change goal there needs to be between employees and the official 

organisation version. Sensemaking is a social process but takes place within the individual 

and each individual has different values and priorities and even if the employees can recite 

the official version of the change plan it does not mean that they understand it in the same 

way. Based on this I would expect the employees to be able to describe the change plan and 

their own perception of it and be able to see and describe discrepancies between the official 

plan and their own perception. The hypothesis here (1d) is that potential cultural clashes 

can impair the change process because the friction they create might halt the process due 

to inaction. If cultural clashes are occurring, they are likely to impair the merging of the two 

cultures and create a hindrance to the change process. If significant clashes occur and one 

employee group takes up the banner of the change project, the opposing group is more 

likely to reject the change process because due to its association with the opposing group. 

Conversely if significant clashes between the two dominant cultures does not occur, the 

change process should not experience challenges from this front. The connection between 

the psychological contract and the accept of the change process is questioned in 1d with the 

expectation that employees experiencing a challenged psychological contract would be 

more likely to express scepticism about the change process as the trust between them and 

the management team carrying out the change has been eroded. This question links to 1b), 

but take an individualistic perspective and the communal nature of sensemaking is used to 

challenge the concept of the psychological contract. 
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5.       Methodology 

In this section I will briefly present my scientific stance and the thoughts and reasons behind 

my actions during this process. Most studies of employee resistance tend to use a 

quantitative approach but since my perspective is how it through sensemaking processes 

develops within employees and is met by the change agents, deeper and more qualitative 

information is needed. The scientific perspective presented in this paper is that of social 

constructivism which dictates that the individual’s perception of the world is continuously 

recreated during that individual’s interaction with other individuals (Gilje & Grimen 1993). I 

will need to be aware of that with a social constructivist perspective then even the process 

of interviewing the employees will be a part of their sensemaking process and that this in 

itself might affect their answers (Berger & Luckmann 1966). This also make the possibility of 

an objective, observable world impossible since the observer of that world will ascribe to it 

his or her own values and preferences. But this also allows the observer to ascribe 

explanations to what the observer observes and analyse the statements given with the 

intention of finding underlying explanations that the observed might not himself be aware 

of (Gilje & Grimen 1993). What will then be presented will be the result of the researchers 

own sensemaking process and his perception of the situation in relation to his theoretical 

perspective. 

 

5.1.       Datacollection 

My data collection consisted of one expert interview describing both the change process 

and also the considerations and thoughts of the team of Directors, expressed through an 

interview with the HR Director, and 8 employee interviews, both from the London office and 

from the Aberdeen Headquarters. The London based employees was for the most part 

interviewed face to face and the Aberdeen based employees was interviewed by phone. 

Skype wasn’t a possibility as it was not possible to use Skype within the office. The London 

interviews took place within the OGA office in meeting rooms. All employee interviews were 

recorded and the expert interview description was assessed as descriptive by the HR 

Director. The HR Director was the link to access the employees, as he provided me with a list 

of employees who had agreed to participate in the interviews. This caused some problems 
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as employees were busy and I had only been given their email address rather than their 

phone numbers. Several did not reply and I had to ask for more potential informants. 

Overall the HR Director was very helpful and engaged and thought the project exciting. He 

did ask if there were any particular types of employees that I would like to focus on or avoid. 

As to the first the only condition I had was that there was both legacy staff and new hires, 

however I did ask that all the employees had had to be employed for at least 9 months. 

There were not any employee groups I saw as less relevant to my project. Though it wasn’t a 

specific goal I did end up with an even number of women and men (4 women and 4 men) 

and a wide range of ages (youngest was 28, oldest 58) and functions. Only two informants 

worked in the same team. When I was handed a list of potential informants it seemed to 

consist of both legacy staff and new hires but when I contacted the employees it was 

difficult to arrange interviews with the legacy staff compared to the new hires which is why 

all informants eight is considered new hires, although some had significant civil service 

experience. 

 

5.2.       Qualitative research 

Qualitative research has both advantages and significant drawbacks which I will briefly 

present here. The advantages are in-depth information and details about the informant’s 

perception of his or her surroundings as well as the opportunity to have questions clarified 

throughout the data gathering process, thus minimizing but not eliminating 

misunderstandings (Onwuegbuzie & Leech 2005). Any potential new perspectives can be 

followed up immediately during the interview and an explorative approach is facilitated by 

this. Drawbacks are that gathering data is time consuming, interviews can be difficult to 

arrange due to scheduling conflicts and the number of informants a researcher is able to 

process is significantly reduced compared to quantitative survey research. Answers between 

informants an only to some extend be compared as they might have answered slightly 

different questions since the questions themselves can change during the interview and the 

interviewer might misunderstand the informant (Ibid). Even with large numbers of 

informants, statistical comparisons are not possible and generalisations only tentative. The 

main reason for the qualitative approach was that I wanted to be able to explore answers, 

rather than have to fit answers into pre-defined categories, some of which I might not have 
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thought to include in a potential survey. Despite these limitations I find that analysing the 

basis of an individual’s sensemaking processes can best be done through qualitative data, as 

the explorative element is crucial if the answers cannot be fully anticipated (Ibid). Since no 

objective answers exists within social constructivism, it is left to the scientist to interpret the 

answers provided using the hermeneutic theory to deduce the answers (Hojbjerg in 

Fuglsang, Olsen & Rasborg 2014). The research results thus represent the scientists’ 

perception of the situation rather than a verifiable reality. 

The interviews gathered were then transcribed in full by myself (see appendix ii-x) and 

approved by the employees of which none expressed any considerations. I’ve aimed at 

relaying the interviews word for word and in situations where phrases were inaudible I have 

noted this. This however only happened a few times and did not distort the meaning of the 

context. Pauses are noted as well with a (…) and non-verbal comments (laughter, uhm etc.) 

have also been included. Thought I have aimed at relaying the actual conversation as precise 

as possible there is always some meaning lost in the transcription process due to my own 

decisions throughout the process, but this is to be expected. 

 

5.3.        Interview Guide 

The interviewguide was created based on the initial expert interview and used a semi-

structured model (Kvale 1996) in order to utilise opportunities that presented itself during 

the interviews. A fully structured interview guide would have hindered the needed interview 

flexibility and would have been in contradiction with my social constructivist scientific 

perspective and no interview guide would have given too little direction. One area I 

discovered was significant to the employees was the recent salary review and so I added 

that to the interview guide. Throughout the guide I tried to create questions that would 

encourage thought and speculation as to gain a further insight into the employees 

sensemaking process. Short answers were asked to be elaborated, but mostly the 

employees were keen to explain their feelings and thoughts. 

I chose to split the interview guide up into sections in accordance with my research 

questions with an introduction, communications, change process and a resistance section. 

This was done to keep the informants within one area at a time however frequently it felt 

natural to move between sections to maintain the natural flow of the conversation. Since 
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my approach was that of a semi-structured guide this was not a problem. I did not expect 

them to describe their own resistant behaviour but rather wanted to know if they 

experienced general resistant behaviour among their co-workers. This was simply due to the 

fact that for the most of the informants, the interview was the first time they saw me. 

 

5.4. Methodological critique and considerations 

Overall I am satisfied with the with the methodological process but there are however a few 

points of critique and considerations that I will describe. That I was provided a list of 

employees by the HR director meant that he could essentially leave out employees who 

were too critical of the change process or conversely leave out employees who were too 

happy and where he thought that they would not provide me with any relevant information. 

As he seemed genuinely interested in the project it is my perception that he did neither of 

those things. That some employees did not reply, particularly the legacy staff, meant that I 

ended up interviewing mostly new hires, though some had longer civil service careers 

behind them. This means that the description used to describe the legacy staff is primarily 

the one given by informants categorised as new hires and any conflict described is solely 

presented from their perspective. During two of the phone and one of the face to face 

interviews I experienced trouble with my recorder, two only recorded static and on one the 

audio was too low to be audible. Immediately after I discovered this I wrote down a 

description of their answers and had the informants approve it which they did without any 

remarks. 

That the interviews took place at their workplace did not seem to affect any of the 

informants as we were in closed meeting rooms and they all had a relaxed attitude during 

the interviews. During the transcription phase of the process I noted that some answers 

given could have been specified or elaborated but I did not deem them insufficient and thus 

I did not contact the informants with any follow up questions even though they all 

unprompted offered to reply. 

