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From “commons” to “commoning”, from “commoning” to “inquiring” 

 

Introduction: the closed world of the “tragedy of the commons” 

The range wars between ranchers, crop-growing farmers, and mining companies, are one of the 

favorite themes of classical westerns. They provide an archetypical illustration of “the tragedy of the 

commons” theorized by economists: a rare resource (land), multiple competing appropriators 

(livestock grazing, crop growing, mining), individualist profit-maximizing consumption of the resource 

at the expense of other users, gradual depletion of the resource (soil depletion). This “tragedy of the 

commons” tacitly rests on a concealed past (the native Americans’ previous expropriation and 

eviction), unthought-of future disruptions (galloping urbanization, industrialization), more or less 

distant environmental transformations taking place at the same time but unmentioned (e.g. massive 

European immigration, adding ethnical wars to range wars). The definition of the situation (resource, 

possible uses, potential users, competing values) is fixed and closed. But this frame is historically in 

the very process of “overflowing” (Callon, 1998): the terms of the problem are too local, too 

immediate and too static to understand the situation and construct viable futures. 

 

Economic approaches of the “commons” 

The “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin, 1968) is a typical application of the static paradigm that 

historically underlies economics as a science. The neoclassical pioneers (Pareto, Walras) abandoned 

the “political economy” of Smith, Ricardo or Marx to follow Cournot’s scientist project (1838/2019) 

and build a new science, a “rational mechanics of social facts” (Ménard 1978), with the explicit goal 

of applying the mathematical model of rational mechanics, i.e. optimization under constraints, to 

economic phenomena. They then faced the epistemological necessity to adopt some conservation 

law, like mass conservation in mechanics. They thus defined economics as the science of value 

circulation and allocation rather than value creating activity (Lorino 1989), allowing to apply the law 

of conservation to global value and the quest for optimal resource allocation. The “tragedy of the 

commons” conforms to economists’ mechanistic hypotheses: there is a given scarce and non-

excludable resource, a given amount of this resource, a given list of potential rational 

“appropriators” pursuing self-interest, and a given definition of “general interest” and how to 

measure it. 

Now the critique of the classical theory of the commons by Nobel Prize Elinor Ostrom (1990) tempers 

the “homo economicus” perspective by introducing social relationality, i.e., participants’ capacity to 

communicate and “create and sustain agreements to avoid serious problems of over-appropriation 

(Ostrom, 2000, p. 34)”. But she keeps the main feature of the economic paradigm, namely, a static 

definition of a problem: definition and amount of the resource, definition and list of “appropriators”, 

definition of values at-stake measured through “frequently available, reliable indicators”, control by 

experts to “monitor performance” (Ostrom 2000, p. 47). The theory then looks for “attributes of 

resources and of appropriators conducive to an increased likelihood that self-governing associations 
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will form” (Ostrom, 2000, p. 35). This static frame is the price to pay for applying economic 

calculation, “the basic benefit-cost calculations of a set of appropriators (A) using a resource 

(Ostrom, 2000, p. 35)” and apply the theory of rational choice, a cornerstone of mainstream 

economic theory. 

 

The pragmatist trans-actional view 

The economics of the commons and the pragmatist processual perspective (Lorino, 2018) clearly 

diverge. For pragmatist thinkers, social life is intrinsically dynamic and creative. All the terms of 

collective experience, analyzed by Dewey and Bentley as “trans-actional inquiry” (1949/2008), a 

relational process oriented towards the continual exploration/invention of possible futures, are 

permanently likely to evolve: “Transaction is inquiry of a type in which existing descriptions of events 

are accepted only as tentative and preliminary, so that new descriptions of aspects and phases of 

events (...) may freely be made at any and all stages of the inquiry (p. 113).” In the trans-actional 

inquiry, no omniscient “calculator” can overlook the situation. Human and non-human participants 

and the natural and social environment are closely integrated: “[Our] observation sees man-in-

action, not as something radically set over against an environing world, nor yet as something merely 

acting ‘in’ a world, but as action of and in the world in which the man belongs as an integral 

constituent (p. 50).” 

When there are doubts about the feasibility of social activity, e.g. concerning the maintenance and 

use of resources, the concerned community of actors must inquire into the situation and the 

adequate methods of action to survive and develop as a group. The inquiry explores and experiments 

new practices and can, at any moment, redefine “resources”, “participants”, the composition of the 

concerned community, and “values at stake”, in a permanent dialogue with the situation.  

The process of trans-actional inquiry focuses on activities and collective action methods rather than 

on fixed utilization rules, individual or collective participants, property rights and appropriation 

issues. Means (resources) and ends (values) cannot be separated (Dewey 1939/1988). The very 

identification and description of a “common resource” is contingent on the definition of activities. A 

resource is a resource when and if it is useful to conduct activities humanly and socially considered as 

necessary. Qualifying something as a “resource” is thus not self-evident. It requires an ongoing 

collective valuation process (Dewey, 1939/1988) that handles the multiplicity and potential 

contradictions between values conveyed by diverse participants on diverse time horizons in diverse 

situations, not through “scientific measurement” but through debated judgment (Lorino, 2018).  

 

Pragmatist inquiry and commoning: focusing on action or on resources and participants? 

The commoning framework (Euler, 2018) that stresses the processual and experiential dimension of 

“commoning” is closer to the pragmatist inquiry perspective than Ostrom’s economics of commons. 

However, the authors who developed the concept of “commoning” still tend to primarily raise issues 

of access to commons, of conditions of their reproduction and of independence from markets and 

commodification, but do not question the definition of “commons”, uses and users: “the commons, 

by providing a way of organising collectively for common use, offer a space for doing so and for 

emancipating ourselves from capital (Fournier, 2013, p. 451).” The main issue remains an issue of 

appropriation rather than an issue of redesigning / reinventing / recreating social practices. The 

move from “commons”, a static structure, to “commoning” thus stops halfway. We need to move 
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further, from “commoning” to “jointly and creatively making new practices emerge from collective 

exploration / experimentation”, i.e. jointly inquiring the situation and the new practices that will 

define and enact the hypothetical “commons” of the future. 

Thus, in the pragmatist perspective, the key issue is not only governance (the governance of the 

commons), but also day-to-day operations, experience feedback, imagining, designing and testing 

activities to develop the community. Internal/external, participants/non-participants, 

shared/unshared are contingent and temporary categories that it would be ethically, politically and 

practically dangerous to hypostatize, as the economists’ static approach tends to suggest: “New 

settlers are frequently highly disruptive to the sustenance of a self-governing enterprise when they 

generate higher levels of conflict over the interpretation and application of rules and increase 

enforcement costs substantially (Ostrom, 2000, p. 44).” Difference and heterogeneity may be 

problems or major assets for collective creativity, according to the perspective adopted. 

 

Examples 

The pragmatist inquiry approach, processual and relational, will then be illustrated by a few 

examples, such as the “huerta de Valencia” in Spain and the case of forest megafires (Zask 2019). 

 

Conclusion 

This research is a step in the exploration of the “new social contract” mentioned by Joëlle Zask about 

megafires: not a fixed and imperative norm for future activities, but a heuristic and instrumental 

mediation of collective action and trans-actional inquiry, submitted to the flow and overflowing of 

new experience and the surprises that the uncertain future has certainly in store for us...  
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Motivation and Theoretical Framing 
 

“We cannot opt to be born into another time. Our present conditions were shaped by the 
actions of past generations that cannot be undone, just as our own actions, in turn, will 

irrevocably shape the conditions of the future. How, then, should we live now, such that there 
can be life for generations to come? What could make life sustainable, not for some to the 

exclusion of others, but for everyone?” 
(Ingold, 2018, p. 6) 

 

Time is at the core of organizational processes (Ancona et al., 2001; Bansal, Crilly, et 

al., 2021; Langley et al., 2013; Orlikowski & Yates, 2002; Shipp & Jansen, 2021). In 

particular, the question of how the future unfolds plays a pivotal role in a world with ever-

accelerating complexity and growing uncertainty (Rosa, 2013). Whereas the concepts of past 

and history (Godfrey et al., 2016; Hatch & Schultz, 2017) and present (Hernes & Schultz, 

2020; Kim et al., 2019) are well-studied, there is a burgeoning interest in studying the future 

(Hernes & Schultz, 2020; Luhmann, 1976; Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2009; Wenzel, in press; 

Wenzel et al., 2020), which is defined as “alternative states and possible outcomes that could 

occur but have not yet occurred” (Lord et al., 2015, p. 264). Management scholars addressed 

this temporal category by studying, e.g., future-making practices (Thompson & Byrne, 2021; 

Wenzel, in press), imagined futures (Beckert, 2016, 2021), desirable futures (Gümüsay & 

Reinecke, 2021), and the difference between near and distant futures (Augustine et al., 2019; 

Hernes & Schultz, 2020). 

However, despite the growing interest in the future, the burgeoning literature on grand 

societal challenges (Ferraro et al., 2015; George et al., 2016), which are “global problems that 

can be plausibly addressed through coordinated and collaborative effort” (George et al., 2016, 

p. 1880), has rarely addressed temporal issues or the future specifically. This is surprising, 

given that such challenges are by definition temporal as they unfold “over longer time 

horizons” (Grewatsch et al., in press, p. 8) and thus persist over time. So far, scholars adopted 

contesting perspectives on whether time should be studied from an individual perspective 

(Methot et al., 2017) or an organizational perspective (Reinecke & Ansari, 2015). Thus, this 

disagreement has inhibited progress in addressing grand societal challenges that span over a 

time period that exceeds individuals’ or organizations’ lives. 

The purpose of this conceptual paper is to mobilize a time-based systems perspective 

on grand challenges. Based on this perspective, we argue that the social (who), factual (what), 

and spatial dimension (where) (Luhmann, 1995) of grand challenges have been extensively 

discussed in previous research (e.g., Berrone et al., 2016; Ferraro et al., 2015; George et al., 
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2016), whereas these individual or organizational approaches lack a temporal dimension 

(when) of these challenges. Therefore, systems theory (Luhmann, 1995; Schad & Bansal, 

2018; Schneider et al., 2017) and the concept of temporalized complexity (Luhmann, 1978) is 

a relevant source of inspiration to reconceptualize the future as an essential feature of grand 

challenges. By mobilizing the theoretical underpinnings of Wood et al. (2021), our system 

perspective addresses the temporal dimensions of initialization, pace, and chronology to 

provide a holistic picture of the dynamic unfolding of the future. 

 

A Time-Based System Perspective on Grand Challenges 
To develop our theorizing, we draw inspiration from systems theory (see, in particular, 

Luhmann, 1995). We refer to a systems perspective as “a relational view of the living world 

as a network of interconnected and interdependent relationships among elements that produce 

patterns of dynamic stability across temporal and spatial scales” (Grewatsch et al., in press, p. 

4, emphasis in original). To highlight the processual nature of the future, we draw on three 

categories that are central to systems: emergence, interconnectedness, and complexity. 

 

Emergence 

Emergence occurs since “[s]ystem elements reconfigure continuously and can 

ultimately form a relatively stable pattern, giving the various elements a limited range of 

positions relative to the others” (Schad & Bansal, 2018, p. 1494). This subscribes to an 

understanding of where the future can emerge both on a cognitive and collective level. This 

means that a system understands the dynamic way in which the future emerges rendering the 

creation of the future as an ongoing dynamic of elements. Instead of relying solely on 

individuals’ perception or organizational speed (Bansal, Grewatsch, et al., 2021), such a 

perspective takes into consideration how future states emerge throughout the flow of time as 

they are created and enacted through individuals and organizations.  

 

Interconnectedness 

We understand systems as being interconnected and “open systems with connections 

between a large, potentially undefinable, number of elements” (Schad & Bansal, 2018, p. 

1493), which exists through global and local interdependencies (Bansal, Grewatsch, et al., 

2021). Rather than assuming that the future falls into dichotomies such as near vs. distant and 

focusing on short-termism (Bansal, Grewatsch, et al., 2021), we argue that it is crucial to 

understand how these dimensions are interconnected. 
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Complexity 

Complexity is defined as “the number of elements that constitute a system or the 

environment of a system, and […] the connection between these elements” (Schneider et al., 

2017, p. 185). Accordingly, this term also refers to “dynamic interpretations of causal 

connections that may be distinct in time (…)” (Grewatsch et al., in press, p. 6). We argue that 

the chronology through which events should be understood is rather complex. Instead of 

thinking in terms of a continuous flow of the present in the future or the future as an 

interruption of the present, a systems perspective helps us to see temporalized complexity 

(Luhmann, 1978), hence, an understanding of how the future could be both simultaneously 

across different structures appreciating this inherent complexity (Tsoukas, 2017). 

 

Discussion and Implications 
In this paper, we advance a time-based systems perspective on grand challenges. 

Doing so, we bridge previous perspectives in the literature to take the processual, multi-

layered, and complex nature of the future into account (see Table 1). 

 

Temporal Dimension Individual 

perspective 

Organizational 

perspective 

Systems perspective 

Initialization Cognitive Collective Emergence 

Pace Near Distant Interconnectedness  

Chronology Continuous Disruptive Complexity 

Table 1: Systems perspective on the future in relation to the individual and organizational 

perspective 

 

The Future as a Complex Emerging Process 

Our first contribution pertains to the burgeoning literature on time and temporality. 

Although this literature recognizes the key role of time and temporality in organizing, we still 

know little about the various ways through which the future is constructed and enacted 

(Wenzel et al., 2020). Following calls to further address this issue (Beckert, 2016; Gümüsay 

& Reinecke, 2021; Hernes & Schultz, 2020), our study provides insights into the complex and 

emerging processes through which the future come into being. As others urged us to uncover 

(Slawinski & Bansal, 2017), we demonstrate that this “temporal category” (Wenzel et al., 

2020) is far more complex than previously addressed through dichotomic categories. This 
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implies that future research should devote more nuanced attention to the dynamic and 

processual unfolding of the future. 

 

A Time-Based System Perspective on Grand Challenges 

Our second contribution relates to the growing literature on grand societal challenges. 

Although this literature increasingly unpacks the complex issues of these challenges (Ferraro 

et al., 2015; George et al., 2016), and, in doing so, acknowledges that inherent issues of a 

social, spatial, and factual dimension, it missed the opportunity to discuss issues that relate to 

a temporal dimension. In contrast, our study theorizes the categories of emergence, 

complexity, and interconnectedness to address this gap. Through our theorizing, we show that 

the future is at the core of these issues, which span over a longer time scale (Bansal, Kim, & 

Wood, 2018) and cannot solely be addressed on an individual or organizational level. This is 

an important finding, which highlights that both individuals, as well as organizations, are too 

limited in their perception of the future to solve such problems over time. 
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When experts from different occupational communities (e.g., nurses and doctors; 

architects and engineers) work together, they must overcome differences in paradigms and 

interests, clarify dependencies, develop common ground, and negotiate who will do what to 

perform the work (Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002; Faraj & Xiao, 2006; Kaplan, Milde, & Cowan, 

2017; Kellogg, Orlikowski, & Yates, 2006; Majchrzak, More, & Faraj, 2012; Nicolini, Mengis, 

& Swan, 2012). In contrast, within any particular occupational community, it is assumed that 

expertise is generally uniform and unproblematic, requiring little coordination. For example, 

different groups of nurses in a medical specialty share common paradigms and interests based 

on similar professional training; therefore, when these groups come together, minimal 

negotiation of expertise would be expected.  

Yet, practice-based research has shown that expertise can evolve differently based on 

how it is enacted in different contexts (Nicolini, 2012; Schatzki, 2002). Although expert 

practices across different locales may bear a family resemblance, they are almost always 

performed differently because of their historical backgrounds, the local relations and roles that 

co-construct them, and the need to respond to unforeseen situations in their specific contexts 

(Anteby & Holm, 2021; Monteiro & Rolland, 2012; Nicolini, Mørk, Masovic, & Hanseth, 

2017; Østerlund & Carlile, 2005; Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). In a merger, these practice 

differences may need to be aligned when groups from different practice communities must 

work together for the first time. How, then, might expertise differences within an occupational 

community be settled following a merger? This process can be a challenging undertaking 
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because a change in expert practice may threaten the hard-won expertise, credibility, and 

autonomy of established actors.  

To address this research question, we conducted a 24-month ethnographic study of the 

CAN$ 3 billion merger of two leading tertiary care hospitals in Canada, with a focus on 

neonatal intensive care (NICU). The NICU is an extreme, risky context organization (Hällgren, 

Rouleau, & De Rond, 2018) that treats and cares for fragile, critically-ill newborns whose lives 

hang in the balance. The newborns cannot survive without complex treatment and life support 

following birth. Their fragility and the higher risk of mortality increase the chances that their 

condition may suddenly “crash” or deteriorate to dangerous levels for any number of reasons, 

which the NICU team must identify and treat on the spot. To minimize and handle such 

episodes, the NICU relies on the timely availability of appropriate expertise as well as medical 

protocols to standardize care practices so they are performed consistently and reliably 

(Timmermans & Berg, 1997). Thus, because of the fragility of the newborns, variability in 

practice performance is minimized and convergence is prioritized. 

Through careful shadowing, observation, and interviews, we traced the work practices of 

NICU experts in each of the hospitals for seven months before the merger and followed the 

same practices for seventeen months after the merger.  

Unexpectedly, we found that novices, despite their low power and status, can play an 

important role in challenging and triggering an expertise settlement process that alters the 

practices performed by their seasoned counterparts. Our study also suggests that within-

occupation settlement processes can be as protracted and complex as cross-occupational 

collaborations. Successfully standardizing practice may entail the enactment of rules (i.e. 

protocols) that reflect best practices and accepted scientific evidence in the occupation's 

explicit body of knowledge; however, while scientific knowledge provides a foundation for 

settling differences, experts -- unlike novices who welcome rule-based guidance -- often push 



3 

 

back against rules because working to them diverges from the established and tacit ways by 

which experts perform their work (i.e., through intuition and judgement based on experiential 

knowledge)(Gorman & Sandefur, 2011). Thus, managers may need a complex repertoire of 

interventions to facilitate practice convergence, but in the process, ironically, experts may have 

to regress to working according to rules, much as novices do in their quest to become an expert. 

Our study contributes to the literature on the evolution and integration of expertise by 

offering a process model of how communities of experts in a single occupation settle their 

practice differences in an extreme context, when they must work together following a merger. 

Our model shows that the settling of expertise differences within an occupational community 

following a merger can unfold in three patterns: swift standardization, no standardization, and 

protracted standardization. A first pattern reflecting a swift standardization of practices can be 

performed via the simple enactment of an administrative rule that clarifies role responsibilities 

and task ambiguities. A second pattern that we label no standardization, normally occurs when 

managers cannot produce a rule from the occupation’s explicit body of knowledge. In this case, 

expert managers are likely to allow experts to enact their judgement as to the best way of 

working but orient them regarding appropriate performance. Finally, the third pattern involves 

a protracted standardization because expertise is at stake (Carlile, 2002). Here, at the request 

and questioning of the novices, managers are likely to locate, revisit, and update the rules to 

reflect the latest in explicit occupational knowledge. Initially, expert managers are likely to 

adopt a collaborative orientation to preserve the status of the two expert groups. Rules, based 

on ‘objective’ knowledge referents, can be framed as credible, and senior experts can mentor 

their own expert friends in a safe learning environment. Despite these collaborative efforts, 

however, experts can still experience the enactment of rules as an attempt to abstract and 

control what counts as legitimate knowledge and revert expert performance to rule following, 

which is what novices do. Their refusal to comply with the rules forces the enrollment of high-
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status experts—knowledgeable, impartial authorities—as a last resort. With this approach, the 

expert groups lose status and social position as their autonomy and expert judgement become 

compromised while novices gain social position by conforming to the rules and reinforcing the 

efforts of the expert managers.  

Because organizations are now driven by knowledge-intensive work that is performed 

amidst frequent and rapid change, a deeper understanding of how experts adapt their work 

practice is becoming increasingly important. Our study offers a fine-grained account of how 

merging organizations integrate their expertise at the level of the work practice. Theories of 

expertise integration focus on the practices and mechanisms of expertise integration across 

occupational communities but reveal less about how expertise might be transformed within 

them. In fact, within-occupation integration is overlooked as less problematic because expert 

groups share the same paradigm and have undergone the same formal training. Further research 

on how experts align their work practices within an occupation and across sets of collaborating 

occupations will continue to reveal how expert work can adapt to discontinuous change.  

Our study also offers important implications for practice. First, counter to common 

expectations, novices can play an important role in challenging and potentially enhancing an 

organization’s ability to improve expert practices in the context of a merger. Second, while the 

discourse of best practice provides a foundation for settling differences, it may not be enough. 

Managers need a complex repertoire of interventions to actively resolve practice differences. 

Finally and ironically, while standardization may potentially lead to more effective and 

evidence-based work practices, it may also appear, in the short term, to undermine the 

professional autonomy that experts value so much and that supports their status. Rules thus 

carry productive and counterproductive potential for work practices and experts, respectively, 

in the context of expertise integration within an occupation community. The integration process 

may, in fact, be experienced by experts as a loss, as multiple ways of working give way to one.  
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Please note that this is work in progress, prepared for the 13th PROS Symposium, PDL. 

 

(a) What are our research questions and why are they important? 

In our research, we ask, ‘How and why do tensions in a social movement’s image management 

tactics come about?’ and ‘How and why can these tensions be resolved or managed?’. Answering to 

these questions is important, to better understand how social movement organisations – as central 

means to organise collective action to tackle severe societal issues – can organise themselves best to 

be most successful. 

(b) What scholarly conversation will I contribute to, and how? 

Our research will contribute to the literature on image management and performance (drawing 

heavily on Goffman, 1978;) as well as to the literature on social movements and media (Benford & 

Hunt, 1992 and others), through unpacking the development process of an in-depth case study and 

showing how a movement managed to overcome being displayed negative in the media by 

employing certain image management tactics. 

(c) What do we mostly need feedback on? 

We are still collecting and analysing data for this project. We would be happy to discuss our 

preliminary findings and early ideas on how to conceptualise our process data and receive feedback 

on how we make use of the dynamics in our longitudinal data. 
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Social movement organisations (short SMOs) – that is, forms of relatively informal collective 

action – have been studied since decades. To date we know of the importance of movements 

being open and inclusive to allow others to join and the movement to grow, to acquire the 

attention and coverage of media organisations. Media organisations are an important 

intermediate and audience of SMOs to transport a SMO’s message from the sender (activists) 

to the receiver (broader public) and ultimate target audience (political authorities or corporate 

actors) (Koopmans, 2004; McCurdy, 2012). However, activists have limited control over 

what media organisations publish (Entman & Rojecki, 1993; McCarthy, McPhail, & Smith, 

1996). Therefore, beyond reaching coverage, SMOs also need to acquire legitimacy – that is 

social judgements by key stakeholders about the appropriateness and support-worthiness of a 

particular arrangement – to successfully effect larger-scale societal change. 

In this context, the role of ‘image management’ becomes key (Benford & Hunt, 1992; 

Delicath & DeLuca, 2003; Elsbach & Sutton, 1992). Image management refers to the idea of 
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‘acts of contention undertaken with specific attention to the demands and logic of media 

[which] often employ dramaturgical tactics of shock and spectacle’ (McCurdy, 2012, p. 248). 

SMOs have agency to manage the impressions of their audiences (media outlets) via 

theatrical behaviour, dramatic tactics (Benford, 2013) and performative practices (Goffman, 

1978; Wouters & Walgrave, 2017). 

Tilly (1978) has conceptualised what makes SMO’s image management tactics 

successful in gaining public support and acquiring legitimacy. In Tilly’s ‘WUNC’ 

framework, the role of SMO’s agency in coming across as ‘worthy, united, numerous and 

committed’ are key (Wouters & Walgrave, 2017). If these characteristics are met, SMOs can 

acquire legitimacy and support from the public (Laschever, 2017; Wouters, 2019). 

Tilly (1978)’s WUNC concept provides a straightforward indication of how protesters 

within SMO’s can act on making a movement successful, in the sense of gaining but also 

maintaining – positive – media coverage. However, what remains underexplored in this 

context is the question of whether the techniques that the literature considers key for a SMO 

to be successful might be contradictory and lead to unintended consequences. In the context 

of WUNC, that would mean that doing good at one end, e.g., being seen as numerous, might 

lead to doing bad at another end, e.g., displaying worthiness. To elaborate on this 

theoretically understudied dimension of the tensions that may exist within the WUNC 

framework – and how these tensions can eventually be resolved – we focus on the 

dimensions of worthiness and growth (numbers) when asking the following research 

questions: 1) How and why do tensions in a social movement’s image management tactics 

come about? and 2) How and why can these tensions be resolved or managed? 

To better understand the strategies that make social movement organizations succeed in 

garnering and maintaining positive media coverage, we have conducted a single in-depth case 

study (Yin, 2011) of the British anti-austerity movement UK Uncut. We have collected 



 4 

process data spanning the time from 2010 when UK Uncut was being initiated to 2014 when 

last reports about the SMO appeared in public media outlets. Our primary data set includes 12 

formal interviews with activists from UK Uncut as well as 1.101 pages of media articles and 

publicly available documents. We adopted an inductive approach iterating between the 

literature and our data material (Alvesson & Karreman, 2007; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 

2012). We went through a multi-level analysis process and, as we detected a disruption 

moment in our data early on, we divided our data into two temporal brackets (Langley, 1999), 

to understand how and if the course of UK Uncut’s action changed after the disruption event. 

Based on our analysis of UK Uncut, our findings document both 1) how the SMO 

strategized and operated to reach media attention and acquire legitimacy and 2) how the 

SMO’s mobilising was being perceived and evaluated by the media. We present our findings 

in two phases, drawing out what happened prior to the disruption event ‘Fortnum & Mason’ 

and right after. Doing so, we unroll the tactics UK Uncut used to reach coverage, and how 

these tactics changed later to generate a more positive media evaluation. 

Using UK Uncut as an in-depth case, we carve out how the growth of a movement and 

its focus on appearing as numerous as possible interacts with its display of worthiness. We 

find that media coverage can quickly be achieved if a movement focuses on growth. 

However, we also show that there might be unintended consequences – e.g., coverage 

becoming negative – if direct action is not sufficiently coordinated and monitored such that a 

movement attracts radical, violent activists that undermine its image and legitimacy (Haines, 

2013). This is why we suggest that the growth of a movement needs to be accompanied by an 

increasing focus on its appearance of worthiness, in the sense that it is non-violent and those 

engaging in direct action reflect broader society. Overall, with this study, we plan to make 

important contributions to the literatures on SMOs and on organizational image management. 
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A rich scholarship in management and organizations over the past two decades have investigated 

the promise of hybrid forms in alleviating social and environmental problems (Doherty, Haugh, 

and Lyon, 2014). This entails the emergence of innovative organizations which blend aspects 

from the three sectors of business, government, and the civic society. A central ethos of 

innovation for social impact is foundational for hybrid forms, conceptualized as “a complex, 

collective, and dynamic phenomenon of value creation directed at socially desirable and 

acceptable ends” (Bacq and Aguilera, 2021, p. 5), driven in by “the disenfranchised people for 

whom the innovation seeks to provide opportunities” (George et al., 2020, p. 3-4). 

 

Critically, current studies in hybrid forms have sidelined the role of beneficiaries as a central 

stakeholder in the process of value creation and distribution (Lumpkin and Bacq, 2021; Saebi, 

Foss, and Linder, 2019). This research gap is a result of two related causes. First, researchers 

have focused on the internal processes primarily in market-based hybrid forms such as social 

enterprises and private-nonprofit collaboration (Clarke and Crane, 2018) and corporations 

(Scherer and Voegtlin, 2020; Bacq and Aguilera, 2021) where entrepreneurs are rarefied as 

saviors from crumbling public and civic sectors (Chalmers, 2020). In these contexts, access to 

deliberations is a non-issue as stakeholders engage voluntarily with the process with limited 

opposition to the effort. However, due to the lack of sustainable business models, profit motives, 

and their extreme and highly complex nature, many social and environmental problems –such as 

poverty, access to healthcare, urban hunger, homelessness, urban police violence— are typically 

left to the public and civic sector (Dentoni, Pinkse, and Lubberink, 2021).  

 

Second, the distinctions between beneficiaries, service users, and community stakeholders are 

typically blurred and/or undertheorized in stakeholder governance models (Mitchell et al., 2022; 

Freeman, Philips, and Sisodia, 2017). Existing models, rooted in stakeholder theory and strategy, 

emphasize resource contribution and managerial discretion and implicitly equate participation in 

deliberative processes with access to value distribution (e.g. Bacq and Aguilera, 2021; DiVito, 

van Wijk, and Wakkee, 2020). However, these approaches precipitate the exclusion of 

beneficiaries, who, in many societal problems, lack power and resources and are comprised of 

stigmatized and marginalized groups. As such, they often have limited organizing capabilities 

and/or access to participatory platforms and deliberation process driving innovation and 

governance (Chowdhury, Kourula, and Siltaoja, 2021). In sum, we have limited knowledge on 

the relationships between hybrid forms, their beneficiaries, and public/political contexts. 

 

To tackle this research gap, in this study we ask: how does beneficiaries’ engagement in 
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collaborative governance shape the creation and distribution of value in innovative hybridized 

forms? We identify collaborative governance as the structures, processes, and rules through 

which private, public, and civic actors share authority in value creation and distribution (Florini, 

2019). Stakeholder engagement is an umbrella term for the participatory processes and 

mechanisms typically highlighted as the path to design and implement more effective, efficient, 

and legitimate solutions, what researchers refer to as value creation and allocation (Bacq and 

Aguilera, 2021; Scherer and Voegtlin, 2020; Austin and Seitanidi, 2012).  

 

This process is critical for hybrid forms as they inevitably lie at the intersection of diverse sets of 

stakeholder groups both internally and externally. We start from the central argument that argue 

engaged accounts of beneficiaries are critical for a few reasons. First, to uphold the inclusive 

ideal and empowerment of marginalized groups in the value creation process (Haugh and 

O’Carroll, 2020; Florini, 2019); second, to understand the connection between value distribution 

and social impact (Powell, Gillette, and Doherty, 2019); and lastly, to combat the threat of 

mission drift, especially heightened in hybrid forms (Ebrahim, Battilana, and Mair, 2014). 

 

Theoretically, we combine current frameworks of stakeholder governance in management and 

strategy with insights from the field of public administration and urban governance (Robinson et 

al., 2020; Obsorne, Nasi, and Powell, 2021). We contend that accounting for the processes of 

hybridization requires extending beyond the current focus on social enterprises and market 

partnerships to empirically analyze hybridization in the nonprofit and public sectors. Urban 

policy and administration offer an informative body of literature on collaborative governance 

anchored on the emerging theoretical framework of value co-creation with its emphasis on wider 

engagement with beneficiaries and service users (Grubb and Fredricksen, 2021). Second, 

stakeholder engagement is a quintessentially political process unfolding through civic 

interactions in cities and neighborhoods (Trounstine, 2020). An urban lens bounds the analysis in 

the contexts where stakeholders engage and where impact is likely to accrue for beneficiaries. 

 
We conduct a multiple case study analysis on three local organizations over a nine-year period in 

the city of Eugene, Oregon (2011 – 2020). Our cases include a private-nonprofit social 

enterprise, SquareOne; government-led partnership, the Rest-Stop program; and a nonprofit, 

Occupy Medical. All three share in a similar history and a local network of actors, however, they 

diverged in how they engaged with the local unhoused. Houselessness, commonly referred to as 

homelessness, is an extreme organizational context and one of the more complex and enduring 

social problems endemic in many cities in the United States. The challenge lies at the conflation 

of many issues including the lack of affordable housing, stagnating wages, access to healthcare 

and mental health facilities, and poverty. Importantly, houselessness manifests and is typically 

managed on the local level of cities and regions with uneven involvement between the different 

stakeholders groups including the unhoused i.e. the beneficiaries, local governments, the 

business community, local citizens, and the nonprofit sector (Awad, 2022; Trounstine, 2018). 

The three cases selected for this analysis represent this diversity of solutions and the complex 

relationships between different stakeholders. 

 

We collected data covering the period of 2011 – 2021. Our data is comprised of 43 in- depth 

interviews with local actors from the major stakeholder groups in the city including the 

government, the nonprofit sector, the business community, local citizens and activists, and the 



unhoused. Interviews were conducted in 2016 – 2019. We also selected 288 news articles for the 

analysis from the four major local newspapers. Lastly, we collected data from online forums on 

Google and Facebook where the various local actors engage with each other to discuss the local 

issue and possible solutions. 
 

While still in a preliminary stage, our findings show how different levels of engaging with 

beneficiaries shape value creation and value distribution, in hybrid companies. First, 

beneficiaries’ engagement shape the creation of value through shaping the political process on 

the local level. We find that hybrid companies where beneficiaries are involved in the daily 

operations and management face an uphill battle in selling the organization to local stakeholders. 

A potential mechanism is that opposing stakeholders believe the beneficiaries are to blame for 

their existing condition, thus, they are not fit to manage the solution. As a result, such 

organizations are likely to struggle to gain the needed resources, legitimacy, and approval of elite 

stakeholders on the local level. To rectify these constraints, social entrepreneurs adopt one or a 

combination of mitigating procedures: 1) they will acquiesce to more supervisory structures and 

oversight from elite partners, 2) they will agree to limit beneficiaries’ engagement to non-

decision-making elements of the venture, and 3) they will limit to the scope of the partnership, 

resorting to a more bootstrapping approach. In turn, these tensions shape the value distribution, 

specifically in terms of impact.  

 

With this analysis, we aim to make two contributions to the current literature in hybrid 

organizing. First, we nuance the dynamics of collaborative governance (Bacq and Aguilera, 

2021; Florini, 2020), capturing how beneficiaries’ engagement can shape the creation and 

distribution of value in hybrid organizations. Second, we highlight the role of the public 

government as a prominent partner in hybrid organizations (Choi and Parker, 2021), a role 

typically sidelined in management and organizations research. 
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ABSTRACT 

An organizational dilemma for a modern era: racism and social network sites (SNSs). In this 

international qualitative study of nine cases, we map the stages of how organizations and the 

public react to incidents of racism gone viral. In the absence of a platform-based consequences, 

the public negotiates group reactions to offending statements. While organizations have little 

control over what their staff do outside of work, online spaces enable a context collapse where 

the traditional work-non-work boundaries are unclear, and when individuals’ racism are tied to 

their workplace, organizations are called to hold their offending staff members accountable. 

When organizations go into a stage of damage control their responses are generally considered 

weak.  Our study contributes to critical diversity studies and racism on social media by showing 

the boundaries of platformed racism, outlining processes of bricolage carried out by the public 

to show organizational patterns of discrimination, and expand on processes of how 

organizations perpetuate systemic racism by only targeting ‘bad apples’.  

Keywords:  

Racism, Social Networking Sites (SNSs), context collapse, organizational responses 
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I’m not racist, they’re just Facebook jokes: how organizations deal with viral racist 

incidents.  

“Do I have any beef with Aboriginals? No I don't. If you get on to my Facebook I make 

comments about every single race.” Ben Polis via Herald Sun, 5 April 2012 

“The comments were described by Julia Gillard, Australia's Prime Minister - who was herself 

the target of some remarks - as "very nasty". But the company boss, Ben Polis, denied he was 

"like a neo-Nazi racist", saying he once dated a half-Aboriginal woman and employed an Asian 

cleaner.” - telegraph.co.uk, 5 April 2012 

 

 Social network sites (SNSs), such as Twitter and Facebook, have allowed individuals 

to share their thoughts to a broad invisible online audience. This level of communication can 

be positive for organizations who want to reach as many people as possible, but there is also 

the potential for negative ramifications when companies’ representatives exclusionary views 

are exposed online. The above quotes were made after slew of racist Facebook posts were 

revealed by the Australian press in 2012. These posts were from the profile of Ben Polis, the 

founder of a price comparison service. Amid the chaos of his company being investigated for 

misleading advertising, Polis’ morally questionable opinions, made public by his activity on 

SNSs, were the death knell for his leadership position. He was ousted within the month, and 

the company fell into liquidation shortly afterwards. While Polis posted as an individual, the 

online audience did not separate his private account from his role as CEO and demanded 

organization-level responses to tackle the racism in his posts.  

 Racism can be considered an essentially contested subject (Harris, 1998). For decades, 

racism in organizations has been considered understudied relative to its social importance (Cox 

& Nkomo, 1990). More recently, there are renewed calls for recognition of racism in 

organization and management (Dar, Liu, Martinez Dy, & Brewis, 2020), underlined by the 

intense public scrutiny and push for organizational responses to racism following international 

movements like Black Lives Matter and tragedies such as the murder of George Floyd (Roberts 

& Washington, 2020). SNSs play a central role in generating awareness of racism and for 
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stakeholders to push for organizations to make their positions clear. While online spaces can 

exhibit what organizations want the world to see (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Treem & Leonardi, 

2013), such as their engagement in diversity programs, particularly advertising their 

advancements in improving exclusionary practices, online activities can also reveal and 

broadcast elements of racism they would rather keep hidden. Indeed, social media has often 

agglomerated social groups (e.g. friends, family and co-workers) in a single virtual space, a 

situation known as context collapse (Marwick & Boyd, 2011; Vitak, 2012). Consequently, 

one’s online behavior might impact their work and their organizations in unpredicted ways, 

especially with inappropriate behavior such as racism. Whereas SNSs and their impact have 

received considerable attention by scholars (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Ollier-Malaterre, 

Rothbard, & Berg, 2013), we still know very little about the dynamics involved when 

employees’ (mis)behavior is amplified online and how this is handled by organizations.  

This gap is important because racism and SNSs generate a dilemma for organizations: 

how much should they be held responsible for their employees’ behavior outside work, and 

how should they monitor, punish, or ignore misbehaviors? Racism is systemic, difficult to 

capture, and ingrained in institutionalized structures, regulations, beliefs, and practices (Amis, 

Mair, & Munir, 2020; Amis, Munir, Lawrence, Hirsch, & McGahan, 2018; Amis, Munir, & 

Mair, 2017; Claus & Tracey, 2020), so organizational responses and racism’s impact on 

organizations has traditionally been slippery and easier to dismiss. For instance, a 

microaggression committed by a colleague conveyed in a look or speaking tone is difficult to 

report, and organizations can buffer their responsibility for covert racism by making 

bureaucratic limits on employees’ behavior within their organizations’ walls (e.g., policies, 

sanctions, anti-discriminatory policies). Social media on the other hand, makes explicit 

individuals’ thoughts in text and images, and SNSs amplify everyone’s voices, including those 

from racists. Organizations have little control over not only what is shared by their staff, but 
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also who sees what and when online. The public has new opportunities to pinpoint and engage 

with these incidents, and organizations have to deal with this new audience. These new 

processes and their unfolding ramifications for organizations are still underexplored, and yet 

increasingly influencing how organizations and employees behave. Thus, we intend to 

investigate online responses to racism to answer the following question: How do online 

audiences and organizations react to staff racism on social media? 

To answer this question, we conducted an inductive qualitative study based on social 

media posts, news articles, and the websites, policies, communications, and reports of the 

affected organization. We selected incidences where representatives of companies are caught 

being racist and tracked how this is amplified online. In our analysis, we adopt insights from 

studies on context collapse in organizations (Etter, Ravasi, & Colleoni, 2019; Ollier-Malaterre 

& Foucreault, 2019; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Rothbard, Ramarajan, Ollier-Malaterre, & 

Lee, 2020) and online racism. Our findings reveal that cases of staff racism going viral unfolds 

in three different stages with processes carried out by the perpetrator, their organization, and 

online audiences. We have deliberately chosen case studies from nine different countries in 

order to understand what are the underlying and generalizable ways that organizations deal 

with the public confronting their representatives’ racism.  

Although the idea of racism in general is viewed negatively in all of the scenarios we 

examine, it is still a highly contextual phenomenon: there is a power dynamic that culminates 

with the superiority of a race over the others in specific regions and countries. Advancing the 

understanding of such cases can thus help us move toward a more general view of racism across 

the globe, answering the call for more comprehensive and inclusive approaches (Matamoros-

Fernández & Farkas, 2021). In this sense, our study contributes to the literature in three main 

ways: 1) we set the boundary conditions for platformed racism (Matamoros-Fernández, 2017) 

to occur: when racism goes viral, online vigilantes rapidly connect users to organizations, 
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demanding improvements; 2) we question the assumption that individuals on SNSs accurately 

appraise online audiences and their reactions (Ollier-Malaterre & Foucreault, 2019; Ollier-

Malaterre et al., 2013; Rothbard et al., 2020), as we reveal unexpected backlashes in cases of 

non-anonymous staff; 3) we expand on studies on racism in organizations (Dar et al., 2020; 

Romani, Holck, & Risberg, 2018; Saifer, 2020),  by showing how the dynamics of SNSs 

reinforce structural racism and exclusionary practices, with organizations’ reactive and 

ambiguous responses.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Racism in organizations  

In this section, we focus on the studies that help us shape our analysis. We start by 

exploring racism in general and in organizations, to later explain how we intend to bring the 

online perspective to this literature. Race and racism are nebulous, contested concepts, as they 

might be considered as objective nouns or socially constructed, contextually and historically 

bounded predicates, which often highlight the superiority of one group of individuals over 

others (Harris, 1998). We understand such concepts as the latter, since “modern corporate form 

and its power are rooted in the issue of race, and more specifically, in racial oppression” 

(Logan, 2018).  

Over the past century, the social acceptability of racism has diminished significantly 

(Brief & Hayes, 1997). However, rather than bringing forth an age of equality, the shape of 

racism has changed. Especially in English-speaking countries, “old fashioned”, blatant racism 

as outlined has slowly been displaced by modern racism: more subtle discrimination through 

claims of equal opportunities across races, complaints regarding unfair demands from racial 

minorities (e.g., changes are too fast and too much), finally culminating in the accusation of 

such advancements as undeserved (Brief & Hayes, 1997). Racists might not even be aware that 
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they are being racists (see Jackman & Crane, 1986), which reinforces that structural and 

systemic racism continues.  

This social change is reflected in organizations. Although workplace policies can aim 

to tackle racism in organizations, such as hiring policies (Brief & Hayes, 1997; Fernandez & 

Fernandez-Mateo, 2006; Kang, DeCelles, Tilcsik, & Jun, 2016) these mainly deal – if they deal 

– with overt racism. As society changes, modern racism favors forms of organizational racism 

that are harder to police. These include: microaggressions, which are subtle interactions that 

communicate negativity and reinforce marginalization (Gray, Johnson, Kish-Gephart, & 

Tilton, 2017) and selective incivility, where hostility is disguised through subtle disrespect 

towards minorities in order to avoid appearing racism (Cortina, 2008). Disparagement humor, 

which is jokes that deride social outgroups (Ford & Ferguson, 2004), is generally less subtle 

than microaggressions and select incivility, but also aligns to modern racism as individuals can 

consider them “just jokes” and maintain a self-identity of “not racist”. 

There are two modes of examining racism in organizations. One is to focus on the 

individual, to view racism from the psychological perspective (Walter et al., 2017; Watts & 

Carter, 1991). Studies have emphasized that discrimination affects job satisfaction and 

organizational commitment (Deitch et al., 2003; Ensher, Grant-Vallone, & Donaldson, 2001), 

strategies candidates adopt to by-pass discrimination in selection processes (Kang et al., 2016). 

Altogether, the ‘everyday discrimination’ suffered by Black people employees affects their 

emotional well-being (Deitch et al., 2003). Ethnic minority professionals’ experiences recount 

that white employees are often defensive around issues of racism, and that organizational action 

in unequal workplaces frames racism in terms of isolated ‘bad apples,’ whitewashing and 

legitimating the existing racial hierarchy rather than tackling systemic issues (Ozturk & Berber, 

2022). Reflecting such structural problems, racial-minority individuals feel discouraged to 
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become entrepreneurs given their previous experienced inequality (Neville, Forrester, O’Toole, 

& Riding, 2018).  

The other mode is institutional racism, which examines racism on a social level, relating 

it to the historic injustice to minority groups and the mechanisms, practices and dynamics that 

perpetuate this injustice (Rodriguez, 1987).  Studies have pointed out how the capitalist system, 

embedded in business schools, (re)produces racism (Dar et al., 2020), and organizational 

practices that end up reproducing inequality, such as diversity (Romani et al., 2018),  and 

philanthropy (Saifer, 2020). Although these studies are important to understand the dynamics 

of racism in organizations, very little is known about the possible roles of SNSs in this process, 

which is both theoretically and empirically problematic.  

 

Bringing the online perspective to racism in organizations  

SNSs agglomerate different social groups in the same online environment in a context 

collapse (Boyd, 2008; Vitak, 2012). This prompts a discussion about organizations’ 

responsibility and responses to employees’ online behavior. Specifically, in the case of racism, 

SNSs have allowed hate speech and extremist views to proliferate (Matamoros-Fernández & 

Farkas, 2021). Are these racist acts being conducted by individuals outside of the jurisdiction 

of their organizations, or should organizations be expected to respond to employees being racist 

online? How does this process unfold? While the existing literature explores how racism is 

handled within organizations, we seek to understand better how SNSs change the public’s 

expectations and levels of organizational response. For instance, anti-discrimination polices 

(Ragins & Cornwell, 2001) are common organizational practices, but they dictate expectations 

for when employees are within organizations’ walls, as professionals. Online, the same 

individuals might express their views on SNSs, which can be considered racist. Initially, 

organizations have nothing to do with individuals’ online behavior. However, with the growing 
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use of SNSs from organizations, concerns regarding online reputation emerge (Etter et al., 

2019), and organizations use SNSs’ affordances to influence and control audiences (Banghart, 

Etter, & Stohl, 2018; Flyverbom, Leonardi, Stohl, & Stohl, 2016; Stohl, Etter, Banghart, & 

Woo, 2017).  

This is reflected in growing incentives for employees to use their SNSs’ profiles for 

work-related purposes (Lauriano & Coacci, 2021; Vitak, Lampe, Gray, & Ellison, 2012). 

Accordingly, employees carry out some sort of personal branding (Vallas & Cummins, 2015) 

and attempt to portray themselves favorably to others. Still, on SNSs, “others” are usually 

imagined audiences, meaning one can only guess who will access their online information 

(Marwick & Boyd, 2011). Based on this assessment of possible online “spectators,” employees 

define how to behave online, considering the possibilities of being liked and respected by peers 

(Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Rothbard, Ramarajan, Ollier-Malaterre, & Lee, 2020), often 

motivated by self-verification or self-enhancement (Bareket-Bojmel, Moran, & Shahar, 2016; 

Lee, 2020). Although studies on context collapse offer general insights on organizational and 

employees’ online behavior, those studies do not provide specific information about racism.  

 To help us understand how the process of online racist acts from staff unfolds, we use 

insights from studies on online racism (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021). This literature 

explains how SNSs offer users a platform for easily sharing hate speech, with the creation of 

fake pages (Farkas, Schou, & Neumayer, 2018). Platforms’ design and mode of governance 

favor free speech and dissemination of information (Cho, 2018), culminating in the 

proliferation of racism (Matamoros-Fernández, 2017). Indeed, big SNSs such as Facebook and 

Twitter have been rather permissive with humor-covered racist posts because of their high 

levels of engagement (Shepherd, Harvey, Jordan, Srauy, & Miltner, 2015).  

Most racist comments and posts get lost in the vast amount of online information. 

However, a few cases become viral, meaning they are rapidly shared and viewed by a broad 
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online audience (Nahon & Hemsley, 2013). It is still not entirely understood why specific 

content goes viral (Al-Rawi, 2019), but some elements such as humor, conciseness and 

information might make some posts stand out (André, Bernstein, & Luther, 2012). Whereas 

SNSs allow racism to spread, there is also a countermovement of online users attempting to 

solve the issue themselves. Such “vigilantes” (de Rond et al., 2021) are increasingly monitoring 

transgressing behaviors, acting as fast moderators where formal legislation often takes a long 

time to reach.   

In sum, studies on racism in organizations disregard the possible impacts of SNSs. The 

literature on context collapse and online racism are starting points to explore the specificities 

involved in the process of staff being racist online. Despite the unequivocal value of past 

research, we were left with an incomplete account that led us to ask: How do online audiences 

and organizations react to staff racism on social media? 

METHODS 

Research context 

 We recognize the context of this paper that the social construction of racism differs 

from country to country. This hinges on a variety of different factors: whether a country was 

colonized or a colonizer, the conceptualization of race of the colonizing country, current levels 

of racial diversity, history of legalized racial separation, etc.  For example, Brazil was colonized 

by the Portuguese, who rather than the one-drop segregation policies of the United States, had 

a deliberate policy of miscegenation or race mixing (miscigenação or mestiçagem) (Telles, 

2014). This legacy leads to a different interpretation of race, but while the republic of Brazil 

was founded on the ideals of a “racial democracy”, people of color are still worse off in 

education, the workplace, and the criminal justice system (Sansone, 2003). Australia and New 

Zealand may be English-speaking former colonies, but without a history of African slavery the 

issues of race focus on indigenous peoples and minority migrant populations and thus have 
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their own focuses in discourse (Augoustinos, Tuffin, & Rapley, 2016; Berg & Kearns, 2016; 

Nairn & McCreanor, 2016). In England on the other hand, with its financial gains from the 

horrors of colonialism and the slavery trade often happening at a distance from the country 

itself, it is possible to mask racist legacies with nostalgia. All countries have distinct language 

and social expectations around what racism looks like and sounds like. In our pool of cases, 

we wanted to reflect different contexts. Most research on racism on SNSs focus on the US 

(Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021), which limits our understanding about the 

phenomenon in other parts of the globe. Thus we selected 9 examples from different countries 

and organizations that reflect other realities in addition to the North American one.  

Although racism differs greatly from country to country, some online elements and 

mechanisms that allow racism to proliferate are similar. SNSs are an important context for 

understanding racism, as racism has been a problem from the very beginnings of the Internet 

(Daniels, 2012). We live in an era where cancellation culture has become a buzzword 

encompassing the societal mechanisms of shaming, ostracizing, boycotting, and scapegoating, 

or more lately call-out culture and “doxing” (Mishan, 2020). To “cancel” someone has its roots 

in Black vernacular (D. Clark, 2020), in particular Black Twitter (Abdelmahmoud, 2020), but 

now the term has taken on a new life as a catch-all phrase to describe an individual, group, or 

organization paying social and/or professional consequences for statements or actions 

perceived as wrong by society. Some claim that cancel culture has “gone too far” (Schulte, 

2021; Thomas, 2020), but does true cancellation even exist? It is difficult to find a case where 

an individual faced long-lasting consequences, with the notable exception of those who have 

actually committed crimes (e.g., Harvey Weinstein). It is difficult to see where the power lies 

– is it in the crowd, roaring for justice? Or does it lay with the person that has the privileged 

position that people are paying attention to them in the first place? People who get “cancelled” 

unjustly through bad faith arguments and mob mentality tend to be minorities and women: for 
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example, Gamer Gate targeting women (Romano, 2021), or the difficulties that black female 

lawyers face (Allen, 2020).  

As the events of 2021 show, like the 6 January capitol riots (Wardle, 2022) and 

GameStop short squeeze (Tufekci, 2021), online activities are no longer separated from the 

“real” world. Online and offline activities have bled into one another. We need to understand 

the interplay between online and offline worlds and how this affects organizations. When 

looking for examples for this study, we endeavored to find cases that had both online and real-

world elements, and with online elements.  

 

Research design 

Our qualitative study is based on a document review of social media posts, news and 

official documents. We adopted an inductive and grounded approach, meaning that we were 

interested in formulating theoretical explanations to the phenomena we observed in our data 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In our process, we intertwined data collection and analysis (Shenton, 

2004). The main steps we took in our research are summarized in Figure 1. In what follows, 

we describe our process, highlighting the measures we took to guarantee its trustworthiness 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). 

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 1 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

1. Initial research questions. The initial interest of our research was to understand the 

repercussions of online negative evaluations triggered by leaders’ posts. The focus on racism 

emerged from our initial conversations because the authors have different backgrounds and 

origins: whereas one author is from the Global North, namely New Zealand, where issues of 

racism focus on Māori, Pasifika and Asian populations, and which shares discourse structures 

with other English-speaking countries, the other author is from the Global South, Brazil, a 

highly racial diverse country with legacies of African slavery, with issues colorism and a 
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perception of racism different to English-speaking contexts. We drew on our experiences and 

the discussions in our countries to contextualize the differences in the cases we selected. We 

were dismayed by the number of organizational leaders that posted, and by way the that 

individuals and organizations tried to minimize their racist actions.  

2. Organizing data collection. We created an Excel sheet to brainstorm cases from 

different countries, possible articles that could help us structure our analyses and interesting 

angles that we could possibly find along our searches. Each author investigated one initial case 

of leaders being racist and its repercussions on SNSs. To organize information, we decided to 

create Word files with general notes, a timeline of events developed with links from Twitter, 

Facebook, Google, Reddit, Instagram, and media clippings from the database Nexis Lexis, 

observations and screenshots from social media, with comments from users, official 

communication from organizations. We rapidly faced several methodological questions.  

3. Refining our data collection boundaries. The first challenge we encountered was 

that while we could identify some cases, information was scarce, which we attributed to the 

fact that organizations often pay public relation companies to wipe out possible derogatory 

posts and news. Similarly, when we were developing the boundaries of our case selection, 

when trying to gather cases from a variety of positions within organizational hierarchy (i.e., 

lower-level employees as well as C-suite) we found many cases where the transgressions were 

similar, but reactions were not substantial enough for us to contribute to understanding 

processes of public and organizational responses to racism. We attribute this to lower-level 

employees being easily dismissed from organizations, and so their transgressions do not have 

as much of a reputational or organizational impact. We thus decided to focus on companies’ 

representatives as the subjects of our selected cases. We use the term representative to 

encompass both leaders and staff members whose identity is tied to the organization in a way 

that is strong enough that their racist acts require significant organizational responses. These 
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individuals are seen to “represent” the company as their acts of racism are tied together with 

the perception of the companies in the press and on social media and cannot be quickly 

dismissed with the firing of a single employee.  

We also decided to select cases from different countries, as our initial hunch was that 

the context could be highly influential in how the public and organizations responded. 

However, in the case selection process we discovered that the online world is dominated by 

US and Brazilian content, which made it difficult for us to find cases from other countries. To 

overcome this difficulty, we asked colleagues from different countries if there were famous 

cases in their countries that they were aware of, so that our research would reflect national 

conversations and well as the online record. We used VPNs in our browsers so that we could 

navigate online spaces from the position of the different countries.  

Finally, in our selected cases the companies’ representatives either directly shared their 

racist view online via SNSs or a third party disseminated on SNSs the perpetrator’s racist 

content from other sources. While there is a difference in the level of intention and context 

collapse in these two different types of viral content, we decided to include both in our analysis, 

as both cause a need for organizational reactions.  

4. Analytical meetings. We set up bi-weekly meetings to discuss the advancements of 

our investigation. In each discussion, the researchers shared their advancements, went through 

the different cases, specificities and discussed possible angles for investigation. In our first 

conversations, we decided to focus on the processual nature of the cases we were finding, using 

a temporal bracket strategy to organize their different stages (Langley, 1999). We also 

discussed the readings that could be connected to our findings. As we collected data and 

discussed their main insights, we moved from an organizational misconduct view (Roulet & 

Pichler, 2020) to a tri-partite process involving employees, broad online audiences, and 

organizational responses.  
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5. Defining stages and analytical categories. As we advanced our iterative process of 

collecting data, preparing individual cases’ dossiers, discussing academic papers, we started 

defining the core aspects in our analysis. Table 1 presents an overview of the nine main cases 

we explored in-depth.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 1 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

Thinking of the possible stages involved in our process, we engaged in contrast and 

comparison of the different cases (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). As we compared, we found a 

pattern of the processes that occurred and a consistent structure to the public’s and the 

organization’s reactions to the case of racism. First, we realized that the racist acts go viral, 

when we were informed studies on racism and social media (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 

2021; Watts & Carter, 1991). Then, as organizations become part of the problem, we used 

context collapse studies (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013) to understand 

their possible responses. Finally, we organized a third stage in which the different actors move 

on.  

6. Writing up. In writing up our account, we first defined the overall structure of our 

process in a graphic visualization. Then, we decided to follow the different steps we mapped, 

creating tables with examples for each of our construct, and highlighting the most significant 

cases in the text.  

FINDINGS 

Our analysis reveals a tri-partite process involving organizations’ representatives, 

organizations, and the broad online audience in three stages. First, in a stage of “judgement 

formation on the racist act”, the hate speech is either placed by the perpetrator on SNSs or 

discovered by a third party who shares it online. This exposure builds attention on social media 

and is highlighted as racism by the online audience, and the case goes viral. At this point, the 
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organization and its representative realize the case is now an organizational problem. In a stage 

of “damage control”, the organization and its representative engage in minimization and denial 

of racist accusations, only to infuriate the online audience. Past transgressions and 

misbehaviors are rapidly put together to undermine possible excuses from the racist. This 

public outrage leads to a stage of “fallout”. Pressured by the online audience, organizations get 

rid of bad apples, and the online audience moves on to the next case. In the explanation of our 

process (Figure 2), we intend to make general observations drawn from across the nine cases 

and use quotes from the most representative examples to illustrate the phenomena observed.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 2 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

Judgment formation on the racist act 

In a first stage, we can see that the cases contain offenses based on different racist 

logics/stereotypes: implying that the minority is unclean, unskilled, or violent towards women; 

statements denying the existence or mocking the societal reactions to systemic and institutional 

racism; or using slurs and stereotypes as punchlines in physical and online humor. Table 2 

shows how this unfolds in each of our cases.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 2 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

In most cases, once posted the content goes viral almost immediately: Society of Editors 

(UK), CrossFit (USA), Eagle Brewing (New Zealand), Nubank (Brazil), George’s Fine Foods 

(South Africa), Marca España (Spain). Because of the speed and volume of posts, it is unclear 

what sparks the viral reaction beyond the offensive nature of the content. In the process of 

going viral, members of the public share their disgust at the offense with their networks, 

providing commentary.  
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This can include a broad range of reactions, from individuals sharing an image of the 

offending post on Twitter (see Figure 3), to swiftly organized formal responses, such as an 

open letter posted on the website Medium by signed by more than 250 journalists of color one 

day after the Society of Editors published their statement that the UK media is not bigoted 

(Siddique, 2021).  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 3 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

These reactions are then reacted to, causing the story to spread further. The tweet from 

Figure 3 as of 30 December 2021 has 423 Retweets, 140 Quote Tweets, 2,415 Likes; and the 

reaction letter 360 Claps. This is a modest reaction given the potential scale of the internet. For 

more high-profile cases like CrossFit, viral nature was a lot stronger. For example, Figure 4 

shows a quote tweet from the popular singer SZA, who has over 5 million followers with 5,353 

Retweets, 81 Quote Tweets, and 13.8K Likes.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 4 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

Not all of the reactions are serious. For most of the cases, we could find “meme” 

reactions and satirical responses, illustrated in Figure 5. 

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 5 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

We can also see feedback loops between social media and traditional and online media 

outlets. As the scandal builds online, the media report on it, the articles are then used as links 

and images for more social media posts and the story continues to build a larger audience. In 

the process of going viral, we observed that, in the cases in which racists are employees (and 

not CEOs) there is a “revelation” that individuals belong to organizations, and that 

organizations should have some responsibility for their actions. This serves as a trigger to a 

second stage.  
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Damage control 

In a second stage, the initial organizational and individual response for the act going 

viral was to minimize the offense. The individuals deny that they are racist, and claim that their 

statements have been misunderstood, or dismiss the content as jokes. The organizations 

generally support their representatives during the minimization phase.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 3 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

We observe that in general, the individual is surprised and defensive about their actions 

being perceived as racist. These cases show the reaction to racism on the internet when the 

perpetrator(s) is not anonymous. From the moment of exposure, the act opens up both the 

perpetrator and the organization to public scrutiny. The stakeholders of the company, including 

suppliers, customers, and the public at large, carry out a process of investigation and 

interrogation we name the ‘public trial’. This phase overlaps with other phases, as it is an on-

going process for the stakeholders for the entirety of time that the case is highlighted in the 

public imaginary. It is a part of and also sustains the viral nature of the story. The stakeholders 

build evidence against the organization and its representative(s), which includes excavating 

historical content and recounting their personal experiences against them. Concurrently, there 

are calls for punishment, which largely takes the shape of calling for and carrying out efforts 

toward ostracization. 

 A large portion of the public trial is the excavation process carried out by members of 

the public. Journalists, individuals, people that associate themselves with anti-racist social 

movements and anti-racism SNSs accounts dig through screenshots, old articles, and recount 

personal experiences to provide evidence (known colloquially on SNSs as “receipts”) that the 

representative and the organization have a pattern of being racist. This broadcasts and 
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consolidates the case as racist, and fuels continued interest in the case. Within the excavation 

process it becomes evident that most of the organizations in question have had issues with 

racism and discrimination in the past. Stakeholders create a bricolage with these past events to 

undermine organizations’ current responses, ignoring possible changes and improvements over 

time. In some cases, we observed that previous problems with events that are not connected 

directly to the event in question are brought up to light again, such as cases of homophobia and 

employee’ discrimination.   

In the case of EnergyWatch, the CEO’s racism was related to an advertisement the 

company had used a year earlier, that had taken the title of Australia’s most hated advertisement 

in 2011 according to the Advertising Standards Bureau (9News, 2011) the advertisement had 

a negative depiction of an aggressive Indian salesman and was banned for its use of racist 

stereotypes.  

“Not surprised to hear this. Those Energywatch ads infuriate me. The company is linked 

directly to their own energy retailers and are NOT giving the best unbiased deals in melb. A 

rip-off company with a dim witted CEO! Good riddance to him.” Facebook comment, 5 April 

2012 

Another example of excavation is in the case of CrossFit. Individual experiences of 

discrimination at the organization we recounted, such as a Black gym owner speaking to the 

media to explain why they were quitting the brand (Crews, 2020). From within the 

organization, audio of 75-minute Zoom meeting was sent to the tip line of the news website 

Buzzfeed (Brooks & Mack, 2020). This meeting took place earlier in the same day that the 

CEO Greg Glassman posted his viral tweet from our selected case. During the call he repeatedly 

questioned the existence of systemic racism and the motivations for the then-happening Black 

Lives Matter protests. The act of an individual sharing the audio and Buzzfeed publishing it for 

all to access compounded the case against Glassman and provided content for more SNSs 

reactions. In even deeper excavation, two days after the scandal breaks, users on Reddit link to 

a YouTube video showing a panel at the 2019 CrossFit Games Day 3 Press Conference. The 
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panel, which contains top figures from the organization, are asked about how to improve 

diversity and blatantly ignore and dismiss the question. The Reddit community reaction is 

mixed: some users question the necessity and feasibility of diversity in the competitions, others 

state that it shows unprofessionalism that the panel were incapable of handling a question on 

diversity, while some discuss the socio-economic factors that perpetuate the lack of diversity 

in the sport. In the South African case, the public’s excavation efforts not only dig out 

information on the perpetrator’s family businesses, they also found that the perpetrator’s 

partner was a merchandising director at Nike and called for boycotts of Nike. Nike quickly 

disassociated itself from the scandal. 

Sponsors, suppliers and clients and other associates are called upon by the public on 

SNSs to ostracize the organization in question. Some respond to these calls after public 

pressure. Others act swiftly, releasing statements before they are called upon to pre-empt the 

negative association. The online activity now has offline consequences for the organization as 

others publicly cut ties and remove financial support.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 4 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

While most of the reactions we found (Table 4) fell into a pattern of disgust or call to 

action, not all parties agreed. Some take the side of the organization’s representative. These 

reactions can range from blatantly supporting the racist logic found in the offensive content, to 

denying that the content was racist, to admitting the racism but stating that the attempts for 

ostracization are uncalled for.   

“Why are we so surprised and ready to "hang" these people. Racost [sic] comments are an 

everyday thing in Australian conversations...There isnt a person out there today that hasn't 

used a racist comment.” Facebook comment on EnergyWatch, 5 April 2012 

 

Still, comments in favor of racists are a minority, and a consensus around these cases 

as an issue emerges. Indeed, When the initial minimization is not accepted by the public and 
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the public shaming continues, the organization and its representative release a more contrite 

apology (Table 5).  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 5 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

These deeper apologies admit to the racist nature of the act, and they often use emotive 

or symbolic language. In the deeper apologies, the individual or the organization sometimes 

associate themselves with anti-racist NGOs, in an attempt to leverage the other organization’s 

positive reputation in their favor and to demonstrative efforts to improve themselves.  

For example, Eagle Brewing’s CEO made two apologies after his initial mitigation.  

“I sincerely thank those who have reached out including organisations such as “She is not 

your rehab” who I would like to work with on this new journey of understanding, as well as 

my Māori friends who have encouraged open dialogue and aroha, to create a deeper 

understanding.” Eagle Brewing media statement, 14 May 2021 

 

We can see in this excerpt of his first deeper apology several mechanisms deployed to 

show a change in attitude. There is an attempt to leverage reputation of the anti-violence 

movement She Is Not Your Rehab. He underlines his Māori connections – it is worth noting 

here not only the attempt to show a social connection to Māori, but also the use of the grapheme 

“ā”. The macron above the a reflects the lengthened vowel sound in the Māori pronunciation, 

as opposed to the older convention in New Zealand English of spelling “Maori” with only 

letters found in the English alphabet. Similarly, the Māori word aroha (love) is used to signal 

to the reader a familiarity and respect towards Māori language and culture. Despite these efforts 

to appease the audience with apologies, once public outrage increases, we enter a third stage, 

where we generally start to see separation between the organization and its representatives. 

 

The fall out  

In the fall out stage, we can see the consequences for the representatives as they are 

either cut or remove themselves from the organization. At the point of the deeper apology, the 
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representative may have already quit, retired, or been fired, in which case the deeper apology 

came from the organization. Fallout occurs after the damage control tactics of minimization do 

not work, and the public trial takes its toll on the individual and the organization. We can see 

from the cases examined that the fallout phase happens extremely quickly, and most 

perpetrators are removed from the organization within a week of the exposure phase. The 

organizations then make efforts to distance themselves from their ex-representatives. As the 

former CFO takes over the CEO position at EnergyWatch: “Let me make it crystal clear, the 

recent comments of Ben Polis are at diametric odds with those of EnergyWatch, our 

management and our team members.” AAP Newsfeed, 5 April 2012. 

While some companies have to heavily rebrand in order to survive, most are able to 

continue operating as usual after they cut ties with their former representatives.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Table 6 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

 

The final stage before the case begins to fade from the public imagination includes 

processes of image rehabilitation and public skepticism. Skepticism occurs following the 

mitigation and apology phases, and also in the fallout phases if the staff replacement figure is 

seen as close to the exiting figure and part of the existing regime. We can see from the fallout 

stage that all of the companies have continued to operate, although some went through 

processes of rebranding or even liquidation.  

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 6 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

Some of the organizations put effort into rehabilitating their image through diversity 

programming. For example, the Society of Editors promised to help increase diversity and 

inclusion in newsrooms. Following the scandal, they donated £7000 to the Journalism Diversity 

Fund (JDF) and reissued their 2020 commitments to create a Diversity and Inclusion resource 

hub for their industry. In response, there is skepticism from stakeholders. The collective of 
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journalists of color who created an open letter on Medium to rebuke the statement replied to 

the Society of Editors stating that their diversity and inclusion efforts were welcome but 

inadequate (Siddique, 2020). The target of the initial viral statement, Prince Harry and Meghan 

Markle, came out in support of the journalists’ second statement (Archewell, 2021). We can 

also see that removing the offending representatives alone is not enough to convince all 

stakeholders that a change has occurred.  

“Huffpost North of England correspondent Aasma Day withdrew from the category on 

Wednesday, saying: “What’s the point of having a Reporting Diversity award when this 

statement shows the society representing the industry I work in is burying its head and refusing 

to admit these issues even exist?” Day told Press Gazette on Thursday that Murray’s 

resignation “has not really changed anything” for her as the initial statement was put out in 

the Society’s name, even though it appeared to have been done without the knowledge or 

support of all of its board members.” (Tobitt, 2021) 

 

For rebranding, we have the example of Eagle Brewing. According to public records, 

the shareholding was transferred to the then-CEO’s wife (Opencorporates, 2021). However, 

while he claimed as the scandal was unfolding that his wife was planning on divorcing him, it 

is difficult to ascertain if this happened and as such difficult to state the level of separation 

between him and the company. The company did not change its registration name but did 

change its public trading name. Under the new name, the company has a new Facebook profile 

with approx. 1000 followers. When the rebrand was initially announced, there was some 

pushback on SNSs, but not at the same level as the initial outrage at the offending Facebook 

posts. 

------------------------------------------ 

Insert Figure 7 about here. 

------------------------------------------- 

Although in the initial outrage, many stakeholders claim to cut ties with the 

organizations in question, we can see that after the fallout and rehabilitation processes, there is 

little follow-through. Example for CrossFit, where at the height of the scandal more than 1500 

affiliated gyms were claiming that they would disaffiliate:  
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“Interesting to note that very few affiliates actually left. There were roughly 450 affiliates that 

deaffiliated, more than 300 of which left because of the COVID-19 lockdown financially ruined 

them. That “mass exodus” that was reported was factually inaccurate. HQ never released any 

figures to the media, so those were estimates based on noise. Out of 15,000 boxes, 250 is really 

nothing. The CF influencers who saw an opportunity to increase their social cred and online 

followings and renounced Greg, will be addressed in this book. Most of those people privately 

corresponded with Greg and apologized, they called it a “business move.” Yup, publicly 

calling someone a racist, who you privately acknowledge is not a racist, was justified as a 

business move. Many of those same people privately went to him and offered to buy CrossFit. 

Pretty disgusting behavior. Zero integrity. And I have those emails and phone call notes and 

all the offers that came through…so nothing will remain private forever.” Instagram post 

recorded on Reddit, 22 July 2021 

Across the data, we can see a lack of lasting consequences for the organizations. 

Although stakeholders pushback with expressions of skepticism towards the organizations’ 

rehabilitation efforts, the level of attention is not sustained and the companies generally can go 

back to “business as usual”.  

DISCUSSION 

 Our study maps the reactions to racist acts from staff. Our data revealed a tri-partite 

three-stage process in which such acts go viral, organizations and perpetrators attempt to 

minimize the act, followed by fall out. Our analyses answer to a call for a more diverse and 

general perspective of online racism (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021), culminating in 

three unique contributions to the literature that we explore in this section.  

 The boundary conditions of platformed racism. Whereas the concept of platformed 

racism (Matamoros-Fernández, 2017) emphasizes how SNSs are tools for spreading and 

reinforcing racism, we show how these platforms also allow a strong and growing backlash 

from society. The idea of platformed racism assumes that the online environment favors free 

speech, which we show it is not always true. Social movements, organizations and engaged 

individuals monitor online information and are extremely quick in finding the culprits, blaming 

specific individuals and tying them to their organizations. 

 In this sense, just like de Rond (2021) and colleagues show in their study of online 

pedophilia vigilantes, individuals and organized groups attempt to do justice with their own 
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hands, highlighting racist and hate speech, quickly increasing visibility to a broad online 

audience. Pressure for more regulation on social media is increasing, but so far, users have had 

free rein to create fake profiles, anonymous comments, and damaging posts. We showed 

another side of this story, a response from those who feel the online environment should be a 

venue to call for consequences for racist individuals. In our cases, the broad online audience 

monitoring work is facilitated  by the fact that the individuals were not anonymous, their names 

and organizations were linked to their racist behaviors.  

 Thus, platformed racism might be a plausible scenario when users are anonymous, but 

once individuals are identifiable, the online audience is broadly unforgiving. But why would 

anyone be openly racist on social media, let alone when their names can be tied to their 

organization? There are many possible answers. One explanation might be that racists usually 

have limited face-to-face interactions with minorities in environments where inequality is 

maintained (e.g., power positions such as boss and employee; others who think alike). 

Accordingly, they feel confident that views are shared by many, even by those who suffer racist 

attacks (Jackman & Crane, 1986). Another reason may be that if they truly self-identify as not 

racist, they do not put effort into to control their bias in the manner of someone who knew that 

they are racist might (Shelton, Richeson, Salvatore, & Trawalter, 2005). Regardless of the 

justifications or internal logic of the individual, we can see the exchange between the 

individual, the organization, and the audience through the concept of “habitus”: a system of 

“internalized structures” that guide individual and collective practices through social 

reproduction, where personal habitus is only “a deviation in relation to the style of a period or 

class so that it relates back to the common style not only by its conformity… but also by the 

difference which makes the whole "manner"” (Bourdieu, 1977: 86). In our cases, we observe 

that habitus built by group members determines what is appropriate way to behave, and when 
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racist transgressions occur it triggers a cascade of responses as each party negotiates between 

what is deemed acceptable behavior and what is an acceptable level of guilt and contrition.  

 Challenging accurate appraisals of online audiences and their reactions. A second 

contribution of our study is towards the idea in context collapse studies in which individuals 

and organizations accurately imagine audiences and their reactions (Ollier-Malaterre & 

Foucreault, 2019; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Rothbard et al., 2020). Although some studies 

consider the difficulty of grasping who sees what and when online (Lauriano & Coacci, 2021; 

Marwick & Boyd, 2011), most research portray such evaluations as straightforward. Our 

research advances this aspect, by showing it is a much messier and more dynamic process than 

previously acknowledged. In our analyses, individuals first express their racism without fully 

realizing who will view it, or how their organizations will react. Then in a second stage, 

organizations also offer weak responses that do not consider the possible backlash from online 

audiences. Finally, we showed that online audiences make use of a bricolage strategy, 

connecting information from past misconducts to invalidate current excuses and attempts to fix 

racist acts.  

Taken together, these different nudges in the process of racism from staff highlight the 

difficulty of anticipating the size of online “imagined audiences” (cf. Marwick & Boyd, 2011) 

and their possible reactions to racism. Also, we were surprised by the pace of different actions 

and reactions we observed in our cases. In most situations, the process was over within days, 

showing a fast series of actions that make it extremely challenging for individuals and 

organizations to properly analyze and respond to the online audience.  

 We are not saying that individuals are not capable of anticipating this process, or do not 

consider the possible impacts to their private and professional reputations, for example (Ollier-

Malaterre et al., 2013). However, we show their calculations are often not accurate. As 

information goes viral, context collapse increases visibility of organizations. What could have 
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slipped by as some unremarkable sentences in the vast sea of online information becomes a 

unanticipated scandal. Similar to the staff member that commits the act in the first instance, the 

efforts of organizations to minimize, control and rectify damage, in the shape of formal 

apologies and repudiation of racist behavior, also show a miscalculation by organizations. As 

our cases revealed, such weak responses only increase public outrage and pressure for more 

convincing actions.  

 Expanding the idea of organizations reinforcing structural racism. Critical diversity 

studies have denounced how organizations (re)produce racism and exclusionary practices (Dar 

et al., 2020; Romani et al., 2018; Saifer, 2020). We expanded on this and showed how SNSs 

reflect this situation. In the process we mapped, organizations are reactive and ambiguous in 

their responses, showing a lack of preparation and attention to racism. In this sense, they use 

online platforms in different ways, not to improve their practices, but in desperate attempts 

minimize  accusations of racism and the association with their racist representatives.  

 Managing such cases is indeed a challenging task for organizations, that need to 

delineate the boundaries between individuals and corporate issues as cases of racism occur. 

However, it is staggering to see that, after so many years of experience with SNSs, in endeavors 

to control and monitor different stakeholders (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Treem & Leonardi, 

2013), organizations in different institutional contexts still muddle through their practices. 

SNSs, therefore, expose these organizations’ lack of prepare or even will, to really solve 

exclusionary scenarios.  

 Our results also show that the experiences outlined by Ozturk and Berber’s (2020) 

ethnic minority interviewees hold true: when organizations are forced to deal with viral acts of 

racism, they are often framed as isolated ‘bad apples’. Once the apple is picked, the 

organization more often than not is allowed to return business as usual after the invisible 

audience loses interest in the case. It is difficult to assess from our results whether there is true 
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commitment to organizational change following the incident. However, the public’s excavation 

processes often find previous incidents of racism or discrimination. The combination of the 

historical incidents and the cases we highlight indicates that businesses are not resolving 

systemic issues. 

 Perhaps a reason for no solid improvements in organizations’ actions is the difficult of 

enforcement we saw by the end of our process. After the fall out, the online audience moves 

on the next case, and organizations are left with the promise of improving their practices. Like 

previous studies have questioned, what are the real impacts of cancelling? (Abdelmahmoud, 

2020; Allen, 2020; Schulte, 2021). Whereas individual consequences are clearer (e.g., being 

fired), and there are immediate online reputation problems, the likelihood of long-term 

organizational consequences is small.  

FINAL REMARKS 

Our decision to explore a general process presents a limitation of not capturing specific 

contextual nuances. The cases we explore adhere to the broad stages we have explained, but 

also present unique contextual features that we did not detail in this paper. Future studies could 

explore more deeply non-US scenarios to add even more layers of mechanisms, strategies, and 

differences that we, in our limited analysis, could not capture. Still, our study consolidates a 

process that can serve as a broad outline for further research in this important academic niche.  
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Figure 1 – Our analytical approach 

 

 

Figure 2 – The process of online racist acts from staff 
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Figure 3 – Racist acts going viral 
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Source: https://mobile.twitter.com/jonogaluszka/status/1392908160231378944 

 

Figure 4 – SZA’s comment on CrossFit owner’s racism 

Source: https://twitter.com/sza/status/1269643986576084992 

 

https://mobile.twitter.com/jonogaluszka/status/1392908160231378944
https://twitter.com/sza/status/1269643986576084992
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Figure 5 – Business owner thinking racist thoughts… posting online 

 

Source: https://www.reddit.com/r/newzealand/comments/nc2gvz/eagle_brewing/ 

 

Figure 6 – “They’re only sorry because they got caught” Skepticism of apologies

 

https://www.reddit.com/r/newzealand/comments/nc2gvz/eagle_brewing/
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Source:https://www.reddit.com/r/crossfit/comments/gyx460/whats_the_big_deal_with

_hqglassmans_comments/  

 

Figure 7 – Led Zealand asks for a boycott 

 

Table 1 - Overview of cases 

Company 

name 

Country Act that goes 

viral 

Offence Perpetrator  Timeline 

Nubank Brazil Interview clip Argued that it is “very 

hard to hire black 

employees” and that the 

organization does not 

want to level from the 

bottom. 

Founder/VP 19 Oct-

2020- Jan-

2021 

Eagle 

Brewing 

New 

Zealand 

Comment on 

public news 

article on 

Facebook using 

personal account 

Disparages Māori, states 

they are “scurge of New 

Zealand”, stereotypes of 

domestic violence  

Founder/ CEO 12 May 

2021-19 

July 2021 

CrossFit USA Tweets from 

@crossfitCEO 

account 

Criticizes and mocks 

Covid-19 and George 

Floyd 

Founder/ CEO 6 June 

2020-29 

June 2020 

Society of 

Editors 

UK Website post  Claims the UK media 

isn’t racist following 

Meghan and Harry Oprah 

interview 

CEO 7 March-18 

August 

2021 

Slip Francais France Video from 

Twitter 

Employees are in black 

face 

Two employees  1-12 

January 

2020 

Marca 

España 

Spain Tweet from Juan 

Carlos Gafo 

account 

“catalanes de mierda” Number 2 in 

hierarchy 

13-19 July 

2013 

EnergyWatch Australia Multiple 

Facebook posts 

from private 

account 

“Jokes” drawing on 

stereotypes/offensive 

language towards 

Aborigines, Asians, 

Italian migrants, New 

Zealanders, and famous 

women 

Founder/ CEO August 

2011- 6 

February 

2013 

https://www.reddit.com/r/crossfit/comments/gyx460/whats_the_big_deal_with_hqglassmans_comments/
https://www.reddit.com/r/crossfit/comments/gyx460/whats_the_big_deal_with_hqglassmans_comments/
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St George’s 

Fine Foods 

South 

Africa 

Holiday video, 

source unclear  

Satirical weather report 

celebrating absence of 

black people on a beach, 

uses K word 

Board member 

of family 

company 

12 August 

2018 - 27 

February 

2021 

Saga 

Falabella 

Peru Advertisement Implies Black character is 

dirty and white one is 

clean  

Communication 

department 

7-8 

September 

2015 –  

 

Table 2 – Cases types 

 Content from official context Content from private context 

Posted on SNS by the 

perpetrator 

Society of Editors (UK), CrossFit 

(USA) 

Eagle Brewing (New Zealand), Marca 

España (Spain), EnergyWatch 

(Australia) 

Posted on SNS by 

third party 

Nubank (Brazil), Saga Falabella (Peru) Slip Francais (France), St George’s 

Fine Foods (South Africa) 

 

Table 3 – Minimization details 

Company 

name 

Country Minimization  Time after initial post 

Nubank Brazil “I’m sorry, I didn’t express myself correctly” 1 day 

Eagle Brewing New 

Zealand 

Facebook post claiming the viral post was 

“misconstrued as racism”, deleted shortly 

afterwards 

1-2 days 

CrossFit USA CrossFit twitter post apology on Glassman’s 

behalf, calling his words “not racist but a mistake.” 

1 day 

Society of 

Editors 

UK Clarification published on website. “While I do not 

agree that the society’s statement was in any way 

intended to defend racism, I accept it could have 

been much clearer in its condemnation of bigotry 

and has clearly caused upset.” 

2 days 

Slip Francais France “In a context where things are going very quickly, 

we do our best to be very firm. This kind of 

behavior has no place in our team and in our 

approach, it is not our values.” 

2 days 

Marca España Spain “I didn’t express myself correctly” Same day 

EnergyWatch Australia To Australian Associated Press he denied was "like 

a neo-Nazi racist", saying he once dated a half-

Aboriginal woman and employed an Asian cleaner. 

Claims posts were jokes. 

1-2 years after initial 

posts, however within 1 

day of publication of 

posts in newspapers 

St George’s 

Fine Foods 

South 

Africa 

No minimization – fired from family business one 

day after the video went viral 

n/a 

Saga Falabella Peru “We value diversity and promote respect” Same day 

 

Table 4 – Ostracization methods 

Company 

name 

Country Methods of stakeholder ostracization 

Nubank Brazil Individuals increasingly accuse the organization as racist, and threaten to 

move to other banks. Others change to competitors immediately.  

Eagle Brewing New 

Zealand 

Individuals tweet at Eagle Brewing stockists (supermarkets, beer stores) and 

demand a response, stockists tweet that they will no longer sell the brand, 
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shareholders threaten to liquidate, hops suppliers publicly cut ties with the 

brewery 

CrossFit USA Reebok announce they will end 10-year exclusive partnership deal with 

CrossFit, a Google sheet listing more than 1500 gym owners claiming they 

will stop their affiliation with CrossFit circulates, prominent athletes make 

Instagram and Twitter posts claiming they will quit the sport, Director of 

Training Nicole Carroll quits 

Society of 

Editors 

UK Editors of the Guardian, Financial Times and HuffPost objected to the 

statement, open letter signed by more than 250 journalists of color rejecting 

statement, ITV journalist Charlene White quits position as host of the Society 

of Editor’s annual award show, several nominees also pull their names, and 

the event is postponed 

Slip Francais France Customers ask for a boycott. Profiles on social causes compare the case to 

John Galliano at Dior and cite law passages to ask for more concrete 

retaliation from authorities.  

Marca España Spain The online audience asked for more robust changes, pressuring the 

organization. As Juan Carlos Gafo occupied public positions after leaving 

Marca Espana, the case continuously to emerge.  

EnergyWatch Australia Aussie Rules football club, Melbourne Demons, terminated its £1.3 million 

annual deal with the company, major Australian power companies like 

TRUenergy end their partnership with EnergyWatch 

St George’s 

Fine Foods 

South 

Africa 

Food businesses such as butcheries and restaurants announce boycott of St 

George's Fine Foods’ products, the associated restaurant The Smokehouse & 

Grill was forced to close its doors following a demonstration by a South 

African political party, the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) 

Saga Falabella Peru Profiles and even government sectors pressure the organization to give a more 

robust answer to the racist acts. Saga Falabella was legally prosecuted for 

racist advertising by Indecopi, the Peruvian regulator of intellectual property. 

 

Table 5 – Apology details 

Company 

name 

Country Apology content Time after initial 

post 

Nubank Brazil A blog text is written and the organization admits they 

made a mistake and that they need to improve 

considerably their activities. The organization promises 

to create a historical repair and engage in several 

actions to improve diversity in its activities.  

2 days 

Eagle Brewing New 

Zealand 

One on website, one a day later in the media, admits he 

deserves backlash, that it was unacceptable, and that 

“the wording came across as racist” 

 2 and 3 days 

CrossFit USA Company statement “Why Didn’t CrossFit Just Say 

Something?”, does admit racism but calls it a mistake 

and talks about the “Black community”. CEO does not 

apologise - continues with minimization “I created a 

rift in the CrossFit community and unintentionally hurt 

many of its members” even in retirement 

announcement.  

 2 days 

Society of 

Editors 

UK Organization publicly retracts the initial statement, new 

executive director Dawn Alford claims “the Society of 

Editors is 100% against all forms of racism” 

 6 months 

Slip Francais France The CEO has a meeting with an NGO to improve their 

practices. Again, he reiterates that the organization is 

committed to improving its diversity practices. 

2 days  

Marca España Spain The representative leaves its position. 1 week 

EnergyWatch Australia Two company statements released, include quotes from 

new CEO, including “we will not tolerate such 

1-2 years after initial 

posts, however 

within days of 
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behavior and that we abhor Mr Polis’ alleged 

comments” 

publication of posts 

in newspapers 

St George’s 

Fine Foods 

South 

Africa 

Following charge of crimen injuria, agrees settlement 

of formal apology and fine of ZAR 150,000 by the 

representative to the South African Human Rights 

Commission. Company had already severed ties.   

More than a year 

Saga Falabella Peru The company argues it will change its practices to 

improve diversity. Later, it accepts all fines.  

More than a year 

 

Table 6 – Fallout details 

Company 

name 

Country Removal of perpetrator  Time after initial 

post 

Current status of 

organization 

Nubank Brazil She is the founder and is not 

removed. 

- Continues with its 

diversity initiatives  

Eagle 

Brewing 

New 

Zealand 

Quits after one mitigation and 

two unsuccessful apologies 

6 days Shares and 

directorship 

transferred to wife, 

rebranded and 

operating under new 

name of Five Peaks 

Brew Co. 

CrossFit USA Retires with no admission of 

racism 

2 days Functioning under new 

leadership 

Society of 

Editors 

UK Released statement: “As 

executive director I lead the 

Society and as such must take 

the blame and so I have decided 

it is best for the board and 

membership that I step aside so 

that the organization can start to 

rebuild its reputation.” 

2 days Functioning under new 

leadership 

Slip Francais France Fired 2 days Continues its 

activities. 

Marca España Spain Quits 6 days Continues its 

activities. 

EnergyWatch Australia Quits  1-2 years after 

initial posts, 

however within 

days of 

publication of 

posts in 

newspapers 

Company went to 

administration then 

liquidation, now 

owned by iSelect 

St George’s 

Fine Foods 

South 

Africa 

Fired from family business after 

the video went viral 

1 day after video 

leaked, 10 days 

after it was 

recorded 

Company continues, 

restaurant now 

rebranded and under 

new management  

Saga Falabella Peru It was a specific advertising 

campaign  

- Continues its 

activities.  
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THEORIZING THE ANTECEDENTS OF SWITCHING AMBIDEXTERITY MODES:  

THE ROLE OF CONFLICT SENSING 

 

The ability to both exploit current strengths while at the same time explore new knowledge 

and competencies is widely understood to be a fundamental requirement for a firm’s survival 

and long-term success (Levinthal and March, 1993; March, 1991). Over the past few decades, 

research has advanced our understanding of how firms can manage the contradictions and 

persistent tensions resulting from a simultaneous pursuit of exploitation and exploration, and 

eventually become ambidextrous (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013; Tushman and O’Reilly, 

1996). While organizational ambidexterity is broadly defined as a firm’s “capacity to do two 

things equally well” (Birkinshaw and Gupta, 2013: 287) and concerns the versatile “balancing 

of countervailing [organizational] processes” (Schreyögg and Sydow, 2010: 1256), extant 

research considers three different modes of ambidexterity (e.g., Birkinshaw et al., 2016; Foss 

and Kirkegaard, 2020; O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013): firms can engage in contextual 

ambidexterity (e.g., Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004; Zimmermann et al., 2018), meaning to 

foster context conditions that enable organizational members to situationally switch between 

exploitative and explorative behavior; in structural ambidexterity (e.g., Benner and Tushman, 

2003; Gilbert, 2006), meaning to structurally separate the contradictory requirements of 

exploitation and exploration in organizationally differentiated subunits; or in sequential 

ambidexterity (e.g., Boumgarden et al., 2012; Siggelkow and Levinthal, 2003), meaning to 

sequentially shift the organization from an exploitative to an explorative focus, and vice 

versa.  

While initially considered as competing or rather broadly equifinal pathways of becoming 

ambidextrous, there is an increasingly sustained understanding that the different 
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ambidexterity modes are appropriate for and eventually fit to particular conditions (e.g., 

Birkinshaw et al., 2016; O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013; Ossenbrink et al., 2019). Most notably, 

research has shown that environmental dynamisms—referring to both the volatility and 

unpredictability of how external changes unfold (Schilke, 2014)—plays an important role in 

affecting the relative effectiveness of different ambidexterity modes (e.g., Luger et al., 2018). 

As, for instance, shown in the meta-analysis by Fourné et al. (2019), there is growing 

empirical evidence that the contextual approach is particularly effective in relatively stable or 

low dynamic environments, whereas structural ambidexterity seems to be suitable for more 

dynamic conditions (see also Raisch, 2008). Research has furthermore shown that in highly 

dynamic environments—involving turbulence and discontinuous shifts—sequential 

ambidexterity, which builds on the notion of the punctuated equilibrium model of 

organizational change (Tushman and Romanelli, 1985), proves to be most effective (Raisch, 

2008; Uotila, 2018). As a corollary of these findings, firms need to adapt their ambidexterity 

mode if environmental dynamism changes to re-create a new fit between their ambidexterity 

mode and external conditions (Klarner and Raisch, 2013; Luger et al., 2018). 

In recent years, ambidexterity scholarship has therefore developed an increasing 

understanding of the need to view ambidexterity as a process phenomenon (see Raisch and 

Zimmermann, 2017) and has strived to advance knowledge of how ambidexterity processes 

“emerge, develop, grow, or terminate over time” (Langely et al., 2013: 1). As such, more 

recent research puts more and more attention not only to the question how different 

ambidexterity modes are initiated and adjusted but also how organizations undergo processes 

of switching between modes over time. While ambidexterity switch constitutes a critical 

challenge of both theoretical and practical relevance, it is also known that firms often show 

extensive difficulties in switching between different ambidexterity modes because of 

managerial perception biases of environmental cues (Kiesler and Sproul, 1982) and self-



3 

reinforcing dynamics spurring the development and rigidification of a once chosen 

ambidexterity orientation (Heracleous et al., 2019; Papachroni et al., 2016; Luger et al., 2018; 

Raisch and Zimmermann, 2017). Against this backdrop, a critical and still largely unresolved 

issue pertains to how exactly firms can proactively sense and thus detect a looming mismatch 

between their chosen ambidexterity mode and their surrounding business environment.  

Tackling this important question, we contribute to research taking a process view on 

ambidexterity by theorizing the antecedents of organizations appropriately adapting their 

ambidexterity mode over time. Our focus is on the critical research problem of how 

organizations can sense when they need to adapt their ambidexterity mode, as opposed to 

being stuck in a path-dependent. 

Drawing on a conflict-based understanding of ambidexterity which highlights the 

multilayered tensions associated with balancing exploration and exploitation (e.g., 

Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009; Bledow et al., 2009; Lewis et al., 2014; Martin et al., 2019), 

we argue that a looming mismatch between environmental demands and a firm’s 

ambidexterity mode early materializes in the form of changing conflict patterns throughout an 

organization, i.e., a change of the dominant type of conflict and the level of its origin. The 

observation of changes in those conflict patterns helps firms to indicate a looming mismatch 

between a firm’s chosen ambidexterity mode and its environmental demands. 

Precisely, we argue that in contextual ambidexterity, cognitive dissonance and cognitive 

conflicts (Festinger, 1957; Piaget, 1977) at the individual level play an important role in 

constantly balancing exploration and exploitation (Martin et al., 2019; Zimmermann et al., 

2015). Given that individuals are limited in respect to their capacity to deal with exploration-

exploitation-tensions (e.g., Bidmon and Boe-Lillegraven, 2020; Foss and Kirkegaard 2020 

Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2019), an increase in environmental dynamism is likely to lead to 

excessive demands, potentially shown as mental fatigue (Kudesia et al., 2022), role overload 
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(Tempelaar and Rosenkranz, 2019), stress and strain (Raisch and Zimmermann, 2017), and 

eventually resistive behavior at the individual level (Bidmon and Boe-Lillegraven, 2020). 

Thus, the observation of an increased level of cognitive conflicts calls, sooner or later, for 

non-individual solutions, as suggested by the structural approach. In contrast, the observation 

of boredom and annoyance (Bidmon and Boe-Lillegraven, 2020) may indicate that the strive 

of organizational ambidexterity is no longer needed. 

Social conflicts (e.g., Oberschall, 1978) are a latent feature of the structural approach 

since explorative and exploitative units are based on different capabilities and cultures, and, 

further on, compete over scare resources, status and power (e.g., Smith and Tushman, 2005; 

Tushman et al., 2011). Structural ambidexterity, most notably, is therefore characterized by 

ongoing yet balanced social conflicts between different groups of interest. We propose that a 

change of social conflicts in terms of their intensity signals the need to alter a firm’s 

ambidexterity strategy. On the one hand, when social conflicts increase above a critical 

threshold and morphological conflicts (as described below) about an organization’s 

fundamental character start to emerge, a firm must fundamentally change its core features and 

basic properties (Rosenbloom, 2000; see also Friesl et al., 2019), implying that a shift to the 

sequential approach is needed. On the other hand, when an explorative unit has reached 

legitimacy and becomes increasingly accepted by the corporate mainstream (i.e., social 

conflict tend to lose substance), the explorative unit can be integrated back into the parent 

organization (Westerman et al., 2006), and a switch to contextual ambidexterity seems to be 

appropriate (Ossenbrink et al., 2019). Thus, a decrease in social conflicts indicates a switch to 

contextual ambidexterity whereas an increase of social conflicts and the emergence of 

morphological conflicts indicates a switch to the sequential mode towards ambidexterity. 