Ideally I should have interviewed more from the Aberdeen office as the changes has been 

more drastic in terms of employee number increase and thus tension potential, but I ended 

up with mostly London informants. As the change had affected Aberdeen differently that 

London this meant that my description of the overall change process focus primarily on 
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events happening in London and the London staff’s perception, which on one hand denies 

me the possibility of a comparison but on the other hand gives me a location specific sense 

of the mood and perception of that office. 

I could have chosen to observe meetings, both stand-up and more formal and then compare 

my perception of the communications style of the meeting with that of my informants but 

sadly this was not possible. On the other hand, this also meant that my own sensemaking 

regarding the communications style would not affect my analysis of the description given by 

the informants.  

 

5.5.       Factors not accounted for 

There are several factors that have not been taken into account during this project as they 

have been found to be outside the scope of research. One major issue is the nature of the 

oil industry as a whole. Since summer 2014 more than 20% of staff within the industry have 

been made redundant and let go, leading to a unique situation where several former private 

sector employees have entered various government positions, something they would 

probably have never contemplated had the industry not collapsed. This motivation for 

joining a public sector organisation is not part of the scope for this project even though it 

might affect answers and sensemaking within these informants. The very nature that the job 

possibilities for oil and gas professionals who are limited through education or experience to 

that industry has also been omitted from this paper.  

 

6. Analysis 

In this section I will analyse the gathered data in relation to my research questions. Only 

tentative conclusions will be sought as to support or reduce the veracity of the research 

questions. At this point no theoretical explanations will be provided, this is left to the 

discussions section following. 
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6.1.     The effect of a change in communicational appearance 

Communication was a central part of my theoretical stance and thus also my research 

questions and the statements given by both the HR Director and the employees does 

suggest that significant attention had been given to the communications stance before and 

during the change process. It had been decided to engage in a more participative 

communications strategy than was normally the case with regards to the civil service and to 

share information and seek feedback from the employees both before the change process 

started but also during and after the initial implementation. The HR director describes a 

comprehensive document that was available through the intranet and which according to 

him was updated after any decision had been made regarding the change process. An 

interesting perspective is that none of the informants seemed to refer to this neither 

directly, nor indirectly, leading me to suspect that it had either not been presented 

thoroughly enough, wasn’t trusted or wasn’t seen as significant. Most of the informants felt 

that the information needed had been available through meetings or questions and that 

feedback been sought during the change process and the overall consensus was that the 

process had to a large degree been based on a significant level of participation. One 

informant, Denise, did however feel that the participatory line that she had expected when 

joining, only to some extend had materialised: 

“that was the only place where full involvement was not was not required. For me I thought 

well that a bit weird.” 

They did believe that their management acknowledged the feedback given to them even if it 

wasn’t incorporated into the actual structure of the OGA. The HR director presented this as 

a part of the strategy to win over primarily the legacy staff as their support was seen as 

crucial to the overall change project success. The informants all experienced that 

employee’s feedback was considered and that the employee’s themselves had helped 

create the new organisational values which the organisation would then operate according 

to. A few of the informants did however express concerns or irritation that even though 

feedback was sought, this was either done in larger forums such as office wide stand-up 

meetings or encouraged through emails. One employee remarked that smaller forums such 

as workshops would have helped, not only with regards to the change but also in terms of 

overall understanding of each other’s roles: 
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“Workshops would be good, yeah I think, ahem, it would be nice to get to know more about 

what everyone does in their team because I have a feeling that no one really knows what 

we do” - Edward 

The feeling was that big forums were not the right place for expressing concerns in case the 

feeling wasn’t shared and the employee would be seen as change resistant. This example is 

crucial in that the employee expresses several things. One is that the change project as such 

is to his opinion universally accepted within the organisation another is that even though 

feedback was requested, the employee didn’t feel comfortable giving it in a larger forum. 

An interesting perspective was given by the two informants who had both worked as PA’s or 

secretaries, Anna and Beatriz, and had since then changed roles. They both in varying 

degrees described that the communications flow within the leadership group was high but 

that the diffusion from the leadership to the employees could be lacking at times, even 

though there was a number of meetings taking place at all levels. One of the informants did 

feel that the information needed was present and that employees who wanted it only had 

to look the right place (ref). None of the staff interviewed could recall any significant 

situations that had affected the staff in a significant negative direction prior to the salary 

review, however all expect one, whose interview was conducted before the review, did say 

that the review did not fully comply with the communications style in that it wasn’t 

“transparent” and maybe was “a bit opaque in the way it was carried out”. Even though 

several informants did agree that the review was based on a comparison with industry 

standard rates and a timeline was presented and adhered to, the actual review did not 

include the option to negotiate and because of its nature it was not universal: 

“… was if im choosing to be generous was that the salary view was done in a more opaque 

way without consultation there wasn’t really an opportunity to people to say why they 

thought that they should get a pay rise.” - Clarence 

When asked, most of the informants did acknowledge that the salary review had not 

affected their perception, because they did not expect significant raises, but they all did 

suggest to varying decrees that there were some of the employees who felt “overlooked 

and underpaid” and might look to transition back into the civil service or look for jobs 

elsewhere, which would potentially be detrimental to the organisation since these people 
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while not having specialist roles were, simply based on their experience or position, 

necessary to the organisation (tom). 

The base of the discontent was described as an early story circulating within the old 

department within DECC about what would happen to salaries after the department 

became a company, a story retold by several of the informants and seemingly either not 

picked up by management or allowed to linger. One issue described was that the review had 

been based on industry comparisons rather than internal work importance and that the IT 

group did not get a raise which: 

“… but some or someone from IT must have raised their concerns informally amongst 

colleagues because that seemed to be widely known…” – Anna 

Given that pay is rarely a topic that is widely discussed in the workplace, this indicates that 

some employees were experiencing severe disaffection with the situation. One informant 

working in HR as well as the HR Director remarked that they had been as open as possible 

but that the salary review was based on partially confidential information and thus not 

everything could have been revealed. The review also had to be approved by the Treasury 

thus further limiting the distribution powers of the actual in-house management. The HR 

Director in accordance with several informants experienced that the most dissatisfied 

employees was the legacy staff due to their perceived lack of a pay rise and perhaps 

unrealistic perception of their actual salary level and he remarked that he had had several 

conversations with angry legacy employees. 

Some of the informants did also describe that the way the salary review was carried out 

wasn’t in accordance with how they perceived the change process as a whole, a process 

most of the informants spoke quite positive and with admiration about. 

Based on this, it does seem that the change project appears to have been disrupted by the 

salary review and the employee’s perception that the review was not carried out in 

accordance with the overall change project, yet it was seen as a part of the change process. 

All of the informants describe various scenarios involving dissatisfied staff and several, 

including the HR director, describe the legacy group as the most disaffected. This indicates 

that the salary review, seen as a sensegiving activity, has impacted the employee 

sensemaking processes and left at least some of the employees feeling mistreated and less 

motivated, thus supporting my hypothesis 1a. There seems to be a group of employees who 
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feel severely let down by management and if they are also part of the legacy group, which 

has been described as overlooked and underpaid and generally the most critical of the 

change, this might lead to retirements or transfers back to the civil service, in which case the 

OGA would lose critical people, which again could impair the change process. Interestingly 

enough the informants did not expect the disaffected staff to engage in resistant behaviour, 

simply due to their level of professionalism and ideological dedication (Clarence) and a 

sense that they are serving their country by performing their jobs. 

Another significant detail mentioned by the HR director is the duplicity of work and an 

insufficient org chart, something also mentioned by X as creating confusion and friction. The 

HR manager himself believes that in hindsight the org chart should have been updated 

regularly and have been given more focus, as it has facilitated the duplicity of work due to a 

lack of perspective in which functions the various roles are supposed to carry out, meaning 

that several people have done the same work without adding it to a database or share it and 

other functions may not have been carried out. It has also meant that some employees are 

uncertain as to where the boundaries between roles are and what distinguishes their own 

role from other roles within the organisation. Recreating the org chart at this time might 

create tension and anxiety as some employees might fear losing their position or be placed 

in an unwanted one. If a major reshuffle is done close to the salary review and some of the 

disaffected staff are moved to unwanted positions this can create significant resentment 

among the staff and also erode trust if the moves are seen as punishment. This could 

destabilise the management-employee relationship which has otherwise been built on trust 

and participation. A reshuffle though could also be announced as necessary and then the 

employees could be included in the design of their new roles. 