In the sequential mode towards ambidexterity, i.e., during times of high environmental 

turbulence and discontinuous change, conflicts take the shape of morphological conflicts 



5 

(Benson, 1977; Martin et al., 2019). That is, conflicts erupt over the ‘heart’ of the 

organization, or its identity (Tripsas, 2009). It follows that the detection of a decreased level 

of morphological conflict is associated with the need for adaptation, asking for a firm-level 

response to reconfigure a new type of fit by striving for structural ambidexterity. In contrast, 

the detection of an increased and unresolved level of morphological conflict in organizations, 

is a warning sign of a possible demise and dissolution of the organization (see also Farjoun 

and Fiss, 2021). 

Overall, change and the continually sustaining of fit with dynamically evolving external 

conditions is critical for ensuring firm survival and sustained success over time (Klarner and 

Raisch, 2013). We apply this general insight to the setting of organizational ambidexterity and 

we argue that ambidexterity modes need to be adapted to re-create re-alignment with 

changing environments. We position conflict sensing as a critical monitoring capability for 

ensuring a dynamic fit between a firm’s ambidexterity mode and its environmental 

dynamism. Further on, we argue that changes in the environmental dynamism materialize in 

organizations as changing conflict patterns—in form of different conflict types and at 

different levels of origin—asking management to respond to and prevent a looming misfit 

between a firm’s ambidexterity approach and its business environment. Our paper contributes 

to the growing research stream taking a process view on organizational ambidexterity by 

theorizing (a) the need for a change of modes, (b) how such a need materializes in and 

through dynamics in conflict patterns throughout an organization, and (c) by positioning 

conflict sensing as a capability contributing to the successful management of ambidexterity 

over time in changing environments. More broadly, our theory of conflicts and conflict 

sensing illuminates ambidexterity not only as a solution to managing the challenges of short-

term (exploitation) and long-term (exploration) objectives in organizations, but it advances a 

thinking about ambidexterity as a particular organizational challenge over time.  
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Extended Abstract 

In our paper, we explore the role of emotions for organizational resilience in the context of 

extreme situations. In situations when organizations must cope with adversity it is commonly 

acknowledged that emotions on the side of organizational members come into play. However, 

little is known about how detrimental emotions are collectively regulated in adverse and 

especially in extreme contexts. Through an in-depth biographical study of an elite paratrooper 

unit that served during the Second World War, we explore how these emotion regulations take 

place on a collective level. Our analysis suggests that three regulating behaviors are particularly 

important, namely situational relativization, role modeling, and compassion. From a practical 

point of view, we conclude that organizations can anticipate the emotional strain of their 

members and enhance their members resilience by enabling confidence and shared identity as 

principal preconditions for emotion regulation. 

Following the reasoning of Hällgren, Rouleau, and de Rond (2018), studying the extreme in 

comparison to other contexts has the advantage of being able to explore certain phenomena 

being hard-to-get-at such as emotions and resilience on a deeper level. While current research 

emphasizes that organizational members play an important role in creating resilient 

organizations (e.g. Gover & Duxbury, 2018; Hartmann, Weiss, Newman, & Hoegl, 2020), it is 

also clear that adversity, and especially extreme conditions pose a threat not only to 

organizations but also to their members. Feelings of fear can lead organizational members to 

engage in defense mechanisms and dysfunctional behaviors, which in turn limit the resilience 

of themselves, the team in which they work, and ultimately the entire organization (Barton & 

Kahn, 2019). Accordingly, in such situations, it is important that organizational members are 

not overwhelmed by the situation and the accompanying negative emotions, thus ensuring their 

effective performance through the application of emotion regulation strategies (Fisher, 

Ragsdale, & Fisher, 2019; Gross, 2013). Yet, as Kay (2016) and Kay and Merlo (2020) criticize, 

research to date has largely neglected the link between these two research areas. In our study 
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we address this important connection between emotion regulation and resilience in relation to 

extreme situations.  

Empirical research on resilience in extreme contexts faces researchers with various obstacles. 

In addition to the dangers for the researcher arising from the situation itself (Buchanan & 

Hällgren, 2019), problems of accessing information through organizational members (James, 

Wooten, & Dushek, 2011) or simply not being present at the right place, at the right moment 

make it increasingly difficult to not only conduct research retrospectively (Buchanan & Denyer, 

2013).  

One possible way to circumvent these problems of empirical research is the use of narratives 

as a source of data (Bruner, 1987). Since narratives of mostly all kind offer a story of events 

which is most often unfolding over a prolonged period of time, they are particularly well-suited 

to study temporal issues in organizations (Rhodes & Brown, 2005). Biographies in this respect 

present themselves as a certain, historical kind of narrative. While often being defined as life 

history, biographies tell a story of a lived life and real experiences (Jones, 1998). In this sense, 

they are “truly longitudinal in nature” (Fillis, 2006, p. 200).  

Against this background, we analyzed the so named Easy Company an elite US paratrooper 

unit serving during World War II. The Easy Company was first initiated in 1942 as an 

experimental unit in which, uncommon for the time, members trained and then fought together 

for the duration of the war. Our data comprised a) 9 personal biographies of the surviving 

members b) 5 additional books with several interviews, experiences, and interpretations of more 

than 47 other members of Easy Company, c) one documentary film, and d) one TV show. Thus, 

a total of more than 4500 pages of text and 672 minutes of film footage on the events between 

1942 and the end of the war in 1945. 
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Our analysis follows established procedures of qualitative content analysis (Gioia, Corley, & 

Hamilton, 2013; Miles & Huberman, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and consists of a series of 

iterative steps.  

1. We initially coded recurring and seemingly relevant passages within the respective 

biographies, which gives us information about both individual and team related factors 

and the relationship between the two. 

2. After many codes and initial categories have been created, similarities and differences 

between them are now searched for, so that they can be grouped into distinct clusters 

that can be separated from each other on a theoretical level. 

3. The generated theoretical categories are further abstracted by us in a third and thus final 

step by combining them into aggregate theoretical dimensions. 

4. We validated our theoretical dimensions through the additional material mentioned 

above to make our analysis more robust 

Our emergent findings reveal that three emotion regulating behaviors are particularly important 

on a collective level. Situational Relativization portrays behaviors aimed at putting the current 

situation into perspective and distracting the men from the atrocities of war.  Role Modelling 

describes how organizational members tried to inspire other men through their behavior. 

Compassionate Behavior shows how organizational members try to care for each other through 

gestures and little acts of kindness.  

These collective emotion regulating behaviors are in turn dependent on two general 

preconditions: 1) Confidence in one's own and the team’s abilities to cope with extreme 

situations and 2) Shared identity based on emotional bonds between team members. Depending 

on whether organizational members are capable to regulate their emotions on a collective level, 

this leads to different ways of coping with a given extreme situation. Brittle coping refers to 

organizational members who are not capable to regulate their emotions and thus are not able to 
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address the situation effectively while resilient coping, on the other hand, refers to the opposite. 

Figure 1 illustrates the relationships between preconditions, emotion regulating behaviors, and 

resilience indicators It is important to note that both brittle and resilient coping are not static 

end results of the emotion regulation process. The current state that organizational members are 

in may change depending on the success of future emotion regulation activities. Accordingly, 

organizational members who cope resiliently at one point in time may cope in a brittle fashion 

at a later point in time and vice versa. 

 

 
Figure 1: Emotion regulation in extreme contexts.
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Stiff and numbed from hours of riding in armored vehicles deep into hostile 

territory, we had to switch on quickly to become attuned to the dark emptiness of the 

street and potential threats lurking in every window and alleyway. It was eerily silent 

as we crept to our various assault positions and prepared to enter the house of the 

expected terrorist. Once in position, everyone checked-in over the radio and readied 

their breaching mechanisms. EXECUTE! Within seconds, teams flooded the house 

from multiple entry points, flowing through rooms, hallways, and stairwells. I heard 

screams of several women from somewhere inside. As I stepped across the 

threshold of the main doorway, the codeword ‘STAMPEDE!’1 came across the radio, 

meaning someone had already discovered an explosive device requiring an 

immediate evacuation. Exiting as quickly as we had entered, we braced for the 

explosion and what would follow. 

 

Introduction 
Organizing in and for extreme contexts (OEC) is important for organizations, 

particularly for those routinely involved with different types of risk and their 

management. Sensemaking is an important concept emerging from extreme context 

research (Weick, 1993, 1995) that has become more closely aligned with concepts 

of organizing in various contexts (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005). However, while 

there has been much research in extreme contexts (see recent reviews by Bundy, 

Pfarrer, Short, & Coombs, 2017; Hällgren, Rouleau, & De Rond, 2018; Maynard, 

Kennedy, & Resick, 2018) as well as sensemaking (see Maitlis & Christianson, 

2014), there are still many unanswered questions about how organizing and 

sensemaking relate in extreme and other contexts and there have been calls for 

further studies (Bundy et al., 2017; Hällgren et al., 2018; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 

2020).  

One ‘high-performing organization’ (HPO) (Bigley & Roberts, 2001; Weick, 

Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999) that routinely organizes for and within extreme contexts 

is US Army Special Forces (SF). For SF soldiers (also known as ‘Green Berets’ due 

to their distinctive headgear or as ‘operators’ among their peers), OEC is 

fundamental as most SF operations unfold under in extremis conditions (Department 

of the Army, 2006, 2014). But OEC is more than an SF mission or capability 

                                            
1 Due to security reasons, this is not the actual codeword used in operations. 
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stemming from the selection and training of certain individuals. OEC in SF involves 

the integration of unique sensemaking, embodiment, and material and information 

tools to not only organize, but successfully accomplish individual and collective goals 

and missions. Drawing on both practice theory (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984; 

Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 1996, 2002, 2010; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012) and 

sensemaking literature (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020; 

Weick, 1995), this essay presents an autoethnographic analysis of my own extensive 

service in SF, highlighting three critical activities that SF perform which are: 1) using 

distinct language and other types of communication to achieve and maintain shared 

awareness and understanding (Sandberg & Targama, 2007); 2) accomplishing ‘pre-

sensemaking’ by imagining and rehearsing contingencies to create ‘response 

repertoires’ of embodied schemas; and 3) establishing ‘response structures’ through 

developing plans and procedures that enable decentralized problem solving, 

decision-making, and improvisation. Importantly, these are more than mere 

individual or group activities. Analyzed using essential elements of practice – 

‘meaning, materials, and competences’ (Shove et al., 2012) and four major types of 

sensemaking – ‘immanent, involved-deliberate, detached deliberate, and 

representational’ (Sandberg & Tsoukas), they illustrate a distinct ‘modus operandi’ 

(Bourdieu, 1977) or way of practicing in SF – that of ‘operating’, that shapes how 

operators conceptualize, plan, execute and learn in missions regardless of context.  

 

‘STAMPEDE’: Language and other forms of communication 
SF achieve shared awareness and understanding (Sandberg & Targama, 

2007) through a range of communication methods carrying dense information and 

robust collective knowledge (Heckler, 2012). Use of codewords, jargon (Saber, 

2018), mnemonics (Coraiola, Suddaby, & Foster, 2018), and other mental models 

(Fein, Mackie, Chernyak-Hai, O’Quinn, & Ahmed, 2016; Hill & Levenhagen, 1995), 

enable rapid recognition, understanding, and response options for a range of 

extreme situations and contexts. For example, ‘STAMPEDE’ rapidly accomplishes 

broad shared awareness and understanding of a possible explosion, the need for 

immediate evacuation, and preparation for events such as medical emergencies, 

changing security postures, and casualty evacuation. Electronic communication 

devices such as radios, video teleconferences, and computers, along with visual 

signal devices such as flares, chemical light sticks, signal panels, and colored smoke 
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as well as audible signals such as whistles, horns, and pyrotechnics provide 

operators a range of communication materials and methods. These robust 

capabilities facilitate shared understanding and ‘immanent’ sensemaking (Sandberg 

& Tsoukas, 2020) not only in extreme contexts, but also during routine daily 

activities, as operators maintain an almost continual state of organizing for any and 

all contexts. 

 

‘Man down’: Building embodied schemas 
SF achieve ‘pre-sensemaking’ akin to ‘organizational bricolage’ (Bechky & 

Okhuysen, 2011) before operations, that better equips them to respond to future 

situations. They do this through a unique combination of ‘involved-deliberate’ and 

‘detached-deliberate’ sensemaking (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020) as they 

comprehensively imagine, discuss, evaluate, plan, and rehearse potential 

contingencies. These rehearsals are fully-immersive mental and physical simulations 

of ‘unexpected’ or unplanned situations as well as potential subsequent ‘branches 

and sequels’ to planned missions (Department of the Army, 2019). One example is 

the ‘man down’ drill, where simulated casualties require operators to fill critical roles 

in a cascading manner. Here, ‘detached-deliberate’ sensemaking, “where the 

subject-object separation is foregrounded” (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020: 14) moves 

cognition to the social rather than individual realm (Hutchins, 1995) as operators 

individually and collectively imagine, discuss, evaluate, and plan potential 

contingencies. At the same time, ‘involved-deliberate’ sensemaking also occurs as 

physical rehearsal requires embodied performance of anticipated individual and 

group actions and motor sensory feedback is sought to make future performance of 

rehearsed contingencies ‘habitual’ (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020). For SF, rehearsal 

replicates the ‘recipe for disorganization’ allowing operators to become familiar with 

‘feelings of panic’ and the ‘disintegration of role structures’ (Weick, 1993). 

Importantly, rehearsal creates “prototypical past moments” (Colville et el., 2013: 

1215) before operations commence, reducing chances of overwhelming breakdowns 

in the performance of ‘operating’ (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2011). 

 

‘Go to hell’ plans and other response structures 

SF develop plans and other unique ‘response structures’ that act as 

frameworks for future problem solving, decision-making, improvisation, and mission 
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support. These response structures are comprised of decision points, defined 

operating areas, prioritizations, coordination procedures, and specific types of plans 

enabling operators, their headquarters, and other supporting efforts to make sense 

of and deal with situations as they unfold, even unexpected problems not yet 

conceptualized. One example is the ‘Go-to-hell’ plan (GTHP). If nothing goes as 

planned (i.e. everything ‘goes to hell’), the GTHP establishes expectations for how 

forces will ‘consolidate’ (Department of the Army, 2017) and continue the mission, 

abort the mission, call for immediate exfiltration, or even begin evasion and recovery 

procedures behind enemy lines. Importantly, these ‘response structures’ serve as 

‘working consensus’ (Streeck, 1996 cited in Streeck & Mehus, 2004: 836) for 

operators and their supporters to rely upon when sensemaking. Thus, they enable 

decentralized individual and group problem-solving, decision-making, improvisation, 

and operating that not only foregrounds but demands initiative-based, rather than 

‘command-and-control’, oriented organizing and operating. 

 

Discussion 
What I described above is more than prescribed standard procedures for 

organizing in extreme contexts. Instead, these activities manifest in a more 

immersive, embodied ‘way of being’ (Heidegger, 1996) that comprises the SF 

practice of ‘operating’. The practice of operating can be further illustrated using the 

essential elements of practice of ‘meaning, materiality, and competence’ (Shove et 

al, 2012). In the practice of operating, meaning centers on preparedness for the 

unexpected through language, rehearsals, and plans aimed at creating and 

maintaining order while at the same time expecting disorder. Materiality includes 

physical and information tools aimed at facilitating the process of organizing 

regardless of situation or context, while competence manifests in both individual and 

collective modes (Boreham, 2004; Melkonian & Picq, 2010; Rogalski & Plat, 2003) to 

enable the performance and reperformance of the practice of operating across time 

and space (Schatzki, 2010). Thus, the practice of operating allows SF to not only 

deal with dynamic situations as they unfold but to learn while doing so and then 

embody and ‘carry’ (Reckwitz, 2002) that learning to future situations.  

There are important theoretical and practical implications resulting from this 

analysis. First, organizing in extreme contexts should likely be considered a practice 

rather than merely operating procedures for some HPOs, requiring further empirical 
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research using a practice-theoretical perspective. Second, sensemaking for 

organizations operating in extreme contexts likely occurs before, during, and after in 

extremis situations. Therefore, research should consider not only how sensemaking 

occurs within extreme situations, but also how organizations go about preparing for 

OEC before situations unfold. Third, there are likely ways that organizations other 

than HPOs can learn to organize for extreme contexts by incorporating specific 

practice elements of SF operating such as the use of language and other forms of 

communication, embodied schema, and response structures. By incorporating 

elements of the practice of operating, organizations may develop greater capability 

to deal with the unexpected. 
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The process-oriented perspective has generated important insights in management and 

organisation studies since Karl Weick (1969/1979, p. 44) originally highlighted how ‘verbs 

and verb forms are crucial in process descriptions.’ Process organization studies tackles the 

underlying tendency in organizational theory where ‘organizations and individual agents are 

taken as discrete entities, possessing unproblematic self-identities and endowed with the 

autonomy and freedom to act’ (Nayak & Chia, 2011, p. 285). The approach attempts to 

problematize our tendency to reduce change to a ‘fait accompli, and its dynamic, unfolding, 

emergent qualities (in short: its potential) are devalued, even lost from the view’ (Tsoukas & 

Chia, 2002). Countering this tempting tendency involves ‘. . .considering phenomena 

dynamically, in terms of movement, activity, events, change and temporal evolution’ 

(Langley, 2007, p. 271). In this paper, we argue that Decentralised Autonomous 

Organizations (DAOs) as found in Web3 are a context where a process perspective is 

especially helpful, not least because DAOs have undergone a radical transformation from 

being understood as technical entities to social processes in a few short years. 

We begin by outlining what we mean by Web3 and how it differs from Web 1.0, Web 2.0 

and even Web 3.0. Web 1.0 refers to the World Wide Web from 1990 to c. 2000 when it was 

a content delivery network characterised by static pages and few content creators. Central to 

Web 2.0 (or the Social Web) are mobile devices, cloud computing and social network 

applications like Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, etc. It is the Web most of us know today and 

one that is dominated by companies that provide services in exchange for one’s personal data. 

Web 3.0 is the next iteration and is characterised by machine-readable content, the use of 

artificial intelligence, machine learning and advanced virtual reality technologies. 

Web3 (separate from Web 3.0) emerged from the culture of the Ethereum blockchain. Web3 

broadly refers to an ecosystem operating on the Ethereum blockchain platform. Ethereum is a 

decentralized world computer that people can use to build decentralized applications. Web3 

advocates use this platform to create decentralized alternatives to the centralized services 

found in Web 2.0. Web3 culture hopes to reimagine, reinvent and challenge the corporate 

power structures of Web 2.0, and hence Web3 can be considered an instantiation of post-

capitalism, replete with alternative modes of organising, managing and governing. It now has 

significant scale and scope. Ether, the currency of Ethereum, had a market capitalization of 

$390 billion in January 2022 (Bitcoin was $813 billion) (https://coinmarketcap.com/); Web3 

now has more than 18,000 monthly active developers (Shen, 2022); Ethereum moved $11.6 
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trillion in assets during 2021. And notwithstanding the anti-corporate ideology that is 

prevalent in Web3, over $6.5 billion in venture funds was invested in the third quarter of 

2021 (Gibbons, 2021). 

To illustrate Web3’s distinctive and novel forms of organising we will describe and analyse 

DAOs (or Decentralized Autonomous Organizations). A process perspective on DAOs is 

especially appropriate as the meaning of what constitutes a DAO has evolved significantly 

since the term first appeared in 2013. Originally the concept of a DAO focused on users 

following rules encoded on public blockchains, but due to a high-profile attack in 2016 on the 

first high-profile DAO this approach quickly fell out of favour. Instead, DAOs were re-

imagined as social communities that leverage public blockchains to self-organise. Most often 

the finances of the community are still managed using blockchain, but otherwise most 

governance is informal. DAOs may have an open membership policy and thus could be 

considered a form of club, while other DAOs, such as Friends With Benefits, require 

members to own a certain amount of tokens. Such DAOs are unlike, say, co-operatives in that 

they have their own money system and governance mechanisms that allow members to vote 

on the use of its treasury. In January 2022, the DeepDAO website identified some 4157 

DAOs with a total treasury of $8.7 billion.  

Our full paper will present case studies of two contemporary DAOs from a process 

perspective: Friends with Benefits and Gitcoin. Our analysis reveals Web3 DAOs contain 

‘stretched’ imaginaries involving elements of radical prefigurative politics on the one hand 

and venture capitalist marketing branding on the other. These two forces are never static, but 

constantly battle for the attention of the retail consumer. Rather than Web3 representing a 

clearly delineated progression of the ‘story’ of the Web’s development, we instead find a 

much more complicated reality of the processual evolution of the Web3 imaginary.  
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Since Meindl, Ehrlich, and Dukerich’s (1985) groundbreaking paper, the field of leadership 

started to question our collective, sometimes excessive, fascination with leaders and leadership, 

and our overwhelming tendency to consider leaders and leadership as the causal explanation of 

both activities and outcomes of organizations. Despite these many efforts (Meindl et al., 1985; 

Meindl, 1998; Alvesson and Spicer, 2014; Bligh and Kohles, 2009) it seems that we still place a 

high value on heroism and charisma because it is socially acceptable and desirable. Moreover, it 

is “beneficial in providing a sense of comfort and security, in reducing feelings of uncertainty, and 

in providing a sense of human agency and control” (Meindl, 2004: 464). History books, literature, 

and mass media continuously provide thousands of examples of charismatic heroes, “true” and 

“successful” leadership models that inspire us in our daily endeavors (Alvesson and Spicer, 2014; 

Czarniawska, 2009; Martin et al., 2018). 

The Romance of Leadership (Meindl et al., 1985) placed more emphasis on followers in 

an attempt to balance the glorification of leadership. Researchers (Collinson, 2019; Ford, 2020; 

Ford and Harding, 2018; Bligh and Kohles, 2009; Uhl-Bien and Pillai, 2007; Alvesson and 

Willmott, 2012; Bligh et al., 2011; Jackson, 2005) followed this trend and argued for the need to 

no longer consider followers as an undifferentiated collective, faceless empty vessels, or passive, 

helpless, compliant, conforming and obedient, requiring talismanic leaders to guide them through 

the complexities of everyday organizational life as “followers”.  

This radical follower-centered approach (Meindl, 1995; Ford, 2020) assumes that 

leadership is a social construction, “an experience undergone by followers” (Meindl, 1993: 97). 

Leadership is not “who a leader is” (traits) or “what a leader does” (behaviors), but rather an active 

mailto:horia.moasa@unitbv.ro


construction and representation of followers’ thought systems about them (Schyns, Meindl, and 

Croon, 2007). 

Followers are thus active and powerful players in the sensemaking processes that define 

and construct leadership (Bligh and Kohles, 2009; Bligh et al., 2011; Ford and Harding, 2018; 

Ford, 2020). “Leadership is considered to have emerged when followers construct their 

experiences in terms of leadership concepts” (Meindl, 1995: 332). 

In this paper, we propose a historical approach (as opposed to the classic Romance of 

Leadership Scale) as more appropriate to capture the process of romanticizing leaders. Leader 

romanticization normally happens ex-post, meaning that even though fictionalization may 

commence while the leader is still living, the process continues well after death, leading to 

mythologization.  

To illustrate the process of romanticizing leaders, we analyze the case of Vlad Dracula and 

his transformation from Vlad Basarab III, prince of Wallachia, to Dracula the famous fictional 

vampire.  We thus try to answer the following question: “how do leaders gain fictive and mythical 

qualities?”.  

The analysis of Vlad Dracula’s case contributes historical understanding to the 

conversation on the romance of leadership by emphasizing the multiple and shifting identities of 

leadership in context. In this process of fictionalization followers and those claiming leadership 

positions invoke abstract images of leadership as they attempt to make sense of and use leadership 

to advance their agendas. In other words, the processes of leadership become constituted as fictions 

of variable credulity. 

Using a historical approach to romancing leadership, we try to recognize the importance of 

the past in shaping the present and influencing the future (Kieser, 1994; Zald, 1993). Moreover, 

by historicizing leadership research, the contexts and forces bearing upon leadership might be 

more fully recognized and analyses of leadership dynamics might be improved. Attention to time 

and temporalities come to the fore, illuminating past, present, and projected futures (Hernes, 2014). 

By drawing lessons and generalizing inductively from the particular historical case of Vlad 

Dracula, history is employed to generate new theoretical constructs and stretch the scope of 

explanations. 

Time is critical to understanding how and why leaders become romanticized and 

fictionalized. The production of Vlad Dracula as a historical narrative is a composite process that 



implicates characters, events, and authors in generating a unified, theoretically sensitive narrative 

analysis, in which theorization is largely implicit. There is no objective historical reality since 

leadership history is socially constructed through language (Heller & Rawlinson, 2019; Maclean 

et al., 2018). 

In our historical analysis of leader romanticization, we will show that sensemaking may 

imply cognitive schemas based on assumptions, beliefs, expectations, or even self-conceptions and 

personality (Felfe & Petersen, 2007; Meindl et al., 1985; Shamir, 1992). Followers employ them 

strategically to reduce and translate complex situations and contexts into leadership 

(sensemaking), simultaneously imbuing leaders with meaning (sensegiving) regarding their past, 

present, and future, their strengths and shortcomings, their reality, illusion and potentiality, or our 

needs and anxieties. 

Sometimes viewed as a social contagion (Meindl, 1990, 1993, 1995), sensemaking defines 

the social reality of leaders and leadership, shaping their identity, image, and reputation, as well 

as other followers’ reaction to the leader, no matter how close or distant they are to the leader. 

Followers must first develop a sense/an interpretation of the complex situation, of 

information and events, an understanding that fits an interpretive scheme or system of meaning. 

This interpretive work could be communicated to other followers (meaning is a socially 

constructed phenomenon) and thus lead to rounds of negotiated social construction (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966) to accommodate the context and the goals of the actors involved.  

In the Romance of Leadership, the result of the sensemaking efforts implies sensegiving to 

leaders and leadership, an attempt to influence the sensemaking and meaning construction of 

others, as well as to revise and influence leader’s image and role towards a preferred redefinition 

of leadership. Sensegiving infers a mode of sensemaking for others, rather than making sense of a 

complex and ambiguous situation for oneself.  

In time, sensemaking and sensegiving (understanding and influence) can be viewed as 

phases or cycles of cognition and action (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) where symbols are the 

currency of exchange. 

A final argument of the paper is that the Romance of Leadership is not an either-or 

construction of leadership: either heroes or villains. As will be described in our case analysis, 

through cycles of sensemaking and sensegiving, some groups of followers may arrive at a moment 



in which the leader is romanticized, while at the same moment, other groups of followers may 

arrive to demonize the same leader, thus leading to a paradoxical leadership identity. 
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Extended Abstract

Routine Dynamics has highlighted the processual nature of collective work, and how patterns of

work can change. In the following, we want to explore calls for more performative approaches to

the study of routine dynamics by drawing on process philosophy. For this, we employ the

metaphor of slush, to highlight the in-between state of routines, where there are neither fully

solid, nor fully liquid, but an in-between slush. This metaphor is particularly apt at highlighted the

in-between of routine dynamics when actors redesign routines, and they are between the

creativity of performance, and the old patterns.

Previous research into routines had highlighted the dynamics that unfold through the ostensive,

performative and artefactual aspects of routines. More recently the literature has moved towards

more ontological process approaches that highlight performativity more (Wegener & Glaser,

2022). Several scholars had argued that we could deepen our understanding of routine

dynamics, by drawing more on process philosophy (Feldman, 2015a; Tsoukas, 2022), practice

theory (Feldman, 2015b)  and performativity (Feldman, 2015b; Simpson & Lorino, 2015).

We answer these calls, by highlighting the processual ontological nature of routines and how

they are redesigned through performatinity. A key insight from process philosophy here, is that

routines and actions cannot repeat perfectly, but actions are both situated and draw on the

embodied nature of action. This perspective brings the slushy nature of routines to the

foreground, as the in-between state between a solid routine pattern, and the fluidity of unroutized

action. By highlighting the in between state, we get closer to the dynamic nature of routines, and

closer to how performances change routines.
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To illustrate this we draw on the metaphor of slush, arguing that our understanding of routine

dynamics would benefit from highlighting the moments of slush where routines are between old

patterns and new performances. The slush here are the smaller actions, performances and

patterns that can be recombined in new ways, to create new routines. Our interest here is: how

people re-purpose existing actions/habits/routines in routine (re-)design?

To answer this question, we extend above insights from process philosophy by drawing on

insights about design, re-designing and the role of purpose. By arguing that we cannot step in

the same river twice, we can also argue that one cannot reuse a routine twice. Instead, every

performance of a routine inherently already contains some kind of change. Yet, not all changes

are necessarily retained. Here, we argue it is helpful to draw a continuum from re-use to

redesign, where re-use means re-using something in a slightly different way, while re-designing a

routine gives a routine a (slightly) different purpose (see e.g., Roozenburg, 1993; Kolko, 2010) .

Thus, re-using highlights more the situatedness of action, where every performance of a routine

is slightly different from before to deal with the situation at hand. While re-design highlights that

through performing we can sometimes discover new and better ways of doing things that change

why we perform the routine in the first place. In re-designing routines, the concept of the routine

necessarily changes as well. There is a relationality between purpose and form/concept, and

design (ideally) changes both at the same time.

This argument also highlights the fractal quality of routines, and the close relationship between

the concept of routines and habits (Cohen, 2003; Winter, 2013; SImpson & Lorino, 2015). While

much research has split habits from routines (Simpson & Lorino, 2015), arguing habits are

individual and routines collective (e.g., Simon, 1947), we draw on more performative and

processual arguments arguing that habits and routines are necessarily connected and

interrelated. Specifically, the embodied nature of routine performances (see e.g. Tsoukas, 2022)

is highlighted by drawing on insights about habits (e.g. Cohen, 2007; Winter, 2013; Simpson &

Lorino, 2015). At the same time, we argue that this fractal nature also moves us towards a more

systemic perspective. Where habits and routines are “motifs” within relationships of larger

networks of actions like organizations. This relational nature of routines is critical when engaging

in the re-design we discussed before. To stick to the slushy metaphor, Some steps are relatively

frozen (or to push the metaphor, perhaps they have a higher melting point compared to other

steps).  Other steps are relatively liquid, maybe even at room temp. So one might re-design a few

steps and leave the others more-or-less similar (never the "same", because they exist in relation

to the other steps). But any (re)design or (re)use is in the context of a network of related activities,

never in isolation.

In such re-design, actual enactment, experimentation and performance is vital. On the one hand,

such performing is required to draw on the creativity of action (Joas, 1996), as creativity comes

2



through both the situated nature of action and the embodied nature of action. Such

performances also increase our understanding of the consequences of new actions taken, some

of which we like and others we dislike. Bringing routine dynamics closer to a performative

perspective, highlighting the relation of performing and patterning more as other scholars have

suggested (Feldman, 2015; Simpson & Lorino, 2015; Tsoukas, 2022), will allow us a better

understanding of when and how routines become slushy (and vice versa).

The full paper will deepen our exploration of a more performative perspective on routine

dynamics, drawing on process philosophy. There are three aspects we wish to deepen: 1) how

actors can move between re-use and re-design; 2) the fractal nature of routine dynamics and

their relationship with habits and systemic perspectives; and 3) the practical implications of these

ideas especially in relation to resilience in organizations. For example how actors can go towards

more (or less) slush in their routine dynamics, creating more (or less) possibilities for redesigning

routines. Here, it seems interesting to explore the potential of “doubt” in creating slush and how

to create the “doubt” to allow for chunks to go slushy. Such doubt could create the willingness in

people to explore the slushy chunks for re-designing their routines. Vice versa, it can also be

interesting to explore how to go from slush to patterns. Here, it would be interesting to explore

how to form doubt towards moving back towards habits and beliefs. Second, we want to explore

more this fractal quality of routines, by drawing on the related concept of habits and systemic

perspectives, which both resonate with fractal thinking. Third, the eventual idea would be to

explore these ideas in the context of resilience. How could an awareness of the slushy nature of

routine dynamics help in creating more resilient routines and eventually organizations.
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The ongoing truce making in temporary interorganizational collaborations: The 

nature and role of truce dynamics.   

  

 

Introduction   

In this paper, we aim to contribute to the understanding of the nature and role of truce (Nelson 

& Winter, 1982) and truce dynamics (Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010; Wiedemann, Pina e Cunha, & 

Clegg, 2021) in inter-organizational collaborations. We suggest a view of truce as ongoing 

accomplishments – an continues effort with variable and potentially unpredictable outcomes. 

Large investments, for example in infrastructure, typically incur social arrangements comprised 

by a multitude of organizations (Gulati, Wohlgezogen & Shelyazkov, 2012), taking the form of 

inter-organizational projects (Jones & Lichtenstein, 2008). These inter-organizational projects 

can only complete goals when the actors involved cooperate and coordinate efforts (Gulati et 

al., 2012). The difficulties related to accomplishing such projects are well known due to 

different goals, agendas, and conflicting interests among the partners, and that these temporary 

organizations challenge existing ways of working, power structures, and roles (Bresnen, 2005). 

While cognitive, structural, and cultural differences limit inter-organizational collaborations 

(Gulati et al., 2012), truce can enable flexibility in interaction among partners (Wiedemann et 

al., 2021) and the continuing of interorganizational collaboration where members hold 

conflicting goals (Merkus, Willems, Schipper, van Marrewijk, Koppenjan, Veenswijk, & 

Bakker, 2017). The dynamics of truces give insight into “how organizations manage opposing 

social phenomena” (Salvato & Rerup, 2018:171).  

Revisiting two in-depth case studies of mega projects we explore how actors engage in 

creating truces, how they deal with the underlying conflicts, what resources they draw on in 

(re-)accomplishing truce, and how they reconfigure past, present and future in their efforts to 

accomplish truce. Inter-organizational projects, assembling numerous independent 

organizations to perform interdependent tasks and accomplish objectives within a fixed time 

frame, seem to be a highly relevant context for understanding truce dynamics, in particularly 

the impact of moving through time on accomplishing truce.   

 

 



Perspective  

We take a process perspective in the sense that we follow how the actors involved in the 

temporary ‘fixed’ interorganizational collaboration experienced the collaboration as unfolding 

in time (Hernes, 2014). We look at how truces are in the making as actors continuously review 

their past in the light of an emerging future, and construe opportunities and constraints for how 

to act in the present. A clear consequence of the temporariness of temporary collaborations like 

projects is that they are moving towards the end of their predefined deadline. In order to 

understand how running out of time  affect accomplishment of truce, we align with suggestions 

of taking a situated temporal view, as presented by Hernes and Schultz (2020). Such a view 

opens for exploring how the temporality of the temporary organizations affects truce-making – 

when  the temporary collaboration move through time, the past is lengthening along with a 

diminishing future, which in turn affect the ongoing efforts to accomplish truce (Vaagaasar, 

Hernes, & Dille, 2020).  

 

Truce  

Truce implies a form of agreement to (temporarily) end fighting over conflicting interests. In 

organizational science truce is mostly discussed in conjunction with routines and routine 

dynamics, where truces are agreements to lay aside any disagreement of how to perform the 

task for a period of time (Nelson & Winter, 1982). This means that conflicting goals are still 

present when a truce is accomplished, but the truce makes them latent, enabling action and 

collaboration (Salvato & Rerup, 2018). As power is always a part of truce (Howard-Grenville 

and Rerup, 2017) and truce does not mean harmony (Salvato &Rerup, 2018), truces need to be 

renegotiated and recreated (Salvato & Rerup, 2018) and therefore collaborating actors engage 

in an ongoing truce making (Howard-Grenville & Rerup, 2017). As for example Salvato and 

Rerup (2018) demonstrate, flexible truces can emerge out of streams of interactions, initiatives, 

and experiments in such a way that conflicting goals are incorporated. Scholars have also 

suggested that in order to gain a better understanding of how truce emerge one should include 

the nature of the conflict and how dealing with the conflict affect the ongoing process of truce 

creation (Howard-Grenville & Rerup, 2017; Zbaracki & Bergen, 2010).  

Recently, Wiedemann et al. (2021) elaborated on truce in a very different context, World 

War I, and found truce, as a temporary settlement, to be an avenue to accomplish goals. In their 

analyses, Wiedemann et al. (2021) found that the truce is unfolding not as something that is 



determined from above, but rather through collective and informal actions that emerged from 

below. Moreover, Wiedemann et al. (2021) argue that truces can be of more formal character, 

like strategic or operational truces, and more informal acts of improvising. In the latter case, 

truce functions as a way to induce flexibility and adaptiveness in adverse settings (Wiedemann 

et al., 2021). Others have noted how organizational actors can create truces in the form of 

organizational structures that reduce operational friction (Nelson & Winter, 1982; Wiedemann, 

Wiegmann, & Weber, 2018), or through breaking with what was officially defined as the 

objective in the interaction. In the latter case, truce becomes a mean to assert interests in the 

interaction. Taking a slightly different approach, Merkus et al., (2017) demonstrate how truce, 

as a talented trade-off, enable continuing the collaboration in an interorganizational team 

holding conflicting goals about how to react to a winter storm. In their collective sense making, 

as Merkus et al. note, participating actors induce the object to be made sense of, the storm, with 

ambiguity as the cues concerning the looming storm become less and less ambiguous, to be 

able to develop a truce between diverging (paradoxical) objectives (Merkus et al 2017). Actors 

engaging in truce making draw on the tools at hand, where for example technological artifacts 

are important, known both facilitate the accomplishment of truce and to break it (Wiedemann 

et al., 2018).   

 

Preliminary findings 

Preliminary, analysis indicate that the efforts to accomplish truce sometimes included that 

conflicts were suppressed and other times that conflicts were embraced, or a combination where 

some aspects of the conflict is embraced while others are suppressed, or that some actors 

suppress the conflict while other parties embrace it. 

Preliminary analysis also indicate that artefacts like plans (deadlines) and digital tools 

play equivocal roles in the emerging truce, some times providing tensions and conflicts, other 

times being means to embrace conflict and (re-)create truce as they provide opportunities for 

translation and an opportunity for looking forward.    

A key fining from the preliminary analysis show that truce-making is related to 

temporality – in the sense that moving towards the deadline changes the character for truce-

making. In the project’s early days, we found that the involved actors relied heavily on the 

relational aspects of truce making, emphasizing the importance of “shared understanding” and 

a “dialogue-approach” as responses to potential conflicts. This part of the truce-making 

emerged from collective and informal actions that emerged from below. While this dialogue-



oriented part of truce making facilitated progress at the beginning of the project, it proved less 

effective as the project progressed toward the final deadline. Moving toward the end of the 

project, the character of the truce making changed. Top management became more involved in 

the truce making, which also meant that latent conflict had to be articulated more explicitly.  

 

Potential contribution  

Working from a process view, we show how truce-making evolved over the duration of the 

studied projects. We show truce-making changes character when the deadline is approaching, 

and time is running out.   
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Sensemaking is one of the most investigated phenomena in management and organization 

studies because it is seen as the basis for organizing: the ongoing accomplishment of 

organizational activities (Oswick et al. 2011, Maitlis and Christianson 2014, Weick 1995). 

Given its assumed centrality in organizing, a key focus in sensemaking research has been to 

understand the make-up of sensemaking, that is, what elements contribute to the constitution 

of sensemaking (Maitlis and Christianson 2014, Sandberg and Tsoukas 2015). Understanding 

what elements make up sensemaking is paramount for being able to facilitate the 

accomplishment of sensemaking, and thereby improve organizing and, thus, the performance 

of organizations. 

It is well-established within existing sensemaking literature that language, context, 

cognition, identity, emotions, embodiment, politics, and time play a central role in the 

constitution of sensemaking in organizations (Maitlis and Christianson 2014; Sandberg and 

Tsoukas 2015). However, how material artifacts, such as tools, equipment, instruments and 

technologies, are integral to sensemaking has received considerably less attention (e.g. Berthod 

and Müller-Seitz 2018, Maitlis and Christianson 2014, Mesgari and Okoli 2019, Sandberg and 

Tsoukas 2015; Stigliani and Ravasi 2012). What is even more strikingly absent in the literature 

is how digital technologies (“combinations of information, computing, communication, and 

connectivity technologies” (Bharadwajetal. et al. 2013, p. 471) contribute to the constitution of 

sensemaking in organizations (Berthod and Müller-Seitz 2018, Mesgari and Okoli 2019). This 

omission is both surprising and problematic given the rapid and extensive digital 

transformation of society in terms of the application of digital technology in organizations, 

industries, and social life more generally (Faulkner and Runde 2019; Hanelt et al., 2021; 

Orlikowski and Scott 2015; Yoo 2012). 

As many have noted, digitalization of work profoundly transforms the way we interact 

with each other and perform organizational activities (Baptista et al., 2020; Leonardi et al. 

2012), and therefore also sensemaking. For example, when employees collaborate online, 

digital artifacts (generated by digital technologies) represent or ‘stand in for’ physical people, 

objects, and processes (Bailey et al. 2012) (e.g., in Microsoft Teams, profile pictures, chats, 

threads and attachments stand in for employees and the materials they collaborate on, such as 

reports). In addition, many digital technologies not only generate digital artifacts that represent 

people, objects and processes involved in organizing, but also create new places and spaces for 

organizing (Lee and Sawyer 2010) and, thus, sensemaking. For example, digital technologies 

such as online collaboration and video-conferencing platforms enable interaction between 

organizational actors to occur in additional physical places and spaces (e.g., home, airport) and 

new digital places and spaces (e.g., chat room, simulated training environment, knowledge 

management system). Accordingly, digitalization of work is likely not only to fundamentally 

change the way we perform work but also the way we make sense in organizations. 

Furthermore, as digital technologies generate the digital artifacts that often stand in for (and 

sometimes completely substitute for) physical people and material artifacts, as well as create 

new places and spaces for organizing, they are likely to significantly transform the 

characteristics of other elements constitutive of sensemaking, such as embodiment, context, 

and time. Understanding how digital technologies contribute to the constitution of sensemaking 

in organizations appears, therefore, of particular importance both theoretically and practically.  



 The purpose of this study, then, is to investigate how digital technologies and the digital 

artifacts they generate play a role in the constitution of sensemaking in organizing (i.e., in 

ongoing accomplishing organizational activities). We have selected meetings as the empirical 

site because they are a mainstay activity, if not a defining feature, of organizations 

(Jarzabkowski and Seidl 2008). Using Sandberg and Tsoukas’s (2020) theory of sensemaking 

as a theoretical basis, we study how three common types of digital technology in 

organizations—enterprise social network, video conferencing and 3D virtual worlds and the 

digital artifacts they generate form part of sensemaking in online (virtual, remote) meetings. 

Our choice of technologies reflects the consistent popularity of organizational social networks, 

the increasing necessity of video meetings in organizations globally, and the resurgence in the 

popularity of 3D virtual worlds for communication and collaboration in the post-COVID future 

(Cook and Kuczer 2020). For each digital technology, we explicate what and how its digital 

artifacts play a role in the constitution of sensemaking in two interrelated ways: the 

sensemaking involved in executing the meeting topic, and the sensemaking involved in 

accomplishing the meeting itself.  

Based on the findings from these three cases, we propose a theoretical account for how 

digital technologies play a role in the constitution of sensemaking in organization. This account 

shows that digital technologies contribute to sensemaking by producing digital artifacts that 

provide sense and action in organizing. Specifically, digital artifacts help accomplish 

sensemaking by providing sense and action in three distinct but related ways: who and how 

attendees participate in sensemaking; where sensemaking takes place and what is 

logical/possible within this space(s); and the timing, order, and tempo of sensemaking. 

Furthermore, our account shows that the way digital technologies contribute to sensemaking is 

not singular but varies according to the type of technology used for the organizational activity. 

Namely, in conjunction with humans, enterprise collaboration technologies co-activate; video-

based communication technologies co-active and co-arrange; and 3D interaction technologies 

co-active, co-arrange and co-create digital artifacts for accomplishing sensemaking.  

Moreover, our results show that digital technology becomes a master constitutive 

element of sensemaking in that it significantly shapes other constitutive elements of 

sensemaking (context, embodiment, temporality) by transforming them from being singular 

and fixed to multiple and fluid in character. First, the multitude of physical/digital spaces 

(contexts) of sensemaking means that actors transcend space in significant ways, drawing 

(sometimes competing) cues not only from their various physical spaces to make sense, but 

also from a multitude of digital spaces (e.g., physical terminal, chat window, group, or virtual 

room) to make ongoing sense of the organizational activity at hand. Second, digital 

technologies shape the bodies of actors in important ways, namely from singular to multiple 

embodiment, which provides different bodily affordances to actors for sensemaking (e.g., 

passive virtual presence). Third, digital technologies—through the activation, arrangement, 

and/or creation of digital artifacts—transform time from being singular and predominantly 

sequential to become multiple and multi-directional, which temporally structures the 

accomplishment of sensemaking in new and more complex ways (e.g., by toggling between 

present and past events). In the paper, we further elaborate each of these findings, their 

implications for sensemaking research and, based on that, propose several new lines of enquiry 



that will progress sensemaking theory and help ensure its continued relevance in a digitalized 

world.  
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Introduction  

Boundary object theory is one of the leading approaches to theorize objects and materiality in 

organizing. Prior research has focused on boundary objects in relation to strategy (Spee & 

Jarzabkowski, 2009), organizational learning (Carlile, 2002), business model change 

(Shepherd, Seyb, & George, 2021), collaboration (Zuzul, 2019), and power and politics (Dar, 

2018; Huvila, 2011). In all these studies, boundary objects are auxiliary constructs that help 

illuminate specific organizational dynamics. 

Organization scholars' self-serving appropriation of boundary objects theory has 

focused on the organizing dimension of practices. In contrast, few studies of boundary 

objects paid enough attention to the objects themselves (Hawkins, Pye, Correla, 2017). Prior 

studies have emphasized the interpretive flexibility of boundary objects to understand the 

development of collaborative projects and organizational processes (Tukiainen & Granqvist, 

2016; Lainer-Vos, 2013; Lindberg & Walter, 2013; Star, 2010; Yakura, 2002) but have been 

less interested in theorizing how boundary objects change as relations unfold. In other words, 

mailto:le.mpp@cbs.dk
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research on how boundary objects emerge, develop, and decay has not been a central concern 

for most scholars. One of the reasons is that the ambiguity around the construct may suggest 

that everything can be considered a boundary object, and the criteria for inclusion lie with the 

researcher. The second and, in our opinion, more important reason is that scholars have 

generally overlooked the temporality of boundary objects. We lack an understanding of how 

boundary objects are created and changed over time. We do not know how boundary objects 

remain relevant, how they stop bridging boundaries and are thus removed from social life, 

and how they may be brought back into action. 

This paper aims to integrate and expand knowledge from processual temporality 

studies with boundary object theory. We argue that the construct of boundary objects is 

particularly relevant for combining the study of materiality and temporality to understand 

why boundary object makes certain kind of agency possible and others latent and unused. 

 

A processual approach to Boundary Objects 

Looking at boundary objects from a process perspective (Langley & Tsoukas, 2016; Helin, 

Hernes, Hjorth, & Holt, 2014; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) allows us to emphasize the 

entanglement of temporalities and demonstrates that boundary objects do not necessarily 

maintain their current form over time. Instead, boundary objects are bundles of affordances 

that emerge, develop, decay, and re-emerge in different historic and relational contexts. There 

is a growing recognition that uncoupling time and space can provide new avenues for 

boundary objects theory. Langley et al. (2019) argue that we might be able to reorient and 

further push for a strong process perspective to boundary object theory if we engage with 

agency as the capacity to act (Scott & Orlikowski, 2012; Leigh Star, 2010; Latour, 1988, 

2005). Thus seeing agency as emerging “at the encounter between humans, artefacts, text, 

and discourse, and does not pre-exist such encounters” (Langley et al., 2019, p. 728). In line 



with this, Hawkins et al. (2017) emphasize that boundary objects consist of material 

affordances, arguing that material and social entities are “brought into being together, 

performed relationally through practice” (2017. 295).  

 

The relationality of standardization and residuation 

Drawing on these insights of affordance and action as central to the emergence of boundary 

objects, our study engages with and pushes Star´s (2010) original relationality of 

standardization and residuation to scrutinize how temporal tensions, travelling, and 

translations reface, restructure and dismiss earlier engaged boundary objects. The initial 

formulation of the construct mainly focused on boundary objects as a solution to coordination 

problems between adjacent communities. The focus was on the use of boundary objects to 

analyze how they connect communities separated across space. In both cases, time more or 

less remain constant. Time appears only as a ground assumption of precedence whenever an 

object is translated from a context into another and when it is part of a coordination problem 

(e.g., different time horizons). 

In contrast to prior research, we argue that a broader understanding of the temporality 

of boundary objects is needed. We contend that we should focus on boundary objects beyond 

their role in solving (temporal) tensions (Lindberg & Walter, 2013; McGivern et al., 2018; 

Sivunen & Putnam, 2020; Stjerne & Svejenova, 2016). Boundary objects have the ability to 

travel in time and connect different communities across time. Following Star (2010), we 

theorize how boundary objects evolve and are scaled up as they pass through processes of 

standardization that marginalize and residuate previous usages. However, Star claims that the 

successful standardization of boundary objects will likely transform them into infrastructure, 

eliminating the boundaries between different communities (Star, 2010; 605). Conversely, we 

argue that fringe communities may continue to push for flexibilization and advocate for 



plural forms of organization. Communities may be motivated to reignite past tensions, reset 

the boundaries, and reinstitute previous boundary objects. As a result, boundary objects may 

be reformed, replaced, removed, and resurrect over time, with implications for the 

communities they connect and the actions they help organize. 

 

Theoretical framework 

The paper develops a framework that theorizes how boundary objects evolve during three 

succeeding situations of tensions. Our framework illustrates that boundary objects are not 

just brute characteristics or unlimited socially constructed meanings (Hawkins et al., 2017: 

295) but emerge, develop, decay, and remerge through processes of standardization and 

residuation taking place through the ongoing encoding of temporalities and temporal 

translations. Temporal tensions between conflicting time patterns, rhythms, orientations, and 

structures may lead to the standardization of some boundary objects and the decaying and 

residuating of others. As new tensions emerge over time, the standardization of some objects 

may be reinforced, and discarded objects may be rekindled and eventually re-emerge. Figure 

1 illustrates our argument. 
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Future research  

Future research could focus on the co-constitution of materiality and temporality and theorize 

how boundaries objects are transformed over time. More research is also needed on the 

interaction between standardization and residuation. We suggest that historical research can 

be used to unpack the development of boundary objects across longer periods of time and 

help us understand how they evolve and are translated and reconfigured within different 

networks in varied historical contexts. 
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Actors are marginalized when power is used materially to exclude them from making a life deemed 

respectable in mainstream societies (Gerrard, 2017). Marginalized people are forcefully embedded 

in social, political, and economic relationships that severely limit their agency and prospect of 

upward mobility, thus putting them in a vicious cycle of inequality and social exclusion (Walkers, 

2014). This vicious cycle is oftentimes perpetuated through organizing processes that are 

rationalized as normal and unproblematic (Amis et al., 2020; Ahsan, 2020). Scholars have started 

to explore organizational dynamics of social inclusion and exclusion and asked: how does 

organizing affect and is affected by social inequality (Bapuji et al., 2020)? They have studied how 

organizations – through compensation and employment practices, philanthropy, institutional work, 

and externalities of organizational actions – affect social and economic inequality (Alamgir & 

Cairns, 2015; Amis et al., 2020; Di Lorenzo & Scarlata, 2018; Elmes, 2018; Mair et al., 2016). 

These studies have profoundly advanced our knowledge by showing how various mechanisms of 

formal organizing affect social inclusion and exclusion. What is still missing from the literature is 

a view of how informal organizing, which is endemic to marginalized societies, affects social 

inclusion. In this study, we present an ethnographic theory of how one distinct form of informal 

organizing – necessity entrepreneurship – shapes social structure and inclusion.    

Necessity entrepreneurship can be seen as a primary form of organizing in marginalized 

communities. In the absence of exogenous institutional support, actors on the margin organize 

their social and economic life mostly around local entrepreneurial activities (Gerrard, 2017). 

Oftentimes, these entrepreneurial activities are motivated by immediate necessity (Dencker et al., 

2021a). In a newly sparked discussion on necessity entrepreneurship (Dencker et al., 2021a, b; 

Coffman & Sunny, 2021; O’Donnell, et al., 2021), scholars have begun to reflect on what 
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constitutes necessity, suggesting that fulfillment of the most basic needs serves as a motivation for 

individuals to engage in entrepreneurship. However, focusing on the alleviation of immediate 

physiological needs does not fully capture the positive impact entrepreneurship has on the lives of 

many impoverished individuals (Shepherd et al., 2020). Even in marginal or impoverished 

contexts, entrepreneurship can become a meaningful way of organizing and providing structure to 

one’s life, a source of perceived value in a social milieu, or a way to become more resilient under 

extreme adversity (Baker & Pollock, 2007; Rindova, et al., 2009; Shepherd et al., 2020). 

Entrepreneurship is therefore not only essential to alleviating immediate necessity, but also 

constitutes a series of actions and processes that have the potential to engender social and 

institutional change (Rindova et al., 2009). In our study, we show that necessity entrepreneurs are 

not only concerned with alleviating physiological needs, as their engagement in entrepreneurship 

can have significant systemic impact that goes beyond just keeping the entrepreneur and her 

dependents alive. To capture this systemic impact, we develop an ethnographic account of how 

necessity entrepreneurship produces new social structures, which in turn provide a context in 

which the basic human need of social inclusion can be met. In illustrating the mechanisms and 

processes of such informal organizing and social inclusion through entrepreneurship, we 

contribute to literature in entrepreneurship, institutions, and social inequality on the margins.   

We present an ethnographic theory of how necessity entrepreneurship affects social structure and 

illustrate the importance of social inclusion as a basic human need. Data is collected from refugee 

entrepreneurs living in the Kutupalong Rohingya refugee camp in Bangladesh. Rohingyas went 

through traumatic experiences in Myanmar1. They fled with only the clothes on their backs, 

arriving at the Southeastern border of Bangladesh and leaving behind their homes and all other 

assets they had accumulated over the years. These individuals had to start a new life in a new 

country under conditions of extreme uncertainty and adversity. Gradually, they were confined 

within the camp boundaries and purposely excluded from dignified livelihood opportunities. Many 

Rohingyas experience camp life as less than a full human life. They become mere projects of 

development organizations present on the premises. Options to make a life beyond living off 

rations are limited; restriction is the norm. A small number of refugees nonetheless try to change 

their condition by engaging in entrepreneurial activities. However, we observe that the work of 

 
1 For more information, please consult the United Nations Human Rights Council’s website providing a background 

on violations and abuses in Myanmar: https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/myanmarffm/pages/index.aspx  

https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/hrc/myanmarffm/pages/index.aspx


3 
 

this minority group has a far-reaching impact on camp life. Through their engagement in 

entrepreneurial processes, they succeeded in forging new power relations, creating new social 

hierarchies and (informal) institutions, thus creating the opportunity to construe a more socially 

inclusive future. Data for this study comes from extended ethnographic fieldwork, beginning in 

March 2019 and ending in January 2022. We take an inductive grounded theory approach 

(Charmaz, 2014; Glaser and Strauss, 1967) to analyze fieldnotes and ethnographic interviews to 

develop a process model (Langley, 1999) of how necessity entrepreneurship creates opportunities 

for social inclusion for many (see Figure 1).   

Entrepreneurship is deemed to be an effective instrument to break the vicious cycle of poverty and 

move the impoverished ones into a virtuous cycle of prosperity and inclusion (Alavez & Barney, 

2014; McMullen, 2011; Sutter, Bruton & Chen, 2019). However, promoting entrepreneurship does 

not automatically lead to more inclusive society; rather when entrepreneurship results in preclusive 

institutions, social exclusion may rather increase (Bruton et al., 2021). In this study we reveal the 

processes of how necessity entrepreneurship promotes inclusive institutions and social inclusion 

in an extreme context. Our work demonstrates how these processes unfold, inviting attention to 

explore the effects of necessity entrepreneurship beyond those incurred by individuals alone and 

their immediate physiological requirements, but as social agents longing to be embedded in their 

wider social environments. Our study also demonstrates the importance of promoting endogenous 

and informal organizing in impoverished contexts to promote a greater and more sustainable 

impact on the lives of the poor (Kim & Kim, 2022; Meyer, 2020).  

 

Keywords: Refugee camp, extreme context, necessity entrepreneurship, informal organizing, 

social inclusion.  
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Figure 1: A process model of how necessity entrepreneurship enables social inclusion 
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Despite its centrality, the process of defining research phenomena is often neglected and 

reduced to a simple choosing of a pre-established subject of interest. However, good research 

does not only include empirical work aiming at finding patterns about a given and more or less 

pre-defined phenomenon. It also involves phenomena construction, that is, the process of 

generating and establishing a phenomenon to investigate and theorize. Specifically, we contend 

that the process of defining research phenomena is not separate from but form a crucial part of 

both the empirical and the theorizing phase in research. As such, good research calls for careful 

and creative construction of the phenomenon under investigation not only at the start but 

throughout the research process. One could even say that good research does not start and end 

with the same phenomenon being studied. We propose and elaborate a framework that enables 

researchers to generate and establish research phenomena other than the ones currently 

available for grabs in their specific subject area of interest and, based that, produce more 

imaginative and impactful research.   

 Although research vary enormously within and across disciplines, they have one thing 

in common, namely: a phenomenon deemed as important and interesting to investigate and 

theorize. At the most general level a research phenomenon refers to what is being studied, 

which ‘can be any problem, issue, or topic that is chosen as the subject of an investigation’ 

(Van de Ven, 2016: 265). Management scholars may, for example, investigate ‘leadership’, 

‘strategy’ and ‘decision making’ phenomena; sociologists may study ‘suicide’, ‘segregation’, 

and ‘social mobility’ phenomena; and psychologists may examine ‘memory’, ‘cognitive 

disorder’ and ‘personality’ phenomena. But how are research phenomena generated and 

established in research?  

A review of major methodology books indicate that research phenomena are 

predominantly seen as something more or less fixed and definite ‘out there’ (Alvesson & 

Sandberg, 2021), and that the task of the researcher is to identify and describe them as they 

really are (Mol, 2010). Establishing a phenomenon becomes then largely a simple choice based 

on the researcher’s particular disciplinary and theoretical interest or convenience. As such, the 

process of defining phenomenon does not in itself become a key issue for the intellectual work 

in the same way as theoretical framework, design, sample, analysis, and connections to the 

literature do. 

 However, several scholars argue that many, if not most research phenomena, are rarely 

fixed and completely given, but rather indeterminate and ambiguous, and therefore need to be 

further clarified through research (e.g. Abbott, 2004; Merton, 1987). It is, for example, not 

uncommon that research (particularly more original research) leads to revisions of what was 

from the outset believed to be the phenomenon (Davis, 1971). A case in point is the famous 

Hawthorne studies (Roethlisberger and Dickson, 1939), in which the phenomenon was initially 

a variation in job performance (assumed to be in relationship to physical work conditions), but 

gradually shifted to people’s sensitivity and responsiveness to social relations at work. In other 

words, the research phenomenon that emerged through their research was significantly 

different than they initially anticipated.  

 Still others argue that research phenomena are typically not just lying around (as given 

or indeterminate) ready to be investigated, but need to be created initially, then further 

developed, and perhaps radically revised (Bourdieu, Chambordon and Passeron, 1991; 



Hacking, 1999). As Van de Ven (2016:265) declares, ‘phenomena do not exist objectively “out 

there;” they are uniquely perceived and framed by different people’. The phenomenon of 

‘authentic leadership’, for example, is not only, or mainly, a direct mirroring of reality, but has 

in significant ways been determined through researchers’ choice and specification of 

constructs, such as self-awareness, relational transparency, balanced processing and 

internalized moral perspective (Alvesson and Einola, 2019; Nyberg and Sveningsson, 2014). 

Some researchers also suggest that the scientific practice itself (i.e., the philosophical premises, 

theory and methods involved in research) constructs the phenomenon under investigation in 

significant ways (e.g. Barad, 2007; Latour & Woolgar, 1986). As Law (2004: 13) notes, 

scientific practice “produces its realities as well as describing them”.  

Although the insight that research phenomena are rarely fixed and definite but often 

constructed is far from new, it is not well developed within the research community. Instead, 

researchers have paid considerably more attention to the (epistemological) question whether or 

not researchers can develop objective knowledge about research phenomena. (e.g. Hesse-Biber 

& Leavy, 2011; Jarvie & Zamora-Bonilla, 2011; Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Consequently, 

although we have gained a great deal of insights about how to develop trustworthy scientific 

knowledge about research phenomena, we know considerably less about how phenomena are 

generated and gets established at various stages of the research process. There is therefore a 

shortage of ideas on how to a come up with - discover, produce, construct or revise – 

phenomena being subject matters for investigation and theorizing.  

If research phenomena, particularly those that lead to novel and original contributions, 

are rarely given but rather constructed and developed throughout the research process, we need 

to pay more attention to this process of defining research phenomena in research. Hence, 

instead of only asking how we can understand ‘given’ phenomena in a better way, we should 

also ask: how do we generate and establish phenomena in research? Furthermore, and central 

to this paper, we need not only to ask how we determine phenomena, but also what is a ‘good’ 

research phenomenon? ‘Good’ in the sense of having empirical and theoretical qualities 

allowing for research that leads to empirically rich and novel and original theoretical and 

practical contributions. In other words, our main concern in this paper is how (good) research 

phenomena are generated and established in research rather than how knowledge is produced 

about specific research phenomena. 

 The overall aim of this paper is then to bring into awareness and more systematically 

articulate the constructed and processual nature of research phenomena. Specifically, the aim 

is (a) to investigate and describe the process of how research phenomena are generated and 

established in research, (b) to develop and propose a framework for constructing phenomena 

in theorizing from idea generation to established theory, and (c) to show how such a framework 

enables researchers to come up with more original and novel research phenomena that lead to 

more imaginative and impactful contributions.  As we will show, novel research is very much 

about inventing or recreating phenomena. We want to move to phenomena construction as the 

key element in creative research, that is, research that open up new avenues, or at least offer 

new insights, and move beyond adding to established bodies of literature focusing on 

phenomena taken as given.  

 The paper is structured as follows. We begin by discussing the ‘nature’ of research 

phenomena, particularly their constructed nature. We thereafter describe the process of 



generating and establishing a phenomenon to investigate and theorize, consisting of the 

following construction phases in research: commonsense, disciplinary, theoretical, and 

methodological construction of phenomena. Against this background, we elaborate a 

framework of how to construct and establish good research phenomena from idea generation 

to developed theory in research. Finally, we demonstrate how this framework can be used for 

generating and establishing research phenomena beyond the usual suspect in a particular field 

of research.  
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Strategic change creates, and is itself created by, discursive shifts that disrupt and then 

reconfigure organizational processes and practices in ways that make organizing precarious 

(Cooren, Kuhn, Cornelissen and Clark, 2011; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). When change is 

imposed from outside the organization the change agents’ position can also become 

precarious. They may experience leading the change as highly confronting, perhaps even 

psychologically destabilizing, particularly when what is required is a shift in organizing 

ideology incompatible with their sense of who they are as a leader. This was the situation in 

DERSOL, a company led by a CEO with a long-established paternalistic and autocratic style 

of leading that was at odds with the ideologically-driven change in organizing that was 

demanded by the parent company. The new way of organizing required introducing a servant 

style of leading;; one where the leader acts from a position of service and seeks to empower 

workers to participate in strategy development and decision-making (Greenleaf, 1970). 

 

 Our ongoing study seeks to understand (1) the CEO’s experience of leading an imposed 

ideological change and (2) the impact of his experience on the transition to the new way of 

organizing. The first stage of our study examined the CEO’s evolving narrative which 
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accompanying the roll-out of the new way of organizing. This year’s paper  incorporates in-

field observations and the narratives of staff reporting to the CEO. This new analysis allows 

us to conceptualize how the CEO’s sensemaking about who he was and who he is becoming – 

his self-identity - played out in practice and was coupled to the change process. 

 

Identity at work in practice 

Self-identity is the individual’s evolving sense of who I am and what I am becoming, while 

identity work is the ongoing process of  “forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or 

revising’ their sense of self” (Alvesson & Wilmott, 2002, p. 626) in the quest to achieve a 

coherent and  distinctive self-identity (Sveningsson  & Alvesson, 2003;  Watson, 2008). 

Professional identity is one aspect of this self-identity and an important part of how people 

make sense of themselves at work (Chen & Reay, 2021). Moreover, it is deeply implicated in 

how individuals interact with their environment (Priya, 2020). Workers often resist change, 

particularly when it confronts their self-identity. Overcoming this change resistance has a 

large literature yet little is known about how workers navigate identity change at work (Priya, 

2020), particularly when they are not just an employee but the executive leading an imposed 

change. This prompted us to ask, how does a CEO experience leading a radical organizational 

change when they are both the agent and a key target of the change process? As our analysis 

progressed we also asked, how is the leader’s self-identity integrated into this experience? 

And, what practices were involved in his identity work?  

 

The case for  a narrative approach  

Organizational change and storytelling are closely related (Brown , Gabriel, & Gherardi, 

2009). Both processes embrace the notion of temporality and are intimately concerned with 

relationships, contingencies and complicated coordinated actions, which ensure the 

organization is constantly in a state of becoming (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). At an individual 

level, people are always center-stage in their ongoing life story; performing their sense of 

identity with each (re)telling of their story. 

In the same way as narrating a private life experience, narrating one’s experience of 

organizational becoming is a form of speech activity distributed across space and time that 

includes claims relating to the narrator’s ‘who am I’ question. For this reason, it can be argued 

that narrativity is “a privileged genre for identity constructions” (Bamberg, 2010, p. 5) and 

therefore also entwined in an individual’s professional identity work. 
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Data collection and analysis 

Data about the CEO’s experience of leading change were gathered across 2015-2017. First, 

the CEO’s developing narrative about leading an imposed radical change was gathered using 

a series of sensemaking interviews, each requiring him to provide accounts of his unfolding 

experiences. Second, the same sort of interviewing was undertaken to collect narratives from 

the CEO’s five executive reports. Third, observations of the CEO and the organization in 

action were made during a dozen site visits across the same two-year period to see how 

identity work occurred in practice.  

 

The analysis involved an iterative process whereby data and field notes were read and reread 

to understand how the change process unfolded and to identify themes in sensemaking 

accounts and associated observations that described the nature of the CEO’s identity work. 

The findings from this analysis were then reviewed and discussed to establish how they fitted 

together to capture how the CEO led the strategic change process and the nature and impact of 

his identity work on this process. 

 

Findings  

Our latest analysis is revealing how the CEO experienced leading DERSOL’s radical change 

process as distributed across three distinguishable periods (See Table 1). Each had 

consequences for his identity work. For instance, period two was a ‘messy’ liminal stage for 

the organization, requiring the CEO to resolve the tension between his established and the 

required style of leading. At times this required privileging one style over the other in 

response to workers’ needs.  He reported having to operate as ‘captain of an aircraft carrier’, a 

role identity that fitted well with his paternalistic and authoritarian leadership style, and be 

‘facilitator of an armada of speed boats’, an identity that aligns with a servant leadership style. 

At times though he had to oscillate between these identities in a way he found was 

confronting and highly destabilizing, leading to engage mentor to help him resolve his 

identity ‘schizophenia’. 
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Table 1: Periods of change   
Timeline Top-down organizing 

(pre-launch period) 
 

Transitioning towards 
empowerment (blind leading the 
blind period) 
 

Developing the 
empowered organization 
(on-going refining 
period) 

Period P1: Before 2010 P2: 2010/2011 P3: 2012/2017 
Organization 
characteristics 
and evolving 
processes 

Classical (hierarchical 
and top down) 
medium-size 
organization. 
Coordination through 
control 
Centralization of 
information and 
decision-making. 
 

The skydiving jump (official 
launch) introduced an 
ideologically-based discourse that 
began reconfiguring stakeholders’ 
sense of their organization “from an 
aircraft carrier” to “an agile speed 
boat fleet”. This messy liminal 
period took time as workers needed 
to gain skills to exercise autonomy. 
Concurrently, processes are 
collectively redesigned and 
progressively, but chaotically 
implemented.  

The flat and empowered 
organization continues to 
refine its practices. 
Information transparency 
is improving. 
Collective decision-
making is now 
normalized.  

Identity work CEO is comfortable 
with his charismatic 
but autocratic self-
identity. Identity work 
largely involves 
maintaining this self-
identity.  
 

Together these circumstances create 
an identity dilemma/crisis for the 
CEO, which he likens to 
schizophrenia and requires 
considerable identity work to 
resolve. 

CEO is now revelling in 
the sense of being a 
trusted facilitator and his 
identity work is about 
refining and interpreting 
the new self-identity. 
 

 

Contribution and Conclusion  

This case study illustrates how an imposed organizational change requiring a radical 

ideological change can produce a temporally distributed and chaotic identity work. Its 

theoretical contribution is three-fold. First, it elucidates how change that is designed to 

empower frontline staff by changing the patterns of engagement can also challenge and 

eventually profoundly transform the CEO’s self-identity. In doing this, it distinguishes 

between coping practices designed to weather an initial identity instability/disturbance and 

practices that support the required new way of leading. Second, by doing this, it shows how 

identity work is incorporated into all periods of a change process, not just the liminal space 

created when old and new ways of organizing co-exist. It demonstrates how a CEO’s self-

identity dilemma when confronted with leading an imposed ideologically-based change has its 

roots in the past but needs to be resolved in the present while the future is constantly arriving. 

Third, our emerging model of CEO self-identity during change is aligned with the ‘hard 

process’ notion that identity is both an entity and a process (Gioia & Patvardham, 2012) but 

extends this notion by revealing factors that shape this iterative and conflicted process of CEO 
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self-identity transformation. In so doing, it advances the ecological dimension of process 

theory and has important implications for contemporary change management when the change 

involves instituting ways of leading an organization that disrupt existing ways of relating.   
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How can we organize entrepreneurial activities and innovative efforts to address grand challenges 

such as the climate and the COVID-19 crisis? Today, this question is critical to our societies, and it 

challenges the organization and management literature.  

Grand challenges involve radical uncertainties about the consequences of each decision made to 

resolve the challenge, and then multiple and conflicting evaluations among stakeholders (Grimes & 

Vogus, 2021). Although it is no wonder that entrepreneurship, as a unique force for multiplying 

innovation capacities, has been increasingly called into action to address wicked problems (Foucrier 

& Wiek, 2019), entrepreneurship studies rooted in classical economics have failed to provide a 

convincing explanation of the nexus between entrepreneurship and sustainability concerns (Ricciardi, 

Rossignoli, & Zardini, 2021). 

Despite new, distributed forms of organizing pool technological, human, and financial resources seem 

to be more effective to achieve goals that would not be accomplishable by working in isolation 

(Audretsch, Eichler, & Schwarz, 2021; Majchrzak, Griffith, Reetz, & Alexy, 2018; Volkmann, 

Fichter, Klofsten, & Audretsch, 2021), little is known about how to govern and organize a network 

of actors in a systemic way that goes beyond entrepreneurs’ competitive advantage and/or that 

mitigates tensions between business and society demands (Ricciardi, De Bernardi, & Cantino, 2021; 

Slawinski & Bansal, 2015). Besides the competitive advantage of entrepreneurs/innovators and the 

collaborative advantage developed at the network level (Huxham & Vangen, 2005) sustainable 

entrepreneurship requires dealing with the systemic, unintended consequences of business activities 

(Mair & Seelos, 2021; Schad & Bansal, 2018). There is an increasing need to understand what makes 

individuals and/or organizations capable to cooperate so that entrepreneurial activities extend their 

benefits from the entrepreneurs to the collectivity (Zollo, Cennamo, & Neumann, 2013). 

In this study, we take on this challenge and propose a view of sustainable entrepreneurship that is 

rooted in systems thinking (Meadows, 2008). Consistently with the studies on the adaptive co-
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management of the commons (Ostrom, 2009) viewed as social-ecological systems, we draw on the 

most recent developments of the body of knowledge on the commons (Peredo, Haugh, Hudon, & 

Meyer, 2020). In this study, we conceptualize a commons as a system, rather than a resource. More 

precisely, we define a commons as a common benefit system, that is, a system that (may) (re)generate 

resources and/or make them available for a certain community’s collective benefit, but is vulnerable 

to the misbehaviors of the beneficiaries themselves. These possible misbehaviors include not only 

misappropriation (e.g., over-exploitation), like in traditional common-pool resources studies, but also 

social loafing (e.g. neglect, lethargy, carelessness). In this light, sustainable entrepreneurship can be 

viewed in light of two common-benefit systems: the common benefit system that (re)generates 

resources that benefit the community of entrepreneurs (with reputation, ideas, social identity, social 

capital, business opportunities, career opportunities, etc.); and the common benefit system that 

(re)generates resources that benefit the project’s target group (e.g. unemployed people, a 

neighborhood’s inhabitants, the next generations). Based on this premise, we present an illustrative 

case of the Torre Guaceto marine protected area in southern Italy to explore sustainable 

entrepreneurship as a multi-systemic process of mutual adjusting and (co)evolving between the two 

common benefit systems (see Figure 1).  

 

 

Our findings shed light on how an organized system that appears efficient and effective if considered 

in isolation and in the short term, reveals its imperfection when zooming out to the wider 

consequences of the practices it reiterates. In addition, our study illustrates the potential of a multi-



systemic, multi-level process lens as a key tool to understand and dynamically govern and manage 

this intrinsic fallacy of organized systems. 

Our insights contribute to the research stream of sustainable entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship 

for grand challenges (Ricciardi, Rossignoli, & Zardini, 2021) by considering entrepreneurship as a 

situated, distributed, and processual approach to problem-solving for which solutions of the 

underlying problem may be difficult to achieve since they need continuous renegotiation. 

Consistently with the studies on the adaptive co-management of social-ecological systems (Ostrom, 

2009), we cross-fertilize entrepreneurship research with systems thinking (Meadows, 2008) and use 

a process studies lens (Berends & Sydow, 2019; Langley, 1999) to explore the process of mutual 

adjusting between the common benefit system that (re)generates resources for a specific 

entrepreneurial community and the common benefit system that (re)generates resources of collective 

interest to provide a dynamic view of organizing entrepreneurship and innovation for sustainability. 
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Organizations increasingly rely on employees’ creative ideas to provide value and 

achieve competitive advantage (Anderson, Potočnik, & Zhou, 2014; George, 2007). One of the 

most consistent and compelling findings from decades of creativity research is that employees 

are more likely to be creative when they feel intrinsically motivated towards the task and have 

autonomy over the process for completing it (Amabile, 1996; Amabile & Pratt, 2016). 

Correspondingly, many organizations that value creativity and innovation have tried to harness 

employees’ intrinsic motivation through programs that give employees space to pursue projects 

based on their personal interests at work, which we call employee-led explorations―for 

example, 3M encourages employees to spend up to 15% of their work time on “innovative ideas 

that excite them” (3M, 2021) and Google adopted a ‘20% time’ rule aimed at empowering 

employees “to be more creative and innovative” regardless of the success of the outcomes (Page 

& Brin, 2004).  

Employee-led explorations are expected to help an organization develop innovative ideas 

by drawing on its people’s diverse knowledge, skills, and interests (Garud, Gehman, & 

Kumaraswamy, 2011). Because they provide a way for employees to integrate their personal 

interests with their work lives, it is assumed that these programs will be embraced by employees 

and will ultimately increase employee satisfaction and engagement (Cable, Gino, & Staats, 2013; 

Westwood, 2015). Anecdotal evidence suggests that these assumptions are valid―the origins of 
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many innovative ideas and products, including Post-it®, Adsense, and Google News, are 

attributed to such programs. Yet relatively little is known about how organizations enable and 

encourage employees to pursue projects based on their intrinsically motivated personal ideas at 

work.  

There are reasons to expect that employees may find it challenging to pursue their 

personal ideas at work. Even where employers are able to create a culture that supports creativity 

and autonomy, pursuing a personal interest or idea at work means opening oneself up for others’ 

feedback and potential criticism (Mueller, Melwani, & Goncalo, 2012). While being exposed to 

diverse perspectives can help people to improve their ideas (Harvey, 2014; Hargadon & Bechky, 

2006), it is emotionally and psychologically challenging because creators often see ideas as 

extensions of their identity and feel extremely vulnerable to let go of some control or ownership 

over those ideas (Pierce, Kostova, & Dirks, 2001; Rouse, 2013; Grimes, 2018).  

Thus, employees may face a tension between desiring to take the opportunity to improve 

their personal ideas at the workplace using organizational resources and input from co-workers; 

and putting themselves into an uncertain and vulnerable position of opening their own 

intrinsically motivated ideas to others. Some scholars have argued that employees often resolve 

this tension by pursuing their personal ideas covertly or not at all (Mainemelis, 2010; Criscuolo, 

Salter, & Ter Wal, 2014; Anteby, 2008). This suggests that many intrinsically motivated 

personal projects that could contribute to organizational creativity may be lost.   

A more promising alternative to resolve this tension is pursuing these ideas in physical or 

metaphorical organizational spaces where exploration and risk-taking are welcomed 

(Christensen, 1997; Furnari, 2014). Organizations often try to create these spaces by temporarily 
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suspending organizational rules and structures (Lavie, Stettner, & Tushman, 2010; March, 2020). 

Scholars have found that physical, temporal, or symbolic separation of employee-led exploration 

from work allows employees to let go of preconceived expectations and approach tasks at hand 

with an open mind (Lee, Mazmanian, & Perlow, 2020; Bucher & Langley, 2016; Cartel, 

Boxembaum, & Aggeri, 2019). While dedicating a space for exploration seems to be a promising 

way to enable and encourage employees to pursue their personal interests at work, recent studies 

have shown that activities, practices, and experiences happening inside these spaces might be 

different from those intended by the organizations (Irving, Ayoko, & Ashkanasy, 2020; Hirst, 

2011). This points to the complexity of the processes of creating an organizational space such 

that it involves interactions between multiple actors, artifacts, and activities (Lefevbre, 1991; 

Taylor & Spicer, 2007; Stephenson, Kuismin, Putnam & Sivunen, 2020). Thus, understanding 

the processes through which organizations can create spaces for employee-led exploration 

remains an open and critical question.  

To address this question and build a theory of employee-led exploration at work, we 

carried out a qualitative study in two design studios using data from interviews, observations of 

project presentations and discussions, and project documentation. Our data analysis revealed that 

employee-led explorations took place in a negotiated playground – a liminal space between work 

and personal life co-created by the organization and employees. Initially, the organizations set up 

a playground to encourage and enable their employees to bring personal interests to the 

workplace. Then, both organizations separated the playground from work by using physical, 

temporal, and symbolic boundaries, yet how organizations used boundaries varied. One 

organization used boundaries to bound play activities, while the other organization created clear 
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boundaries around work activities, turning the rest of the workplace into a large playground. 

Later, employees navigated a set of tensions by calibrating their sense of ownership as they 

decided what ideas to pursue, who to pursue ideas with, and how to conclude their explorations. 

By doing so, they recreated the initially set playground, transforming the boundaries around 

work and play. We found that the two different playground setups led employees to pursue their 

personal ideas through different processes, leading to different organizational outcomes.  

We develop a grounded model that advances our understanding of this less investigated 

and undertheorized form of organizational creativity by unpacking processes through which 

organizations and employees collectively co-create a space for intrinsically motivated personal 

ideas at work. The paper contributes to the literature on organizational creativity, organizational 

ambidexterity, and organizational spaces. First, our findings show that, because employee-led 

exploration is inherently uncertain and challenging, it first requires organizations to create spaces 

that invite and support playful behaviour; employees then calibrate their sense of ownership 

towards their ideas as they share their intrinsic motivation with the organization. Our model 

provides new ways of thinking about intrinsic motivation as a collective resource for 

organizations, rather than an individual experience. Second, our insights contribute to the 

literature on organizational ambidexterity by uncovering an alternative way of encouraging 

exploration at work. Our observations revealed that bounding work activities – instead of 

bounding exploration activities – helps turning employee-led exploration into a collective 

endeavor, making it easier to make sense of new ideas and integrate them into the organization. 

Finally, our model describes how employees transform an organizational space as they navigate 
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the challenges of pursuing a personal idea. By doing so, our model enhances the emerging body 

of work on exploring organizational space as a process (Stephenson et al., 2020). 
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Abstract: The recent emergence of Artificial Intelligence tools may be considered a critical turning 
point in organizing professional work, in particular in healthcare professional settings. We argue that 
open-source AI (OSAI) offers a way to achieve governance that is distinct from both traditional 
governance as well as from other information technology solutions, including AI that is not open-
source. We draw insights from the unique case study of the development of an OSAI imaging tool in 
the UK healthcare context. Our longitudinal dataset of interviews, observations and archival data, traces 
governance renegotiations generated through this OSAI tool across its lifespan: from its creation 
through the cross-sectoral collaboration between one UK hospital (Hospital A) and Microsoft, its further 
development and implementation within Hospital A, and efforts for its diffusion across hospitals in the 
UK and abroad. In the analysis of this unique longitudinal and multi-level case study, we identify how 
the fundamental features of open-source AI may change the way to organize work arrangements, 
including issues of who is involved and impacted by open-source AI governance, why actors may want 
open-source AI, and how open-source AI may influence beyond the professional and organizational 
boundaries in which it is deployed. We thus examine the scope of open-source AI as efficient 
governance mechanism among actors within and outside professional and organizational boundaries. 
We present our findings in a process model of how open-source AI governance interacts with traditional 
governance mechanisms in both substitutive and complementary ways, and how it may differ from AI 
that is not open-source.  
 

Paper Proposal  
 
A burgeoning number of recent reports document the increasing pervasiveness of Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) tools in organizations (among others, Stanford’s AI Index, 2021; The state of AI, 2021). The rapid 
growth and availability of new sources of data capturing ever-expanding aspects of organizational 
worlds has facilitated the emergence of ever-more sophisticated AI tools that detect and link patterns 
(Grady, 2019; Moran, 2018). Across management and organization theory literatures, research has 
begun investigating how individual users interact with AI tools in practice (e.g., Christin 2020; Lebovitz 
2019; Pachidi et al. 2021), and how managers evaluate AI tools for adoption (e.g., Lebovitz et al.2021).  
 



Against this backdrop, there is a growing discourse and body of research focusing on “explainable AI” 
(e.g., Barredo Arrieta et al. 2020; Bauer et al. 2021; Fernández-Loría et al. 2020; Guidotti et al. 2018). 
This is notably motivated by the eagerness of managers performing AI evaluation and the users of the 
AI to understand how the tools were developed and what processes they use to derive outputs, in other 
words to open up the AI ‘black box’. In professional fields, such as healthcare, research on the use of 
AI indicates stronger aversion to AI (Promberger and Baron, 2006; Shaffer et al., 2013; Longoni et al., 
2019) than in other non-professionalised fields. This is despite the fact that in healthcare, specifically, 
the introduction of AI tools holds not only the promise of workforce efficiencies, but also continuous 
improvements in problem-solving. 
 
Our work aims to contribute to the emerging literature on the impact of AI on professional work by 
focusing specifically on open-source AI’s (OSAI) role, and we raise the novel question of how OSAI 
affects traditional forms of governance specifically in professional settings. Though the debate in the 
literature is ongoing and lively regarding the role of AI in professional work, it is as yet inconclusive 
as to the role of AI in traditional governance of professional work settings. Notably, the role of OSAI 
as enabling a new governance mode has yet to be incorporated in this scholarly discussion.  
 
Governance, in our work, is conceptualised as the institutional arrangements through which an 
agreement is enforced among multiple parties towards achieving a mutual goal, ranging from 
arrangements at the professional, organizational and field-level (Gulati, Wohlgezogen, Zhelyazkov, 
2012: 533). Governance mechanisms, therefore, serve to align expectations amongst parties involved 
and across levels, to mitigate risks, and to promote the best outcome in (social and/or work) interactions 
(Malhotra & Lumineau, 2011; Reuer, Devarakonda & Klijn, 2010). We would conceptualise 
Governance as encompassing both contractual governance and relational governance. Contractual 
governance, i.e., agreements that are legally binding, often occurs most vividly between organizations, 
or between the individual and the organization (Poppo & Zenger, 2002; Poole 2016). Relational 
governance, i.e. agreements that rely on the social relationships between the parties or their shared 
norms, often include the expectations of how the partners will behave during the relationship (Nee et 
al.2018, Dyer & Singh 1998, Gibbons & Hendrikson, 2016; Poppo, Zhou, Zenger, 2008). In 
professional settings, the “shared norms” often lie outside organizational boundaries, such as the strong 
norms underpinning any medical profession or medical sub-specialty. Traditional governance, thus 
conceptualised, generates arrangements not only at the organizational but also at the professional and 
inter-organizational levels. We refer to this combination of contractual and relational mechanisms in 
professional settings across levels as “traditional governance”, to highlight its enduring and established 
nature in particular in those instances of healthcare professional settings. We expect open-source tools 
– through three fundamental features that transcend typical AI features (simultaneous centralisation 
and decentralisation; state of constant learning; glocalisation) – to influence the traditional governance 
mode in professional settings.  
 
We address the question of how OSAI affects traditional forms of governance in professional settings 
through the examination of a case of OSAI implementation in healthcare in the UK. To the best of our 
knowledge, this is a unique case of the development and implementation of an OSAI tool in healthcare. 
It therefore allows for new insights into the role of OSAI in traditional governance of professional work 
settings.  
 
We adopt an interpretive case study approach, which is established in information systems and 
organizational research (Walsham, 1995; Klein & Myers 1999) and similar to other scholars studying 
governance in open source implementations (e.g. Placide, Kume, Kobayashi, 2020). Our focus is to 
understand the governance of the OSAI from the perspective of the actors involved through the 
meanings that they assigned to it, and we try to interpret these meanings in context. Fieldwork was 
longitudinal (retrospective and concurrent) as well as multi-level: from the creation of the OSAI tool 
through the cross-sectoral collaboration between one UK hospital (Hospital A) and Microsoft, its further 
development and implementation within Hospital A, and ongoing efforts for its diffusion across 
hospitals in the UK and abroad. The approach used towards data collection was one of ‘trailing 



connections’ by zooming in and zooming out (Nicolini, 2009), which is well-suited to capture a new 
phenomenon that ranges across levels of analysis and multiple sites. 
 
The fieldwork resulted in a rich dataset of interviews, observations and archival data. This allowed for 
a longitudinal trace-analysis of traditional governance changes, reinforcements and renegotiations 
generated through this OSAI tool across its lifespan, and to establish what we refer to as the ‘OSAI 
governance’.  The analysis of this unique longitudinal and multi-level case study allowed us to further 
identify how the fundamental features of OS may change the way to organize institutional 
arrangements, including issues of who is involved and impacted by OSAI governance, why actors may 
want open-source AI, and how open-source AI may influence beyond the professional and 
organizational boundaries in which it is deployed. What emerged through this systematic and processual 
analysis is a view of OSAI governance and Traditional Governance as a duality where both co- exist 
and work in parallel (Farjoun 2010), and both are required simultaneously to be effective. Often, more 
than one form of governance coexist and eventually converge (O'Mahony and Ferraro 2007) or remain 
at the dual level. We have seen both contingencies in our case, and present instances when OSAI 
governance and traditional governance converge as well as instances in which they remain at the dual 
level, and implications from each.  
 
We present our findings in a process model of how open-source AI governance interacts with traditional 
governance mechanisms in both substitutive and complementary ways, and how it may differ from AI 
that is not open-source. With our work, we contribute to the emerging literature on the use of AI in 
professional work in two key ways.  
 
First, we direct attention to an important new phenomenon—open-source AI (OSAI) —and elaborate 
on its potentially wide-ranging consequences for professionals and work in professional organizations. 
Organization scholars may run the risk of underappreciating the vast implications of this important 
empirical phenomenon and mistaking it for a mere technological extension of other IT solutions or of 
other AI. However, we argue their potential to disrupt the way work is organized within and across 
organizations and the field of our empirical study. We identify how the fundamental features of open-
source (i.e. simultaneous centralisation and decentralisation; state of constant learning; glocalisation) 
contribute to overcoming AI aversion and the effect of the black box, while at the same time generating 
ever-expanding possibilities for collaboration and capacity-building within professions and across 
organizations. One tangible insight from our examination of the OSAI tool reveals that open source 
may indeed be a solution towards overcoming the issue of AI tools being viewed as a black box. In our 
empirical case, the OSAI tool was re-trained at the local level, i.e. within each of the hospitals in which 
it would be deployed, by staff of the hospital and on current hospital patient cases. This re-training 
process has the effect of incorporating local practices into the AI model. This would not have been 
possible without the OS feature of decentralisation and the OSAI feature of being retrained at the local 
level. These OS features differentiate proprietary AI from OSAI, as proprietary AI are seen by 
professionals as a black box. 
 
Second, we portray open-source AI as an alternative governance mechanism, which is distinct to the 
traditional governance of professionalised setting. Perhaps because of its image of representing 
something profoundly new in terms of organizing (Crowston et al. 2007; Crowston and Scozzi 2002; 
Dafermos 2001; Gallivan 2001) open source software has attracted its own body of governance studies. 
A closer examination reveals how studies in the OS governance area have narrowly focused on the 
governance within the OS community itself, which does not allow for insights into the role of OS itself 
as a governance mechanism in the broader context of its activity. By focusing specifically on open-
source AI’s role as governance mechanism, both within and across organizations, we raise the novel 
question of how it will affect traditional forms of governance specifically in professional settings —
most notably, contractual and relational governance. In our data we identify areas of governance in 
which open-source AI may replace or support these traditional governance mechanisms, and 
implications for the literature at the intersection of AI and professions. 
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Risk management is a critical activity within organisations because the consequences of not 

understanding or containing risks can be catastrophic not only to the organisation but also to 

society (Beck, 2014). It is therefore of paramount importance to understand what the process 

of risk management involves if we are to intervene effectively (Hardy et al., 2020; Lupton, 

2013). One of the most common ways to explain the risk management process is through a 

sequence of recursive steps referred to as the ‘risk cycle’ (Chandwani & Portman, 2004; Hardy 

et al., 2020; Hopkin, 2018). This cycle is also widely accepted by practitioners as a means of 

explaining and therefore managing risk where risk assessment is the starting point in planning 

to manage risk, followed by acting upon the risk, that is followed by monitoring and reviewing 

risk management, often followed by further action (Hopkin, 2018) adopting concepts of a 

continual improvement loop (Hancock, 2010). Various iterations of this cyclic process of risk 

management can be found in standards and guidance for managers (British Standards, 2018; 

Society for Risk Analysis, 2018). The risk management literature commonly conceptualizes 

the risk cycle as consisting of three temporal modes of managing risks: i) before (prospective), 

ii) during (real-time) and iii) after (retrospective) it materialises to harm (Hardy et al., 2020). 

However, as Hardy et al., note in their review, most risk management studies tend to focus on 

a single temporal mode rather than all three modes together. This focus on a singular temporal 

mode limits our understanding of the process of risk management as a coherent whole. This is 

problematic for two main reasons. First, it does not enable us to understand how risk 

management transitions between temporal modes, hence obscuring relationships and tensions 

between them (Hardy et al., 2020). Second, a focus on a single temporal mode makes us unable 

to investigate to what extent the assumed sequence of transition between temporal modes of 

risk management in the risk cycle is meaningful in practice.  

The aim of this study is, then, to engage the entire risk cycle to observe how risk 

management transitions between different temporal modes over time. We do so by applying a 

processual (Cloutier & Langley, 2020; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016) and practice perspective 

(Schatzki, 1996, 2013) to a case of risk management in action. Specifically, we observed and 

interviewed practitioners engaged in the practice of managing the environmental risks of land 

disturbance and mine affected water at an open cut coal mine. We supplemented field 

observations with practitioner’s reports and documents to capture the historic risk management 

practice. These sources also provided projections for the future that allowed us to elicit a 

longitudinal perspective of 30 years of the dynamic risk management practice integrating 

micro- and macro-processes involved (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). 

Contrary to the common assumptions in the literature that risk management advances 

through three temporal modes of a risk cycle, clockwise from prospective, to real-time followed 

by retrospective, continuing infinitely, we found distinct patterns of activities that challenge 

both the sequences followed and the relevance of the risk cycle to risk management itself. 

While some transitions advanced through temporal modes of the risk cycle in a clockwise 

direction, we also observed transitions occurring in an anticlockwise direction and sometimes 

risks were managed in multiple temporal modes concurrently. As well, we found risk 

management stalled at particular temporal modes, and not transitioning for long periods of 

time.  It was also evident how and why during real-time risk management, transitions to 

prospective and/or retrospective risk management were triggered. Taken together, our findings 



significantly question the way the risk cycle is commonly conceptualized in the risk 

management literature.  

Based on these findings we present a theory that conceptualises the risk management 

practice as evolving and fluctuating over time, where the start and finish of temporal modes 

are far less clear cut and do not follow predictable sequences. This theory shows the mesh of 

interactions and triggers that shape the practice of risk management. At times the practice 

intensifies, engaging multiple temporal modes and multiple transitions and at other times, it 

stalls. This dynamic perspective of risk management engages the entire risk cycle thereby 

contributing to our understanding of how and why temporal mode transitions occur. This theory 

also reveals the relationships between participants, objects and rules within the practice, how 

the practice is interorganisational (showing the roles of external participants) and fluctuates 

over time.  