 

6.2.      Organisational consensus 

The employees within the OGA have all been presented the same information regarding the 

change and its purpose, yet their backgrounds are quite different due to the growth of the 

organisation. While there is a core legacy group, the employees interviewed here all came 

from outside that group, either from other departments within the civil service or from the 

private sector and thus did not constitute an integrated part of the organisation at the time 

the change process started. The question is how much of a consensus around both the 
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validity and nature of the change is required for the change not to meet resistance and run 

into trouble. All of the informants asked gave somewhat similar descriptions of the same 

purpose behind the change process, suggesting that they have intellectually understood and 

accepted the change premises. Since these could all be categorised as new hires, the 

description of the legacy staff’s perception is only indirectly described. They all seemed to 

agree that a change was needed and that the ideological purpose of the change was right 

and the correct direction to move towards. Several however had concerns with various 

aspects, primarily the powers and flexibility accorded to the OGA. One, Edward, even 

remarked: 

“Yes I think that it was needed but I don’t, why do we have to be, why we had to move away 

from civil service…” 

This relates to the perception that even though the OGA has been granted additional 

powers to sanction, if they are not used, then what is the point and if the flexibility in reality 

isn’t there, then why leave the civil service and thus reducing the employee’s career 

opportunities since they then cannot apply for civil service roles. 

Clarence’s main concern is that the critical part, the power to sanction indecent industry 

behaviour is in effect useless as the possible fine by far is outweighed by the potential gain 

companies can get by not adhering to rules and regulation and: 

“… they might see it as that and then they’d say that one mio pounds that’s our penalty for 

doing something that actually would have lost us 20 mio pounds for not doing.” 

These examples indicate that the employees within the OGA besides understanding the 

purpose and the actual changes and increase in industry power, they have also created their 

own thoughts about the future for the organisation and the effectiveness regarding its 

powers. These descriptions were all given with the expression of frustration, signalling that 

this is not just an intellectual annoyance from their part, but something they see as a 

fundamental flaw in the setup of the organisation and something they wished were 

different. Clarence had actually left a wellpaid job in the private sector to come work for the 

OGA and this clearly frustrated him that a company such as the one he had worked in would 

see this perceived loop hole and use it as validation to commit transgressions for the good 

of the company at the expense of the UK. This also shows that the some of the employees 



49 
 

working in the OGA have a genuine interest in the betterment of the industry and of its 

conditions and see their organisation as a serious partner with a specific role that will 

benefit both the UK and the industry, as described by Denise on the best thing about the 

OGA: 

“To bring greater benefits ultimately. Either to the department or to the, to the UK economy 

external sector as such. 

These discrepancies in the overall consensus regarding the change project has their own 

inherent risks. On one hand they show employees dedicated to a project that they actually 

believe in and feel strongly about. It is a project that in some ways affect their desire to 

work there as most of the employees interviewed had actively sought to come work for the 

OGA based on several different categories of desire (adventure, service, experience). On the 

other hand these motivated employees might lose motivation or potentially engage in 

resistant activities themselves in the future, if they perceive that the organisation is starting 

to head in the right direction or if it is simply not moving at all. 

As mentioned before the interviewed employees within the OGA all seem to share on an 

intellectual level the understanding of the purpose of the OGA and they also seem to accept 

the premises of why the change process is necessary. They do describe that among the 

legacy staff there are some people who has a different opinion. William suggests that these 

employees does not really understand the reason for why the organisation had to change 

but seems to have accepted the conditions although with some negative remarks.  

“And they probably lack the enthusiasm to get on the change process but then on the other 

side they are also the ones typical civil service always understaffed and overworked and they 

needed to get on with their work and they couldn’t understand all the stuff that was going 

on around them.” - Beatriz 

This perspective is corroborated by most of the other informants and some explanation has 

been given such as making sure that the pension scheme stayed the same and sheltering 

them from the change process so they didn’t feel it as much. The logic behind this seems to 

be that if they did not experience too much change they would not start to resist the 

process or leave and take valuable experience with them. Though most of the informants do 

describe a legacy group that does grumble, they all deny that they have experienced any 
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resistant behaviour from that group or from any other group or individuals. The 

sensemaking consensus seems to be that people are there of their own choosing and if they 

feel any discontent, they should seek employment elsewhere as the legacy staff still has the 

opportunity to re-join the civil service. 

Overall it would seem that the employees though not completely, certainly share enough of 

a common perception to make everyone feel that the general employee consensus is that of 

a sensible change process progressing satisfactorily in the right direction and where the 

sensegiving processes as described in 1a does seem to have had an effect on the employee 

sensemaking. The only thing which can undermine this is potential fallout from the salary 

review, which might challenge the sensemaking process and thus the acceptance of the 

change project or employee motivation. 

 

6.3.      Cultural clashes affecting the organisational change process 

It was anticipated in the hypothesis behind 1c that the merging of the legacy civil service 

staff and the industry professionals coming from the private sector would cause some 

trouble for the change process simply because friction and clashes between the two culture 

was expected and deemed inevitable. Various individual perspectives have challenged this 

perspective, not in its premises but in its expected outcome. Firstly, the employee group 

does not simply consist of employees from a binary set of cultures but rather from a string 

of backgrounds. Just between the employees interview their backgrounds revealed a 

surprising variety. Some are the legacy civil servant group, but other employees who are not 

here classed as legacy are themselves long time civil servants. Others have moved into the 

public sector with a prior history in the private sector and some, such as Clarence, joined the 

OGA with the same ideological mindset that they ascribe to the legacy staff. So while the 

perception of two antagonist camps is no longer fully applicable, the challenge for the OGA 

remains the same, which is how to merge different cultures into one. 

It does appear that some clashes have occurred as most informants would describe them, 

however they would all put it down to competing professional cultures or in some cases 

difficult individuals than to opposing personal cultures or behaviour. One employee did 

describe the legacy group as: 
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“I think it just is mentality they are both just used to things in a completely different way, 

ehm, civil service I think they kind of just been able to do kind of what they want and they 

have never really been paid particularly well I think there is a feeling that “I’ve done my 

hours and I only get paid for this” mentality and then you go to the other side, industry, 

people who come from industry and is used to really long hours and for getting paid a lot for 

it, but its just, different mentality when it comes to working and money and. Yeah it is quite 

noticeable also maybe with things like there is a lot of bureaucracy and I’ve noticed with 

people who come from civil service they are used to doing things on paper and the whole 

time and they pretty much don’t want to move to an electronic system and then industry has 

been used to doing that for a while.” – Edward. 

The cultural differences here are described as not only in terms of motivation, where the 

legacy staff are described as having a more time conscious perception, in part affected by 

their long term exposure to certain workplace conditions and an industry mindset where the 

job has to get done regardless of the hours. This the OGA has tried to resolve through the 

creation of new organisational values, fair, robust, considerate and accountable, but Edward 

as well would like to have further, smaller settings, where further integration can happen 

and as well of the other interviewee’s still perceive a cultural cap between the legacy staff 

and the new hires. Clashes have also happened over the use of modern technology with the 

new hires used to modern databases that the legacy staff perhaps have not used or indeed 

had the possibility of using. They are though described as not very willing to adapt to 

modern technology and prefer paper copies and spreadsheets rather than computer models 

and databases. This difference between the legacy staff and the new hires is described as 

something that cause friction and makes the legacy staff appear fossilised in the eyes of the 

new hires. 

On the other hand, the new hires are described as having a lacking perception of how 

policies work and the timelines involved in dealing with them. They are described as people 

who are used to a fast workflow and quick decisions and they are not used to the civil 

service pace slowed by formalities, procedures and required approvals, which they feel is 

hindering their work. Clarence also describe an expectation upon joining the OGA that the 

legacy staff was less intellectually proficient and less specialised, a perception shared by 

industry professionals. This would then imply that there was a lack of respect from the 
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industry professionals when they joined, which would again be a potential friction risk.  

Though professional friction is described by most of the interviewed employees, they also all 

describe a welcoming environment at the time of their hires and a warm welcome by the 

legacy staff and some also describe the legacy staff as quite curious about the new hires’ 

experience in the private sector. This leads me to conclude that the legacy staff at least in 

outwards appearance didn’t view the new hires as a cultural threat, something which should 

minimise the risk of a cultural was within the organisation, and the new hires were often 

seen as a benefit because they could take some of the workload of the back of the legacy 

staff (Denise & William). 

One reason for this might be that the HR policies around recruiting was centered around 

hiring people based on personal ckills, who would be able to fit in and get along with the 

existing staff, rather than hiring the most skilled applicant. As a sensegiving activity this was 

consciously used to send a strong signal and to minimise friction amongst the employee 

group and based on the response by the employees, the absence of initial conflict suggests 

that this might have had an effect in terms of creating coherence within the employee 

group as a whole. Another potential cause of friction was the perceived expectation that 

new management positions would be expected by the legacy staff to go to them internally 

with new hires being hired in to more junior roles. This was thoroughly denied by the 

statements given regarding this. The HR director commented that there had been very few 

applications from legacy staff regarding roles more senior to theirs, and the neither of the 

informants could recall either first hand or second hand experience of legacy staff who felt 

denied a role which was rightfully theirs. An explanation is given by Edward who describes 

the organisation as very top heavy and with few career opportunities for staff in junior roles. 