This research also makes a practical contribution by outlining an audit framework that 

can be applied by managers to evaluate the temporal mode status of risk management (stalled, 

concurrent or actively advancing to alternative temporal modes) as well as the orientation of 

their practice toward its purpose. Importantly this theory renders the process of managing risk 

visible, rather than waiting for a particular (visible) output in the form of a plan to manage risk, 

a crisis, or a review report following risk management (British Standards, 2018; Committee of 

Sponsoring Organizations of the Treadway Commission, 2017; Society for Risk Analysis, 

2018). These theoretical and practical contributions will be elaborated further in the paper. 

In conclusion, by engaging with the entire risk cycle and applying a practice perspective 

to risk management we respond to a recognised need within the literature (Hardy et al., 2020). 

By observing risk management in action, we explain why temporal mode transitions are stalled, 

moved forward or back or are concurrent. We challenge the assumption that risk management 

advances clockwise through the risk cycle and remains within the control of single 

organisations. We show risk management as continual and ongoing, involving external 

participants and organisations, and marked by phases of intensity for particular risks. With this 

understanding, managers can recognise how risks are being managed at any time in the process 

and therefore how to intervene. 
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Introduction 

Many of the daily routines of police officers revolve around taking decisions under risk and 

uncertainty in conditions that are volatile, complex, ambiguous and time-pressured, often involving 

high-stakes outcomes (e.g. Akinci & Sadler-Smith, 2020; Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011).  What can 

organizations more generally learn from how police officers take decisions under such 

circumstances and in such contexts?  In responding to the PROS 2022 Thematic Track call for 

papers ‘Organizing on the Precipice: Process Studies in Extreme Contexts’ and consistent with a 

number of the questions posed in the call for papers this paper will explore how: (1) experienced 

police officers respond effectively in such circumstances; (2) experienced police officers’ decisions 

in such circumstances rely on tacit knowledge; (3) experienced decision-makers cope with novelty 

and surprise; (4) affect and the body is implicated in police officers’ responses to risk and 

uncertainty.  The paper will contribute to intuition and process research by studying intuition in 

police work through a processual lens. 

Background 

The events we studied were first-responses in which police officers were called-upon to make sense 

of events in the moment, i.e. situated sensemaking (Van Hulst & Tsoukas, 2021; Sandberg & 

Tsoukas, 2015), and take risky and uncertain actions to protect the public and property under 

conditions of time pressure, dynamism, uncertainty and ambiguity (Bakken & Haerem, 2011).  

Such events can include life-saving acts whilst waiting for other emergency staff to arrive, targeted 

vehicle stops, distinguishing between truth and lies, etc. (Elmqvist, Brunt, Fridlund, & Ekebergh, 

2010; Mann, Vrij, & Bull, 2004; Williams & Stahl, 2008).  These kinds of first-responses are 

amongst the most difficult and demanding aspects of a police officer’s role and have potentially 

significant consequences for personal and public safety, reputation, trust, community well-being, 

and society’s attitudes to policing (Hails & Borum, 2003; Correll et al., 2007).  Methodologically, 

we focused on sensemaking as narrative understanding, i.e. when agents tell their stories to 

interested outsiders such as researchers by talking to them about events in a process of ‘second-

order sensemaking’ (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015; Van Hulst and Tsoukas, 2021). 
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Most prior research in organizational decision-making has studied in intuition via an 

ontology of being.  Within this paradigm Dane and Pratt (2007) proposed a potentially useful 

alternative view and one which is potentially commensurable with a processual ontology by 

highlighting the importance of the process of intuiting.  In a similar vein, Sadler-Smith (2016) de-

nominalised from the noun intuition to the verb intuit in order to better understand how intuition is 

accomplished in human resources work.  Use of the gerund form intuiting signals a move towards 

a more temporal and dynamic way of understanding intuition (e.g. Chia, 1997; Jeanes & Sadler-

Smith, 2018; Sadler-Smith, 2016; Sadler-Smith et al., 2021) as follows: (1) reality consists of 

process, however cognition deals only in stable things (Rescher, 1996); (2) intuition implies 

conceptual fixity whereas intuiting implies a conceptual fluency and gives a more adequate account 

of reality (James, 1912); (3) ‘the direct intuition [intuiting] of living experience is more faithful to 

reality than conceptualising and stabilising thought’ (Rescher, 1996: 17, emphasis added).  This 

research contributes to the development of a processual view of intuition.  Extreme contexts, in 

which time and cognitive resources may be compromised, are particularly well-suited to this kind 

of inquiry. 

In seeking to adopt a processual view of intuition (i.e. as a process that human do which 

has a spatiotemporal continuity and transtemporal dynamics) (Bergson, 1913; Landes, 1924; 

Rescher, 1996) and following Chia (2017) this paper draws on the Heideggerian (1971) distinction 

between ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’ and the related ideas from Ingold (2011) of: (1) designing, 

planning and acting consciously to purposefully achieve pre-conceived goals (building in the 

manner of a ‘designer’ or ‘producer’); (2) acting purposively by drawing on what is immediately 

available so that agents can deal effectively with predicaments and obstacles in the immediate set 

of circumstances in which they find themselves (dwelling in the manner of a ‘weaver’) (Ingold, 

2011; Chia, 2017).  The identified link between dwelling and purposive action in (2) above can 

help us to understand how experienced decision-makers make sense of, and take actions in, extreme 

situations not necessarily through effortful, conscious cognition but through the intuitive processes 

of perceiving, selecting and sensing in which they rely on tacit and embodied forms of knowing.  

Focal decision makers in organizations, but especially in extreme circumstances, are ‘thrown on’ 

their intuitions without any choice and ‘have to deal with whatever comes up’ (Weick, 1995: 44).  

This necessitates their seeking to resolve ambiguity in the patterns and possibilities that are inherent 

in their ‘personal stream of experience’ (Weick, 1995: 25).  In so doing we propose that decision-

making in extreme circumstances entails ‘knowing as we go’ (i.e. a ‘wayfinding’) (Chia, 2017: 108 

emphasis added) via a process of sensing intuitively.  We now consider each of the four areas 
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identified above based on the call for papers (‘responding effectively’, ‘tacit knowledge’, ‘novelty 

and surprise’, and ‘affect and the body’) in intuiting in first-response. 

Responding Effectively in Extreme Circumstances 

Experienced decision-makers respond to extreme circumstances by intuitively recognizing a 

familiar situation and applying previous learnings consistent with the recognition-primed decision 

(RPD) model (Klein, 2017) as follows: relevant cues are recognised, a familiar pattern is matched 

to the cues, and an action script is mobilized automatically in response to the recognized pattern to 

affect the situation.  In first-response police officers often have to make a critical life-or-death 

decisions in a short time-span through sub-processes of perceiving and interpreting relevant 

contextual cues and expediting an emergency response instinctively through sub-processes such as 

improvising (Akinci & Sadler-Smith, 2020).  We illustrate this with the example of the ‘River 

Rescue’ and ‘Car Hostage’ first-response incidents described in detail in the full paper. 

Tacit Knowledge 

Tacit knowledge is the knowledge that we draw upon in action but which is difficult to have 

consciousness of and/or express in language (Polanyi, 1966).  Tacit knowledge is embedded in 

complex cognitive domain-relevant schemas and resides at both the individual and the collective 

levels (Dane & Pratt, 2007; Dörfler & Ackermann, 2012).  In the related process of indwelling, 

decision-makers’ perceptions are structured in such a way that they are able to ‘attend from 

subsidiary particulars (e.g. particular terminology or certain standards of excellence) to the focal 

situation at hand’ holistically (Hadjimichael & Tsoukas, 2019).  When police officers take first-

response decisions they do so by dwelling in their experiences, complex domain-relevant schemas 

and legitimate sources of knowledge (e.g. training) (Hadjimichael & Tsoukas, 2019).  Intuition has 

been defined as a tacit form of procedural knowing that orients decision-making in a promising 

direction (Policastro, 1999).  Researchers who have studied the interaction between tacit 

knowledge and intuitive judgement in the ‘demanding situations’ that characterize much of police 

work argue that individuals with higher levels of tacit knowledge, and hence intuition, make better 

choices (Taylor et al., 2017: 244).  In first-response situations decision-makers spontaneously 

recognize relevant cues based on their tacit knowledge and are able to decide intuitively what needs 

to be done.  Tacit knowledge supports the exercising of practical wisdom (phronēsis) through 

coming to an “intuitive grasp of the most salient features of an ambiguous situation” and then 

“craft[ing] a particular path of response” (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014: 225).  We illustrate this with 

the example of the ‘Vehicle Stop’ first-response incident described in detail in the full paper. 
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Novelty and Surprise 

Novelty, atypicality, ambiguity or surprise give rise to intuitions that emerge ‘partially-formed’ 

rather than ‘fully-formed’ and where ‘anomalies and problems’ rather than promising solutions 

come to mind (Klein & Wieck, 2000: 19).  In these situations a pattern match or mis-match is 

sensed before it is solved, and a subjectively compelling intuition yields important questions rather 

than ready-made answers.  In circumstances such as this neither ‘a plausible interpretation’ 

(Sonenshein, 2007: 1025) nor an appropriate behavioral response is immediately obvious; hence it 

becomes necessary for the focal decision maker to ‘figure out plausible explanations’ (Klein & 

Wieck, 2009: 19).  An ‘open-ended, felt belief’ (Hill & Levenhagen, 1996: 1061, original 

emphasis) emerges ‘prior to our being able to use language in that situation in a ‘fitting’ 

representational fashion’ (Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014: 232).  We illustrate this with the example of 

the ‘Alleged Sexual Assault’ first-response incident described in detail in the full paper. 

Affect and the Body 

Recognizing anomalies often entails violations of expectations and a concomitant embodied 

response.  In our data affect, in the form of an intuitive felt-sense (Gendlin, 1969), often signalled 

ambiguity or disparity (e.g. ‘something doesn’t feel right’) and the need to make sense (e.g. ‘I need 

to find out why’).  Metaphorical expressions such as ‘gut feelings’, ‘hunch’, ‘vibes’ (Epstein, 2011) 

and ‘leemers’ (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007) are grounded in perceptions of bodily states, i.e. changes 

in the internal ‘body landscape’ (Bechara & Damasio, 2005).  Interoceptions are representations of 

the homeostatic condition of the body and constitute a ‘basis for the subjective evaluation of one’s 

condition, that is, “how you feel”’.  (Craig, 2002: 655).  Interoceptions and the affective signals 

they afford the focal decision maker are recursively linked to cognitive activity (Dunn et al., 2010).  

The links to phenomenology are palpable and will be explored.  We illustrate this with the example 

of the ‘Pinger’ and ‘Wrongful Arrest’ first-response incidents described in detail in the full paper. 

Summary 

Intuition research traditionally privileges outcome over process.  This study of experienced police 

officers’ first-response decisions explores, through a processual lens, how they intuit their way 

through extreme circumstances in order to protect life and property and maintain public safety.  

Intuiting helps experienced first-responders in police and the other emergency services to deal with 

‘whatever comes up’ (Weick, 1995: 44); it empowers them with the agency to embrace 

complexities and resolve ambiguities that are inherent in their ‘personal stream of experience’ (op 

cit.: 25).  The findings of this research could be generalisable to other extreme contexts and may 

also offer lessons in decision-taking for managers in organizations more generally who may 

unexpectedly find themselves in novel, surprising or extreme situations.  
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INTRODUCTION  

This paper addresses how actors deal with vicious cycles that arise from tensions between value 

creation and appropriation in organizing sustainable inter-organizational collaboration (IOC). 

In order to address grand challenges such as livable cities (SDG goal 11), organizations have to 

engage in collaboration across their organizational boundaries (Ferraro et al., 2015). As the 

urban areas we live in become increasingly congested, polluted and unsafe (Daniel, 2015), a 

collective response is required by governments, suppliers, customers and institutions to look at 

sustainable ways of delivering goods and services to cities. However, organizing these IOCs is 

complex, riddled with uncertainty and they often fail to grow to their full potential, unable to 

make their intended impact. Issues often revolve around the paradoxical processes of collective 

creation of value, and how this is appropriated by individual organizations (Lepak et al., 2007). 

Both processes are distinct but also highly interrelated, resulting in paradoxical tensions 

(Niesten & Stefan, 2019; Smith & Lewis, 2011). As organizations increase collaboration, and 

navigate the tension between value creation and appropriation, this increasing complexity could 

result in persistent challenges, leading to vicious cycles that inhibit progress and paralyzes 

organizations (Es-Sajjade et al., 2021; Tsoukas & Cunha, 2017). However, it remains unclear 

how actors deal with vicious cycles that affect IOCs, especially ones aiming to address pressing 

societal issues. Hence, we ask: How do actors overcome vicious paradoxical cycles while 

organizing sustainability oriented inter-organizational collaborations? 
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METHODS & RESEARCH CONTEXT 

We are in the process of conducting five qualitative case studies of last mile initiatives from 

different industries in Europe. They encompass IOCs with different public and private parties 

seeking last-mile solutions in cities (see figure 1). In this paper we look at two cases, MediHub 

and CareHub, that we were able to follow since their inception in 2019; for the others data 

collection is ongoing. MediHub is a campus collaboration between an academic hospital and 

two universities aiming to bundle their goods deliveries through a shared hub, and designing a 

blueprint for cost-efficient, consolidated and emission-free last-mile solutions. CareHub 

involves a home care organization, a community center, various suppliers, project management 

and the local municipality. They aim to provide frail citizens with an integrated package of 

wellbeing, home care and goods delivery to reduce loneliness, congestion and overall healthcare 

costs. Data is being collected through semi-structured interviews, observations and documents. 

By following the development of both cases over time, we aim to show how actors initiate, 

maintain and repair vicious cycles in organizing IOC. 

PRELIMENARY RESULTS 

In this section we elaborate on how vicious cycles in IOCs emerged as actors attempted to 

balance the tension between value creation and appropriation. We will analyze how vicious 

cycles were initiated, sustained and what their impact was on the IOC.  

In both cases the collaboration was shaped bottom up. To develop novel solutions, actors had 

to balance the tension between collective value creation, but also initiating practices to 

individually appropriate this value. However, “value” was perceived differently by different 

actors. Municipalities relied on these initiatives to create social value, such as reducing 

emissions or providing integrated care, customers would receive higher service levels and lower 

costs, while hubs experienced tensions between providing sustainable solutions, but also 

making them affordable. This plurality made it challenging for those trying to establish the IOC, 

Current scenario Future scenario 

Figure 1 Simplified representation of last mile concepts 



to focus on both creation and appropriation of value. During our analysis we found that both an 

overemphasis on value creation as well as appropriation could result in the initiation of vicious 

cycles in IOCs. 

Practices initiating vicious cycles: at MediHub, a vicious cycle emerged when the hub 

coordinator started prioritizing their financial value appropriation early on in the project. He 

wanted to increase the volume of orders being delivered through his hub to generate more 

revenue. However, this paralyzed the negotiations with suppliers to connect to the overall 

project, as the focus on costs made it unattractive for suppliers to join. At CareHub, the opposite 

happened, as actors just got going, predominantly focusing on creating value. They focused 

early on creating novel value: combined deliveries were made, people were connected to care 

and wellbeing services, and frail citizens sincerely valued the service. However, the success of 

social value creation overshadowed the need to make a financially feasible business case, which 

later became a pressing issue in their negotiations with the municipality. 

Practices sustaining vicious cycles: after vicious cycles were triggered, different perpetuating 

practices sustained these cycles, inhibiting actors in their attempts to move forward with the 

IOC. In both cases they were deprioritizing activities to balance value creation and 

appropriation. At MediHub the emphasis on value appropriation resulted in heated arguments 

during meetings, taking up valuable time and inhibiting them to solve the issues at hand to 

connect suppliers. At CareHub, actors were aware of the need to focus on appropriation. 

However, many operational tasks required their attention and their focus on creating novel value 

led to successes, so they continuously deprioritized investing in value appropriation activities. 

Furthermore, in MediHub we also identified postponing practices. Due to a lack of senior 

management presence and not looking at the underlying causes of the frustration, issues were 

actively postponed to the next meetings. 

Impact on IOC: the vicious cycles that emerged from the interactions between organizations 

resulted in various consequences at the IOC level. In both cases we saw that a one-sided 

overemphasis on either value creation or appropriation resulted in ongoing struggles that 

frustrated IOC, delaying them in making their intended impact in addressing societal 

challenges. At MediHub, we saw that increasing passivity reinforced this process. Furthermore, 

critical partners, such as the municipality or hub operator reduced their participation, froze 

investments or could possibly exit the collaboration, further paralyzing the IOC and fostering 

an uncertain environment. Hence, actions were required to balance these tensions and break 

these vicious cycles.  



In the full version of the paper, we will further elaborate on how these vicious cycles are 

initiated, sustained and repaired as stakeholders continue to collaborate.  
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Our longitudinal process study concerns a hospital coping with the COVID-19 pandemic. In 

this extreme context (Hällgren, Rouleau, & De Rond, 2018) health professionals “develop the 

playbook on the fly” (Ciuchta, O'Toole, & Miner, 2021: 289) under high uncertainty and risk 

of self-infection and face an ongoing, global disruption of volatile intensity. 

Theories on organizing during disruption suggest a process of anticipation before, coping dur-

ing, and adaptation after, that emanate from studies on localized events, like terrorist attacks 

or natural disasters (Duchek, 2019; Linnenluecke, Griffiths, & Winn, 2012; Williams, Gruber, 

Sutcliffe, Shepherd, & Zhao, 2017).  

However, we still know less on organizing during a disruption like the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Rouleau, Hällgren, & De Rond, 2020). It differs in at least three ways that challenge organi-

zations: First, hospitals cannot switch from their core activities –treating all patients – to 

treating solely COVID-19 patients during the coping stage without risking further damage. 

Second, an organization contains heterogenous groups of actors who are involved in and af-

fected by the disruption in different ways (Kahn et al., 2018). Third, the temporal expansion, 

volatile intensity and speed create a continuous tentativeness. These three conditions chal-

lenge organizing during this disruption in practice, and the sequential process theories. These 

assume the disruption as a given, around which activities, actors, and timing can align. How, 

then, does a hospital organize during the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic?  

Answering this research question leads to a paradoxical process model that adds to and in-

cludes the prevalent sequential understanding. Our model highlights the intricacies of 

contradictions and tensions of coping with the pandemic (Carmine et al., 2021). The model 

results from direct research and answers calls for “less retrospective and more ethnographic” 

studies (Duchek, 2019: 24) in the field of extreme context research (Hällgren et al., 2018).  

We adopt a process perspective that assumes a world of flux and organizations as temporal 

stabilizations (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Organizations stabilize through decisions that produce 

and reproduce patterns of who decides on what, when and how (Luhmann, 2000). Our focus 

are the decision-making patterns that pinpoint how the hospital organizes during the disrup-

tion. As pluralistic organizations, hospitals are challenging in this respect: actors are relatively 

autonomous. Leaders require the consent of the led (Denis, Lamothe, & Langley, 2001: 832), 

who often question leaders’ decisions (Faraj & Xiao, 2006; Lozeau, Langley, & Denis, 2002).  

The data of the longitudinal case study (Yin, 1994) is from a medium-sized acute hospital in 

the northeast of Switzerland. The field phase started with the pandemic in early March 2020. 
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Until December 31, 2021, the data set contains over 90 observations of task-force meetings – 

the central decision-making bodies-, two series of semi-structured interviews with 43 task-

force and organizational members, over 250 internal and external documents, and 182 weekly 

open interviews with a nursing director and a medical doctor.  

The analysis of this process data (Langley, 1999) starts with a case report of the unfolding 

events, decisions, the internal and the external context which has been validated with hospital 

leadership. Second, temporal bracketing along the pandemic waves distinguishes three epi-

sodes in which we analyzed the pandemic-related activities and the patterns of decision-

making. Third, we traced cues on misunderstandings and conflicts which were prevalent 

across the episodes, and opted for the paradox lens. It investigates how organizations navigate 

persistent inter-related yet contradictory elements (Putnam, Fairhurst, & Banghart, 2016). In 

order to avoid pre-supposing types and levels of paradoxes (Cunha & Putnam, 2017), we used 

the analytic categories of factual (topics in question), social (actors), and temporal dimension 

(Andersen, 2003). This analysis gives rise to three conceptual insights:  

On the factual dimension, the initially observed sequence of switching between normal and 

pandemic activities resonates with an either/or approach that privileges one over the other ele-

ment. The subsequent parallel enactment associates with a both/and approach. This movement 

indicates an organizing paradox of normal and disruption-related activities (Putnam et al., 

2016).  

Regarding the social dimension, the varied participation exemplifies a second paradox, be-

tween individual and collective decision-making during the pandemic (Currie, Gulati, Sohal, 

Spyridonidis, & Busari, 2021; Giustiniano, Cunha, V., Arménio, & Clegg, 2020). This para-

dox helps to conceptualize the heterogenous involvement of actors and their affectedness 

when organizing during disruption (Kahn et al., 2018) in a pluralistic setting.  

On temporality, our data shows that the hospital changed from projecting the pandemic to fo-

cusing on the present situation at each moment in time. This change addresses the continuous 

tentativeness of the volatility of pandemic waves, that is uncertain regarding its scope and 

speed. The focus on the present situations at hand allowed ensuring scarce resource of inten-

sive care capacity but entailed deteriorating staff resources over time. This temporal 

dimension exemplifies the tension between immediate and long-term orientation when organ-

izing during disruption (Giustiniano et al., 2020). 
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Our model comprises the three dimensions. It provides a paradoxical understanding of the 

process of organizing during disruption that expands the prevalent understanding of sequen-

tial stages. In addition, the paradox lens allows including both understandings within the same 

framework thus enhancing the repertoire for organizing during disruptions. 
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Extreme contexts induce situations where individuals, because they are at risk as their environment 

is disrupted (Hällgren, Rouleau and de Rond, 2018), have to quickly adjust, and find new ways of 

projecting themselves into the future (Marris 2014). In other words, survival in these contexts 

requires hope. Until recently, hope has often been theorized as something existent that animates 

people’s behavior. As such it is supposed to give energy to volunteers helping individuals in extreme 

hardship (Sawyer and Clair 2021), or animate political activism (Courville and Piper 2004; Harvey and 

Bernstein 2009). It is mainly portrayed as a structural given that produces energy to act for a better 

future.   

However, some extreme contexts challenge this definition as people continue to live, love, and give 

birth – which appears in contradiction with a situation where there is hope (Anderson et Fenton 

2008) - even in destroyed areas such as Palestine, or ruined economies such as the Lebanese one 

(ranked in the top three economic crisis in the world by the World Bank). These contexts provide no 

objective reason for hope in the structure. Similarly, scientists working on global warming and seeing 

the end human civilizations coming should theoretically see no hope, yet they pursue their work and 

life as if a future will still be possible (Head 2016). It is then important to understand where does 

hope comes from in these situations and what it means.  

The paper will rely on exchanges and interviews with Lebanese residents, as well as observations of 

day-to-day interactions and life in Lebanon between October 2019 and the summer 2021.  

To make sure, starting October 2019, Lebanon has witnessed a deep economic crisis (following years 

of political corruption) leading to large movements of contestation in all the country. A few months 

later, banks blocked all the deposits and refused all withdrawals. The Lebanese pound, previously 

pegged against the US Dollar started losing its value. This was followed by successive lockdowns 

starting January 2020 (despite low levels of COVID) that worsened the economic situation and the 

precarity of large proportions of the population (more than 80% of the population are now believed 

to live under the poverty line). In August 2020, the Beirut’s (the capital) port exploded leading to 

more than 200 deaths, 7000 injuries, and hundreds of thousands of homeless people as property 

damages were estimated at around 15 billion USD. This induced more precarity (see the UNICEF 

report), but also political tensions, and deepened the economic crisis. To give an idea, while the 

salary of person in a middle-class family used to be equivalent to USD 2000 before October 2019, in 

summer 2021, this same amount was worth less than USD 150 in a country where most necessity 

goods are imported. Moreover, due to political conflicts and economic realities, there are now 

shortages in many necessity products, including newborn milk, medications, but also fuel, gas, and 

electricity. Also, bank deposits are still not released, making the middle-class fall below the line of 

poverty in the space of two years. Yet, the Lebanese “middle-class” (in reference to its previous 
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wealth) undergoing these hardships are still getting married, celebrating, and giving birth. The paper 

explores the origins and meaning of hope in this situation: where does it come from, at a time where 

there is no objective reason to believe that anything will go better in the future and what does it 

mean? This question is important to understand where the energy to organize and project oneself in 

the future in such traumatic contexts comes from. 

In this attempt, I collected qualitative data on the day-to-day life of what used to be the Lebanese 

middle-class. I mainly targeted Lebanese still living in Lebanon (it should be noted that a lot of 

families migrated during these two years) and most of the time, without dependent children. While I 

had many informal exchanges with different families (over the phone, Facebook, Whatsup, or Zoom) 

between 2019 and 2021 to take news from people I personally knew (I am myself Lebanese and lived 

in Lebanon until I graduated from college), I made a more systematic documentation of ways of living 

starting the summer 2020, as I felt that the situation got really bad after the port’s blast where I 

noticed that people really lost (structural) hope. At that moment precisely, the Lebanese playwriter 

living abroad Wajdi Mouawad compares the situation in Lebanon to a Greek tragedy that can only 

get worse; and surprisingly, the Lebanese novelist living in Lebanon Elias Khoury replies to him that 

he sees no hope because he is abroad, signifying that “locals” didn’t share the feeling of a lack of 

hope, even if they were very angry against the political class and couldn’t see any chance to make a 

change. This made me believe that hope was not to be looked at from a structural point of view, but 

rather from a relational point of view, as something that arise in interactions. I therefore started 

analyzing the content of “ordinary” exchanges on Facebook or Whatsup groups I belonged to, to 

understand how they were living. To make sure, these are not activist groups. They include one 

which is geographical (a large village’s group), a group of my former classmates in one of the French 

high schools in Beirut, or a group of my “vacation friends”, these are people who used to go to a 

particular middle-class leisure center during summer vacations when they were young. Some of 

these groups gathered people from very heterogeneous backgrounds (different religious or social 

classes), and others had mainly middle to upper-middle-class members. In all cases, these groups 

were originally used to congratulate each other, announce marriages and births, celebrate birthdays, 

share memories and pictures, etc. It is the shift in topics that was interesting to understand what 

people now shared with each other, and on what occasions they asked for help from each other. I 

also got the opportunity to virtually meet new people as I was asked to send them products from 

France that they couldn’t find anymore in Lebanon (such as newborn milk or medication). In summer 

2021, I went to Lebanon and conducted observations for two weeks in three neighborhoods I knew 

well (a relatively middle-class neighborhood in Beirut, an upper-middle class neighborhood in its 

suburb, and a mixt popular to middle-class village in a region called Bekaa), and 10 formal interviews 

with people I felt would talk openly about their (new) situation and way of living. This is where I 

understood that hope emerges in interactions with others.  

In this paper, I adopt a relational approach (Emirbayer 1997; Resch et Steyaert 2020) to hope. I 

suggest that hope is the output of a day-to-day collective endeavor whereby individuals care for each 

other and help each other feel well despite hardships, and against their identified origin of hardships, 

politicians. It is not embedded in structure but emerges from interactions among individuals engaged 

in care activities. Care takes a new meaning in these contexts as it also becomes a form of contention 

(Toronto 1993, Held 2006) against a political class that is portrayed as indifferent to the pain of 

citizens. Those who feel hope feel above all that they are surrounded (and not isolated) by fellow 

citizens regardless or their background, and that they can rely on someone in situations of hardship, 

or that the group is preventing them from feeling hardship. They also feel that they can contribute to 

the wellbeing and happiness of others in day-to-day interactions (that can be as simple as smiling to 

the person cleaning the street, wishing her a good day, and sometimes asking her for news) even if 



they can’t help them realize their dreams or access an idealized state of comfort. Overall, citizens 

organize in small communities with mechanical solidarity (Durkheim 1893), helping each other to 

satisfy their basic needs, emotionally comforting each other, but also sharing moments of happiness 

that now take a new meaning as it becomes a political form of refusing to surrender to what they 

perceive as policies that aim at making them miserable, and dependent on the hegemonic clientelist 

political class. As such, they created what I label “communities of hope” that are similar to Harvey’s 

“spaces of hope” in that they open new possibilities to their members (Harvey 2000; Ozduzen 2019), 

despite them being more diffused spatially and across social classes then the latter, and being 

infused with values of care and contention. The paper further elaborates on the specificities of these 

hope communities, such as the attempts to control for moral behavior within them, and the 

exclusion of members who deceive others in their attempt to maintain hope through care, 

contention, and the opening of new possibilities.   
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OBS: WE WERE UNSURE WHETHER OUR ABSTRACT IS MOST APPROPIATE FOR PHILOS OR 

PROS. SO WE HAVE UPLOADED IDENTICAL ABSTRACS TO BOTH SYMPOSIA. WE WOULD BE 

HAPPY TO PARTICIPATE IN BOTH. 

Background and research question 
The empirical data and focus of the paper comes from a larger Danish study of formal organizations, which 

have as a goal to foster local communities and a sense of togetherness and thus decrease loneliness and 

isolation in rural areas1. The paper will explore through which mechanisms processes of “togethernessing” 

take place or fail to take place. The call for PROS invites contributors to examine how process organization 

theory can contribute to solving the “Grand Challenges” in society. We argue that loneliness and isolation 

are part of these grand challenges.  

We want to explore the process of “togethernessing” by drawing on conceptualizations of processes of 

sensemaking and organizing from process organization theory (Hernes, 2017, Weick, 1995, Sandberg & 

Tsoukas, 202015 and 2020) and philosophy (Deleuze & Guattari, 2013, 2014). The paper represents an 

example of how a philosophical approach to process organization theory can help challenge habitual 

concepts like enactment and sensemaking and thus inform handling Grand Challenges at society level. 

The first research question is to examine processes of togetherness empirically and thereby develop it´s 

conceptualization. 

The second research question is to examine how philosophy can contribute to expanding the 

conceptualization of sensemaking and enactment by adding a focus on desire as Deleuze & Guattari (2013, 

2014) define it. 

We view togethernessing as an organizing process. Where actors enact and develop a sense of belonging 

(together) in the context of the organizational setting. Togethernessing is the ongoing process of becoming 

part of communities that undertake certain activities. In this way, we draw on Weick´s conceptualization 

(inspired by Wiley, 1988) of organizing processes as bridging intersubjectivtiy and generic subjectivity. Put 

in other words: “... sensemaking enables organizing insofar as interacting agents strive to maintain, on an 

ongoing basis, a common sense of the activities in which they are engaged” (reference to Weick 1979, 1995 

quoted in Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020, p 17).  

 
1 The project is called: “Welfare innovation between public sector and civil society” and is undertaken in corporation 
between the university college, a social enterprise organization, and a local council.  
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In our reading of sensemaking theory enactment and meaning are mutually constitutive and inextricable 

(Weick, 1995; Murphy, 2015). You discover what you mean by noticing what you have enacted, and your 

enactment is driven by the meaning you are in the process of forming/have formed in a social context 

(Weick, 1995).  

Sandberg & Tsoukas (2015, 2020; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) lament that sensemaking processes are 

generally seen as being episodic rather than ongoing. They argue that sensemaking processes are primarily 

studied as initiated by ambiguous events or interruptions where ongoing action is disrupted, and requires 

sensemaking to continue. This paper examines sensemaking processes as ongoing and emergent. We 

analyze how togethernessing is enacted on an ongoing basis and how it is established with new comers – or 

not.  

We are interested in what drives sensemaking processes? Existing answers include the above which 

contains an implicit assumption that it is the desire to “handle disruptions” which drives sensemaking 

processes. This is perhaps a rather rational stance.  Weick (1995) examines another source of what drives 

sensemaking processes when he writes that identity formation is driven by a desire to perceive oneself as a 

coherent being. Drawing on Ring & Van de Ven (1989) he writes: “…sensemaking is triggered by a failure to 

confirm one´s self… sensemaking occurs in the service of maintaining a consistent, positive, self-

conception.” (Weick, 1995, p.23). From this point of view sensemaking processes are both driven by 

interruptions and perceived challenges of one´s sense of self.  

The paper will try to provide another answer to what drives sensemaking processes which focuses on 

sensemaking as an ongoing process rather than triggred by disrupyion. We seek inspiration to this in the 

concept of desire (Deleuze & Guattari, 2013, 2014) as a driver in sensemaking processes. It leads us to 

question how enactment and sensemaking come into being ontologically? This is where we turn to Delueze 

& Guattari (2013, 2014) and assert that desire is what produces the world and what we want. According to 

Delueze & Guattari desire and what we desire is a flowing, flexible, preindividual power. Within half a 

second this pre-individual power is recognized in each individual who then gives it a name, e.g. joy or 

shame. Desire is not a feeling stemming from the individual that flows into the room. The intensity of desire 

flows the other way, it flows from the room into us and is recognized as a feeling in us (Deleuze & Guattari 

2013, 2014; Massumi, 1995). 

Hernes (2017) has also explored a connection between emotional intensity and sensemaking. Hernes 

developed process organization theory by conceptualizing processes of organizing as processes of linking 

events across time. He asserts that emotional intensity strengthen events´ potential for agency across time 

and space.  

The research project on how different kinds of organizing can foster togetherness is still in its early stages. 

The paper represents a stage in the project cycle, where we attempt to develop theoretical concepts by 

analyzing an empirical case, which can help us understand the emerging empirical data and guide 

subsequent data creating. 

Empirical case 
The paper will test and develop the conceptualizations through an empirical analysis of extracts from field 

observations including auto-ethnographic reflections on a process of non-togethernessing experienced by 

the researcher (Otterstad & Reinertsen, 2015, Pink 2011). The field observations chosen for analysis in the 

paper were created in a craft workshop hosted by a social enterprise organization, where people meet to 

knit, felt, and crochet. It is one of several activities hosted by the organization. The craft workshop is 
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explored as an arena of processes of togethernessing and non-togethernessing. In the craft workshop 

actors explore shared meaning, memories, knowledge of how to craft, and relate to the materials. It is in 

the movement between the here and now meeting and interacting and the enactment of a shared 

reservoir of knowledge that they enact and feel together.  

We find that the enzyme for the lived life and togethernessing (or not) surrounding the felted slippers and 

knitting is desire which is created through a shared experience of time, space, materiality, and humane’s 

interweaving affectively and relationaly.  
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Crisis response organizations are typically assembled from different parent organisations to deal with 

extreme conditions as a temporary, inter-organizational and fragmented form of organising. While much 

of the literature has focussed on the breakdown of organising under such circumstances (Vaughan, 1996; 

Weick, 1993), we investigate how front-line workers seek to counteract the fragmented nature of their 

work and to create organisational practices that address the situation at hand. We seek to contribute to a 

body of literature that aims to shed light on the accomplishments of organizing in extreme contexts 

(Bechky & Ockhuysen, 2011; Weick & Roberts, 1993; Wolbers, 2021). In the spirit of Taleb’s (2012) 

antifragility concept, we show how front-line workers engage in redesigning organizational practices 

and conditions in a manner that can transform existing organizational routines, processes, and 

coordination mechanisms for the better. 

 Our empirical context concerns two military missions: 1) Task Force Uruzgan, a Dutch military 

organization in Afghanistan responsible for reconstruction and combat duties in the Uruzgan province 

between 2006 and 2010 and 2) a crisis response organization that assisted with response and recovery 

in the aftermath of hurricane Irma in 2017 that devastated critical infrastructures on the Caribbean island 

of St. Maarten. Task Force Uruzgan was built up from units originating from all Dutch military service 

branches: the Army, Air Force, Navy, and Military Police. The Joint Task Force Sint Maarten consisted 

of around 800 Dutch soldiers from the Navy and Army were sent to the Caribbean for five weeks.   

In our methodology we draw on the ‘normal work’ approach, which aims to take bottom-up 

interactive processes as a starting point to understand operations in high-risk contexts (Bourrier, 2002). 

By being sensitive to “the way members of an organization are changing, little by little, their world's 

visions, their mutual cognitive maps, confronted constantly with new, pressing, unusual situations” 

(Bourier, 2002, p. 178), this approach also provides a basis for understanding these emerging forms of 

organising from a process perspective.  We conducted 38 open interviews about the local strategies and 

practices for working in a ‘mixed and matched’ organizational context in high-risk situations. We also 

gained access into numerous documents such as deployment plans and mission evaluations, sometimes 

time-stamped, that allowed us to reflect on the data gathered in interviews. We analysed inductively and 

iteratively, by going back and forth between data and concepts, and between cases (Corbin & Strauss, 

2014).  

Following Hällgren, Rouleau and De Rond (2018) we classified the Uruzgan case as an 

emergency context case while St. Maarten represents a disruptive context. As such, we initially expected 

to find contrasting practices between the two cases. During the analysis we found out however, that 



organizing practices in both cases had striking similarities. We will discuss three of these practices we 

found in the first iteration of our analysis.  

 

Stretching 

Confronted with extreme devastation of hurricane Irma and the perceived danger of luting and robbing 

at the island, Marines immediately abandoned protocols and applied what they referred to as ‘combat 

patrols’: the use of a central ‘pocket of force’ from which smaller units (patrols) were assembled. The 

Marine unit that was located on the island before the hurricane made landfall, had been previously 

deployed to Mali. Routinized combat tactics practiced in that context were applied without major 

adaptations to the St. Maarten context. At Camp Holland in Tarin Kowt, front-line workers often found 

that procedures they had been trained in did not fit local conditions. Stretching routines was therefore a 

common practice. For example, flying with drones in hot weather conditions required tweaking take-off 

and landing procedures. For more complex situations that required integration of multiple activities, 

such as responses to ‘troops in contact’, we found that stretching changed into other practices, that we 

categorized as transforming existing coordination mechanisms or designing new forms of interaction 

and coordination.  

 

Transforming 

A major challenge for the Uruzgan task force was to operate jointly during counter-insurgency 

operations across different parts of the armed forces, such as ground and air units. Soldiers often 

struggled to coordinate between Army and Air Force units through existing coordination mechanisms. 

As a response they began transforming these mechanisms. For example, they substantially reworked 

brigade procedures between artillery and units on the ground by including the task force operations room 

into artillery fire support decisions. We found similar transformations in the St. Maarten case. In addition 

to having three autonomous regions on the island for a small group of marines, this system was 

duplicated and extended with several hierarchical layers to coordinate the influx of about 700 soldiers 

from the Army, Marines and Police. Still, for many situations transforming existing procedures was not 

an option. In these situations, front-line workers engaged in designing new units and new coordination 

mechanisms.  

 

Designing  

Especially in response to ‘troops in contact’ situations, close cooperation between air and ground units 

was eminent in Afghanistan. As these situations changed quickly, real-time coordination between 

ground and air operations in Uruzgan was important. Pre-designed coordination between units in the 

field and the task force operations room was substituted for local radio or satellite telephone contact that 

enabled mutual adjustment. In St. Maarten units shifted from functional engineer and marine platoons 

to combined, multifunctional platoons, when it became apparent that a second hurricane, Maria, was 



approaching the island. These multifunctional platoons dissolved after Maria passed, because the 

hurricane did not result in major damages.  

 

Conclusion 

Our findings illustrate that actors in crisis response organisations go through a process of re-imagining 

and re-creating the assembly of practices that arise from their ‘mixed and matched’, fragmented nature. 

Across the two different extreme context types, as defined by Hällgren et al. (2018), we found similar 

forms of re-imagining and re-creating. They also show that front-line workers collaboratively find 

solutions for fundamental organizational challenges (Puranam, 2018) such as integration of effort and 

task division. As such, they seem to do much more than ‘bouncing back’ from adverse events. Their 

practices point to ways in which inherently fragile systems such as the temporarily assembled task forces 

described in both cases can transform in response to adversity and crisis.  
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ABSTRACT 

In this paper, we explain how individuals working at the frontline of extreme contexts such as 
conflict-ridden zones, frame the situation and cope with the emotional stress they undergo. 
These individuals experience frame dissonance that arises from the disconnect between the 
lofty ideals of their mission and their haplessness in the face of the brutal reality they 
confront on the ground that is exacerbated by severe resource constraints. To address how 
people cope with emotional distress in extreme contexts, we visited these contexts in person, 
and examined 73 personal diaries from medical professionals working on missions with 
“Doctors Without Borders.” Our study’s key insight is that individuals do not display their 
emotional distress publicly in field interactions but articulate their emotions in solitude 
through journaling, which reveal their affective frames. Theorizing from our findings, we 
describe the triggers and conditions under which actors experience emotional distress and 
how through affective framing, i.e., by drawing on two distinct practices – emotional 
forgetting and emotional remembering – they are able to craft a new “survival frame” in their 
quest to find an emotional truce in these brutal conditions. We advance theory on framing and 
emotionality by showing how emotional displays and affective framing not observable in 
field interactions can be gleaned from personal diaries written in solitude and how this 
represents an important mechanism for coping with the extreme conditions people 
experience. 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Framing, frames, grand challenges, emotions, war zone, extreme context 
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INTRODUCTION 

“We rush into action. New incoming: Youssef, 12, male, explosive device detonated outside 
of Raqqa (Iraq). Both legs partly blown off. Numerous fractures. Bones sticking out in all 
sorts of unnatural ways. He is covered in dirt, still conscious, in shock. Lost already lots of 
blood. His clothes have burnt onto his skin. (…) He is panicking. Screaming. Asking for his 
legs. At this point, we only have one option: Double amputation. We put him under. Same 
procedures as always. One more to the countless. We saved his life but took his childhood. 
No unusual sight (…). Its 11.30am. Things are calming down. My thoughts are wondering 
off. Can´t stop thinking about this little boy. There was nothing special about him. We did the 
usual (double amputation). Can´t help but wonder how this generation of double amputees 
will look like in 10-20 years. It will be the standard, and not the exception! Luckily alarms go 
off. Time for action. Let´s see how many more future´s am taking today. My shift has only 
started.” (Diary 43; trauma surgeon) 

 
This account of a trauma surgeon employed in a hospital led by Médecins Sans 

Frontières- in Iraq illustrates the tragedy, trauma, surreality, intense emotions, as well as the 

day-day routine work for aid-workers, military personnel and medical professionals employed 

in extreme contexts. These people provide assistance to people in distress, affected by natural 

calamities, man-made disasters, armed conflict or other crises. 

Today, 840 million people across the globe live within a 50-kilometer radius of conflict 

(Peace Research Institute Oslo, 2016), 65.3 million (about the population of France) are 

displaced refugees (UNHCR, 2018), while three quarters of Yemen’s population (22.2 

million), confront the biggest humanitarian crisis in the world (UNICEF, 2018). Figures that 

are “near-impossible to grasp” (United Nations, 2018) illustrate the severity of daily challenges 

for civilians, but also for people trying to alleviate human suffering in these extreme contexts. 

We analyze on how medical professionals working for disaster relief organizations assist local 

communities by providing emergency procedures and basic access to medical treatment. The 

people at the helm of these efforts to alleviate suffering, also have to cope themselves with 

brutal conditions, and cope with a sense of sheer haplessness in these resource-constrained 

extreme contexts. 
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Management research has begun to provide important insights into work in extreme 

contexts (e.g., DiBenigno, 2018; de la Chaux, Haugh & Greenwood, 2018; de Rond & Lok, 

2016), and the large-scale problems confronting humanity (e.g., Farny et al., 2018; Ferraro et 

al., 2015; Haellgren, Rouleau and de Rond, 2018). There have been calls for understanding 

how people exposed to immense human suffering deal with the conflict arising from the 

disconnect between their sense of higher purpose or “calling” (Schabram & Maitlis, 2016; 

Wrzesniewski, 2011) and making a meaningful difference in extremely difficult conditions (de 

Rond & Lok, 2016; Farny et al., 2018). In addition, both the medical profession and the military 

are known for encouraging a “culture of silence” in extreme situations (see Becker et al., 1961; 

Green et al., 2010) that may be perceived as “emotional numbness” (de Rond & Lok, 2016), 

and deliberate “emotional control” (Fraher, Branicki and Grint, 2017). However, while actors 

in extreme contexts may suppress displaying their emotions (Jarvis et al., forthcoming), they 

may not be as emotionally numb, neutral and controlled (Lane, 1991) as it might appear from 

their interactions.  

We address these calls by examining how individuals cope with the emotional distress 

that arises from the turmoil they experience, and the frame conflict it generates (Cornelissen 

and Werner, 2014; Haellgren, et al., 2018). Frames are “schemata of interpretation” that enable 

individuals “to locate, perceive, identify, and label” what happens in the world around them 

(Goffman, 1974: 21) and include both cognitive and emotional processes (Creed et al., 2014b; 

Giorgi, 2017; Voronov and Vince, 2012, p. 59). Frames emerge in “communicating text” and 

“observable” interaction, and can be gleaned from an “analysis of the microprocesses at the 

level of communicative interactions” (Gray, Purdy & Ansari, 2014: 133). However, “affective” 

or emotion-laden frames may emerge in “silence,” which are also social interactions (Collins, 

2004). At times, emotions may be suppressed or displayed as per the “feeling rules” of the 

situation, such as an airhostess putting on a smile for passengers even when under stress 
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(Hochschild 1979). How can one get a glimpse of the intense emotions people may experience 

in the field, but where the “feeling rules” such as a culture of silence in extreme situations that 

does not permit them to publicly display these emotions in communicative interactions? 

To understand how individuals experience and manage emotional distress arising from 

conflicting frames in a field marked by a culture of silence, we conducted an inductive, 

qualitative study of individuals working in extreme contexts. We draw on personal diaries, 

interviews, field observations, and archival data from medical professionals employed by 

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), also known as Doctors Without Borders, an international 

humanitarian medical non-governmental organization (NGO). We propose the use of personal 

diaries (Burgess, 1984) as a fruitful and rich source of data in the endeavor to study grand 

challenges by giving voice to participants in the daily praxis of their work. Diaries capture 

people’s innermost thoughts, reflections and memories that they document without the gaze of 

social judgment (Rauch and Ansari, 2021). Members of MSF are deeply affected by the frame 

dissonance they experience from the disconnect between their ideals and the brutal reality of 

war and human suffering they experience on the ground. They employ different coping 

strategies to deal with the emotional distress it generates. Many resort to “private” ways of 

coping, such as by writing personal diaries in solitude. People do not share nor openly talk 

about their difficult emotional experiences in the field, even with colleagues. Rather, they 

articulate their emotions through writing diaries, which reveal the internal conflict and 

emotional distress they experience in extreme contexts and serve a means of survival and 

“getting the job done.” We found that individuals draw upon the memories and experiences in 

the field in distinct ways in order to cope with emotional distress and generate a new “survival 

frame” to cope with these extreme conditions. Through this survival frame, individuals reach 

an “emotional truce” and (temporarily) resolve the conflicting frames, allowing themselves to 

go back into the field and deal with the harsh reality yet again. 
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Our findings offer three interrelated contributions to the literature on framing and 

emotions. First, we complement existing research on the role of emotions in extreme context 

(Haellgren et al., 2018; De Rond and Lok, 2016), by deploying a novel methodology based on 

an analysis of the private diaries that people write to cope with emotional distress in extreme 

situations. We shed light on how people cope with severe emotional distress they conceal 

publicly but articulate privately. They may not talk about difficult experiences in the field, and 

they conceal their emotions in public and put on a front of acting professionally, focusing on 

the technical issues at hand and just “doing their job.” However, field interactions may belie 

the emotional turmoil that they actually experience (Jarvis, 2017; Jarvis et al., 2019), and our 

data provides novel insights into what people only articulate in private. 