This suggests that while this may frustrate employees who wants to advance, it also gives 

the indication that the legacy staff did not deem themselves qualified for the new roles 

created and thus therefore did not apply for them. Had this not been the case then several 

legacy staff would probably have been furious about not getting positions they saw as 

rightfully theirs, which is likely to have created a vast amount of tension. One other input 

given by the HR director was that any new hire who was put in a management position was 

asked directly how he would manage staff who did not necessarily understand his 

background. Applicants who preferred the employees to simply follow suit and bend their 

head was not hired whereas applicants who described a soft skills approach was taken into 
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consideration. 

As mentioned earlier the OGA strategically embarked on creating a new organisational 

culture because:  

“… the old civil service code of conduct was no longer deemed sufficient.” – William 

This decision to include the employees from the beginning in this process can be seen as a 

sign of the overall cultural change strategy. All informants mention the new values, even if 

they struggle to remember them exactly. Rather than directing the new values from the top 

of the organisation, the intention seems to have been to let the employees reach a common 

decision as to which values the organisation should be founded on and then let them grow 

up through the organisation. Anna describes that even though the values are seldom talked 

about other than by the managers, the employee group as a whole seems to be living up to 

the ideals imbedded within the values. A continued process of adding descriptions to the 

values during a later meeting ensured that the values would be brought up and analysed at 

a later date and also that employees brought in during a later stage would also feel 

ownership of the values. Discarding the old civil service values, while necessary, might have 

been hard for the legacy staff, which made their participation in the creation of the new 

values essential as they otherwise might be inclined to feel hurt and thus refuse the new 

organisational values. 

Creating the new values was also a way to avoid the cultural clash that might happen if one 

culture had to be assimilated into another. The civil service culture would probably adapt 

poorly to the private sector methodology and the private sector speed and arrogance would 

fit poorly with the civil service bureaucracy. As a sensegiving action, creating a new culture, 

which could be a synthesis of the two old cultures also reflects the new nature of the 

organisation, being neither part of the civil service nor the public sector. This gives the 

employees the chance to create a common basis to process their sensemaking in, rather 

than expecting them to adapt to the premises of a different culture, thereby avoiding the 

antagonistic possibility. 

To summarise the OGA Management through what appear to be conscious decisions and 

sensegiving activities have worked very hard to avoid conflicts based on cultural differences 

and have tried to be ahead of this issue by creating and maintaining focus on the new 

organisational values and the meaning and guidance this brings the organisation. The 
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specific considerations to the recruiting procedure is also something that might have had a 

significant effect as it is thought to have negated a considerable amount of potential 

conflicts between legacy staff and new hires. 

 

6.4.     Psychological contract breach 

The psychological contract as a theoretical concept is here used to argue that a perceived 

breach of the contract on the employers’ behalf will leave the employee feeling less 

obligated to act in the organisations’ interest and during organisational change engage in 

resistant activities. The HR director has given several statements that a perception of 

maintaining the psychological contract has been a priority during the change process. 

Denise describes the actual decisions to remain in the civil service pension scheme as 

something the OGA specifically sought to achieve as it was deemed important to the legacy 

staff. The same argumentation followed the desire for the employees to be able to apply for 

positions within the civil service until October 2017 in order to facilitate a smooth transition 

if former civil servants was not comfortable in their new public service role. Since the 

decision to create the OGA was based on a political decision, the employees, as employees 

in most both public and private organisations, did not have a say in the decision. This might 

have made some of them apprehensive or hostile towards the change and feel betrayed. 

Several factors seem to remedy this however. Firstly, the decision was not taken within 

DECC but rather in the government, which means that while the employees might feel that 

they had their psychological contract with both DECC and the government, only the 

government did commit an actual breach. Virtually all the informants, even Howard, 

describe that there among the legacy staff are some people who vocally does not agree with 

or like the change or the change process, but that none have engaged in resistant 

behaviour, suggesting that they actually do not feel betrayed. Secondly, Denise describes 

that they mention their change experience and actually has been focusing on their work and 

William as previously mentioned has described that an effort has been done to shield them 

from the change process so as they shouldn’t feel the impact as much. Due to the age of a 

lot of the legacy staff, some have retired, though it is not stated if it was because of the 

change process. Clarence suggest that some of them were simply of that age. It was mainly 

speculated that the staff mostly likely to experience a breached psychological contract was 
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the legacy staff due to their long experience within DECC and their roles in general, but 

since I haven’t been able to interview any of the legacy staff, a description of the state of 

their psychological contracts can only indirectly be done through their behaviour perceived 

by the new hire employees I did interview. Almost all of them did describe that some legacy 

staff employees did complain about certain aspects of the change process, or felt that they 

couldn’t really see the reason behind the change itself. But as mentioned earlier no actual 

resistance was perceived. The third reason that while some legacy staff might have felt 

betrayed, they were also described as very engaged in what they did and the HR director as 

well as some of the informants describe them as having more idealistic motivations for 

fulfilling their role. This very aspect leads me to speculate that it would take a significant 

breach to make then engage in actual resistant behaviour since their sense of duty is 

expected to keep them motivated beyond the immediate breach of the psychological 

contract. 

Regarding the future, Clarence did express serious concern that following the salary review 

that some of the legacy staff might feel inclined to actually leave the OGA as they seemingly 

had been very upset and felt “overlooked and undervalued”. At the same time Beatriz 

described the IT group as some who had been very vocal about their discontent to a point 

where they had actually expressed this more or less as a group to the larger organisation. 

William as well did agree that a lot of the staff felt very strongly about not having received a 

pay rise or having received less than expected. While the pay review was announced when 

the change process started and the premises had been clearly laid out, the rumours that the 

OGA would be able to substantially increase the employees’ pay was not sufficiently 

suppressed or remedied. These stories might over time have been incorporated into the 

psychological contract as an expectation, something several of the informants mention as 

well. The situation will have been precarious as management could not deny it, as it was 

something they were actively negotiating with the Treasury about, yet neither could they 

give people a realistic prospect of what they could expect because the information used was 

from a classified report. When they then did not include the employees in negotiations 

regarding their future pay or gave any explanation as to why the outcome of the decisions 

was such, discontent amongst the employees seems to have sprung up quite dramatically. 

As to whether a general breach of the psychological contract has taken place is difficult to 

say. The legacy staff has experienced a lot of change, no matter how sheltered they will 
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have been, yet they seem to have continued working with the same ethics as they did prior 

to the change was initiated. The new hires all empress that to a large degree their 

expectations before they joined has been fulfilled and only one of them, Edward, have 

specific considerations regarding their own career prospects, as he sees the organisation as 

too top heavy with too few possibilities since leaving the civil service. William did also 

question if the organisation really needed to leave the civil service but as he expects this job 

to be his last, this is only on behalf of his younger colleagues. Most of the new hires also 

joined knowing that the change was either starting or going on and several of the 

informants mentioned this excitement as a reason for joining the OGA. Since none of them 

have commented negatively on their own position in relation to the salary review, and 

because they joined much more recently than the legacy staff, I assume that this is not 

something which has affected their own psychological contracts. Due to the short timespan 

between the salary review and the interviews I do not believe that it is possible at this time 

to describe the effect the process and outcome of the salary review has had on the 

disaffected employees. The psychological contract is seldom breached by one event and I 

will argue that it might be the nature of the process around the salary review than the 

actual outcome that will then facilitate a breach of the psychological contract. Through 1d 

the expectation was that some employees among the legacy staff would have already 

expressed significant disagreement regarding the change process and this would have been 

an indication of a breach of the psychological contract. If the salary review has been the 

deciding factor, it is too early to tell, even though the employees describe a somewhat 

widespread anger among some groups of the employees. 

 

6.5.       The specific strategies used during the change process 

The management within the OGA has used several strategies during the change process. All 

the interviewed employees except Edward feel that the information level has been 

sufficient, which is interesting considering Edwards old role as a PA to two of the directors 

and thus access to a large degree of information. All other informants describe the process 

as based on a lot of information and quite participative. Even though the timeline has been 

very strict, exemplified by some of William’s comments, the OGA management has tried to 

include a lot of meetings and the chief executive has often travelled to London to conduct 
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stand up meetings and generally they have encouraged questions and feedback regarding 

the process. Overall this was a successful strategy, except where the salary review is 

considered, as judging by the informant descriptions, the outcome was far from what they 

expected, as Anna describes: 

“… and there was definitely an atmosphere and there was a group that, people seemed to be 

talking quite openly about one particular group…” - Anna 

To a large degree, they also did include the employees through feedback loops to affect the 

change process. William describes that management did take feedback very seriously and 

the HR director also states that feedback was considered, even if only some of it was then 

implemented. The cultural values segment seems to have worked out very well as most of 

the employees mention it and they all speak highly positive about it. The creation of 

common organisational values seems to have been important both to the HR department 

but also amongst the employees, even if they don’t think about them consciously in their 

everyday workday. Several of the informants also stated that they liked both the small scale 

participatory setup of their own job-situations, but also the overall aspect of the change 

programme. This again impacted and probably enlarged the effect of the salary review since 

this process deviated so much from the process as a whole, and there are indications that it 

might have made some employees, specifically amongst the legacy staff distrust 

management. 

Generally an open-door policy has been used throughout the change process and the 

change team are also the team of directors, giving them a chance to tough ground with 

most of the staff in their everyday work/life. They are also somewhat evenly distributed 

between London and Aberdeen, something most of the informants agree on, even if some 

do feel that the focus is on Aberdeen (Wendy). The informants describe the management 

team and the extended management team as very conscious in reaching out to their 

employees and having good conversations with them, so there seems to be a fair amount of 

support available. 

Although the OGA have done much to inform and influence their employees, they did also 

recognise that the legacy staff would potentially have to give up some of the benefits they 

had acquired by being civil servants. The nature of the UK civil service system seems to 

favour already existing civil servants over external candidates when recruiting, making job 
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security better and thereby creating a sense of economic security to the employee. The 

description of the civil service recruiting system given by William and Denise certainly 

suggest that, since positions are first advertised internally in the department, then across 

the civil service and only then outside the civil service. Both Denise and Anne also describes 

being approached and encouraged to apply for positions by managers, suggesting that 

internal connections in the civil service can be important when you want to transition out of 

your current role yet want to stay in the civil service system. Leaving the civil service 

appears to have presented two main obstacles, both of which needed negotiation, not with 

their employees but rather with the civil service system. First, they secured that legacy 

employees and people joining before the creation of the OGA as a government company 

could stay in the civil service pension scheme, something that appear to have been 

important to the especially the senior civil service legacy staff. Secondly, they retained for a 

period of 12 months the right for OGA employees who should so desire, that they could 

apply for roles within the civil service on the same terms as existing civil servants. This 

negotiation secured that the legacy staff did not feel that they lost out in a significant way 

by becoming public servants. Interestingly both William and Edward mention this as a 

potential hindrance given that the 12 months’ grace period will run out and the career 

opportunities existing in the civil service is according to them not present in the OGA due to 

its limited size, suggesting that the effort to negotiate with the civil service has only yielded 

limited benefit. The salary review can also be seen as a negotiations tactic, given that it was 

something which had to be negotiated with the Treasury and was announced seemingly 

before it’s structure had been finalised. Due to the stories described by X it seems that while 

the intention behind the negotiation, to make salaries competitive with the general 

industry, created a vortex of speculation and unrealistic ambitions amongst the employees 

which according to William led to dissatisfaction among both the employees who received 

an increase in salary but where it did not meet expectation, amongst employees who did 

not receive an increase but expected to and according to Beatriz amongst employees who 

thought that a particular group, the IT group, had been overlooked. The negotiation strategy 

thus seems either to have not been carried out sufficiently or that the communication 

surrounding it to have been faulty or poorly managed. The official promise that the change 

should not cause any employee to lose their position because of that has however not been 

mentioned by any of the informants. To the majority of them the simple explanation is that 
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they joined after it was announced and to the rest that they were hired with the change 

process in mind and as such did not feel attached to the organisation in the same way as the 

legacy staff. Neither did they seek stability and unchanging conditions, quite the reverse 

actually, as both Edward, Anna and Denise mentions as actual motivation factors. To fully 

answer the question, legacy staff would have needed to be interviewed. I speculate that the 

effect would also have a time limited effect as at first it might not be believed, then it would 

be accepted and after that if would be absorbed and as the change process continued, it 

might be either be internalised or forgotten, or the relevant staff might of their decide to 

leave the OGA. 

These strategies to mitigate resistance have thus proved to be mostly successful in that 

actual resistant behaviour at the time has not occurred, according to the new hire 

employees interviewed. Due to the salary review being conducted immediately before the 

interviews the long-term effect of the dissatisfaction is hard to say with any certainty, 

though several of the employees do describe significant resentment, though some feel that 

the resentment is not fully justified. 

 

6.6.      Sensegiving action effect on resistance 

Employee sensegiving as a means to mitigate resistance seems up until the salary review to 

have been highly successful as actual resistant behaviour has not been described by the 

informants. Both the HR director and HR manager interviewed for this research paper has 

described a multifaceted change programme aimed at reducing internal resistance. This has 

been based on several observations made throughout this process, namely that a specific 

strategy seems to have been in place, spanning not only the original staff within the 

department, but also recruiting procedures, cultural change programmes, negotiations with 

government and a conscious process of participation and information within the change 

programme. The OGA seems to have been highly aware of which value they ascribed to the 

legacy staff and how far they would go to keep them, at least in the implementation phase 

of the organisational change process. The HR director also acknowledged that a few legacy 

staff was assumed to be a hindrance to the change process and while they were not let go, 

they were given incentive to either move to different departments or seek retirement so as 

not to disturb the change process. They also seem to have been aware that they had to 
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accommodate several potentially antagonistic expectations in that the legacy staff according 

to William commented that they had experienced several failed change attempts and 

seemed to be very focused on “getting the job done” and “getting on with things”, whereas 

several of the informants explicitly described the change aspect and the uncertainty and the 

ability to influence the core of the organisation as key elements for why they chose to work 

for the OGA. This potential conflict of interest seems to have been handled in a way where 

everyone seems to have been assigned certain roles. Clarence describes the legacy staff as 

key to the functionality of the organisation and William that the legacy staff as much as 

possible was shielded from the actual change. They were however included in the creation 

of the new organisational values, perhaps in order to facilitate a feeling within them of 

transferring the soul of the old department into the new organisation. The board of 

directors and the extended management team seems to consist of new hires, and the staff 

responsible for carrying out the change process is thus entirely made up of people who are 

somewhat new to the organisation if not necessarily the civil service and the mentality 

accompanying it. The clash between cultures seems to have been averted as even though 

friction is described, it seems at the most to have been between cultural aspects rather than 

entire cultures and seems to have been resolved, either between agents or with the active 

involvement of management. In either case, when asked, the interviewed employees all 

describe that even though the cultures haven’t fully merged yet, friction is becoming 

increasingly rarer and no major incidents have so far occurred. 

Overall the sensegiving activities seem to have had the desired effect on the resistance 

levels and thus negated serious resistant behaviour. Since the legacy staff was theoretically 

supposed to include the base of any resistance and only one legacy staff with no personal 

knowledge of any resistant behaviour, based in Aberdeen, have been interviewed, directly 

concluding that no resistant behaviour has so far occurred is not possible. But because the 

new hires and the HR Director does not recall any specific resistant situations other than 

complaints, it seems that no serious resistant activity has so far taken place, at least not any 

with any significance. My main hypothesis, 1, seems then to be supported in that with a 

conscious sensegiving strategy, the risk of resistance is lessened significantly. This does not 

mean that there is no risk of resistance present, but that through sensegiving actions, the 

OGA management does seem to have affected the sensemaking process to an extend that 
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the employees are either enthusiastic about the change project or at least accepts that it is 

happening and while they don’t necessarily acceps it, they do not oppose it either. 

 

7 Discussion 

The employees within the OGA seems to have accepted the change process necessity and 

format, which is something the management actively sought to encourage. Management 

itself has according to themselves spent a significant amount of time trying to mitigate 

resistance and work out strategies in order to do so. First these strategies will be discussed 

and then the sensemaking/sensegiving relationship behind them to explain why the 

strategies are so effective. It will also be discussed why imbedding a sensemaking 

perspective into an otherwise linear model such as Kotter’s is not only possible but also 

desirable and gives new opportunities and perspective to the creation of the change 

process. The effect of sensegiving activities has on the psychological contract in relation to 

resistance within the OGA will be described and finally the effectiveness and feasibility of 

sensegiving actions will also be discussed, based on the discussion of the incorporation of 

sensemaking into Kotter’s framework. 