Second, we explain how people use a combination of “emotional remembering” i.e., 

recollecting positive and negative memories of significance that generate emotional energy 

(Collins, 2004), and “emotional forgetting,” i.e., suppressing and possibly eliminating difficult 

(but not necessarily negative) memories that drain emotional energy (de Holan & Phillips, 

2004). This can produce an “emotional truce,” which allows people to cope with the brutal 

reality and sense of haplessness in extreme contexts marked by severe resource constraints. 

Third, we contribute to the growing body of work at the intersection of framing and 

emotions (Collins, 2004; Creed et al., 2014; Jasper 2011) by showing that emotional 

intensification and frame amplification do not necessarily rely on the frequency and scope of 

communicative interaction (Collins, 2004; Gray et al., 2015). Rather, emotions may be 

concealed and thus unobservable in communicative interactions, but can still contribute to the 

amplification of frames by being articulated in solitude. We develop a model whereby affective 

framing in solitude through journaling follows interactional framing in the field, but where 

affect is not displayed, and in turn, affective framing enables coping with immense emotional 

distress in the field and serves as a means of survival in extreme conditions.  
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Inherent in the ideas of modernity, nation building, and human progress are the ideas of 

social order and control (Elias 1939). Since the beginning of modernity, these ideas have given 

rise to many social control institutions or institutions of confinement, such as asylums, prisons, 

hospitals, camps, ghettos, and other arrangements (Finzsch 2003; Wacquant 2016). Goffman 

(1961) termed such social control institutions as ‘total institutions’, - “[places] of residence and 

work where a large number of like-situated individuals cut off from the wider society for an 

appreciable period of time together lead an enclosed formally administered round of life” (p. 11). 

Total institutions have long been seen as a modern, rational approach to removing the socially 

inadequate and unwanted population from the public space and accommodating them at a distance, 

so that nation states could progress uninterrupted. In designing such institutions, nation states were 

in the center of the activities: in the process of modernization, the task of caring for the mentally 

ill and socially inapt shifted from religious orders, local power centers, and civil initiative to the 

centralized and often secular nation state, whose associated institutions assumed total control over 

the matter (Elias 1939).  

Since the end of the nineteenth century, however, modernity’s obsession with a utopian 

state and its singular, rational approach to governing state affairs started to come under criticism 

(Lyotard 1984; Spierenburg 2003). By the mid-twentieth century, total institutions started to 

appear more as technologies to discipline the poor and deviants of the societies to sustain power 

over the public and the potential challenges than as a mechanism of nation building (Sykes 1958; 

Foucault 1977; Skull 2015; Kohler-Hausmann 2017). Especially as the discussion about human 

cost of progress and development started to get more prominence in public discourse, and as the 

ideas of individual freedom and human rights flourished, the legitimacy of total institutions, which 

seriously threaten personal identities and basic human rights, came under serious scrutiny 

(Rothman 2002; Wacquant 2016). Following this change in conscience, a chain of 
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deinstitutionalization and re-institutionalization processes started to take place in the field (Cox 

2018; Scull 1984; Rose 1999). The main thrust of these reformations was to make these institutions 

more humane by decoupling the organizing principles of such institutions from the logics of 

progress, power, and reason – three core definitional features of modernity.    

However, when postmodern ‘conscience’ inspired reformations that shifted total 

institutions’ focus from re-socializing, converting, or punishing the inmates to rehabilitating and 

reintegrating them, this shift of focus has made total institutions a weapon in the hands of those 

practicing in identity politics. This dimension also suppresses the call for legitimizing the practices 

of total institutions, because the inmates are seen as members of a very distant ‘out-group’, for 

whom compassions appears to be largely absent. For a polity they are the ‘different others’ who 

can be dealt differently, by different organizing principles that are designed around controlling 

identity of the inmates. Even though, present-day total institutions have taken a different shape 

and a different approach to removing ‘problem people’ from the public spaces and confining them 

at a distance (Gong 2019), we lack a theoretical framework to understand this evolution and its 

implication for the inmates. In this study we lay the groundwork to such a theoretical understanding 

and thus ask ourselves: how do total institutions, deeply rooted in modernity, operate in 

postmodern era? In answering this question, we theorize the lived experiences of the inmates in 

one of the most pervasive yet least theorized total institutions in today’s world – the refugee camp 

(de La Chaux, Haugh, Greenwood 2018; Turner 2016).  

Drawing primarily on ethnographic fieldworks extended over 36 months in the world’s 

largest refugee camp, Kutupalong-Bangladesh, in this study we theorize the organizing dynamic 

and the institutional conditions of a total institution, and how these affect the lives of the inmates, 

their use of agency, and the perceptions of lived institutional reality. In doing so, we show that 

total institutions now are more driven by an identity motive than by a nation building motive that 

gave rise of such institutions at the first place. In modernity ‘body’ became the object of control 

and power (Foucault, 1977), whereas in postmodernity identity has become that object. Through 

identity-control, today’s total institutions make it possible to control both ‘body’ and ‘mind’ of the 

unwanted ones (Agamben, 1998). We show how these processes unfold over time at Kutupalong 

which evolved from a fairly open structure to an increasingly total institution, diminishing the 

agency of the refugees substantially and threatening their individual and collective dignity 



3 
 

severely.  From the unfolding processes we show that identity-based control is made possible not 

only through totalitarian power but also through instrumentarian power – a non-coercive 

mechanism to control inmates’ identity and behaviors, coming from non-governmental regimes. 

As such, total institutions today are largely shaped by a dialect between instrumentarian power 

(Zuboff, 2019) and totalitarian power (Goffman, 1961).   

The idea of ‘containment’ that is definitional of refugee camps naturally makes them 

awkward places, where the operating logics of total institutions, humanitarianism, and violence-

struck refugee populations are forced to co-exist through contradictions (Friedland and Alford 

1991). This puts refugees in a precarious position. We show that ‘the docile body’ that a refugee 

camp is presumed to produce in order to assume ‘total control’ over the refugees and the physical 

space they occupy, in many ways, meets with resistance from the refugees. Paradoxically, the 

source of this resistance is simultaneously a source of pro-agentic tendencies that at least partially 

counterbalance the agency-diminishing measures that are believed to be essential by the camp’s 

custodians for maintaining the overall integrity of the camp. And finally, we introduce the concept 

‘chimeric agency’ that we defined as agency designed by restricting identity options of the actors 

who are virtually confined in a constrained identity space where only those actions and identities 

that sustain the very integrity of a system are possible. We show how the camp management, 

intentionally or unintentionally, creates a sense of agency among the refugees who are hooked in 

identities that limit their actions and trap them in the camp with the hope of an improbable future. 

Effectively, they are stuck in a perennial present, and for them tomorrow never comes. We 

conclude by arguing that the lived experiences of the inmates in a refugee camp are not unique, 

but rather an extreme manifestation of the existential conditions experienced by participants in 

many increasingly totalitarian institutions making up the contemporary gig-economy and 

upholding surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019).  

 



1 

 

Towards a Follettian foundation for self-

managing organizations: Learning to lead 

together through making together 
Anna Rylander Eklund1 – annaryl@chalmers.se  

Constantin Bremer1 – constantin.bremer@chalmers.se  

Maria Elmquist1 – maria.elmquist@chalmers.se  

1Chalmers University of Technology, Department of Technology Management and 

Economics, Vera Sandbergs Allé 8, 41296 Gothenburg (Sweden)  

 

This paper directs attention to the growing movement promoting democratic, self-

managing forms of organizing such as next-stage or Teal organizations (Laloux, 2014), holacracy 

(Robertson, 2015), liberated organizations (Carney and Getz, 2016), progressive organizations 

(Minnaar and de Morree, 2020; Medina and Medina, 2021) and self-managing organizations 

(Tenelius and Gill, 2020), to name a few popular terms. These popular management books present 

case studies of organizations experimenting with democratic and self-organizing practices. They 

typically not research based but position their own models in contrast to conventional management 

theories grounded in a command-and-control paradigm. While their authors propose different 

vocabularies and emphasize different aspects of organizing, they all depart from a profound belief 

in the informed independent judgment and personal responsibility of individuals working together 

in networks of groups.  

Meanwhile, the term self-managing organizations (SMOs) has emerged in the 

research literature to delineate organizations distinguished by their radical decentralization of 

authority in a formal and systematic way throughout its structures (Lee and Edmondson, 2017), 

drawing on the same case organizations as dominating the popular literature above (e.g. Buurtzorg, 

Morning Star, W. L. Gore, Zappos). In the research literature, SMOs are considered a novel 

organizational form in contrast to more established organizational forms such as bureaucracy and 

adhocracy, offering different solutions to the fundamental problems of organizing such as 

providing direction, ensuring coordination, allocating tasks and rewarding behavior (Puranam, 

Alexy and Reitzig, 2014; Billinger and Workiewicz, 2019; Martela, 2019). While acknowledging 
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the importance and needs of qualified knowledge workers as key driver for the recent experiments 

with SMOs, these theoretical frameworks are implicitly grounded in an entitative worldview that 

focuses on structures and categories. Indeed, the very definition of SMOs hinges on the level to 

which they depart from managerial hierarchy. However, this focus on structures leaves us with 

little insight into how co-workers experience working in SMOs, or how coordination is actually 

achieved and control sustained in these organizations (Lee and Edmondson, 2017).  

In this paper, we argue that the ontological stance of the research literature on SMOs 

is at odds with the underlying assumptions that fuel the practice-based movement which implicitly 

reflects a process metaphysical stance. We suggest that Mary Parker Follett (1868 – 1933), an 

American social worker, philosopher and management consultant, offers a foundation for 

developing a different perspective for exploring the key challenges of self-managing 

organizations. Follett is arguably one of the most influential thinkers in organization studies 

advocating democratic forms of governance, although today her influence is mainly relegated to 

secondary sources (see e.g., Drucker, 1995; Calás and Smircich, 1996; O’Connor, 2000; Feldheim, 

2004; Ansell, 2009). Her relational process ontology, and her emphasis on concrete experience, 

led her to privilege activity over structure, advocating what she called group organization as the 

core of democratic self-governance, i.e., the interweaving of the wills and differences of 

individuals in a group towards an evolving, unifying purpose (Follett, 1918). This focus on the 

process of mutual becoming allows her to develop an alternative perspective on the fundamental 

problems of organizing. For Follett, it is a question of shifting perspective, of where we put our 

attention. By studying community as a process, rather than hierarchy as a structure, we see new 

things, we find new definitions (Follett, 1919). From her processual perspective, she considers the 

opposition between concentrated versus distributed authority, or centralization versus 

decentralization, a fundamental misconception – we need to both foster local initiative and get the 

benefits of centralization. We have been so delighted with theory promoting division of work, she 

noted, that we have tended to forget that our responsibility does not end with doing our particular 

piece of the whole well, but that we are also responsible for the whole. This view led her to 

reformulate “the problem of business administration: how can a business be so organized that 

workers, managers, owners feel a collective responsibility?” (Follett, 1941, p. 81). Co-ordination 

and direction evolve out of the group process, and the chief problem of organizing thus becomes 

how to educate and train all members of the organization so that each can give the most s/he is 
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capable of and how to unify the various contributions (Follett, 1941). This shift in perspective 

necessitates the development of an integrative attitude by all involved, i.e., a responsible and 

experimental attitude towards experience where people engage in discussion (think together to 

achieve integration) rather than debate (aiming to win over the other to achieve dominance) 

(Follett, 1924). It calls for an active and reflective stance which requires doing concrete activities 

together. It is only when we engage in making something together that they are “knitted into the 

structure of my being” and become meaningful and actionable for us as a group (Follett, 1924, p. 

151). It also calls for a conception of leadership that is not tied to a position or role but to an 

activity. Follett (1941) sees leadership as the organization of the experience of the group, 

encouraging an integrative attitude and enabling group processes towards an evolving purpose. 

However, Follett formulated her ideas about a century ago, referring to trends and tendencies she 

observed, noticing also that there were not yet any established techniques for this relational 

approach to organizing. This is where the literature on the practice-based movement on self-

managing organizations, and their experiments with different techniques, offer an interesting 

contemporary empirical complement to Follett’s principles. 

In the full paper, we will present a review of the literature on the practice-driven movement 

of self-managing organizations (currently in progress), including the books seen as most important 

in the popular communities (web-based discussion forums, blogs, podcasts, and conferences). 

Initial findings show how the presented techniques and practices as well as the basic assumptions 

and worldview underpinning these practices reflect Follett’s relational process ontology. We show 

how this ontological stance is at odds with the current research literature on SMOs and how 

Follett’s work offers an alternative foundation for understanding and theorizing self-managing 

organizations, focusing on experiences, concrete actions and situated techniques rather than 

structures, abstract categories and generic methods. For theory, this calls on researchers to ask 

different questions that depart from a processual stance and develop new vocabularies that can 

better describe the dynamics of group organization. For practice, it emphasizes the need for self-

managing organizations to focus on supporting the development of an integrative attitude of all 

participants (at the expense of the current emphasis on structures and methods). This in turn calls 

for a renewed understanding of, and emphasis on, leadership and training, supporting participants 

throughout the organization to enact an active, social and experimental attitude based on making 

things together. 



4 

 

References 

Ansell, C. (2009) ‘Mary Parker Follett and Pragmatist Organization’, in The Oxford Handbook of 

Sociology and Organization Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Billinger, S. and Workiewicz, M. (2019) ‘Fading hierarchies and the emergence of new forms of 

organization’, Journal of Organization Design, 8(17), pp. 1–6. doi: 10.1186/s41469-019-0057-6. 

Calás, M. B. and Smircich, L. (1996) ‘Not Ahead of Her Time: Reflections on Mary Parker Follett 

as Prophet of Management’, Organization, 3(1), pp. 147–152. 

Carney, B. M. and Getz, I. (2016) Freedom, Inc. 2nd edn. Somme Valley House. 

Drucker, P. F. (1995) ‘Introduction: Mary Parker Follett: Prophet of Management’, in Graham, P. 

(ed.) Mary Parker Follett: Prophet of Management. Beard Books, pp. 1–10. 

Feldheim, M. A. (2004) ‘Mary Parker Follett: Lost and Found - Again, and Again, and Again’, 

International Journal of Organization Theory & Behavior, 6(4), pp. 341–362. doi: 10.1108/ijotb-

07-03-2004-b003. 

Follett, M. P. (1918) The New State: Group Organization. New York, NY: Longmans, Green & 

Co. 

Follett, M. P. (1919) ‘Community is a Process’, The Philosophical Review, 28(6), pp. 576–588. 

Follett, M. P. (1924) Creative Experience. New York, NY: Longmans, Green & Co. 

Follett, M. P. (1941) Dynamic administration: The collected papers of Mary Parker Follett. Edited 

by H. C. Metcalf and L. Urwick. London: Pitman. 

Laloux, F. (2014) Reinventing Organizations: A Guide to Creating Organizations Inspired by the 

Next Stage of Human Consciousness. Brussels: Nelson Parker. 

Lee, M. Y. and Edmondson, A. C. (2017) ‘Self-managing organizations: Exploring the limits of 

less-hierarchical organizing’, Research in Organizational Behavior, 37, pp. 35–58. doi: 

10.1016/j.riob.2017.10.002. 

Martela, F. (2019) ‘What makes self-managing organizations novel? Comparing how Weberian 

bureaucracy, Mintzberg’s adhocracy, and self-organizing solve six fundamental problems of 

organizing’, Journal of Organization Design, 8, pp. 1–23. doi: 10.1186/s41469-019-0062-9. 

Medina, A. and Medina, R. (2021) Teal, Tillit, Transparens: en guide för självorganisering och 

demokratisering av arbetsplatsen. Stockholm: Kunskpashuset Förlag. 

Minnaar, J. and de Morree, P. (2020) Corporate Rebels: Make Work More Fun. Amsterdam: 

Corporate Rebels. 

O’Connor, E. S. (2000) ‘Integrating Follett: history, philosophy and management’, Journal of 

Management History, 6(4), pp. 167–190. doi: 10.1108/13552520010348344. 

Puranam, P., Alexy, O. and Reitzig, M. (2014) ‘What’s “New” about New Forms of Organizing?’, 

The Academy of Management Review, 39(2), pp. 162–180. 

Robertson, B. J. (2015) Holacracy - The New Management System for a Rapidly Changing World. 



5 

 

New York, NY: Henry Holt and Company. 

Tenelius, K. and Gill, L. (2020) Moose Heads on the Table - Stories about Self-Managing 

Organisations from Sweden. Stockholm: Tuff Leadership Training International. 

  



PROS Extended Abstract – When is an event extreme? The social legitimacy of violent protests 

versus terrorist acts 

 

 

Katie Meissner 

UQ Business School 

The University of Queensland, Australia 

k.meissner@business.uq.edu.au 

 

Corinne Unger 

UQ Business School 

The University of Queensland, Australia 

c.unger@business.uq.edu.au 

 

Paula Jarzabkowski 

UQ Business School 

The University of Queensland, Australia & 

City, University of London, UK 

p.jarzabkowski@uq.edu.au 

 

 

Paper submitted to the Thirteenth International Symposium on Process Organization Studies, 20-23 

June 2022, Rhodes, Greece  

 

Thematic Track 

 

 

  

mailto:k.meissner@business.uq.edu.au
mailto:c.unger@business.uq.edu.au


This paper compares media reporting on terrorist attacks and violent protests in one country over a 

2-year period to explain why some disruptive events are categorised as extreme risks that should be 

controlled, while others are seen as socially legitimate. Despite global and local variations in 

meaning, there is general agreement about how to recognise terrorism within OECD countries. 

There is consensus within the literature that terrorism events are premeditated with intent to cause 

damage or harm (Shanahan, 2010), cause fear (Meisels, 2009; Richards, 2014), have a political, 

social, economic or environmental message (Ahmed & Lynch, 2021; Goodin, 2006) and, include 

violence (either completed, threatened, or implied) or harm (e.g., biological or chemical) (Hoffman, 

2017; Shanahan, 2010). Within the extreme context literature, terrorism is situated within ‘disrupted 

contexts’ where such events are nonroutine for business and society (Hallgren et al., 2018). Despite 

being considered nonroutine, terrorism events are identifiable and positioned within the realm of 

risks that can and should be heavily controlled (Hardy et al., 2020) using a vast number of publicly 

funded resources. The resources dedicated to tracking, preventing, and managing terrorism events 

and organisations reflects society’s aversion to such events.  

 

By contrast to terrorist acts, increasingly violent public protests are potentially equally threatening 

to the economy and social fabric and yet are not easily or consistently defined as extreme or 

disruptive events. Such protests present a confusing mix of causes and consequences that are 

difficult to define and tend not to be classified as risks that need to be controlled. Rather, the right 

to protest enjoys social legitimacy as the ‘acceptance of an institution within a given audience’ 

(Dellmuth & Tallberg, 2015, p. 454). We therefore address the theoretically informed research 

question: How do processes of social legitimacy shape the classification of terrorist acts as extreme 

events that must be prevented from occurring, whilst endorsing the democratic right for disruptive 

and violent protest to occur? 

 

The number of protests occurring around the world has risen steadily since 2006 and are 

increasingly ‘omnibus protests’ that cover many interconnected complex social, political and 

environmental issues (Ortiz et al., 2022). Dissatisfaction with institutions, organisations, and 

government mean individuals may lose trust in authority, feel they have been treated unfairly, 

become isolated, depressed, and angry, and in turn join in protests (Sopow, 2021). The introduction 

of Covid-19 restrictions in 2020 has likely contributed to the number of global protests in the last 

two years. Governments are making decisions for their citizens that are affecting some in deeply 

personal ways, resulting in feelings of loss of control, reduced trust, and inability to plan, 

predisposing citizens to believing conspiracy theories and other extreme views (van Prooijen & 



Douglas, 2018). Therefore, changes in personal circumstances, misinformation, and perceptions that 

mandatory vaccination, wearing masks, and lockdowns breach personal freedoms may have 

contributed to an increase in protests (Hurst, 2022). Globally, protests that begin around Covid-19 

issues and other conspiracy theories are attracting individuals and groups with extremist views. 

Subsequently, there has been an escalation in size, level of disruption and potential for violence, 

some to a potential siege situation (Rozdilsky, 2022). Some protests have resulted in personal injury, 

damage to property and the environment, disruption to transport and business, and closure of 

surrounding areas. They thus display many of the characteristics of extreme or disruptive events 

(Hallgren et al, 2018).  

 

This study seeks to examine how the social legitimacy of acts of terrorism and public protests are 

constructed within the media, drawing on a longitudinal comparison of such events in Australia. In 

Australia, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) states that in June 2021, one in five (20%) 

Australians had recently experienced high or very high levels of psychological distress (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2021). This is not surprising given Australia’s approach to managing the health 

impacts of Covid-19 involved a significant social shift in working conditions, family life, and education 

by restricting social interaction. As a result, some people experienced increased levels of loneliness, 

anxiety, housing stress, unemployment, and economic hardship (Deloitte, 2020). This 

disenfranchisement is considered to predispose the incidence of violent protests over vaccination, 

lockdown restrictions, and other perceived freedoms in Australia, similar to those witnessed around 

the world (Hurst, 2022), such as the February 2022 Canadian government blockade1. Australia thus 

represents a relevant national context in which to study the incidence of disruptive and violent 

protests over the past 2 years. At the same time, Australia has a clearly defined understanding of 

what activities constitutes a terrorist act and how these should be controlled, as expressed within 

the (Criminal Code Act 1995, Government of Australia, 2021).  

 

We examine the overlapping elements of criminality between terrorist acts and violent protests to 

identify how protests are granted social legitimacy while terrorist acts are not. Our data comprises a 

review of media articles over a two-year period based on key search terms relating to terrorism, civil 

unrest, extremism, antivax, and climate change. We used media articles because the media play a 

key role in reporting on unfolding events and thus influencing our perception of risk (Hallgren et al., 

2018). Media articles are a valid source of evidence to analyse how society pays attention to 

nonroutine events (Hoffman & Ocasio, 2001). Our review generated a list of 30 Australian-based 

 
1 Sopow, Eli. 2022. "How Canada's 'freedom' convoy was overtaken by a radical fringe." In The Conversation. 



events, of which seven were classified as terrorist acts under the Criminal Code, while 23 were 

classified as protests, with 5 of these events constituting violent and disruptive protests. 

 

Our analysis reveals that, in comparison to terrorist acts, the social legitimacy of protests and other 

disruptive events means that protests receive more attention, and are afforded multiple 

perspectives in the media. Despite their significant size, disruption and violence, such protests are 

accorded social legitimacy as part of the democratic right to protest, as per the following reporting 

of one event: 

 

Mark Westley from the Tweed area was among the crowd and said the public health 

directives were a "disgrace". "It's a direct attack on my freedom of liberty, freedom to 

move," he said. "It's affecting people's businesses and social lives." (Ross, 2021) 

 

By contrast, the secretive nature of terrorist acts, together with the fact that they are readily 

identified and controlled for by authorities, means that terrorist acts do not reach the national 

consciousness in the same manner as protests. The ability to control for acts of terrorism prior to 

their occurrence has considerable social legitimacy, enshrined in laws and enforcement action that 

rapidly identify these acts as criminal, as per the following report on a terrorist act: 

 

Victoria Police Assistant Commissioner Michael Hermans said the alleged acts were 

perpetrated through an ideology based on religious extremism. He confirmed the youths 

were Muslim. “It is Islamic, but let me make it very clear we target the crime, not the 

ideology,” Mr Hermans said. (Dowsley et al., 2021) 

 

We examine the processes of constructing legitimacy around the right to violent protest, in 

comparison to the legitimacy to control for the prevention of acts identified as terrorist. Despite the 

apparent clear-cut differences between terrorism and democratic protests we suggest that the 

tendency to violence and extremist ideologies that cluster around the latter may be blurring the 

distinction between the two. We therefore consider the implications for the social legitimacy of 

violent protests, which is not static, but dynamic and evolving. Not only do we argue that social 

legitimacy plays a critical role in distinguishing terrorism acts from violent and highly disruptive 

protests, but that this legitimacy is constantly evolving and may change our understanding of what 

types of democratic protests are ‘acceptable’ and which become classified as extreme events that 

should attract controls and preventive measures.   
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Time has been increasingly incorporated into the theoretical and empirical models of 

entrepreneurship (Ancona, Goodman, Lawrence & Tushman, 2001; Lévesque & Stephan, 

2020). This reflects that the focus of entrepreneurship research has turned towards processes, 

which inherently involves time in its basic assumptions, concepts, and mechanisms. It has been 

acknowledged that time management aspects (e.g., time allocation, timing, and pace) and time 

perspective dimensions (e.g., perceptions on past, present, and future) significantly affect 

entrepreneurship.  

          Extant research, however, has relatively underexamined the sequential aspect of 

entrepreneurship by conceptualising and measuring entrepreneurship as an outcome at a 

particular point in time rather than as a whole process shaping and being shaped by recurrent, 

distinct patterns over time  (McMullen & Dimov, 2013). Previous studies predominantly adopt 

a variance-oriented approach, which assumes that the time order of variables makes no 

significant difference in explaining outcomes (Abbott, 1988; Van de Ven & Engleman, 2004). 
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An alternative approach is a process-oriented approach that considers the temporal locations 

of events in explaining the internal logic of processes. Despite the attention to sequence in 

studying entrepreneurship, existing process models have largely treated sequence in two 

oversimplified ways – linear and recursive.  

          We aim to theorise sequence that is more applicable to temporally interrupted processes, 

one that recognises the flows into and out of entrepreneurial activity. We explore a sequential 

process model based on three key dimensions of the individual temporal trajectories in 

entrepreneurship: order (temporal locations of entrepreneurial activity), recurrence 

(repetitiveness of entrepreneurial activity), and intervals (regular or irregular temporal gaps 

between entrepreneurial activities). Variations in these dimensions shape distinctive temporal 

sequence patterns that unfold over time. We also recognise that temporal sequences are affected 

by demographic and other background factors such as gender. We label such mechanism social 

pacing.  

          Our second purpose is to empirically test our model. We follow the work histories of 

self-employed individuals and construct their observed temporal trajectories in 

entrepreneurship over their lifetime. A sample is drawn from the U.S. National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth, 1979 (NLSY79) for 1979-2016. The data are longitudinal; the ages of 

respondents range from 14-22 years in 1979 to 54-60 in 2016. One of the advantages of using 

the NLSY79 is that it charts multiple employment statuses (up to five jobs) with the start and 

end dates of each job/self-employment. This allows us to measure multi-layered work statuses 

at the granular level (month-by-month), thereby helping to identify the previously undetected 

temporal aspects of entrepreneurship such as short-lived entrepreneurial episodes and 

entrepreneurial activity mixed with other forms of employment. We select those who had ever 

been self-employed over the period and provided information on all the critical questions for 
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this study, namely the types of employment and the start and end dates of each job/business. 

Our final sample includes 1,175 respondents, including the 307 incorporated self-employed. 

          We use optimal matching (OM) – one of the sequence analysis methods (Abbott & 

Hrycak, 1990; Abbott & Tsay, 2000) and cluster analysis to identify common temporal 

sequence patterns of entrepreneurial trajectories.  Widely used in social science research as a 

whole-sequence comparison method (Cornwell, 2015), OM allows us to fully exploit the 

temporal context of events by treating the same events occurring at different temporal 

positions differently and by preserving temporal positions of non-entrepreneurial statuses in 

patterning trajectories.  

          Results show that entrepreneurial trajectories are mostly transient but recurrent; and the 

persistence of entrepreneurship is rare. Four temporal sequences patterns are identified: the 

‘transient’, ‘intermittent’, ‘early persistent (EP)’ and ‘late persistent (LP)’ trajectories. The vast 

majority of self-employed experiences are episodic, either transient (68.4%) or intermittent 

(6.5%), patterning with shorter entrepreneurial states and, when recurrent, longer intervals 

between entrepreneurial episodes. The remaining two continuous trajectories are relatively 

small in size, 9.9% and 15.2%, respectively, but represent the long steady self-employment 

sequences starting at two different temporal locations - early and late. Social pacing measured 

by gender differs across the patterns. The EP trajectory is predominantly male (70%) compared 

to the LP (56.6%) and the other (44.1%) trajectories. Controlling for other factors such as 

education and cognitive ability, we find that gender effects are still statistically significant. 

          We make two contributions to the entrepreneurial process literature. First, by considering 

temporal sequencing in entrepreneurial trajectories, our model advances the understanding of 

transient as well as persistent entrepreneurship. While previous models largely emphasize 

entrepreneurship as a one-time achievement or recursive without intervals, our model and 

findings suggest that entrepreneurship is a process that is marked mainly by transient, multiple 
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entrepreneurial episodes intertwined with non-entrepreneurial activities. Second, by using 

sequence analysis, we add to an emerging literature narrowing the discrepancy between 

theoretical models and empirical studies of entrepreneurship. Unlike conventional regression 

analyses, which have shown limitations to address these challenges, we adopt sequence 

analysis to identify and examine the long-term patterns of entrepreneurial trajectories (Poole, 

Lambert, Murase, Asencio & Mcdonald, 2017). 
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Research in management have investigated for decades actors’ actions, both at the strategic and 

the operational level, and their – organizational context (eg Ein Door & Segev, 1974; Bloor et al. 

1994; Howard-Greenville, 2005), institutional context (Fuglsang & Jagd, 2015), social context 

(Butterflied et al., 2000), technological context (Weijters et al., 2014) etc. Nevertheless, such an 

emphasis on context implies that the context is a “background” in which the actions unfold. The 

role of context is envisioned as passive, and its link with the phenomenon under investigation is 

not always well explained.  Moreover, the concept of context has been envisioned as an entity, 

independent from the organizational activity it is related to: “variations in situational or 

environmental features that affect the occurrence and meaning of organizational behavior” (Johns, 

2006, p. 386). 

We argue that “contexts” are more relevant when embedded into the phenomenon under 

investigation. We propose to use complexity theories as complement to activity theory 

(Engestrom, 2000) to understand how risks and emergency (Hallgren et al., 2018) related to the 

Covid19 pandemic have led to quick adaptations in doctors’ activity system, meaning right 

choosing and acting in the specific circumstances settled by the pandemic, including time 

pressure.  

Based on the interpretive analysis of 15 interviews with doctors in France, we show how actors 

adapt to their environment by searching to maintain or improve a payoff or level of fitness 

(Kauffman, 1993; Anderson, 1999). While fitness has been interpreted in management research 

as performance (Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2006), we propose to interpret it differently, as the right 

choice in specific, changing circumstances. For a doctor, this choice means to make the right 

combination of resources – such as instruments (including IT), rules and division of labor 

(Engestrom, 2000) for the right category of patients, in the right time. The freedom to make those 

choices is rooted in their professional autonomy. 

The disruption related to Covid19 pandemic lockdown has led to two main changes in the 

environment of doctors’ activity systems. First, the constraint related to the stay-at-home policy 
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which added a new rule in doctors’ activity system: the selection of patients, according to the 

emergency of their consultation and to the risk factors for their health, for in person consultation, 

teleconsultation or delayed in person consultation. This choice was facilitated by the second 

change related to the regulation: new rules have made possible the billing of teleconsultation 

based only on doctors’ judgement about the relevance and the IT to be used. Consequently, the 

activity system has also changed: the rules, as presented above; the instruments, which have 

included all available IT, as well as the rearrangement of the space for in-person consultation. In 

addition, the right choice depends on the environment (patients’ health condition, the distance from 

their home to the hospital and on their IT availability).  

Therefore, the activity system becomes a complex and adaptive, meaning that the combinations 

of instruments, rules and division of labor (eg between doctors and secretaries) depend on the 

evolution of the environment. Moreover, the resources of the activity system are interdependent. 

For example, a choice of an IT may require changes in the division of labor, which diminishes the 

relevance of the IT in use as a right choice. Consequently, doctors moved on a far of equilibrium 

landscape, composed of sub optimal adaptative combinations (right choices in the right situation). 

While before the pandemic patients had the only option of in-person consultation, during and after 

the Covid19 lockdown doctors made different choices, according to a new categorization of 

patients based on different criteria (such as their health condition). But those choices were not 

made once for all the circumstances (for a patient or for all the patients); instead, doctors’ activity 

system has become a continuous changing adaptive complex system, according to which patients’ 

categorization as well as the choice made for resources combinations have been in becoming. 

The Covid19 lockdown enabled the change this a static to a dynamic and processual  activity 

system, which has remained  after the lockdown. 
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Abstract 

Occupational and organizational members have a well-known tendency towards 

homogeneity as they recruit and integrate employees with privileged educational and cultural 

background, thus playing a role in the reproduction of social inequality and the 

homogenization of occupational practice (Van Maanen and Barley, 1983; Rivera, 2012; 

Anteby, Chan and DiBenigno, 2016). Even when organizations hire diverse employees, the 

socialization and career prospects of these employees tend to be poorer than those of more 

traditional employees (Turco, 2010). Elite schools and universities have become more diverse 

and have developed socialization mechanisms (Khan, 2011; Dacin, Munir and Tracey, 2010), 

yet occupations and professions, particularly high-status professions have largely remained 

socio-economically homogeneous (Turco, 2010; Riviera, 2012). This is too bad as the 

occupational context in which minority employees work is crucial to their integration (Ely 

and Thomas, 2001;2020). Past studies have more largely focused on the outcome variables of 

diversity such as business performance (Corritore, Goldberg, Srivastava, 2019), than on the 

integration mechanisms or the results on the make-up of an occupation. It is thus crucial to 

now move beyond the business case for diversity (Kaplan, 2020) to better understand the 

mechanisms by which employees from culturally or economically diverse backgrounds are 

integrated within occupations.   



Our paper thus considers the question of how underrepresented employees achieve 

integration within an occupation. To understand how occupational integration occurs, we 

draw on a longitudinal qualitative study of the integration of employees within different 

occupations of one of the largest European media group. We examine the recruitment and 

career trajectories of six cohorts of newly hired employees from socio-economically diverse 

backgrounds. The candidates were hired for a two-year apprenticeship within a given 

occupation. At the end of the apprenticeship, one third of the apprentices were offered a 

permanent position within their chosen occupation.  

We conducted 51 open-ended interviews across the six cohorts of apprentices in three 

different occupations (reporting, marketing and human resources). We interviewed a 

stratified sample of 25 apprentices as well as a sample of colleagues, supervisors and 

mentors. We also conducted 13 days of observations in the occupations that hired 

apprentices. For our data analysis, we first isolated the accounts from apprentices and 

employees related to integration practices and strategies. Then we compared the practices and 

strategies adopted by the candidates who were offered a permanent position and those who 

were not to unpack the practices that allowed for more successful integration.  

We find that while all apprentices enacted multiple practical strategies to facilitate their 

integration, apprentices who adopted practices that stretched the occupations’ work and reach 

were more likely to be recruited into permanent positions. Stretching the occupation means 

adding new tasks and competencies within an occupational work domain. We identify three 

main strategies for stretching the occupation: cultural brokering, creating new tasks for the 

occupation and doing scut work. All these strategies enrich the occupation in different ways 

and were perceived by permanent employees as valuable to their occupation. We highlight 

boundary conditions for stretching the occupation. Specifically, stretching the occupation 

depends upon the mobilization of different competencies, networks and identities than those of 



traditional employees and the broader occupational recognition of the value of the additional 

tasks and competencies. Conversely, we find that practices that violated occupational norms 

were generally rejected by occupational member and generally in apprentices not receiving a 

permanent job offer from the organization.  

By highlighting the strategies allowing for durable occupational employment, we 

inform research on work and occupations (Bechky, 2011; Huising, 2015) and diversity and 

integration in the workplace (Bourdieu, 1984, Ely and Thomas, 2001; 2020; Rivera, 2012; 

Ashley and Empson, 2017; Cha and Roberts, 2019). First, our findings highlight that new 

entrants from underrepresented backgrounds can successfully negotiate the multifaceted 

boundaries to integration within elite organizations and occupations under some conditions. 

Second, we advance the understanding of how minorities mobilize personal resources for their 

integration (Cha and Roberts, 2019). We show that the resources that allow for integration 

within the occupation not only the resources that extend or ‘stretch’ the competencies of the 

minority employees (Cha and Roberts, 2019) but also those that enrich the occupation. Third, 

by unpacking the organizational response to the integration strategies, we contribute to the 

understanding of the positive interplay between the minority employee integrations strategies 

and the occupational context (Ely and Thomas, 2001). 
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In every disaster zone where we cook for the many, we find that a plate of food is never just a 
meal on a dish. It is a plate of hope: a message from the community that someone, 
somewhere cares. 

Chef José Andrés, The New York Times, 22 March 2020 
 

In a context of climate emergency, extreme events (e.g., earthquakes, hurricanes, 
flooding, or fires) are increasing in frequency and impact, severely disrupting access to food, 
water, and shelter. Research has suggested that, as official crisis relief responses to such 
extreme events may be slow or insufficient, new organizational forms and modes of action 
appear in the crisis-disrupted communities (Lanzara, 1983). These forms and modes tend to be 
ephemeral, with “no past and no future, they live in the present” (Lanzara, 1983: 88), creating 
a locally embedded “space for decision and action” (Lanzara, 1983: 73). They offer compassion 
and provide hope that “buys time” for sustainable future solutions to develop in the affected 
communities (Shepherd & Williams, 2014; Farny et al., 2019). In some cases, these ephemeral 
organizations can transcend their local scope and expand their relief operations to other 
emergency and disrupted contexts, in which a catastrophe is an actuality (Hällgren et al., 2018), 
thereby having a potential to develop from an ad-hoc organization into a new template or 
institution for emergency relief.  

In the process of creating a new institution for emergency relief, temporal institutional 
work – the constructing, navigating, and capitalizing on timing norms (Granqvist & 
Gustafsson, 2016: 1009) – is of the essence. Through engaging in temporal institutional work 
organizations can both address the temporal uncertainty in a specific emergency (Geiger et al., 
2020) and provide a rapid and effective response (Hällgren et al., 2018) across extreme events 
and affected communities. According to Granqvist and Gustafsson (2016), such developments 
require entraining, constructing urgency, and enacting momentum. Entraining routinizes and 
reproduces the emergency response across locations, whereas both urgency and momentum are 
highly dependent on the unexpectedness and devastation of such events and may require 
“getting ahead of time” under such temporal uncertainty (Geiger et al., 2020). However, how 
exactly the “temporal organization” of emergency relief in a single extreme context connects 
with the temporal work involved in developing and legitimating new ways of dealing with 
emergencies across contexts is poorly understood and demands further attention, as under-
standing their dynamic interplay is essential for their organization and management (Hällgren 
et al., 2018). Hence, we pose the research question: How do temporal organization and 
temporal institutional work inter-relate in the creation of a new emergency relief institution? 

 
1 Acknowledgements: We gratefully acknowledge funding from the Velux Foundation (Velux Project 
#00021807 “The Temporality of Food Innovation”) and research assistance in data collection by Laura 
Fischerova. 
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To address this question, in this paper, we investigate the creation of a new chef-led 
emergency food relief institution by a globally operating non-profit organization World Central 
Kitchen (WCK) based in Washington, DC. Established in 2010 by Spanish-born U.S. celebrity 
haute-cuisine chef José Andrés, WCK counts with “a team of food first responders” (WCK 
website, 2020) that collaborates with local chefs and volunteer organizations in and across 
affected communities. Unlike other emergency food relief providers that deliver airlifted 
packaged “meals ready to eat” (MREs) from the outside, WCK mobilizes chefs’ networks and 
community resources to provide a locally made (plate of) food as relief in extreme events, from 
hurricanes and earthquakes to refugee crises and pandemics. 

Drawing on a variety of sources on the development of WCK and its operations over 
time, we examine the processes of temporal organization and temporal institutional work at 
and across events and communities. We trace how these processes enable both responding to 
the emergency and stabilizing the new relief institution. We unravel three ways in which 
temporal organization and temporal institutional work connect: (1) dealing with temporal 
uncertainty, (2) entraining at and across emergency events, and (3) sustaining hope by 
connecting to the affected communities’ own food temporality. Regarding the latter, chefs 
often evoked the notion of a “hot plate of food” (WCK website, 2021) and shared images of 
the dishes cooked for the devastated communities on social media. A “plate of food” was a 
“plate of hope”, as the opening quote suggests, providing local continuity by connecting the 
unsettled present of the community with the comfort of its traditional food and thereby 
projecting a possibility for a better future, both for the community and for the chefs involved. 

Our study explains how these processes contribute to institutional creation in the 
context of extreme events, which involves the recognition of the new food relief approach and 
of chefs’ expanded role as relief providers. It also extends the understanding of the organizing 
potential of food (Moser et al., 2021) to the context of extreme events and of chefs’ temporal 
work in addressing both emergency and institutional creation.  
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LONG ABSTRACT 

 

Because the importance of communication and voice cannot be understated in any 

organizational setting, why organizational members collectively enact silence in the face of 

grave ontological threats is deserving of scholarly attention. Management scholars typically view 

organizational silence as detrimental to individual and organizational performance, especially in 

contemporary organizations that depend on timely information for decision-making. However, 

less is understood about organizational silence in total institutions.  

Management and organizational studies literature defines silence as "the withholding of 

ideas, suggestions, or concerns about people, products, or processes that might have been 

communicated verbally to someone inside the organization with the perceived authority to act" 

(Kish-Gephart et al., 2009: 166-167). In contrast to early works equating noise to sensemaking, 

voice to agency, and silence to passivity are more nuanced views of silence as strategic and 

agentic (Morrison and Milliken, 2000; Stouten et al., 2019). Even so, much of the contemporary 

literature on organizational silence examines the phenomenon within organizations in which 

employees have the choice to exit when workplace conditions become untenable. Little is known 

about organizational silence in the total institution of war, where exit is not viable. This paper 

explores the motivations behind female soldiers' enactment of silence within this extreme 

context. 

This empirical research employs the qualitative method and draws upon archival data, 

autoethnographic analysis and in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 50 women veterans who 

served in the US Armed Forces in support of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) and Operation 

Iraqi Freedom (OIF). The interviews were complemented with secondary data such as academic 

literature, government reports, news articles, mass media publications, and books.  

Our data suggests that within a total institution of like-situated and like-treated members 

(Goffman, 1961; Davies, 1989), women combatants are acutely aware of their differences, which 

often prompts conscious downplaying of gender in this context. The predilection for emotional 

control within the military context hinders the process of sensemaking that might be more 

prevalent in a conventional organization. Thus, war as a total institution simultaneously amplifies 



the frequency and intensity of stress as it restricts exit. As combat deployments introduce unique 

ontological threats, such as death, injury, and psychological trauma, informants engaged in 

various forms of coping to alleviate acute tensions and conflict, with silence (and relatedly, 

suppression) representing a prominent modality. The data further suggests that beyond mere 

coping, informants strategically leveraged silence when voice did not appear to be a particularly 

effective means of resolving conflicts and tension. Three prominent motivations drove the 

enactment of silence at war: pragmatism, altruism, and idealism. 

Through empirical exploration of organizational silence in total institutions, we illustrate 

that the withholding of voice is not solely an act of passivity but rather the enactment of 

emotional competence that accounts for organizational membership within an institutional order. 

In contemporary organizations, employees benefit from protective measures against harassment 

and abuse, social support networks are accessible, and organizational exit remains an option if 

work conditions prove untenable. However, these realities are not feasible within total 

institutions where survival of the actor depends on organizational affiliation and stability. 

Unpacking motivations beyond actor self-interest - the prominent explanation for organizational 

silence - suggests that the decision to withhold voice is the enactment of emotional competence 

and that it is simultaneously more nuanced and complex than previously understood.  
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Rationale for the study 

This paper investigates the boundary work practices of firm actors in experimental spaces. Earlier 

research on experimental spaces has considered them at an organizational (Kellogg et al., 2009) and 

institutional level (Cartel et al., 2019; Van Wijk et al., 2019; Canales, 2016; Zietsma & Lawrence, 

2010). They are defined as (semi)isolated social settings where actors from different (knowledge) 

fields can experiment with each other (Kellogg et al., 2009; Cartel et al., 2019).  

Boundary work is an important practice that has been studied in relation to these spaces for 

example at the institutional level. Research in this strand mainly focused on competitive boundary 

work (see Langley et al., 2019) distinguishing and protecting the members in the space from possible 

external pressures and to help them let go of their social roles (for example belonging to specific 

organizations/groups outside of the space) (Canales, 2016; Mair & Hehenberger, 2014). However, we 

propose that in an inter-organizational setting, alternative forms of boundary work may co-exist beside 

competitive boundary work. For example, firm actors work with pragmatic boundaries in order to 

develop and integrate knowledge originating from different fields. Working with pragmatic boundaries 

involves dealing with political aspects of knowledge work, focusing on what is at stake for actors as 

they coordinate to share and integrate knowledge (Carlile, 2002; 2004; Bechky, 2003; Kellogg et al., 

2006). As previous research indicates, actors from different functions and disciplines within firms 

already struggle to deal with pragmatic boundaries (e.g., Carlile, 2002; 2004; Levina & Vaast, 2005; 

Majchrzak et al., 2012). In an inter-organizational setting, where actors collaborate across both 

different knowledge disciplines and organizational boundaries, dealing with pragmatic boundaries 

may become even more complex, possibly hindering/slowing innovation within firms. For example, 

production engineers and IT managers may already experience difficulties with integrating knowledge 

since they originate from different knowledge domains, an effect that may be amplified when they 

collaborate with researchers from knowledge institutions attempt to integrate knowledge. Langley et 

al. (2019) propose several boundary work practices that may be helpful for actors in field labs to 

integrate knowledge, such as negotiating, defending, or downplaying boundaries.   

 Digital transformation provides an interesting context to study experimental spaces in an inter-

organizational setting. Earlier research suggests that the collaboration with industry partners, 

knowledge institutions, and other stakeholders is of key importance to digitally transform an 

organization (Müller et al., 2018; Sestino et al., 2020). Such collaboration is facilitated through smart 

industry field labs that exhibit properties of experimental spaces and provide actors from different 

fields with opportunities to experiment with digital technology. These field labs typically aim to 

stimulate the implementation of digital technology within firms and the education of employees and 

students to work with it (Stolwijk & Seiffert, 2016). Thus field labs mainly focus on organizational 

innovation, similar to the study of Kellogg and colleagues (2009).  
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 Taken together, we propose that in field labs different dynamics and practices by actors may 

be important in the process of developing knowledge on digital technology, compared with 

experimental spaces described in earlier institutional and organizational literature (e.g., Kellogg et al., 

2009; Van Wijk et al., 2019). Especially regarding boundary work practices, we expect additional 

dynamics besides the competitive boundary work described before (e.g., Cartel et al., 2019). 

Therefore, with this study we would like to answer the following research question: “How do firm 

actors in inter-organizational experimental spaces (i.e. smart industry field labs) engage in boundary 

work over time to develop and integrate knowledge on digital technology?” 