 

7.1.      Implementing sensemaking into Kotter’s framework 

The timeline itself is interesting in that to conduct a major both structural, cultural and 

ideological change within two years and at the same time keeping the organisation 

functioning is a very tight deadline. Around 100 employees or more than a 100% increase in 

staff needed to be recruited and inducted into the organisation. The organisational 

structure changed quite a bit, depending on which employee you ask, and it certainly grew 

dramatically, especially in the Aberdeen office. The type of change is here described as a mix 

of dramatic and organic (reference) and in the sense that it is at one time very abrupt and 

disruptive and at the same time a continuation and expansion of the work already being 

carried out within the organisation and between the organisation and its external 

environment. The short timeline, less than two years, usually demands that employee 

involvement be kept at a minimum simply due to lack of time, yet in this process additional 

resources and man-hours have been used to create a recurring loop of feedback and 
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involvement. As the legacy staff was seen as critical to the success of the OGA, this is no 

surprise and having to replace both them and their very specific knowledge would have 

been a significant setback easily justifying the additional focus of retaining them.  This 

indicates that to a wide degree, if continued work and specific expertise and experience is 

critical to the organisation, then even big organisational changes can utilise a participatory 

approach as this creates a change process with more elements of bottom/up than pure 

top/down structure. The advantage is here that employees have taken a larger degree of 

responsibility of the change process which again will reduce the resistance levels as opposed 

to a purely top/down approach with an information-only based strategy. 

The various strategic initiatives have almost all been utilised with the exception of co-

optation and manipulation. If this had been felt to happen, then trust, which seems to have 

been essential to the change success, would have been corrupted, and employee ownership 

of the change process might have deteriorated. Since the HR director does not see the 

change process as completed, or indeed that it will ever be completed, the recognition that 

the OGA as an organisation is not fully formed seems reasonable enough in that even 

though the structure is mostly in place, employees still needs to melt together into a more 

coherent unit. As with most organisational changes, culture is the slowest one to settle since 

that won’t happen until the structure has solidified and people have started to feel at home 

within the organisation and look at their new colleagues with recognition. Kotter’s change 

theory uses a very linear, top/down model with almost no recursive possibilities, which is 

why I suggest that the model itself needs flexibility if it is also to be of use when and 

organisation such as the OGA needs to continue its creation and imbedding into its role 

within the oil industry. Kotter emphasises that the descriptive and creative part of the 

process is the most essential to build the foundation of an organisational change, but he 

does imply that once the resistance has been handled, it is unlikely to resurface. This 

linearity seems to me to simplify the relationship between employer and employee, 

especially considering the modern, flexible labour market where employees can no longer 

be expected to stay with an organisation for the majority of their career, but will leave if 

they perceive greener pastures on the other side of the fence. As a base model it is still a 

key model, but without flexibility when moving between stages, the model might become 

too rigid as it doesn’t take into account that employees might not resist a change, but they 
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might leave the organisation, not due to opposition towards the change but simply because 

potential unrest affects their work and thereby their careers. 

Introducing a sensemaking perspective will allow feedback to travel between stages in 

Kotter’s model and allow the model to be used as a two-way model rather than an almost 

pure top/down. Allowing sensemaking into the structure will allow for sensegiving actions 

to be seen not just as resistance disperser but also as change facilitators. Participation is 

then seen as a valid tool and the employees are seen as contributors and helpers rather 

than at best as a potential hindrance. The case of the OGA works as a good example at how 

a government decided change process has made excellent use of the employee body not 

only to mitigate change, but also to enrich the management’s perspective surrounding the 

issues which the organisation is facing. It can also work as a strategy to make sure that the 

management, of whom no one originally worked in the OGA, did not overlook critical 

aspects because they thought themselves infallible and omniscient. Including sensemaking, 

sensegiving and feedback loops in the organisation thus does not only reduce the likelihood 

of resistance but also provide new information to the organisation. More important it 

moved the focus of instilling the acceptance of the change process into a more flexible 

position so it is easier to recognise and handle potential resistance when it happens. This is 

in line with the perspective of sensemaking that sensemaking is ongoing and that resistance 

can occur at almost any stage in the change process. In the analysis I gave a tentative 

conclusion that the OGA after a remarkably quiet period now finds themselves in potential 

trouble after first the salary review and then a potential org chart reshuffle. Kotter’s theory 

outs a lot of focus in the planning phase and rightly so, but the further ahead you plan, the 

more likely it is that the conditions will have changed, which is why plans needs to allow a 

lot of room for flexibility. The salary review as a critical event shows that the OGA 

management could not have anticipated the backlash of what should have been a huge 

victory. After all they did manage to successfully negotiate with the treasury and gain a 

significant increase in salary for a large part of their employees, yet it brought with it a lot of 

dissatisfaction and perhaps even distrust. Although they were aware of the stories 

circulating about the salary review, stories that did match reality, they perhaps failed to 

grasp just how imbedded they were within the employee group, leading to a precarious 

situation with the revision of the org chart. If the salary review had been a successful action, 

the employees would have been mollified and even a significant change in the org chart 
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would have been easier to accept by employees who had just had a pay rise. Although I find 

that Kotter’s theory does allow for a direction of sensemaking, it seems to be one way 

rather than recursive. As a new event unfolds, it is built on top of the existing perception in 

a logical fashion. The sensemaking presented by Karl Weick and his collaboration with other 

contributors is not based on facts but plausibility and allows the employee to revisit a 

perception of a thought or situation over and over, each time altering the perception. As 

mentioned earlier this allows the employee to change his or her mind about not just present 

events but also past events. Since events affect each other but are not interlinked, it also 

allows for ambiguity not clearly explained in terms of loss or gain in a change situation. The 

legacy group can at the same time be annoyed about the change, focused on getting on 

with their work and be enthusiastic about receiving a perceived pay rise and the dominant 

emotion does not necessarily determine the overall mood, rather that mood can change. 

This in itself also necessitates a constant recursive sensegiving/sensemaking between the 

employees and the change agent as both will then engage in sensegiving activities based on 

their own sensemaking and the desired direction they perceive to be the best. It also means 

that resistance in this perspective is not only either a thought, feeling or behaviour but is 

grounded in the sensemaking processes within an individual or group. Resistance becomes a 

result of sensemaking and can thus potentially be identified through the change agent’s 

sensemaking and resolved through sensegiving actions. This might sound straight forward 

but it is far from. 

 

7.2.       OBSE in relation to resistance 

The expectation prior to this paper was that individual employees might be inclined to 

conduct resistant activities if they disagreed with the change to a significant degree. Their 

own sensemaking processes would then reach the conclusion that the psychological 

contract was broken and they were morally free agents. If they then had a high OBSE and 

through sensemaking processes arrived at a conclusion that the change happening was 

wrong, either based on ideological or personal reasons, they would feel strong enough to 

engage in change resistant behaviour. OBSE alone did however turn out not necessarily to 

be a trigger for resistance here, rather it actually seemed to anchor the legacy staff deeper 

into their roles and through that perhaps even anchor them to the changing organisation. In 
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relation to the concept of OBSE, it was presumed that the legacy staff would rank higher 

than new hires because they had a longer experience and formed the basis of the 

organisation and to a large degree this seems to have been the case. They were also the 

most critical of the change project, a critique they due to the high OBSE levels should feel 

comfortable voicing, engaging in resistant thought and feeling. What was actually 

discovered was that at the same time they to a large degree chose to stay with the 

organisation, and despite grumbling, they got on with their jobs and their grumbling was 

more put down to the nature of the type of person that the civil service normally attracts 

than to any strongly felt resentment towards the change process. More than once they 

were simply described as “difficult people” and that “they would always find something to 

complain about”, yet without the expectation that they would actually move beyond that. 

 

7.3.       Sensemaking during the OGA creation 

The first aspect to be discussed is the sensemaking process regarding the immediate 

surroundings. As the individual is a multitude of selves rather than a single identity, this 

means that this multitude of selves needs to come to an agreement. If the individual is 

highly dependent on their income then actual resistant behaviour is less likely, but if they at 

the same time does not feel a responsibility towards the organisation or see themselves as 

indispensable, then the resistance risk is increased again. If they are dedicated towards their 

job and the actual functions such as the legacy staff within the OGA is perceived to be, then 

they might disagree but at the same time feel that resistant behaviour is likely to impact 

their work and hurt other people. This is just a piece of the potential conflicts the 

disaffected employee finds himself in when going through a process of sensemaking and 

predicting it before it happens is nearly impossible. The priorities between the various 

aspects within the sensemaking also changes depending on who the employee is 

surrounded by. This is due to the communal nature of sensemaking. If sensemaking is 

conducted by the multitude of selves, these selves themselves exist in a social context, 

making any resistance not only subject to internal debate but also an external sensemaking 

process within the organisation. Since sensemaking does not occur in a vacuum, the 

employees within the OGA interact and thereby affect each other every single day. In this 

way, they affect each other’s sensemaking processes, rendering a lone ranger type resistor a 
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less likely phenomenon. One question they need to give a plausible answer to is if resistant 

behaviour would be tolerated by the other employees or if they would refuse to follow. The 

social nature of sensemaking suggest that within the OGA there is not a general feeling of 

discontent strong enough to create a social acceptance of resistant behaviour. At the 

moment though, some informants do seem to accept that anger over the salary review is 

valid, meaning that a social acceptance of resistant thought and feeling can be found within 

the organisation, giving the impression that the psychological contract at least concerning 

some employees have been challenged. 

The retrospective aspect of sensemaking also means that any anger over the salary review 

will influence past experiences and the sensemaking thereof. The salary review is seen as a 

significant event in the context that the informants themselves highlighted it during the 

interviews, showing that it is something which affects their ongoing sensemaking processes. 

As the psychological contract is constantly both reworked and held up against the perceived 

reality, the retroactive nature of sensemaking also means that sensegiving activities carried 

out by the change agent never exists as singular events, but rather in a series of connected 

dots along the line. In this context, the relatively successful period leading up to the 

turbulent times surrounding the salary review also affects the outcome of the sensemaking 

process as these times will have created a level of trust which is not easily eroded. A series 

of well carried out actions is thus not simply deleted from the employees’ because one 

perceived mishap, even if critique starts surfacing. Due to the strategies implemented 

throughout the process, voiced critique is also seen simply as feedback as the OGA has 

encouraged this behaviour throughout the process, a part of the culture created, not simply 

through the cultural values, but through day to day work life experiences. The past good 

experiences with change agent will have reinforced the psychological contract to a point 

where a single big event will have to either be of significant size or hit a weak spot in the 

employee—management relationship. This also implies that, given the unwritten and 

indeed unspoken nature of the psychological contract, it is left to the individuals’ own 

sensemaking to make sense of not just the actual actions, but also the symbolic value of the 

action. An action affecting the employee negatively but with clear good intentions might be 

perceived as less of a breach than a negative action perceived to by the employee as meant 

to have that effect. Since the nature of sensemaking is retroactive, it also means that any 

premonition had by the employee is based on past experiences and expectation, suggesting 
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that the good experiences felt by the employees within the OGA will mean that the salary 

review will be less likely to have a devastating effect. Again, the nature of sensemaking is 

based on plausibility and not facts. 

Given the complex nature of sensemaking, conscious sensegiving actions is not a straight 

forward process. As the entire change project strategy and setup can be seen as a 

sensegiving action, there needs to be an alignment, which means that changes to this is 

limited and can limit the available actions of the change agent. The HR directors mention of 

the no layoffs policy also meant that removing staff who was clearly thought to pose a 

danger to the change process through expected resistance was very difficult and in some 

cases not carried out. Had this been done, the remaining employees might have distrusted 

the change agent, even if they themselves were glad to see some potentially unpopular 

colleagues go. This would have made a feedback strategy virtually impossible given the 

short timespan of the change process. This might then have made the legacy staff more 

sceptical of anybody not from the civil service coming into the organisation, which would 

have hampered collaboration and induction of these employees. Another aspect is if the 

organisational values had been more of a top/down creation. Then legacy staff would have 

been more likely to reject these values and this would have made the values appear either 

irrelevant or even untrustworthy in the eyes of the new hires, while at the same time create 

an impression amongst them that the legacy group was not just conservative but outright 

unable to change, again limiting collaboration and creating antipathy within the atmosphere 

in the organisation. 

The challenge for the sensegiving change agent is that he needs to try to envision the 

response an action will get while at the same time have the overall strategy in mind and 

make sure that the overall feeling is one of a red tread, as otherwise just the uncertainty 

and lack of a clear line can make the management team seem unpredictable and that again 

can create unrest. Not only the what but also the how is important. Being a conscious and 

sensegiving change agent requires that the change agent perform the task (Mead xxxx) 

rather than simply carry it out. Since sensemaking is ongoing, every aspect can potentially 

affect the employee’s sensemaking process. If an action supposed to benefit the employees 

are carried out with visible reluctance, this undermines the effect it has and the action loses 

it symbolic value in the eyes of the employee. In context with the salary review this might 
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explain why the stories circulating around the level of salary rises was so hard to remedy. 

Had the stories been refuted outright, it might have created a feeling that the promise of 

the salary review had been blown out of proportions originally or that it might not happen 

at all, and had management tried to correct them in a more informal way than what they 

did, this might have created confusion as it seems that by the time management became 

aware of the significance of the stories, they were already firmly imbedded within the 

sensemaking process. As it were most of the informants did not describe any personal 

outrage around the salary review, leading me to speculate that the anger described does 

not cover the entire organisation, but is rather limited to certain employee groups. The 

point: It seems that not all situations can be managed successfully by even the most diligent 

sensegiver. At some point, it would appear that situations take on a life of their own and can 

exist outside the control of the sensegiver. This is why, if a participatory communications 

and change strategy is chosen, then just as in any other strategy, there needs to be room for 

unexpected events, either financial or cultural and indeed both internal and external. The 

advantage of the participatory sensegiving strategy then is that detecting resistance or what 

might develop into resistance should be easier as both trust and through that feedback is 

thought to be created through this. This also gives some more flexibility in terms of 

decisions and allow some decision points to be moved to further into the process, whereas 

a more top/down information strategy can limit the flexibility and create distrust if the 

actions taken are not thought to be right or successful. In this case the employees do not 

sense the same degree of ownership towards the change process and this in turn can affect 

the feeling that resistant behaviour is more socially acceptable amongst the employees. 

 

7.4.       Sensemaking and the OGA strategy 

The OGA does seem to be going through a successful change process. The employees are 

describing a slow synthesis of the legacy culture and that of the industry professionals into a 

new, common structure and no one can describe any destructive actions carried out by any 

staff. A lot of the challenges ahead was identified before the change process started and the 

change agent/management team chose a strategy of participation because this was what 

seemed necessary. As any change project by itself does not exist in a vacuum, internal and 

external events might disrupt it. One event which did pose a challenge was the collapse of 
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the oil industry with massive layoffs following. This gave the OGA a might bigger recruiting 

pool, but from industry professionals who often looked down upon the civil servants, such 

as described by Clarence. This as well was incorporated into the recruiting process to ensure 

that the candidates’ personal skills, as well as their professional, was taken into 

consideration. The overall focus on strategy meant that the management team did not have 

to spend as much time firefighting as they might have had with a more rigidly structured 

change plan. As mentioned this has had some cost in terms of that even if staff understands 

the official change project, some doesn’t really know if it is the right thing, done under the 

right circumstances or what role the organisation will hold within the industry in the future. 

The HR director stated that the change as such is not intended to end, merely to scale down 

so as to leave the organisation ready for an at the moment rapidly changing industry. This 

does not appear to have been communicated to the employees in as much detail, perhaps 

because this will then create more speculation and uncertainty than a more specific if 

unpopular goal. This also leads me to suggest that a participatory, sensemaking strategy also 

depends in part both of the OBSE levels of the existing organisation and the perceived need 

of leadership the employees feel. This in itself require the change agents to engage in 

sensemaking in order to identify this, which I will concede is a paradox, if the strategy 

chosen is firmly top/down and information based, but it is like that if you have a disengaged 

staff and needs a clear line of direction, then the most important sensegiving actions are 

simply clear leadership, direction and orders. 