  We answer this research question by observing how practices of firm actors in field labs over 

time emerge and how these actors engage in boundary work. To this end, we adopt a practice 

perspective (e.g., Feldman & Orlikwoski, 2011), which sees developing and integrating knowledge on 

digital technology as something that organizational actors do, that is enacted in their ongoing and 

situated actions as they engage in field labs (e.g., Orlikowski, 2002; Cecez-Kecmanovic et al., 2014; 

Langley et al., 2019). In addition, this perspective highlights the role of material artifacts, to the point 

that developing and integrating knowledge is understood as “a way of acting and using (technology) 

artifacts” (Miettinen et al., 2009, p. 1312).  

With this research we contribute to literature on experimental spaces by mapping the dynamics 

and boundary work practices of actors in field labs over time. We provide insight into the practices of 

individual actors engaging simultaneously in alternative types of boundary work in an inter-

organizational setting, thereby answering to a recent call by Langley and colleagues (2019) to explore 

multiple forms of boundary work at once and how these types and practices influence one another.   

 

Method 

 The study applies a process design, following boundary work practices that firm actors engage 

in at a smart industry field lab longitudinally. This approach is particularly useful since it focuses 

attention on how and why practices emerge, develop, grow, or terminate over time (e.g., Langley et 

al., 2013). Using a longitudinal single case study design at a field lab focused on digital twin 

technology, we are real-time involved in the collaboration between actors from firms, educational- and 

governmental institutes. For data collection we will rely on observations and interviews to 

‘reconstitute the evolving present’ (Langley, 2009: 415). We are currently in the process of observing 

meetings between the actors from the different types of organizations involved in the field lab, in 

addition to interviewing individual actors from firms (and possibly from the educational- and 

governmental institutions) to explore underlying intra-organizational practices and motives more in-

depth.  

 Since the field lab started in September 2021 and runs till at least September 2023, we are still 

in the middle of data collection. A specific characteristic of this smart industry field lab is that it is not 
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only aimed at ‘pioneer’ firms getting the opportunity to experiment with digital twin technology, but 

also, in a later stage, aims to involve firms that are ‘lagging’ with digital technology implementation. 

This could yield additional interesting dynamics between pioneer and lagging firms regarding for 

example sharing built up knowledge. In the data collected so far, we notice that actors from the 

different fields (firms, educational-, government institutes) struggle to create a common language and 

understanding, and to coordinate their separate goals.  

 For the paper development workshop, we hope to receive feedback on how to better position 

this paper in the academic debate on boundary work in (inter)organizational settings, as well as on 

how to present our (preliminary) results in a convincing and transparent manner based on the analysis 

of our process data.   
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Circular oriented innovation (COI) bears a big promise: a circular world is a world without waste 
where products are used intensively for long periods and become the material or nutrient for new 
products after use(EMF, 2013). COI aims to prolong the life of products and materials by applying 
circular strategies including reuse, repair, remanufacture, recycle and/or regenerate (Geissdoerfer et 
al., 2017). This calls for a configuration of innovation on the level of product, function, business 
model and the socio-ecological system (Gaziulusoy & Brezet, 2015). Civil society organizations and 
policies, such as the EU Green Deal, promote circularity (cp. (European Commission, 2019; WEF, 
n.d.). COI promises to increase socio-ecological resilience by decoupling raw material extraction and 
production emissions from economic growth (EMF, 2013). Yet, so far, genuinely circular businesses 
remain a niche. While myriads of businesses claim to be on their way to becoming circular, they 
often focus on product-level solutions like design-for-recycling. To address this gap, literature on COI 
is increasingly looking at circular business models and ecosystems (Hansen et al., 2021; Trevisan et 
al., 2022). Cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) can act as a mechanism to make COI more systemic and 
impactful in achieving socio-ecological change (Pedersen et al., 2020). In this paper, we aim to 
investigate this assumption by conceptually analyzing the relationship between a systemic approach 
to COI and the role of CSPs building on a routine dynamics perspective.         
 
COI research encompasses three streams. First, it offers a wealth of case studies, application 
examples, tools and frameworks applied on the micro-level of a product, team or firm. Second, the 
meso-level analysis is dedicated to understanding a sub-concept of circular economy – industrial 
symbiosis. Finally, COI research takes the macro-view by analyzing the social and economic dynamics 
and proposing how to measure impact (Merli et al., 2018). Increasingly, researchers acknowledge 
that due to the increased number of partner interactions and resource exchanges, complexity is 
higher within a circular system than within a linear system. So recently, the attention of researchers 
has turned to the role of multi-stakeholder collaborations and ecosystems (Trevisan et al., 2022; 
Velter et al., 2020). 
 
Cross-sector partnerships (CSPs) are a particular type of multi-stakeholder collaborations as they 
describe the collaboration between businesses and actors from the public and nonprofit sector. 
Scholars assume that public and nonprofit organizations may contribute to a more holistic approach 
towards sustainability oriented innovation as understanding and protecting socio-ecological systems 
is their core purpose (Pedersen et al., 2020). It follows that a successful transition to sustainable 
business models can only be achieved if all actors within a society are involved and link their 
capabilities towards collaboration (Clarke & MacDonald, 2019, Velter et al., 2020). Yet, research on 
CSPs for COI remains scarce. This is a remarkable gap as, in practice, the term circular economy has 
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been coined and disseminated by two civil society organizations - the Ellen MacArthur Foundation 
and the World Economic Forum and promoted by policymakers in the EU and China (Blomsma & 
Brennan, 2017; European Commission, 2020; Yuan et al., 2006). In the last five years, numerous CSPs 
for COI have emerged. Yet, it is not clear how these CSPs approach COI and if they have the potential 
to make COI more systemic, holistic and scalable.  
Hence, we formulate the following research question: 
 
How do cross-sector partnerships contribute to a systemic approach to circular oriented innovation? 

 
We address this research question by answering the following sub-questions: 
(1) Purpose: How do CSPs for COI deliberate and define their purpose?  
(2) Approach: How do CSPs address constraints/tensions and search for solutions in COI?  
(3) Process evolution: How does this approach unfold over time? 
(4) Leverage points: Which system leverage points do the CSPs for COI address? Which are left out? 
(5) Benchmarking: How systemic is the approach of CSPs towards COI compared to stakeholder 
initiatives without cross-sector collaboration? 
 
To understand how CSPs approach COI, we combine a systems thinking perspective on decision-
making (Snowden, 2021; Snowden & Boone, 2007) with an analysis of routine dynamics in innovation 
work (Deken & Sele, 2021; Van de Ven, 2017). 
 
We address the research questions based on data from the packaging ecosystem in the European 
Union (EU). In the last six years, the EU has increasingly introduced policies and initiatives for the 
packaging ecosystem, which have contributed to a strong change dynamic and an increasing number 
of CSPs. Our data is based on 90 published documents (2,000 pages) from 44 circularity-focused 
initiatives, including business associations, multi-stakeholder collaborations and circularity 
promoters. 12 of these initiatives with a corpus of 900 pages qualify as CSPs and are analyzed in 
depth. The other 32 are used to benchmark CSPs against other stakeholder initiatives. The data is 
coded following a mixed methods approach based on qualitative content analysis. Analysis and 
visualization are based on sCOI. 
 
Our findings suggest that under the right conditions CSPs are more systemic in COI than other 
stakeholder initiatives for three reasons. First, they show a higher ability to tackle tensions between 
resilience and transformation applying experimentation. At the same time, some CSPs also show the 
ability to scale successful pilots and even make them industry standards due to their size and scope. 
Finally, while environmental protection and pollution prevention remain the key goals, some CSPs 
show a broader perspective on purpose and are increasingly incorporating additional factors such as 
resilient supply chains and the development of local communities. While a shared purpose is 
important to launch a CSP, the purpose continues to develop over time through alignment, reframing 
and experimentation. Based on our findings, we propose a multi-stage framework which follows 3 
distinct routine dynamics that correspond to different stages of the COI process. For research, the 
framework can help to differentiate between different phases and routine dynamics in a CSP and 
analyze practices and tensions within each stage in more depth. It also contributes to a better 
understanding of routine dynamics in cross-sector innovation work. For practice, the framework can 
act as a boundary object to increase alignment and accelerate the innovation process.   
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Abstract 

We aim to understand how the diverse level of expertise influences the creative process 

engagement. We conducted a longitudinal inductive study of four teams that engaged in four 

innovation projects. We developed a process model that explains how and why the disengagement 

in team creativity occurs. We found that the expert authority hampers creative process engagement 

because amateur members do not question experts’ ideas, do not bring their own ideas, and often 

engage in project unrelated tasks and viewpoints. In turn, experts tend to respond equally to experts 

and work in expert sub-group. Thus, we argue that unequal expert authority leads to uneven 

creative process engagement and diluted team creativity. In contrast, teams consisting of members 

with similar levels of expertise have demonstrated a more equal engagement in the creative 

process. We contribute to creativity literature in two ways. First, we improve our understanding of 

how and why access to various team members' cognition can be reduced. Second, our findings can 

potentially explain fixed results about the role of diversity by showing that it is not diversity per 

se but how diversity influences the interaction and the access to cognition of each team member.  

 

Keywords: level of professional expertise, creative process engagement, team creativity  
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INTRODUCTION 

Team creativity is central for many organizational processes such as innovation, internal corporate 

venturing, R&D, to name a few (Anderson et al., 2014). "Collective creativity has occurred when 

social interactions between individuals trigger new interpretations and new discoveries of distant 

analogies that the individual alone could not have generated" (Hargadon & Bechy, 2006: 489). 

Although previous research on the creative process has generated many valuable insights into 

factors that influence team creativity (Amabile and Pratt, 2016), "the nature of the collective 

creative process itself remains underexplored" (Harvey 2014: 325). In particular, we know little 

about whether and how diversity in professional expertise influences creative process 

engagement and team creativity?  

METHODS  

To address this gap, we conducted a longitudinal real-time inductive study of team creativity. 

The settings are four teams taking part in the accelerator. The goal of the accelerator is to help 

teams formulate a problem, ideate solutions, develop products or services to address the problem. 

The studied teams tackled nature-based challenges of urbanization. We call our teams: Team A, 

Team B, Team C, Team D.  

We use three data sources. First, we observed weekly meetings of four teams over a period of eight 

months. The meetings were held in Zoom. In total, we observed 207 group meetings that 

comprise over 220 hours of video-recorded team interaction. These meetings covered three 

phases of the creative process: understanding the problem, framing the problem, and 

experimenting with the solution.  

Second, we observed team interaction during expert coaching and cross-team peer sessions. 

It resulted in 11,5 hours of recorded videos.  

Third, we conducted group and individual interviews at the beginning and at the end of their 

projects, altogether 35 interviews.  

We used best practices and tools to analyze our qualitative data (Langley, 1999; Mantere and 

Ketokivi, 2013; Strauss and Corbin, 1998) and develop a theory of qualitative data.  

FINDINGS 

We found that in teams with unequal expert authority, both experts and amateurs contributed to 

the uneven participation of team members in the creative process. We developed a process model 

(Figure 1) that explains how and why the disengagement in team creativity occurs. We show 

that when experts bring professional knowledge to the team, it contributes to the increasing 

perception of expertise asymmetry. This, in turn, leads to the loop of behaviors that decrease 

creative process engagement. 
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Figure 1: Decreasing engagement in the creative process  

Bringing Expert Knowledge 

This refers to long monologues by experts and clear statements with much data-backed evidence 

from high-level experts and deep knowledge behind a proposed view or idea. Our data revealed 

that in teams with diverse levels of expertise, experts more often used strong statements, which 

they backed up with extensive data and niched knowledge. 

Perception of expert authority  

We found that bringing expert knowledge led to an increasing perception of an expert authority.  

Of course, I'm able to do the same things, but the time in which she does things is 

completely incomparable to me. She comes up with the kind of a chart that is really clear 

in half an hour or 20 minutes. (Amateur 2) 

The experts also had feelings that they had superior knowledge in the area.  

Decreasing Engagement in Creative Process by Experts 

Responding to equal experts. Our data showed that when non-experts expressed their ideas, 

experts often remained silent or changed topic. In contrast, when one expert expressed ideas, 

another expert built on top of it.  

Forming sub-groups of experts. This refers formation of sub-groups and conducting some tasks 

in sub-groups. To illustrate, Expert 1 and Expert 2 of Team C have formed a sub-group. During 

team meetings, Expert 1 and Expert 2 often build on top of each other while ignoring or 

downplaying ideas of Amateur 1 and Amateur 2. More importantly, during one coffee break at a 

workshop, Expert 1 and Expert 2 developed their idea and even enacted the idea (drafting a chart) 

without involving Amateurs 1 and 2.  

Responding to equal experts

Not questioning experts’ ideas

Not bringing own ideas

Engaging in project 
unrelated tasks and viewpoints

Working in expert 
sub-group

Bringing (non)expert 
knowledge 

Increasing
perception of expertise 

asymmetry

Experts 

Non experts 
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Decreasing Engagement in Creative Process by Non-Experts  

Not bringing own ideas. This refers to the long silence of amateur team members during 

conversation and not questioning experts' proposals and opinions. For example, in one team 

meeting, the two amateur members in Team C remained silent for four minutes at the beginning 

of the meeting while the two expert members continued with framing and ideating. Interestingly, 

our data show that amateur members of the teams were aware of this dynamic. As one Amateur 

said in the interview following: 

Well, Amateur 2 has been disengaged. I feel like Expert 1, and Expert 2 are always really 

active. amateur 2, maybe many times, is a little more silent and listens. (…) I am probably 

something in between. (Amateur 2) 

Not questioning experts' ideas. Interestingly, the perception of expert authority did not trigger 

envy or hostility. Instead, members with a lack of expert authority described their appreciation 

toward experts that led to not questioning experts' ideas. As Amateur 1 said: 

I have made such a decision that if Expert 1 or Expert 2 talks about their stuff [expertise 

related], then I won't even question it or anything, but will focus more on what I could 

bring on top of that. (Amateur 1) 

Engaging in project-unrelated tasks and viewpoints. Our data revealed that non-experts often 

started typing on their laptops and looked disengaged from project-related tasks. Moreover, non-

experts often brought up viewpoints stemming from their personal interest unrelated to the 

project or the ongoing conversation. 

DISCUSSION 

We contribute to the creativity literature in several ways. First, previous research argues that "the 

group tends to be more creative when they fully access member's cognition" (Harvey, 2014:325). 

We improve our understanding of how and why access can be reduced. We explain how both, 

members with a higher and lower level of professional expertise contribute to the creative process 

disengagement.  

Second, our findings can potentially explain fixed results about the role of team diversity. "Diverse 

composition is expected to provide more varied input, but diverse groups sometimes underperform 

homogeneous groups on creative tasks (Harvey, 2014);" Our data shows that it is not diversity per 

se that influences team creativity but rather how the diversity influences the interaction and the 

access to cognition of each team member. 
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The fantasy of the perfect organization: The dysfunction effects of perfect organizational 

identity narratives. 

 

Aim of this paper 

This paper aims to investigate the imperfect nature of organizations by exploring how fantasies 

that emerge from organizational identity narratives effect organizational members and impede 

organizational change. We do so by analyzing how fantasies emerge and are sustained by 

organizational members and explicating the link between organizational narratives and 

idealistic values that underpin a strong organizational identity. We explore how strong perfect 

identity narratives can strike back by leading to frustration when fantasmatic organizational 

identity narratives meet reality and as a consequence impede organizational change. We thereby 

explain the dysfunction effects of perfect organizational identity narratives. 

 

Theoretical background 

Organizational identity refers to a commonly constructed frame of reference among members 

within an organization (Ravasi, 2016). This frame of reference brings about meaning at both 

the individual and collective levels (Schultz et al., 2012). We understand identity as an ongoing 

process of constructing, negotiating, performing, reconstructing and legitimizing meaning 

through a stream of actions and experiences (Schultz, 2016; Hatch et al., 2015; Pratt, 2012). 

Our research follows the tenets of social constructionism, where collective thoughts and 

feelings, as well as interaction and language used, are observed as sources of meaning creation. 

Language and therefore the narrative perspective play an important role in this regard. The 

narrative perspective understands identity through the narratives that co-exist and constitute an 

organization’s identity (Foroughi, 2019; Boje & Lundholt, 2018; Gabriel, 1995).  

Narrative approaches in analyzing organizational identity have become increasingly popular 

(Boje, 2001, 2008; Gabriel, 2000; Czarniawska, 1997). Narratives provide means for temporal 

sensemaking of organizations. Temporal as a source for constructing a sense of the past, present 

and/or future of an organization (Foroughi, 2019; Schultz & Hernes, 2013; Ybema, 2010; 

Czarniawska, 2004). Boje (2001) conceptualizes antenarratives as fragments of organizational 

discourse that construct identities in time and space (see also Brown & Humphreys, 2002; 

Ybema, 2010). Vaara & Tienari’s (2011) work helps to understand the role of discourse in the 

cultural construction of organizational life which claims the importance of elucidating how 
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antenarratives and storytelling are used in cultural constructions, especially in times of change. 

Other studies have begun to study nostalgic narratives and history as a resource to legitimize 

present-day actions, such as (re-)building understandings of the organizational identity 

(Gabriel, 2020; Schultz & Hernes, 2013), legitimizing new strategic initiatives (Langley et al., 

2020; Sasaki et al., 2019; Hatch & Schultz, 2017), or the evolving role of the founder figure, 

which has not received specific attention before Basque & Langley (2018) who analyzed how 

the founder figure is used for organizational identity claims. 

We look beyond identity narratives after underlying idealistic values and fantasies to bring 

meaning to perfect organizational identity narratives. There is a small but significant number 

of research that explores workplace practices from a fantasy view. Gabriel (1995) investigates 

the imperfect nature of organizations by looking at multiple fantasies that permeate 

organizations. His research explores the terrain where people engage in unsupervised, 

spontaneous activity, “a kind or organizational dreamworld in which desires, anxieties and 

emotions find expression in highly irrational constructions” (p. 477). This terrain is referred to 

as the unmanaged organization and the “chief force in the unmanaged organization is fantasy” 

(Gabriel, 1995, p. 479). He outlines how fantasies spawned by organizational members might 

lead to lose touch with reality. Brown (1997, p. 646) describes fantasies as “emotionally 

significant unconscious wishes for fulfilment or gratification”. 

Underlying the fantasies and desires are values that are to be considered desirable and thus 

sustain the fantasy. Organizational values shape an organization’s identity (narratives). Some 

organizations have their values visibly shown everywhere while some organizations have 

unwritten values that are known to all employees. Martin (2016) concentrates on narratives in 

organizations (Boje, 1991) as a part of organizations to understand how narratives embed values 

in newcomers’ actions and the power to guide the actions of members in specific ways. There 

are many narratives newcomers might hear when joining an organization. As not all stories are 

positive examples of upholding organizational values, Martin’s work (2016) on “stories about 

values and valuable stories” analyses the impact of negative narratives in the organizational 

context and how those narratives influence organizational behavior. Foroughi (2019) studied 

how organizational founding stories are remembered and retold (see also Foroughi & Al-

Amoudi, 2019; Suddaby et al., 2020). He shows that discordant fantasies of an organization 

shape the dynamics of multiple collective memories that build multiple identity narratives. 

Glynos (2008) explores the normative and ideological significance of fantasy in the context of 

workplace practice. He draws attention to the fact that the power of fantasies forms the 
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underpinning of many economic practices and therefore play a key role in sustaining workplace 

practices.  

Summarized, prior studies have explored various aspects of narratives in organizations. There 

is little to no literature that draws attention to the dysfunctions of fantasmatic identity narratives, 

how they emerge, how they can lead to frustrations when people cannot cope with clash of 

reality and how such perfect organizational identity narratives can impede organizational 

change. Our research is guided by the motivating research questions 1) How do narratives 

contribute to the construction of organizational identity and thereby contribute to an image of 

a perfect organization? 2) What are possible dysfunction effects of perfect identity narratives 

on organizational members and on organizational change? 

 

Describing the case and the crux of the matter 

The educational IT company Alphabet (a pseudonym) is a young startup founded in April 2018. 

Alphabet understands education as a basic requirement for social participation and at the same 

time as best possible mean for the development of individuals. They define themselves as a 

purpose-driven and profit oriented social enterprise, where all organizational activities are 

aligned to the organization’s mission, which is to reshape education through digital tools. Their 

vision is to revolutionize the educational landscape with the goal of providing teachers and 

students digital tools necessary to enhance positive learning experiences enabling independent, 

individualized and joyful lifelong learning. 

The purpose of the company is based on fundamental idealistic values that constitute the 

identity of the company, the company’s raison d'être and as a consequence its interpretation of 

processes of organizing. Out of the desire to revolutionize the educational landscape a company 

was born where the core ideas from its founding days are deeply embedded in the organization. 

For most members – including core members who have been with the company since its 

founding – the company’s strong (idealistic) values and core beliefs were the primary reason to 

join and participate in Alphabet. To them, Alphabet means they can simultaneously pursue and 

achieve the company’s mission and realize their own aspirations and goals: to provide their own 

children high quality schooling, where learning is rethought, and the dysfunctions of old school 

systems are resolved. Similarly, that is how they aimed for organizing the company. The 

positive, enthusiastic narratives construe the company’s identity and concurrently create a 
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terrain of fantasy on which idealistic desires and positive emotions are expressed: to rethink 

learning and to redesign schools but also to rethink organizing and to redesign organizations. 

Over time, despite – or due to – the powerful values and strong identity of the organization, 

first problems emerged. Problems with which every start-up is confronted sooner or later: the 

question of the economic viability of a company. Revolutionizing the school sector and the 

educational landscape proved to be a very difficult and long-term process. The management 

decided to undertake necessary steps, such as a strategic change initiative, to reduce economic 

difficulties. 

However, organizational members increasingly hold on to the founding narrative and keep 

recalling the organization’s identity narrative in order to stop the initiated change. Their strong 

emotional attachment to the fantasmatic organization created is particularly evident in the 

members’ psychosomatic conditions, which result into stress, frustration, a lack of perspective, 

insecurity and finally into resignation. The members resist the change and begin to question 

everything: the company’s history, the individual’s commitment to contribute to something 

good and important, the company’s vision, and ultimately even the raison d'être of the 

organization as a whole. 

 

Method 

Research approach 

In order to be able to gain concrete, contextual, in-depth knowledge about the complex relation 

of organizational identity formation, the emergence of fantasies (Gabriel & Griffiths, 2004; 

Putnam, 1983) and organizational change failure from a narrative identity lens, a longitudinal 

ethnographic case study (Van Maanen et al., 2007; Yin, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Van 

Maanen, 1988) over a time period of almost three years was employed. A growing body of 

literature suggests combining organizational ethnography and case study design as a new 

methodology for investigating complex organizational phenomena (Côté-Boileau et al., 2020). 

This methodological approach is helpful as to understand the experience of organizational 

actors in their natural context with a particular interest in processes involved in shaping 

organizational identity (Linde, 2009; Ybema et al., 2009; Van Maanen et al., 2007; Mason, 

2002; Putnam, 1983). This new combined in-depth qualitative methodology does both, it 

challenges and improves the conventional ways we study the lives of organizations (Aguinis et 

al., 2019; Berthod et al., 2018; Bryman & Buchanan, 2018).  
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Data collection 

To better understand Alphabet and the roles of identity narratives, the company was observed 

in its daily operations, strategy processes as well as in its external appearance (Mason, 2002). 

More than 1.400 minutes of group-discussions and interviews were conducted with the owners, 

management and employees and transcribed (Gabriel, 2000; Czarniawska, 2004). Documents, 

protocols, video recordings of meetings, chat transcripts were documented and analyzed. 

External (including first public) appearances such as conferences and trade fairs, internal 

meetings and events were accompanied, observed and documented for the analysis (Boje, 

2008). During the longitudinal observation and data collection as a basis for qualitative data 

analysis, the focus was on exploring the organization’s identity from the deep layer of meanings 

of narratives and stories, which are used for further interpretation (Putnam, 1983). 

Data analysis 

In our analysis, we specifically aim to understand how identity narratives that are built through 

the organizational becoming process (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) lead to fantasies of a perfect 

organization. This in turn helps us to explore the dysfunction effects of such fantasies on 

organizational members and organizational change. 

In seeking to get to the bottom of our research questions, we ask the following questions in our 

data analysis: Which narratives contribute to the organizational identity construction at 

Alphabet? Which images do those narratives convey? How do the narratives evolve over time, 

how do they effect organizational members and finally, what is their role regarding 

organizational change? The data analysis follows Schinoff et al.’s (2016) approach where an 

organization’s identity is analyzed through a saying (telling, who we are), showing (behavior 

that communicates, who we are) and staging (enacting, who we are) framework in order to 

understand the process of meaning construction. 

 

Main findings 

Our analysis shows how narratives that are construed through organizational becoming 

processes lead to fantasies of a perfect organization. The identity narratives created a terrain 

where people could express fantasies and strong emotions about the organization (Winkler, 

2020; Glynos, 2008; Gabriel, 1995) and finally a fantasmatic image of the perfect organization 

emerged. At the same time, these fantasies took away their view of obstacles and complex 

organizational events. They led to frustrations when the perfect organizational image (identity) 
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was questioned and ultimately prevented the employees from being able to accept the necessary 

change in order to survive as an organization. 

 

Contribution  

This paper makes an important contribution to organization studies literature: While previous 

research in organizational storytelling discuss how fantasies spawned by organizational 

members might lead to lose touch with reality (Gabriel, 1995), how stories pass the culture on 

new members (Martin, 2016) and how collective memories construct multiple identity 

narratives (Foroughi, 2019), there is little to no literature that draws attention to the emergence 

to fantasies through narrative identity building and thereby explains dysfunction effects of 

organizational fantasies on organizational members and on organizational change. 
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Motivation  

Participating in the PDL workshop is a great opportunity to learn more about how to 

successfully (and also not so much) formulate, write, submit, and revise papers for top-journal 

publications. I would like to discuss my research focus, research questions, research design and 

methods and to review and improve my research approach. The workshop will also give me the 

opportunity to network with colleagues from around the world, laying a foundation for potential 

international collaboration. I am looking forward to new impulses, the exchange of experiences 

and the international networking opportunity. 

Dissertation Summary 

Problem statement 

In addition to economic goals, social enterprises also pursue social purposes that are based on 

idealistic values. They increasingly rely on organizational forms that are referred to in the 

literature as "new forms of organizing" (NFO) and aim at democratic decision-making 

processes, empowerment and self-organization. It is already well known from the literature that 

the simultaneous pursuit of economic and social goals poses significant challenges for social 

enterprises, which scholars often address and describe with the terms of “mission drift” and 

“paradox”. However, there is little literature that examines in detail the implications of a 

mission drift on organizational identity formation processes and the potential consequences 

associated with it.  Moreover, organization and management studies are increasingly interested 

in and call for developing a more nuanced understanding of the application and implementation 

of these new forms of organizing concept to better understand potential pitfalls in organizational 

processes. This research project intends to address these gaps.  

Theoretical background 

Social enterprises pursue the dual mission of achieving both financial sustainability and social 

purpose and, therefore, do not fit neatly into the conventional categories of private, public or 

non-profit organizations (Doherty et al., 2014, p. 417) and are therefore referred to as hybrid 

organizations (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Their primary objective is to deliver social value to 

beneficiaries of their social mission and work with practices that are typically associated with 

conventional business (Ebrahim et al., 2014, p. 83). Social enterprises have an emotional 

dimension in the sense that they pursue a social mission based on values that constitute the 

identity of the organization (Doherty et al., 2014). In their efforts to generate revenue they 

increasingly are at risk losing sight of their social mission, a risk referred to as a mission drift 

(Jones, 2007).  

Social enterprises pursue social innovation and look for new solutions to social problems (Lee 

and Edmondson, 2017; Puranam et al., 2014). In the pursuit of a perfectly functioning 

organization, they are increasingly making use of new work arrangement and new forms of 

organizing conceptualizations, which both fit well with and strengthen the values 

(organizational identity) of social enterprises (Ometto et al., 2019). NFO concepts are 

characterized by democracy-led decentralization of authority, empowerment and self-

organization and are based on idealistic organizational forms and processes that strive for 

perfect ways of organizing (Martela, 2019).  

Given the existing body of knowledge on social enterprises, there is little to no research that 

analyzes in detail the implications of mission drift on an organization's identity and identity 
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formation processes and its potential consequences. Furthermore, the impact of the application 

of NFO on organizational identity processes is still unexplored. The research is guided by the 

motivating research questions 1) What are the possible implications of mission drift on 

organizational identity and identity formation processes? 2) What effects do new forms of 

organizing conceptualizations have on the organization, its members and on the construction of 

the organizational identity? 3) What consequences can be derived from the application of NFO 

concepts and mission drift for organizational becoming (identity formation) processes? 

Methodology and Method 

Research approach  

In order to be able to get to the bottom of the questions of interest interpretivist-constructivist 

(Putnam, 1983) and process-oriented (Schultz & Hernes, 2013; Schultz et al., 2012; Hatch & 

Schultz, 2002) approaches are applied in the research project. A longitudinal ethnographic case 

study was conducted to gain concrete, contextual, in-depth knowledge about the complex 

relation of NFO and OI formation (Côté-Boileau et al., 2020). The research design of the 

research project bases on interpretive- constructivist positioning (Yanow & Ybema, 2009; 

Hatch & Yanow, 2003; Putnam, 1983). The research project aims to examine the application 

of the concepts and further their effects on the development of the organization, on 

organizational members and on identity formation by using qualitative and process-oriented 

research methods (Schultz & Hernes, 2013; Schultz et al., 2012).  

Data collection  

To better understand the link between NFO concepts and organizational identity formation 

processes a social enterprise was observed in its daily operations, strategy processes as well as 

in its external appearance (Mason, 2002). More than 1.400 minutes of group-discussions and 

interviews were conducted with the owners, management and employees and transcribed. 

Documents, protocols, video recordings of meetings, chat transcripts were documented and 

analyzed. External (including first public) appearances such as conferences and trade fairs, 

internal meetings and events were accompanied, observed and documented for the analysis.  

Main Findings 

The initial results of the research project reveal that NFO concepts are based on the normative 

claim of perfectly functioning organizations. The underlying values of the concept fit well with 

and reinforce the idealistic values (organizational identity) (Martin, 2016) of social enterprises 

and are accompanied by fantasies (Gabriel, 1995). The fantasies spawned by organizational 

members might lead to lose touch with reality, as they take away the view of obstacles and 

complex organizational events and further lead to frustrations when the perfect organizational 

image (identity) is not achieved, which in turn affects the identity formation processes of an 

organization.  

Intended Contribution 

This paper makes two important contributions to organization studies literature: 1) The 

academic literature continues to call for and explore new organizational forms (Lee and 

Edmondson, 2017; Puranam et al., 2014) with the objective of gaining a deeper understanding 

of the application and potential impact of NFO concepts, especially in organizational becoming 

(identity formation) processes. 2) Much is already known about mission drift per se (Ebrahim 

et al., 2014; Doherty et al., 2014), but the implications of a mission drift on organizational 

identity formation process remain unexplored. This thesis highlights the consequences 
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associated with the pursuit of idealistic values and draws attention to the dysfunctional 

implications of idealistic values on organizational becoming processes.  
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INTRODUCTION AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Numerous organizations around the world currently operate between old and new normal. In face 

of routine breakdown, such as induced by the hit of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 (Ahlstrom & 

Wang, 2021; Bailey & Breslin, 2020; Loon et al., 2020), organizations are challenged to improvise 

in extreme contexts, meaning they “deal with the unforeseen without the benefit of preparation” 

(Hadida et al., 2015: 440). For instance, during the Covid-19 crisis a myriad of restaurants 

improvised their business models offering take away delivery instead of waiting guests in a specific 

location (Akpan et al., 2020). Such improvised novel solutions compete with existing routines as 

these become executable again, demanding for the reorganization of routines (Bechky & 

Okhuysen, 2011; Christianson et al., 2009; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). As a consequence, 

organizations face yet another challenge: the decision of going “back to normal” or “towards a new 

normal”. That raises the question how existing routines change (Feldman et al., 2021) in face of 

novel solutions improvised in extreme context (Ciuchta et al., 2021).  

Research on improvisational and routinized action has developed in separate streams, yet both 

concepts outline processes of designing / patterning and executing / performing (Cunha et al., 2015; 

Feldman et al., 2016). While improvisation is defined as the convergence of designing and 

executing novel action (Kamoche & Cunha, 2001; Moorman & Miner, 1998), routines are defined 

as the interplay of patterning and performing repetitive action (Feldman et al., 2016; Feldman & 

Pentland, 2003; Parmigiani & Howard-Grenville, 2011). Superimposing established process 

knowledge from both streams allows to take a more comprehensive view on organizational change. 

Existent literature reveals a complementing role of improvisational and routinized action. For 

instance, Mendonca (2007) outlines how firemen improvised an emergency response to power 

service interruption following the World Trade Center attack, relying on the routine of using auto-

start generators. Although the complementing role of the concepts has been invoked in both 

research streams, it has hardly been assessed holding back research in understanding how 

improvisational and routinized action embrace organizational change (Ciuchta et al., 2021; 

Feldman et al., 2021).  

Following Feldman et al. (2019: 5) in their assumption that “in order to study novelty in routines, 

we need to study the generative nature of actions”, we focus on the reconciliation of 

improvisational and routinized action in extreme contexts. Hence, the purpose of this process study 
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is to understand how routines change, and in particular how improvisational action turns into 

routinized action. 

METHODS OF ANALYSIS 

Inducing severe routine breakdowns in waves, the Covid-19 context is an extreme context which 

allows to study both improvisational and routinized action in parallel over time. We conducted our 

study in the higher education sector especially affected by the Covid-19 crisis (König et al., 2020), 

and draw on the case of a German business school which improvised and routinised its business 

and teaching model. We started our data collection right before the imposed campus lock down 

and followed the change process until the end of the year, collecting data over 40 weeks during 2 

semesters. Our primary, processual data covers 70 semi-structured interviews conducted in six 

interview rounds, as well as in-depth observations made in 66 online meetings as depicted in Figure 

1. We involved all major stakeholders being administrators, students, and lecturers as suggested 

for capturing an educational research context (Alavi & Gallupe, 2003). Additionally, we consider 

1178 course evaluations as secondary data. 

 

Building on our rich primary data, we engaged in an in-depth process analysis iterating between 

data, constructs, and literature in order to describe observed phenomena, and defining higher-order 

constructs as suggested for analyzing qualitative data (Gioia et al., 2013; Tracy, 2020). When we 

started our formal data analysis by openly coding for “improvisation” and “routine”, we were 

stroke by the fact that what was considered “normal” changed dynamically as organizational actors 

faced novelty. In a second coding round, we identified how organizational actors integrated novel 

aspects into normality. The granularity of our process data allowed us to carve out normality 

mechanisms of normality formation which generate, stabilize, or refuse novelty.  

 

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS 

Goh and Pentland (2019: 1920) use the metaphor of paths becoming “ruts in the road” through 

reinforcement turning novel designs into patterns. Our study highlights that improvisational action 

can be perceived as a “test run” of a change in routines before its becoming, or put in metaphorical 

words, before ruts are recognizable in the road. 
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Our findings show, dealing with novelty in an extreme context, organizational actors revise 

normality in a pulsating process continuously challenging what is considered “normal”. We 

introduce a pulsating normality as the dynamic reconciliation of improvisational and routinized 

action. Relying on our in-depth process analysis, we draw out six mechanisms of normality 

formation, which either take routinized action space generating novelty, or improvisational action 

space stabilizing novelty on the one hand or refusing novelty on the other hand. Deriving a 

conceptual model of the pulsating normality process, we explain how the mechanisms of normality 

formation allow organizational actors to “go back to normal” or “move towards a new normal”.  

As such, this essay contributes to both routine dynamics and organizational improvisation literature 

by providing new insights into how change in routines is induced (Feldman et al., 2021) and 

highlighting the important role of improvisation as inherent feature of routines (Feldman & 

Pentland, 2003). Furthermore, this essay adds knowledge to organizing beyond crisis (Bundy et 

al., 2017; Bush, 2020; Owen & Currie, 2021; Waller et al., 2014) by providing compelling insights 

into the process of normality formation. It aims at encouraging practitioners as well as researchers 

to allow for improvisation in order to reorganize in extreme contexts (Ansell & Boin, 2019; 

Christianson et al., 2009; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Trnka et al., 2016). 
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Lost and confused: Opportunity interactions during the ideation process 
The process of developing an entrepreneurial opportunity is influenced by the 

entrepreneur as they interact with their physical and social environments to consider what is 

valued and what is possible (Ardichvilli, Cardoza, & Ray, 2003; Alvarez & Barney, 2007; Wood 

& McKinley, 2010). These opportunity-shaping interactions are made up of overlapping 

episodes in which explanations of subjective experience and objective observations are 

exchanged among multiple people (Garud & Karnøe, 2003; Venkataraman, Sarasvathy, Dew, 

Forster; 2012). Each episode may result in a change to the opportunity considered, which in turn 

may be carried forward to subsequent interaction events (Selden & Fletcher, 2015).  

However, not all interactions result in a change to the entrepreneurial opportunity or 

contribute to what is carried forward as part of a metaconversation or shared meanings about 

what constitutes an opportunity (Robichaud, Giroux, & Taylor, 2004; Wood, Williams, & 

Drover, 2017). In order for the opportunity to continue to develop, there must be some level of 

engagement and intersubjective agreement by the entrepreneur and others they engage with, 

especially key stakeholders that might provide resources or connections (Snihur, Reiche, & 

Quintane, 2017). But what happens when the entrepreneur and their community of inquiry 

engage in episodes of explanation that result in multiple, potentially conflicting interpretations or 

when there does not seem to be a clear explanation of what to do next? 

Understanding how feedback is perceived and evaluated when uncertainty is likely to be 

the highest, complexities the most daunting, ambiguity of what matters too disorienting, and the 

equivocality of multiple paths generating the most confusion, becomes essential if we are to 

explain why some entrepreneurs succeed while others do not when faced with these knowledge 

problems inherent in the process of opportunity development (Townsend, Hunt, McMullen, & 



Sarasvathy, 2018).  While recent work has attempted to examine pivoting moments and 

discourse patterns during episodes, the underlying mechanisms of how the feedback loop 

influences the teleological, dialectic, evolutionary processes of change during the nascent 

organizational startup phase remains underexplored (Van de Ven & Poole, 1995; Grimes, 2018; 

Haines, 2021). 

Novice entrepreneurs during these nascent stages of idea conceptualization and 

elaboration offer an extreme set of cases for building theory about opportunity development 

because they often lack the internalized procedural skills that more experienced entrepreneurs 

have acquired, thus making the raw interactions to arrive at an intersubjective agreement more 

visible and varied (Eisenhardt, 1989; Ucbasaran, Wright, Westhead, & Busenitz, 2003). I focus 

on novice entrepreneurs, that have enrolled in a university introductory entrepreneurship course, 

that are tasked with generating a viable business idea by the end of the semester. These students 

are often inexperienced and unsure if entrepreneurship is for them. Those that do have 

experience, have either failed or abandoned a prior business because it was not sustainable. Some 

come in with ideas, others have no idea, or even how to generate one. The study was guided by 

the research question: How do novice entrepreneurs consider what to listen to and incorporate 

into their idea over time?  

To build theory on opportunity development during the nascent stages of the process, I 

take a process decomposition approach by gathering data through recorded observations of 

students interacting via zoom over a four-week period, as well as through weekly reflective 

questionnaires that capture descriptions of perceptions and evaluations of their ideas as well as 

those they are interacting with. Exploring these interactions that keep the individual and social 

group they interact with constant over time, affords me the chance to decompose the process of 



idea development and elaboration and more closely examine the mechanisms of feedback 

interactions. I utilize conversation analysis to identify patterns that explain how novice 

entrepreneurs are influenced by and use the interactions to develop an opportunity or abandon it 

as either a result of disconfirming information or an inability to generate intersubjective 

agreement. This work makes several contributions. First, I develop a process model of 

opportunity development that explains the mechanisms of feedback loops during early 

organizational stages of change. Second, I theorize that perceptions and evaluations of 

interactions are central to the opportunity development process. Third, I extend the literature on 

communicative practices of entrepreneurs as they start new businesses to provide a more 

complete and dynamic account for both the practices and perceptions of the entrepreneur and 

those they engage.  
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SHORT ABSTRACT 
  

     Much organizational control research argues fulfilling workers’ psychological needs 

induces their cooperation. Today, many organizations makes meeting these needs a fundamental 

goal of existence. This situation legitimizes workers’ resistance to stressful work based on the 

expected negative impact on their emotional well-being, a dilemma for the organization. This 

paper examines this control dilemma through an in-depth, three-year study of a social enterprise 

that employs marginalized people. In this organization, workers resist work demands through 

emotive storytelling (“dramatizing”), raising psychological risk (“catastrophizing”), and 

invoking an emotional display rule of maintaining happiness (“tone policing”). Further 

investigation reveals that most of those workers construe happiness to be an entitlement and the 

organization to violate this right when it directs them to handle stress. Other workers, however, 

construe happiness as an effortful accomplishment and take stressful responsibilities as occasions 

for upward mobility. This group had been socialized to experience guilt, disappointment, and 

anger at their lack of contribution to the organization when they were organizational newcomers, 

while the other group did not. This paper reveals how such processes unfold and articulates the 

critical role of moral emotions in mitigating the tension between organizational altruism and 

control. My finding on moral emotions enriches a processual view of organizational control as 

continuous socialization of feeling rules (“what should I be feeling in this context?”), framing 

rules (“what does this affective arousal mean to me?”), and interaction rules (“what strategic use 

of emotional displays is acceptable?”). 

 

Keywords: Organizational Control, Emotional Socialization Process, Altruism, Moral Emotions 

  



 

EXTENDED ABSTRACT / INTRODUCTION (1098 words) 

 Organizational theory recognizes a conflict between the worker’s and the organization’s 

goals. Thus, scholars of organizational control have been concerned with tactics, tools, or 

mechanisms to ensure a worker’s cooperation with the organization’s goals (Eisenhardt, 1985; 

Ouchi, 1980). A predominant strategy to secure cooperation is to fulfill workers’ psychological 

needs (Barnard, 1938; McGregor, 1960; Tannenbaum, 1962) such as their human needs for self-

determination, empowerment, social identifications, and trusting relationships (Alvesson & 

Willmott, 2002; Anteby, 2008; Barker, 1993; Michel, 2011; Sitkin & Roth, 1993). 

 While control theory largely assumes organizations are motivated to address their 

workers' psychological needs to induce cooperations, some organizations do it for altruistic 

reasons: because they care about their workers' welfare, regardless of whether that care translates 

into more cooperation. An altruist conceives of others’ welfare as their own (Becker, 1981); they 

are willing to reduce their evolutionary fitness to enhance the fitness of others (Simon, 1993). 

Altruist employers tend to avoid punishing employees, a phenomenon documented in research 

on family businesses (Lubatkin et al., 2005; Schulze et al., 2001) and social enterprises (Smith & 

Besharov, 2019; Tracey & Jarvis, 2006). This is potentially problematic because research on 

control considers punishment to be a quintessential element (see review Cardinal et al., 2017). 

Less studied is how the organization responds with altruism to workers’ resistance to work 

demand, a “control dilemma” (Long & Sitkin, 2018) that merits further study in light of the call 

to understand how organizational control works under conflicting goals (Cardinal et al., 2017). 

 Several control studies focusing on work resistance suggest to recognize the way workers 

skillfully use organizationally-sponsored goals, procedures, or identities to resist organizational 

demand (Baikovich & Wasserman, 2020; Courpasson et al., 2012; Dalton, 1959; Prasad & 



 

Prasad, 2000). For example, workers could pressure organizations to attend to welfare issues by 

making emotional displays (e.g., Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Martin et al., 1998; Sadeh & 

Zilber, 2019; Toubiana & Zietsma, 2017). In particular, they could exploit the claim that stressful 

work has a negative impact on their emotional well-being. Even though there have been a 

number of studies on procedures and rules that protect workers’ emotional well-being at work 

(Adler & Borys, 1996; Ashcraft, 2001; Briscoe, 2007; Gittell & Douglass, 2012; Martin et al., 

1998), less understood is how the same circumstances enable resistance. This paper seeks to 

develop an empirically textured understanding of how organizational altruism precisely causes 

resistance to work and how the organization may appropriately address the resistance attempts. 

 My empirical context — a social enterprise that employs a marginalized population to 

advance their welfare — offers two advantages for examining a control dilemma in altruist work 

organization. First, it manifests sufficiently high tension between the goal to ensure emotional 

well-being with other key organizational goals, such as commercial viability and workers’ 

competence development, as documented in prior studies of this setting (Battilana et al., 2015; 

Smith & Besharov, 2019; Tracey & Jarvis, 2006). Reflecting this tension, the organization I 

choose — Strive (a pseudonym) — declares “happiness at work,” as opposed to “labor 

exploitation,” to be the founding goal (Strive’s founder), while participating in an industry that 

delivers high quality, fast turnarounds, and low prices to international clients. Second, Strive 

targets people with physical disabilities, who (in the local context) received little, if any, 

employment opportunities or experience prior to joining Strive. Because of their initial gap in 

competence, they likely perceive work demand to be quite stressful. 

         My findings, of workers who hold their work supervisors responsible for keeping them 

happy at work versus workers who conceive of happiness as their own effortful accomplishment, 

reveal the critical role of moral emotions in mediating between altruism and control. Altruism 



 

sustains a beneficiary right to externalize stressful work responsibilities to those considered the 

altruists or those simply more able to handle the work, and the workers without prior salient 

socialization to moral emotions actively use this opportunity to protect their self-esteem or 

feelings. Moral emotions are “those emotions that are linked to the interests or welfare either of 

society as a whole or at least of persons other than the judge or agent” (Haidt, 2003, p. 853) and 

they are “self-conscious emotions that provide immediate punishment (or reinforcement) of 

behavior” (Tangney et al., 2007, p. 347). Socialization of moral emotions involves exposing 

workers to stressful work when they are still newcomers, and stirring up negatively-valenced 

moral emotions (“guilt”, “disappointment”, “anger”) directed at their shortcomings and then 

encouraging the positively-valenced ones (“pride”) to reinforce their improvement efforts. 

 A key contribution of my findings is to enrich a processual view of organizational control 

as continuous socialization of feeling rules (“what should I be feeling in this context?”), framing 

rules (“what does this affective arousal mean to me?”), and interaction rules (“what strategic use 

of emotional displays is acceptable?”) (see also Ashforth & Saks, 2002). This view draws on 

insights from sociological examinations of emotional socialization in occupations (Ashforth et 

al., 2007; Cahill, 1999; Hafferty, 1988; Hochschild, 1983). In contrast, discussion of 

socialization in control scholarship under analyzes its affective underpinnings (e.g., Adler, 2012; 

Michel, 2011), and the socialization literature “has not sufficiently examined how newcomers 

feel and display emotions” (Wanberg & Choi, 2012, p. 345). 