In terms of the OGA engaging in a participatory and sensemaking/sensegiving strategy has 

probably helped speed up rather than slow down the process as issues seems to have been 

resolved as they occurred and have been detected sooner. It has had a cost in that the org 

chart was perhaps neglected and duplicity of work happened, suggesting that the efficiency 

of the organisation during the change process has suffered. Again, this goes to show that 

the choice of strategy is very much depending on the circumstances of the organisation, the 

direction, the need for change and the external context the organisation finds itself in. In 

case of the OGA they seem to have chosen an executed the right strategy in terms of 

direction. 
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8.       Conclusion 

The intention of this research paper was to present a case study of how active sensemaking 

and sensegiving actions can be utilised when an organisation is undergoing a large scale 

organisational change. The OGA has within less than 2 years had to accomplish what in most 

other cases takes more than 5 years: they have had to move from being a smaller 

department within DECC to an executive agency and then to a government owned 

company. At the same time, they have more than doubled in size, in one location more than 

tripled, and had to create a new organisational structure and facilitate the induction of new 

employees joining the OGA both from other civil service departments and from the oil 

industry, bringing in new cultural attitudes that was expected to clash with the dominant 

civil service approach and culture. Whether the change project strategy can be called a 

success was not the primary objective of this paper, rather it was the reasoning behind the 

strategy and the execution experienced by the employees which was of interest. Central 

was the perception that they had tried to use a linear framework similar to John Kotter’s 8 

step model, but had implemented a sensemaking/sensegiving strategy in order to engage 

the employees and reduce resistance levels to a manageable level, and assumption that 

proved correct. The OGA management team also had to adhere to the limitations their 

strategy dictated in terms of both actions but also organisational attitude. Implementing 

this into the framework seems to confirm the hypothesis that OGA has benefited from this 

approach in than rather to be crippled by their short deadline, they have actually been able 

to react and thus move forward more smoothly and with great speed. 

The case study showed that engaging in sensemaking and sensegiving as a recursive strategy 

allowed the OGA to identify and mitigate employee resistance to a large degree through a 

series of strategies intended to promote co-operation so they did not have to rely in 

coercion strategies. It did however also show that there are some disadvantages to the 

strategy. It is labour intensive on the part of the top management, requires an engaged staff 

who actually feel motivated to give feedback and comfortable doing so, and even though 

the strategy can handle suddenly occurring situations, both external and internal, it does 

not have total control of the perception of the change process and its element. 

The sensemaking process has proven to be far from straight forward, showing that 

sensegiving actions might be based on a specific strategy, but it is not based on certainty. 



71 
 

Rather, like sensegiving, it is based on plausibility due to it being based on the change 

agent’s sensemaking process. The theoretical background of the sensemaking process was 

not questioned here, but it does seem that they form a good basis for understanding 

employee behaviour when seen in the organisational context. One man is not an Island, it 

would appear. It was anticipated that the legacy employees would show high levels of 

resistance, but even though they were described as showing both resistant thoughts and 

resistant feelings, they did not engage in conscious resistant behaviour. The anticipation 

was based on the concept of OBSE, Organisational Based Self Esteem, but the findings in this 

study indicates that OBSE becomes merely a part of the overall sensemaking process when 

employees has to make sense of a situation. Through the analysis it was found that 

employee sensemaking was a complex process due to Weick’s seven aspect all taking place 

at the same time, making it hard to identify a specific aspects position at any time.  

The study also found that sensegiving can influence but not control employee sensemaking, 

as the symbolic value of events was not completely in the control of the change 

agent/management team as sensegiving events would also occur in the interaction between 

the employees as opposed to only in the change agent/employee relationship. Planning and 

reasoning also proved to be an essential component in the sensegiving process because 

unintended effects of the actions would have to be anticipated as much as possible. To 

conclude, the seems to be carrying out a successful change process based on a sensemaking 

and giving strategy, but the resource, time and manpower input this demands is substantial 

but also deemed necessary, and it is thought that this strategy has proven to be of value to 

the OGA and facilitated the change process by encouraging employees to participate and 

take ownership and also have reduced resistance levels and ensured that no actual resistant 

behaviour has been conducted. 

 

9.       Perspectives and further research 

Though this study indicates that in modern society, a change strategy based on inclusion 

and participation, rather than top/down directives and pure information, can have an effect 

on the success of the change project, based on this paper there are several critical issues 

raised which needs further research. Since this paper is to be read as highly education and 

industry specific, the concept can be exported to other sectors within both the public and 
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private sector. As the employees within the OGA are described as well educated, passionate 

and because they to a large degree agreed that the change was necessary, they make for a 

likely success story. As such a different change-process might also have been successful, 

even if a more directional approach had been used. This raises the question of the strategy’s 

relevance under different circumstances, in order to understand the strategy’s effectiveness 

and limitations. 

One interesting variable is the turnover rate. This also relates to cultural stability and 

employee engagement. With a high turnover rate, the employee engagement is likely to be 

lower and this study shows indicates that as the sensemaking/sensegiving is a recursive 

relationship, gaining the necessary feedback and interaction from staff would be difficult if 

they leave soon after they are hired. Engaging them in creating a corporate culture would 

be problematic as the initial employees would then be gone by the time the cultural values 

would have to be elaborated and confirmed, making them less likely to take root. If the 

turnover rate is caused by e perceived lack of influence on the employees’ part, then this in 

itself poses a tricky situation in that employees wants to engage in interaction and 

participation, but the employees’ mistrust makes them perceive it as co-optation. The OGA 

is also comprised of individuals who by a large degree has higher level educations and 

academic training, making discussions and feedback a more comfortable activity. 

Organisations with lower educational level might have trouble carrying out a participative 

change process because the employees are familiar with these kinds of environments. 

Finally, some industries such as restaurants, retail and supermarkets simply rely on short 

term employees, low levels of participation and a lack of discussion and feedback settings, 

meaning that a participative change process is less likely to succeed, though this would have 

to be studied to either support or refute this claim. 

Comparative case studies to create a meta study would also be relevant to further support 

or challenge the finding of this report and the theoretical perspective used here. This could 

not only expand the source material, but also highlight the specific actions and the 

reasoning behind them which has a better effect and which strategies and tactics that are 

less likely to work or which efficiency is highly contextual. Another aspect that is of interest 

is whether a highly flexible change strategy is actually better at adapting to external 

influence as opposed to a more rigid strategy with less participation. This research paper 

suggests this to be the case, but is also highly contextual and a further study of this would 
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benefit the theoretical discussion. An analysis of similar strategies which failed to meet their 

goal would also be of interest to highlight the limits of this strategy. 

One area where this paper has shown some interesting findings is the merger of opposing 

cultures. As many merger and acquisitions seem to fail due to cultural warfare and distrust, 

this paper point to that the active engagement of sensemaking/sensegiving activities can 

mitigate cultural clashes, thereby increasing the likelihood of collaboration and mutual trust. 

Adopting this strategy could potentially be a successful strategy for merging and acquiring 

corporations and might create both higher levels of company efficiency, reduced cost and 

larger profits. This strategy’s theoretical perspective not only points to increased employee 

sense of organisational ownership and thereby lower resistance levels, but also to a 

commercial reward, investing in this strategy could gain. 

Based on informant comments and a rudimentary look at the available theory, it has 

become clear that there is a large portion of theory dedicated to both organisational change 

strategy and setup and to sensemaking and sensegiving. However, a change project effect 

on employees seems to be lacking. It is not within this paper’s scope to debate these topics, 

but there can be no doubt that even the most successful change process affects the 

employees tremendously. Research analysing employee’s stress levels both during and after 

change processes and what effect even a successful change process has on the employees’ 

absentee rates post change would likely yield interesting results and put the focus not just 

on employee engagement but also employee welfare. This research paper found that 

employees could felt that they could not be absent from work as the workload did not allow 

it and they had more vacation days left than they could legally roll over. Further research 

into this aspect and whether employees crash and stress and sick leave increases post 

change could yield further perspectives on how to manage employee wellbeing during and 

after change periods. It also indicates that a continuous change process can have 

detrimental effect on employee welfare regardless of how enthusiastic they are about the 

change project.  

Analysing the understanding of oil and gas employee laid off and their sensemaking of the 

industry’s situation would also be highly relevant. Since the crash in mid-2014 an estimated 

20% of all employees have lost their jobs. Maersk in Denmark is an example of a company 

which has made several sizeable lay-off and understanding the effect of the people laid off 
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can give an indication as to the effect it has when ex-employees experience an industry 

meltdown and perceive the acquisition of a new position to be a challenge, perhaps an 

impossibility. This would be especially important to organisations hiring these employees, as 

they might arrive with a baggage which will influence their behaviour and sensemaking 

process deep into their tenure with the organisation, and might hamper both their 

assimilation and their performance. 

The application as a strategic tool, rather than merely a way to understand employee 

behaviour, seems to be missing or in short supply so far and the purpose of this project was 

to shed light on this issue. It has become clear that there is a need for further research, and 

that this research needs to take several additional factors into consideration, before 

anything definitive about the possibilities and limitations of sensemaking and sensegiving as 

strategic tools can be more definitively asserted. 
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