         Another contribution of my study is how exposing workers to negative emotional 

experiences can advance human development. I show subjecting newcomers to stressful 

emotions intrinsic to the job provides occasions for socializing them to needed, functional coping 

tactics. Currently, control theory views subjecting others to negative emotions as a form of 

punishment and thereby under explores ways to develop workers through negative emotions. As 



 

evidence, a review of the control literature notes that while positive organization scholarship 

(Spreitzer & Cameron, 2011) makes calls for understanding ways to prevent harm, this 

movement “does not yet have a strong presence in the control world” (Cardinal et al., 2017, p. 

574). The control scholarship explains shirking by focusing on opportunism (Eisenhardt, 1985) 

and thereby proposes more surveillance. In contrast, I argue that shirking happens due to failing 

to cope with stressful work demands, and proper emotional socialization can prevent failures. 

         My study also answers the call by control scholars to do more empirical research in 

complex institutional settings (see Cardinal et al., 2017; Sitkin et al., 2020). Because control is 

goal directed, it can be theoretically generative to unpack control dynamics resulting from the 

organizational pursuit of conflicting goals. My study contributes one example, which moves the 

predominant view of the control system from a closed-natural system to an open-natural system. 

The open-natural view reveals the role of socialization as a boundary process that mitigates 

external determination of members’ interests in organizational goals. 
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Organizations increasingly face competing demands from contemporary global challenges 

such as globalization, digitalization and sustainability (Smith & Besharov, 2019). One response 

to competing demands from organizations is to hybridize through the adoption of dual missions 

(Battilana, Besharov, & Mitzinneck, 2017; Kraatz & Block, 2008; Pache & Thornton, 2020). 

However, hybrid organizations are frequently associated with internal tensions and conflicts 

(Ashforth & Reingen, 2014; Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Glynn, 2000; Pache, Battilana & 

Spencer, 2019), particularly regarding organizational identity (Besharov, 2014; Lok, 2010). 

Hybrid organizations usually try to resolve tensions by either structurally separating to decrease 

tension centrality (Jarzabkowski, Matthiesen & Van de Ven, 2010; Kraatz & Block, 2008; Reay 

& Hinings, 2009), or by blending logics to increase their compatibility (Battilana & Dorado, 

2010; Dalpiaz, Rindova & Ravasi, 2016; Tracey, Phillips & Jarvis, 2011). Hybridity can not 

only be found in established organizations, but also in the newly formed (Cornelissen et al., 

2021; Smith & Besharov, 2019; Gümüsay, et al. 2020). This emerging stream of research has 

looked at the process of organizational identity formation for nascent hybrids and has shown 



how a hybrid organizational identity emerges over time through the practice of adaptive 

experimentation resulting in a convergent blending of logics. Elasticity in organizational 

identity enables these new organization to expand or contract its identity boundaries (Kreiner, 

Hollensbe, Sheep, Smith, & Kataria, 2015), as their leaders seek viable identity positions 

(Oliver & Vough, 2020). However, when comparing the established research stream on 

organizational hybridity that mainly focuses on established organizations (Battilana & Dorado, 

2010, Kraatz & Block, 2008) with the bourgeoning literature on organizational identity 

formation in nascent hybrids (Cornelissen et. al. 2021; Smith & Besharov, 2019), one 

discrepancy stands out: while established hybrids are frequently depicted as tension-laden, at 

times even to the point of break-down (Battilana & Dorado, 2010), tensions seem largely absent 

from the organizational environment in nascent hybrids. How these two streams come to show 

such different results requires more research focusing on the role of tension in the process of 

organizational identity formation of nascent hybrids (Smith & Besharov, 2019; Cornelissen et 

al. 2021; Oliver & Vough, 2020).  

Prevailing understandings of identity formation for nascent hybrids is that a cohesive 

identity stems from practice experimentation (Smith & Besharov, 2019; Cornelissen et al. 

2021; Oliver & Vough, 2020). However, this presumes a context where the organization has 

the jurisdictional and institutional authority to flexibly bend or enact so called identity elasticity 

(Gümüsay et al. 2020; Kreiner et al. 2015). For public organizations, identity elasticity is 

strongly restricted by institutional boundaries, suggesting that public organizations are a so far 

neglected context of inquiry in terms of fully understanding the role that elasticity plays in 

identity formation. Furthermore, for organizations created in a context of institutional plurality 

(Kraatz & Block, 2008; Polzer, Meyer, Höllerer & Seiwald, 2016), hybridity can potentially 

be an unknowing feature, rather than a proactive, strategic choice by organizational founders. 

In prevailing empirical studies of organizational identity formation in hybrids, they all engage 



in a highly hybrid-aware, iterative and convergent process (i.e., Cornelissen et al. 2021, Smith 

& Besharov, 2019; Gümüsay et al. 2020), while studies of hybridity under the opposite 

conditions have been repeatedly called for (Smith & Besharov, 2019; Townley, 2002; Glynn 

and Lounsbury, 2005; Kodeih and Greenwood, 2014), but remains to be addressed. We 

therefore  address this call by looking at a context where hybridity emerges from pre-existing 

external demands and formal written instructions. Taking an institutional logics perspective on 

organizational identity formation, we look at how organizational identity is enacted and shaped 

when hybridity is institutionally pre-defined, and the institutional boundaries are strong. We 

pose the research question: How is organizational identity enacted and shaped when hybridity 

is institutionally pre-defined and inelastic?  

To address this research question, we draw on in-depth longitudinal data from the first two 

and a half years of existence of a national agency for digital government. Our study was 

conducted over a period of 30 months, starting October 2018 and ending March 2021. It 

involved three data sources: semi-structured interviews (30), direct- and participant 

observation (58 h) and internal documents (500+pages). Throughout data collection and 

analysis, we triangulated across data sources (Corley & Gioia, 2004) and used a grounded 

approach to code and structure the data (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). We found that 

hybridity was inscribed from inception in the form of mission duality by third party actors, yet 

not made explicit to the organization. As organizational members were unaware of the 

prescribed hybridity, they gravitated towards co-existing, yet opposing logics of Bureaucracy 

and Openness (as in Open Source, stemming from the internet-based free software movement). 

They sought guidance from institutional documents on strategy and mission, where logic 

duality was already weaved in. As both authoritative texts and organizational structure 

prescribed a pre-determined duality, it provided ammunition to both sides in an organizational 

identity tug-of-war. In order to make the identity-pendulum swing in their favor, organizational 



members took action to trigger strategic diversion, recruitment infusion, identity split and 

jurisdictional superiority. In contrast to prevailing studies on how hybrid identity formation 

unfolds, our grounded process model depicts a process that departs – rather than ends – in 

hybridity. Instead of convergence between logics, we found a divergent process, where tensions 

were a central feature. Tensions persisted from to the push-pull dynamic of duality under 

inelasticity, ending in structural separation. 

We make three contributions. Primarily, we contribute to the organizational identity 

formation literature (Cornelissen et al. 2021, Smith & Besharov, 2019; Gümüsay et al. 2020), 

inducing an empirically grounded process model of how organizational identity formation 

unfolds when hybridity is institutionally pre-determined, and simultaneously inelastic. Second, 

we contribute to organizational hybridity literature by highlighting differences in identity 

formation between structural and blended hybrids, and how different forms of hybridity can 

fluctuate over time (Gümüsay et al. 2020). As a third and minor contribution, we add to the 

stream of research paying attention to the specific “opposing organizing principles” of 

bureaucracy and openness (Kornberger et al. 2017). Our contribution provides empirical 

evidence of the unintended consequences of inscribing opposing logics into the mission of a 

government agency. We conclude by discussing the implications of our findings for 

practitioners involved in the establishment and management of new government agencies, and 

of digital government in particular. 
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Making sense in mountains:  

An ethnographic study of the sensate experience of ski guiding 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

From the depths of shark diving through sea-level white water rafting to the heights 

of mountaineering, participation in guided but dangerous recreational activities is 

increasing. The impact of the role of sensate experiences on the organizing of such 

activities is less known. People getting injured and killed every year during 

recreational activities, including backcountry skiing, suggests the relevance of our 

explorations. Therefore, our research question is how do ski guides make sense of 

their clients vis-à-vis the avalanche terrain, and adapt accordingly?  

 

Physical risk is innate to extreme contexts. Scholars are typically concerned with 

blue light services, natural disasters and accidents (Hällgren et al., 2018). Less 

attention is devoted to the organizational life included in commercial, recreational 

activities in life-threatening natural environments (see e.g. Kayes (2004) for an 

exception). Still, people hire guides to provide access and safety in, for example, 

backcountry skiing. In ski-guiding, we have some knowledge about the importance of 

individual decision-making (Furman et al., 2010; Mannberg, Hendrikx, Johnson, et 

al., 2021; Stewart-Patterson, 2014, 2016; Zweifel & Haegeli, 2014) and social 

processes (Johnson et al., 2016; Mannberg, Hendrikx, & Johnson, 2021; Rokenes et 

al., 2015), but we have little understanding of the organizing implications.  

 

From earlier research of ours we learn that ecological conditions and clients are 

interdependent (tba), but we do not know how this interdependence plays out when 

exposed to the elements. For instance, how does a ski guide sense the risk of an 

avalanche, and what do they do? To answer this and other questions related to our 

research question, we use a sensemaking lens (Weick, 1995) which helps us 

explore how (temporary) teams coordinate. Traditionally, sensemaking has 

privileged cognitive, narrative, emotional, and physical cues (Cornelissen et al., 

2014; Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). However, this 



making sense of the body has left out the sensate experience of the sensemaker, 

which is difficult to understand unless directly experienced. As an effect, recent 

research has suggested sensemaking from the body as an alternative. Drawing upon 

this literature we see sensemaking as "unfolding from the holistic experience of 

being a body, including sensory experience entangled with emotional, physical, 

relational and moral aspects" (de Rond et al., 2019, p. 64). The purpose is to 

theorize how and why sensate experiences impact the organizing of recreational 

activities, in situ. 

 

We achieve our aim by ethnographic fieldwork of backcountry-guided ski trips in 

Norway. Our fieldwork allows us to make three contributions. First, most research on 

ski guiding has focused on surveys, experiments, databases, and interviews 

(Gstaettner et al., 2018). Ski guiding is, therefore, rarely explored in the detail 

achieved by ethnographic fieldwork. Second, we extend the variable-oriented 

literature on avalanche terrain decision-making by introducing a socially constructed, 

embodied sensemaking lens. Thirdly, we complement the methodological orientation 

of the literature on sensemaking from the body by focusing on the organizational 

implications for temporary groups.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

Backcountry skiing is a quickly growing pastime. The activity does not, however, 

come without risk. When the snow collects and the conditions are wrong, the light 

touch of a skier easily triggers avalanches. In addition, there is the risk of exposure 

to harsh weather, falling off cliffs, or into crevasses. Because of the physical 

dangers, skiers hire guides to keep them safe and mitigate the risks.  

 

Ski guiding have the features of a temporary organization: time is limited, the task is 

defined, a team is allocated, and there is transition (Bechky, 2006; Goodman & 

Goodman, 1976; Lundin & Söderholm, 1995). In Norway, guides typically operate 

alone or in pairs with a temporary group of typically 4-6 clients per guide. Sometimes 

the clients have met before, and sometimes they are unfamiliar. The trips are most of 

the time based out of lodges and small hotels close to the mountains and most tours 



happen over 2-3 days during the weekend. In the remote mountain ranges, groups 

must be self-sufficient as rescue services are far away (Lunde & Tellefsen, 2019).  

Data collection and analysis 

Stig and Maria, two of the researchers, followed multiple ski guides before, during, 

and after ski trips. In total they observed 35 days of skiing during the season of 2021. 

Stig is a trained IFMGA ski guide with 20 years of guiding experience. Maria is an 

avid but novice skier without guiding experience. Data were continuously collected 

and documented from the first meeting with the clients through the ski day until the 

group parted ways upon their return. The phase we are interested in starts and ends 

with stepping in and out of the skis. We complement our observations with 

conversations with guides and clients. We use NVivo to code the empirical material 

with an inductive analysis strategy. Our focus was the sensate experience of the 

researchers, paired with the reasoning of other members of the teams.  

 

DISCUSSION AND BRIEF ILLUSTRATION OF FINDINGS1 

Through ethnographic fieldwork, we find that sensing the natural environment is at 

the heart of the guiding, and skiing, experience. In the following we provide one 

example of the felt experience as Stig is struggling to make sense.  

 

On the summit, organizing on the literal precipice, Stig gets a surprising 

request from one of the clients to ski the steepest part of the mountain. Stig 

leaves the other guide and the clients to assess the descent (see photo 1).  

 

 
1 Because of space considerations we present very limited theoretical contributions. Obviously, 
findings and discussion/conclusions will be separated and further developed in the full paper.  



 

Photo 1: The red line indicates the requested descent. Blue circle marks the 

summit where the group was standing. Photo by Stig Løland. 

 

From the fieldnotes: I must go further down. I do not quite like it, as I am about 

to go forward on the edge where it rolls over, a typical place where 

avalanches start. I feel the pressure in my neck hairs... If [the avalanche] 

slides, we will be beaten to death against the rocks on the way down. We are 

dead before the avalanche stops. It is 400 meters, at least. I do not know the 

client. I pause to make sense of the bad gut feeling. Is he at all capable of 

skiing this steep? I do not like it. I notice that our common background affects 

me. It speaks in his favor. I have a feeling that I have too little information. I 

have too little information. I ask myself why this is important? Is this 

important? Is he important? If it had been any of the other clients, the answer 

would have been easy. But even him, I'll probably never see him again. What 

is important? A mental picture of my two-year-old son smiling and waving on 

the stairs at home when I left, appears in my head. My stomach ties in knots. I 

quickly turn around and start to climb back up to the others. I have made up 

my mind. 



 

In this case, Stig decided that it was not worth the risk to ski the steep face. 

Instead of adapting the plan and fulfilling the wish of the client, Stig proposed 

another challenging, but safer alternative. After some back and forth, Stig's 

proposition was accepted. 

 

This is but one quote from our fieldwork, but we allow ourselves to make some 

reflections in advance of a full paper. First, the ethnographic methods provide 

hitherto rather unexplored details of guide work in recreational activities in extreme 

contexts in general, and ski-guiding in particular. Second, in contrast to previous 

research on decision-making in avalanche terrain, sensing in terms of 'reading' the 

setting do not suffice. Assessing weather- and avalanche reports, digging snow 

profiles, or talking to clients about their expectations for the day only provide rough 

guidance. Sensing the avalanche terrain is a complex process of felt experiences 

and intuitive and controlled risk-taking that accounts for subtle cues oftentimes 

invisible to the naked eye. But making sense of the natural environment is not 

enough. The client, and others (Stig´s son) have a pronounced role in the process. 

The former since Stig do not know him and therefore cannot 'sense' his skills, the 

latter's mental presence urging Stig to 'play it safe' and return home. Third, we find 

that a sub-goal of the temporary was introduced – and rejected – based on the 

sensate experience of Stig. The challenge, not displayed in the example, was to 

explain this to the client and make the client accept the situation. In conclusion, 

social- and ecological conditions are interdependent in recreational activities. In 

extreme contexts, this interdependence is important for providing a nice and, 

relatively, safe trip.  
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Figure 1. A police officer scanning his phone 

 
It is three o’clock in the morning and police officer Matt is driving solo. He 
spots a joy-rider and pulls the car over. While he bows forward to ask the 
driver for his license, Matt looks into the car and his posture changes slightly. 
There is one man, and three women, in the car. Something is ‘off’ about them. 
Matt moves away from the car and picks up his company smartphone to scan 
the ID card of the driver. On his phone, he can find previously registered 
information about the man and the car. While Matt is scrolling through the 
info, one of the women gets out of the car. Matt is completely absorbed by his 
phone, head bowed forward; not noticing any movement around him. The 
woman moves closer, one step at the time. When Matt finally breaks his gaze 
away from his phone, he looks with surprise at the woman.  

He walks back to the driver and hands over the ID. He warns the driver 
not to joy-ride again. After that, they can go. Back in his police car, Matt 
explains that he read on his phone that these women are often spotted in that 
car. According to earlier crime registrations, they perform sexual activities for 
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money, after which they often rob their client. On top of that, they were 
registered as HIV positive, which posits a danger for police officers in case 
things get violent. I ask Matt whether he was aware of the woman moving 
closer to him. He says that he did not notice her at all. “So annoying,” Matt 
says, “you completely lose oversight when you look up information on your 
phone.”  

 
Since 2008, there has been a strong belief amongst police top management in the ‘power of 

data’ to keep officers safe. This prompted the introduction of a mobile database that allowed 
police officers to access information in the field. For example, by scanning an ID card with the 
camera of their smartphone, an officer could access someone’s previous police registrations, 
their relatives, and how often that person has been checked by other police officers. Police 
officers typically valued the increased agency that having such information on-the-go offers. 
Yet, the introduction of the mobile database also led to unintended consequences (de Rond, 
Whiteman, Langley, & Tsoukas, 2022): passive listening decreased, and active consultation of 
the database required bodily work that, at times, clashed with the need to remain aware and 
responsive in potentially dangerous encounters.  

Between 2016 and 2019, the first author conducted ethnographic fieldwork at the Dutch 
police, which included eight months full-time “in the streets” at the emergency response 
department. During this time, smartphones were just being implemented and the first 
unintended consequences of mobile databases started to emerge. In particular, she was 
surprised by the disorientation that resulted from the use of these phones. To understand the 
scope of these changes, we returned to the field site in the spring of 2021 and performed 16 
interviews to find out how the use of smartphones had unfolded and with what consequences 
for situation awareness in police work.  

We analyze the unintended consequences by bringing together theoretical work on the 
sentient and situated nature of the body (e.g., Wacquant, 2015; de Rond, Holeman, & Howard-
Grenville, 2019; Sergeeva, Faraj, & Huysman, 2021) and situation awareness (Endsley, 1995; 
Roth, Mutler, & Raslear, 2016). Situation awareness is a military concept concerned with “the 
ability to maintain a constant, clear mental picture of relevant information and the tactical 
situation including friendly and threat situations” (Dostal, 2001 in Suchman, 2015). The 
concept is relevant to police officers who need to assess and act quickly and responsibly to 
ensure their own and others’ safety. However, situation awareness literature tends to focus on 
cognitive processes of decision making. We wish to highlight, as in our vignette above, that 
the embodied, sensory and perceptual nature of police (and all) work is highly relevant to 
understanding how situation awareness is achieved and how this is augmented and/or 
undermined by the introduction of new information technologies and ways of accessing 
information in the field. 

We report on two categories of consequences for the situation awareness of police officers: 
First, the use of smartphones had consequences for the bodily enactment of police work. The 
physical presence of this tool required police officers to bend forward and zoom in on the small 
screen (see Figure 1) instead of standing (or sitting) up-right, scanning the area. This had 
consequences for police officers’ ability to maintain an overview of the physical environment, 
which is crucial for their safety. As one police officer explained: “What if someone grabs a 
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knife? That can be an issue… If someone responds a little heatedly, then you need to be fully 
focused on them, then you shouldn’t be using your phone.” In addition, the change in posture 
and focus on their phones also influenced the new information that officers gathered from 
citizens. As one of the police officers reflected: “Really, people feel less heard, and you get 
less information from them.”  

Second, having access to information via a search query on their smartphone led to a 
reduction in ‘overhearing’ practices (Roth et al., 2016) once common in police work. 
Previously, a request for information required calling the control room, and requests and 
responses could be overheard by other officers. As one officer explained: “You used to hear 
many information requests. Now it’s just the control center sending out police officers to new 
incidents... A verbal request for info almost never happens anymore.” The verbal information 
requests were typically considered as “noise” or “distractions.” However, the side-effect of this 
‘noise’ was that it gave the police officers an impression of the whereabouts and needs of all 
officers in the street. Moving towards silent information searching took away police officers’ 
ability to create situation awareness through listening.  

Although the mobile phone database offers police information that is relevant to assessing 
their situation (intended to augment situation awareness), the embodied and material realities 
of accessing this information while in the field of action leads to physical and attentional 
changes that shut off perceptual access to the situation. We explore in our paper how this 
‘sensory insulation’ (Suchman, 2015, p. 9) can lead to police officers becoming what we call 
‘de-situated’ from their physical environment while their bodies and sensory faculties are 
concerned with the digital search environment of their mobile phones.  
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“Because every single day is just actually the same as the day before. Oh, it’s horrible. I’m telling you 

– it really is.”  (Wahidin, 2006) 

 

Temporal agency and agency of time: What can we learn from extreme temporal 

contexts 

 

Extended abstract 

Extreme contexts seen as extreme cases or ‘outsiders’ usually mark boundary conditions. As 

marking boundary conditions, they could be considered important in highlighting some rear 

situations, dynamics, or relations, which could enhance our theorization, but being rear and 

applying only to particular circumstances may lack perceived relevance in everyday 

organizing. However, that kind of approach could hold in relatively stable and predictable 

environments. As a recent couple of years have shown, everything could get turned upside 

down relatively easily and unexpectedly fast, therefore challenging decisively the assumptions 

about stability and predictability related to the everyday coping in organizations. In the light of 

the recent past years’ experiences, it seems to be well justified to ask, what can we learn about 

the agency of time and temporal agency or its perceived lack from extreme temporal contexts?  

It turns out that, for example, studies of temporal experiences in socially closed environments 

like in prisons (Johnsen et al., 2019; Meisenhelder, 1985; Wahidin, 2006) and closed 

rehabilitation centers (Calkins, 1970) could help to analyze people's temporal experiences 

related to the turbulence and lockdowns during the COVID-19 pandemic. While representing 

institutions where the absence of events, dull, empty, and meaningless days, and the loss of 

temporal agency are intentionally designed features, the way these features influence targeted 

people can explain temporal experiences of the broader society during the COVID-19 

restrictions. By helping to understand these experiences, studies conducted in socially extreme 

environments could also provide ways to manage these experiences, at least to some extent.  

The main aspect the so-called prison studies bring fore is the tension between, on the one hand, 

the agency of time and, on the other hand, the temporal agency of the individual. In other words,  

the tension between the time as simultaneously creative and destroying external force in its 

ever-emerging and perishing nature, and the individual's ability and capability to exercise their 

temporal agency by shaping their temporal conditions and relations (Orlikowski and Yates, 

2002). 

Studies show that coherent connections across the past, present, and future are vital for our 

mental and emotional well-being (i.e., Fuchs, 2013; Johnsen et al., 2019; Meisenhelder, 1985; 

Wahidin, 2006). Lacking temporal agency, that is, the ability and capability to shape our 

temporal conditions and seeing our situation as futureless destroys the perceived meaning of 

the present (Fuchs, 2013). That could be so traumatizing that it could question our whole being, 

our whole existence. Being unable to shape our time (Orlikowski and Yates, 2002) through 

actively influencing our temporal conditions could place us under the hegemony of “an 

independent” and “inexorable” time (Fuchs, 2013: 80) characterized by continuous and 
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monotonous passing. It turns out that human beings are ill-equipped to deal with an infinite 

time that dictates everything, leaving no room for pleasant surprises or any individual 

interventions, no creativity or spontaneity, no room for individuals to change or amend their 

relationship with it. 

Carrying out their study in a high-security prison in Finland, Johnsen et al. (2019: 14) found 

that lacking the ability to dictate events in the present and “without a definite sense of attainable 

future,” time became an enemy to the inmates; something to fight with “by doing it, by making 

it their own” (Johnsen et al., 2019: 14). The findings of Johnsen et al. are in line with the 

findings of  Meisenhelder (1985) and Wahidin’s (2006), who investigated temporal 

experiences of inmates in prison establishments, respectively in the US and England and Wales. 

In addition to doing and making time, they found that the inmates also tried to create time 

(Meisenhelder, 1985) by either loading “everything into one day” (Wahidin, 2006) or making 

their own rhythm by getting ahead of the daily schedule (Wahidin, 2006). Yet another 

technique to manage time was marking time (Meisenhelder, 1985: 49), devoting a particular 

time to a specific activity. 

In the prison studies, the inmates were acutely aware of the paradox of time – being 

simultaneously finitude and infinite. On the one hand, there was a struggle to somehow “make 

the present tolerable” (Johnsen et al,. 2019: 15), and fill these monotonous, empty, and 

meaningless days by doing, making, creating time. On the other hand, there was a painful 

sensation that this monotonous, empty, meaningless time that was felt as standing still was their 

life passing away irreversibly. Similar sensations surfaced in people’s expressions during 

COVID-19 lockdowns, where people describe how the “objective” duration of time loses its 

meaning as all days mingle together in a timeless soup of time. Where, on the one hand, people 

were trying to fill their time with something to make the passing time somehow bearable, while 

on the other hand, they felt like they have lost a year or years of their life they can never re-

live, meaning, they will never get back those years lost to COVID.  

Calkins (1970), in her study conducted in a rehabilitation institution, identified six styles of 

time usage – passing, waiting, doing, making, filling, and killing, each associated with a 

particular way of orienting towards and relating to time, a time management strategy, an 

awareness of time, and perceived temporal agency. Each style of time usage is also associated 

with a particular behavior that contributes to or challenges the smooth running of organizational 

processes. Calkins proposes that similar styles of time usage and related behaviors could be 

found in diverse social settings “where people are also apt to have abundant time with relatively 

few alternatives for using it” (Calkins, 1970: 501). While she refers to institutions like the army, 

educational programs, and retirement communities, similar conditions, that is, an abundant 

time with relatively few alternatives for using it, became widespread during COVID-19. In 

other words, the suppressed temporal agency became a widespread problem both in 

organizations and in society.  

The sudden and surprising similarities of the temporal conditions between the broader social 

environment and socially closed environments mean that different time usage styles and 

associated behaviors identified in the socially closed environments most probably apply to 

other settings with similar temporal conditions. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that studies 

conducted in the extreme environments could share some light on the connections between our 
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orientation towards time, perceived temporal agency and control, engagement in social 

interaction, anticipated future or the sensed lack of it, time awareness, and time management 

strategies, and behavior in the similar temporal context. Understanding the coping mechanisms 

related to different time usage styles could help us understand and prevent undesirable or even 

deviant behaviors caused by specific temporal conditions.  
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Extended Abstract 

 

Paradoxical tensions are an unavoidable accompaniment of human organization 

(Lewis, 2000). They emanate from latent contradictions in organizational systems, requiring 

organizational actors to deal with them. In the growing body of research on organizational 

paradoxes (e.g., Lusher & Lewis, 2008; Jarzabkowski, Le, & Van de Ven, 2013; Therrien, 

Normandin, & Comeau-Vallée, 2017), system-level contradictions and sensemaking processes 

come together to render latent tensions salient when (a) there are changes in environmental 

conditions of plurality, scarcity and change, and (b) actors apply paradoxical cognition (Smith 

& Lewis, 2011). While scholars found that rhetorical (Jarzabkowski et al., 2013) or discursive 

interactions (Abdallah, Denis, & Langley, 2011) can socially construct paradoxes through 

micro instantiations of tension that can have ripple effects across the organization (Luscher & 

Lewis, 2008), what is mediating the relationship between system, team and individual levels 

remained opaque.  

Moving the focus beyond discourse, Le & Bednarek (2017) suggested that material 

artifacts can constitute structural conditions that render paradoxical tensions salient (Knight & 

Paroutis, 2017), mediate acceptance (Michaud, 2014), and contribute to defensive or proactive 

responses (Aoki, 2019). For example, Knight, Paroutis, and Heracleous (2018) showed how 

visuals enable tensions to become salient and therefore subject to discussion and management. 

These scholars suggests that material artifacts play a mediating role between system-level, 

teams and individuals (Knight & Hahn, 2020). However, capturing the role of material artefacts 

in studies of paradox can be harrowing, because tools, models or charts interplay with other 

artefacts and often play multiple roles (Aoki, 2019).  Further, many material artifacts are 

malleable, changing their form and meaning over time. Especially visual artifacts, composed 

of images, tables, graphs, and so on might be subject to frequent changes and show traces of 



how system-level contradictions and sensemaking processes come together to render latent 

paradoxical tensions salient and further influence the management of these tensions. Our 

research question therefore is: How do material artifacts contribute to the salience and 

management of paradoxical tensions?  

If paradoxes are entangled in work artifacts that might gain, lose, or otherwise alter 

their relevance, it is likely to show particularly during times of environmental turbulence 

causing organizational crisis. We conducted a visual ethnography of a national airline’s 

operational team’s daily meetings over twelve months during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

meetings were held online and centred around a visual artifact (hereafter VA) that the airline 

had introduced to stimulate and coordinate suppliers’ performance conversations before the 

pandemic. The temporarily grounding of entire fleets turned organizational strategies, 

operations, and performance measures on their head globally, revealing paradoxical tensions 

during the daily meetings of the airline. To uncover the role of the VA in the salience and 

management of paradoxical tensions during this prolonged crisis, we analysed material-

discursive entanglements during the meetings.  

Our results suggest that the VA made paradoxical tensions salient and enabled 

managers to both, maintain operations and enact change as the crisis unfolded. However, our 

results also suggest that the VA’s design and content didn’t stay static over time. It 

continuously developed in response to the discourse elicited, which in turn influenced 

subsequent discourse. The malleable nature of the visual artifact enabled splitting the crisis 

response from continuous issues of operating an airline, and later through merging the two. 
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Toxic professional norms and professional 
identity: The creation and sustainment of 
silence in the nursing profession 
 

Abstract  

 

Sexual harassment represents a widespread and pervasive social phenomenon that is defined as 

“unwanted sex-related behaviour at work that is appraised by the recipient as offensive, exceeding her 

resources, or threatening her well-being” (Fitzgerald et al., 1997b: 15). Various high-profile cases of 

sexual harassment have emphasized the ubiquity of the phenomenon and the disturbing reality that 

victims are too often silenced. For instance, the case of Susan Fowler, a whistleblower, and the former 

software engineer at Uber, is illustrative of how organizations tend to undermine, and consequently, 

silence the claims of the victims of sexual harassment. On the other hand, the Harvey Weinstein scandal 

that unfolded in October 2017 is representative of bystanders turning a blind eye. Although more than 

80 women in the film industry accused Weinstein, the film producer, of rape, sexual assault, and sexual 

abuse for over thirty years, those working in the industry who knew about (or at least suspected) all 

remained silent.  

Although sexual harassment is prevalent in most industries and sectors, surprisingly, there has 

been little attention to sexual harassment in healthcare. However, widespread evidence of rampant 

sexual harassment in healthcare exists (Van Dis, Stadum, & Choo, 2018). Nurses represent the largest 

working group within this industry, and they appear to experience harassment issues more frequently 

than any other working groups (Clari et al., 2020). This might be due to the high-power differentials 

between nurses and doctors and the gendered feminized image of the nursing profession that makes 

nursing devalued in the public perception (Wallace & Abbott, 1990; Schneider et al., 2016; Summers 

& Summers, 2014). Apart from the gendered image, the profession had also had to overcome a 

sexualized image, historically attached to young nurses touching the bodies of young, wounded soldiers 

during the Crimea War. Though Florence Nightingale established nursing as a profession during this 

War and is known for her remarkable intelligence, determination, and formidable capacity for work, 

she and other nurses' images is often seen as the sentimentalized epitome of femininity to this day (Fee 

and Garofalo, 2010). 
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 In this paper, we focus on sexual harassment in healthcare organizations to unpack how sexual 

harassment becomes a widely accepted and reproduced toxic professional norm. We demonstrate that 

this still continues to as be enacted via sexualization and gendering of the nursing profession as well as 

through nurses internalizing such norms to silence themselves. Moreover, we show how these norms 

actively silencing nurses form the structural and fabric of health care organizations. 

Professional norms are part of the larger concept of social norms. They are defined as “formal 

and informal rules or expectations that determine and regulate appropriate behaviours within members 

of a profession (Gibbs, 1965). Each profession has its own set of norms, acceptable behaviours, 

symbols, and means of social control that cast normative pressures for individuals to act in particular 

ways (Abbott, 1988). Professional norms are typically learned through professional socialization and 

enforced through positive and negative sanctions (Brown, 2015). Those deviating from the accepted 

behaviours dictated by professional norms may be at high risk of experiencing “retaliatory harassment’ 

that is an effective mechanism through which institutional norms, including gender norms, are enforced 

by retaliating those who voice their discontent (Flecha, 2021). Contemporary studies have revealed how 

retaliatory tactics against those blowing the whistle work in organizations by presenting whistleblowers 

as mentally unstable and unreliable to undermine their claims (Kenny, Fotaki, & Scriver, 2019). 

 Bourdieu’s (1979, 1991) concept of symbolic power is helpful to understand how the 

professional norms can sometimes turn out to become toxic due to the unconscious modes of 

domination occurring in everyday relationships between those occupying positions of power and those 

lacking it. He offered the concept of symbolic power to explain how those occupying positions of power 

impose their own unspoken norms, which are then internalized by those who are meant to be ruled by 

these norms in the context of exchanging social value between the dominator and the dominated. Some 

studies suggest how actors in inferior positions can use professional norms as tools to try to break away 

from or to maintain their subordinate social positions (Tabassum & Nayak, 2021; Ford et al., 2021). 

Butler's (1997a, 2004b) concepts on the performativity of social norms shaping subjects’ identities and 

behaviours, are also useful for researching the interplay between norms, power, and sexual harassment. 

This means that the subjects’ desire for social recognition cause their attachment to social norms, even 

if they act against the wellbeing of the organizational members, and their subjection to them. These 

insights are useful to understand how those occupying positions of power create toxic professional 

norms and are gradually internalized by individuals who are meant to be ruled by these toxic and 

injurious norms. Therefore, while professional norms can provide guidance and sense of security for its 

organizational members, they can also turn out to become poisonous when reflecting the power 

differentials.  

Overall, the literature has provided some insights into how toxic professional norms are used 

differently by actors occupying dominating or dominated positions (Bourdieu, 2001; Wolinsky, 1988; 

de Vries & Jochemsen, 2019), and how the latter might be suppressed and silenced (Kenny, 2018; 
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Manley, Roderick & Parker, 2016; Brown & Coupland, 2005). However, we lack understanding of how 

professional norms can become toxic and how despite that, they continued to be enacted by actors in 

different power positions, and what are their consequences? How actors in different positions (i.e., 

nurses and doctors) may decide to act differently against the imposed toxic norms, while others might 

decide to engage in self-protective behaviours (e.g., silencing, normalizing). Therefore, we can assume 

that various actors hold different attitudes and act differently vis-à-vis the toxic professional norms and 

use different mechanism and ways to internalize them. 

 This paper follows a mixed-methods research design (Creswell et al., 2007). We combined 

qualitative and quantitative methods to complement each other and help researchers conduct a robust 

analysis by exploiting the strengths of both approaches (Cresswell et al., 2003; Hanson et al., 2005). 

This study adopted a sequential explanatory research design comprising a quantitative survey published 

in the BMJ Open investigating the sexual harassment experiences of 1.217 female nurses working in 

various health contexts and qualitative interviews with 46 sexually harassed nurses, combined with 

textual analysis of press excerpts. 

 Our data analysis shows how the nurses gradually internalize and reproduce toxic professional 

norms created by more powerful organizational actors. We reveal how nurses entering the organization 

are exposed to institutional practices that echo the subordination of their profession. Once sexual 

harassment occurs, the victims decide to speak up or stay silent. Our findings illustrate that those staying 

silent receive positive consequences while those deviating from the accepted professional norms deal 

with social punishments. Regardless of whether the victims decided to speak up or stay silent, they all 

lead to repressing of these emotions, and become eventually disengaged. These negative emotions are 

potent, impacting nurses' professional sense of self and their physical, mental, and job-related health. 

Our findings contribute to the professional norms and the silence literature.   
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The Interplay Between Humans and AI and Its Implications

for new AI Adoption and Evolution in companies
Organizations are increasingly employing artificial intelligence. The term “AI” refers to activities
that aim for making machines intelligent by utilizing algorithms, which collect data, learn from
existing data, and make data-based predictions (Copeland, 2020; Nilsson, 2009). However, while
companies have had a tremendous increase in AI adoption over the last four years, only 10% of
companies reported significant financial benefits from introducing AI (Ransbotham &
Khodabandeh, 2020). To this end, the factors that hamper companies’ abilities to adopt and
implement new technologies remain under-researched and largely unknown.

The purpose of our research is to fill in this gap by exploring whether and how employees
are influenced by AI that collects data on them and whether they, in turn, influence these AI tools.
Using a real-time investigation of AIConsulting (a pseudonym), we found that employees reacted
to new AI technologies with 1) fear of being misrepresented in the virtual world; 2) worry of the
harmful personal consequences of their own digital traces; 3) worry about the unethical usage of
their own digital trace by a third party that could have harmful personal consequences, or 4)
positive excitement about the features and potential implications of AI. Intriguingly, employees
had these actions despite the fact that the company had high transparency and trust culture. More
importantly, we identify four types of virtual behaviors triggered by these cognitive-emotional
reactions. They are: 1) manipulating one’s own digital trace; 2) hiding one’s own digital trace; 3)
detailing one’s own digital trace; and 4) messing up one’s own digital trace. These virtual-world
behaviors contributed to AI’s effectiveness, the level of AI adoption, and the evolution of AI
within the firm.

We contribute to the literature on new technology adoption and evolution. In particular, we
illuminate the cognitive-emotional underpinnings of employees that explain changes in their
behaviors in the virtual world that, in turn, influence the effectiveness and adoption of AI. This is
in contrast to most empirical research that has focused on how AI owners structure AI by setting
goals and weeding our biases. We also contribute to AI research by proposing a concept of AI
culture, defining it, and describing its role.

METHOD
We conducted a longitudinal real-time inductive study of the creation, adoption, and evolution of
an AI technology in a company called AIConsulting (a pseudonym). AIConsulting is a medium-
sized software development firm, and one of the market leaders in designing, developing, and
implementing digital services and products. It employs around 600 people and has its
headquarters in Scandinavia with seven offices around Europe.
The idea of the tool and its initial prototype were presented in 2018. After some redesign, the
actual product was launched in summer 2019. However, surprisingly, the number of
organizational members who used the tool decreased continuously over time. More importantly,
some organizational members started using the tool as a means of impression management.
Ultimately, AIConsulting decided to deprioritize new feature development for the time being, and
invest more in other data-utilization opportunities. We tracked the tool’s creation, development,
and adoption, and organizational members’ cognitive-emotional reactions to its announcement
and use, tracking their behavioral responses.
Data collection
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We negotiated long-term access to the company to observe the AI tool’s introduction and
evolution. We assured anonymity to the company and all informants. We relied on data from four
main sources: 1) 50 interviews with AIConsulting’s members (24 conducted by the authors, and
26 conducted by the company’s representatives); 2) statistics generated by the AI tool
(e.g.,derived forms about usage per day); 3) and the company’s internal documentation regarding
the AI tool, its development, and its usage.
Data analysis
We used best practices to analyze the qualitative data from our interviews (Langley, 1999;
Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

FINDINGS
We found that organizational members can have various cognitive-emotional reactions to

AI tools that collect data on them. We identified three negative reactions and one positive
reaction. The three negative reactions were 1) fear of being misrepresented in the virtual world;
2) fear of the harmful personal consequences of their own digital trace; and 3) worry about
unethical usage of their digital trace by a third party, which could have harmful personal
consequences. Intriguingly, we observed these reactions even though a company had a culture of
high transparency and trust. The positive reaction was excitement about the AI tool’s features and
potential implications.

More importantly, we found that cognitive-emotional reactions led to conscious and
deliberate changes in organizational members’ behaviors in the virtual world. We identified four
types of behavioral changes: 1) manipulating their own digital trace; 2) hiding their own digital
trace; 3) detailing their own digital trace; and 4) messing up their own digital trace. These four
behaviors shaped the tool’s effectiveness and the level of its adoption. They also (re-)shaped the
tool itself, because its owners had to adjust it in light of the behaviors. Figure 1 illustrates our
theoretical model of AI tool evolution driven by organizational members’ behaviors in the virtual
world.

Figure 1: A process model of AI adoption and evolution
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Tables 1 and 2 show quotes to illustrate cognitive-emotional reactions and four types of
behaviors.

==== Insert Table 1 around here ====

==== Insert Table 2 around here ====

DISCUSSION
We extend our knowledge of the role of human-machines interplay and its implications by

revealing that organizational members who are not owners of AI might play an even more
prominent role in adopting and evolving AI tools in organizations. Our study shows that the
relationship between non-AI owners and AI is more complex than previous studies assume for
two reasons. First, previous studies assumed that augmentation is a relatively straightforward
process—machines learn from humans, and humans learn from machines (Davenport & Kirby,
2016; Raisch & Krakowski, 2020). Both parties have a shared goal: augmentation. In contrast,
our study reveals that when humans are simultaneously both the users of AI and the source of its
data, goals might no longer be unified. Humans who serve as data sources may start acting
strategically and feed the system with data that supports their own personal goals.

Second, our study reveals that negative cognitive-emotional reactions might be more
common in an AI context than in “old school” technologies such as CT scanners and
communication tools. Previous studies argue that organizational members are most likely to
adopt and implement innovation and new technologies when they have positive cognitive-
emotional reactions toward them (Raffaelli et al., 2019). It seems that because of the novelty and
unpredictability of AI, organizational members tend to perceive AI that collects data on them as a
threat rather than an opportunity to augment their own skills.

Managerial Implications
Our study offers two crucial managerial implications. First, we show that managers need to be
careful and diligent while designing and implementing AI deployment strategies when
organizational members both 1) provide data for AI algorithms and 2) use AI technologies for
decision-making. One example of such AI technologies is automatic monitoring systems. As our
study shows, because this type of AI technology can trigger fear and anxiety, managers should
proactively communicate what data will be used in advance. Second, managers need to build a
new culture—an AI culture.
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Table 1 Cognitive-emotional reactions to the AI tool
Cognitive-emotional
reactions Illustrative quotes

Fear of being
misrepresented
in the virtual world

Maybe [the tool] brings up specialists’ names who are kind of making more
noise, or making their voices heard on the channels. The data the tool collects
cannot correctly represent us. I would say that [channels such as Slack] are
not a typical human way of communicating. To correctly represent each
person, any of these tools should observe meetings. They should record
meetings, analyze the voices and people’s thinking. Only through this
approach could you maybe get a better understanding of what the person
knows, and what she’s interested in, and how the profiling should be done.
(Employee #8)

So as a person, I don’t know what it means that colleagues will receive aggregated
information from my chat messages. I don’t know what that means before I see it in front
of me, or at least see an example of the information. I feel it is as vague as location data
from my phone. I think some newspaper has published quite a good article that’s trying
to explain how you can follow a person based on the location data. So give me more
tangible information, so I can understand the meaning of this data. Because if we just
see some, you know, GPS location, longitude, and latitude, that would be a long list,
[but] it does not say that much about me, right? (Employee #9)

Worry about
harmful
consequences
of own digital trace

Actually, he’s very privacy-focused. So he was yelling that calendars need to
be closed to our IT department. Although we’d had open calendars for ages—
for years and years, we had open calendars. But now, just because the AI tool
makes them visible in another way, which then made [Name] get fearful. (AI
tool expert #3)

I’m not sure we want to open that door to a machine just yet. There are so many examples
of Amazon using machine learning to run through CVs. And you know how machine
learning is, right? It is not biased, but the data are biased. In many cases, you only have
certain data. So I think that one strongly preferred white males over colored women, for
example. You have this all the time, right? It’s like, why do we have to get into a situation
like that, right? Collecting the data—yes, it’s good, but let’s not use it before it’s good
enough, right? (Employee #10)

Worry about
unethical usage
of own digital trace

I’m not saying that anyone would use the information for unethical purposes.
But if you imagine that someone has not been doing well in their project, and
leaders start thinking about whether their work contract will be renewed. So,
in this case, you have in a way a lot of different data points from which you
can try to prove, that OK, this employee has these kinds of problems, and even
search for grounds for termination or stuff like that. (Manager #3)

I remember that when [the tool] first came out, like then there was a little hassle, because
in principle it utilized everyone’s calendars, while they were open, and then some people
felt that “Ah, I have not given any permission,” like mentally—well, it’s the company’s
public calendar. But then I think the first instructions, when [the tool] came, like when
there is also data, which—I don’t know, was it then like doctor's appoinments or stuff
like that, so [the instruction] was, “Please use the tool for its proper purpose; do not try
to dig out [or] search for sensitive or personal data.” I did not try to search and I do
not know if someone searched for and if one could find something, but it may be, that
like some people have experienced things like this. (Employee #11)

Positive excitement
about AI tool’s
potential
implications

I think a few months after I joined the company, I heard about the AI tool. I
immediately loved the idea. As time goes on, it’s difficult for people or project
managers to keep everything updated, so the idea of an AI that does that for
you seemed really great to me, and I’ve also been playing around with it, trying
to see—OK, if I search for this keyword, do I find the people that I expect to
find? Sometimes very successfully, sometimes maybe not as I would have
expected, but yeah, I really liked the idea of AI tool, basically—it saves a lot
of time, and we should always make an effort to put the AI to work on things
that are below our paygrade. (Employee #5)

[The] way [a] knowledge-intensive consulting firm operates is that the only real asset is
knowledge. So I perfectly understand the logic, if you improve the way you’re harnessing
the knowledge and insights of people, if you make it easier for people to find each other,
that makes perfect sense, it’s logical and that’s… I fully support that that should be the
spearhead of what we are doing here, and even more, we could expand, we could maybe
have similar tools as mentioned in sales or in our daily operations, but I just don’t see
it happening. (Manager #6)
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Table 2 Four types of behaviors in virtual-world

Type of behavior Illustrative quotes

Manipulating one’s own
digital trace

Manipulating one’s own digital trace is super clever and I think, yes, that’s the
behavior that can happen even without these AI tools. But of course, it can
undoubtedly be strengthened with AI. So [that’s] the problem with AI, data
science in general. From people’s own perspective, [manipulation] can be a sort
of very clever way to start working with something new, right? So if you do not
manipulate your digital trace, let’s say that we introduce some AI that’s
allocating people to projects, then you would never be able to try anything new.
You would always be allocated based on your previous experiences. (Employee
#9)

[Manipulation] feels a bit bad, because it feels like you’re sort of like influencing
data. So almost manipulative. But I guess it is what all people do on social
media. They are like, “Oh, today I did this workshop, and I put things up on
LinkedIn.” People talk about their work. I guess there are different ways of sort
of showing off what you do. I guess this is just a sort of small way of sort of
showing your work, [showing] people what you’re into and what you’re doing
and what you’d like to be doing. (Employee #6)

Hiding one’s own
digital trace

Even without really valid points, people are not willing to share any information.
They want to hide even general discussions on Slack. Sometimes people say, “We
don’t want to be involved,” I mean, “We want our information to be excluded
from the AI tool.” There is some small percentage of such people. Although the
discussions are open, and they are public to the company, but they still don’t
want the AI tool to analyze them. They have their own reasons. (Employee #7)

[Q: Why do people want to hide their digital trace?] It’s mainly the privacy
aspect, I think. And I mean, of course, with all privacy, you can always start
explaining why it is OK. Then it becomes a bit stupid to say, “I have nothing to
hide,” but of course it’s not about that. So yes, it’s a little bit, privacy basically.
(Employee #9)

Detailing one’s
own digital trace

The only [example] I can give, or what I notice myself doing and I know other
people are doing, is when you fill out your timesheet, you can choose which
words you use. So whether you wanna be specific or not. Probably those people
who are aware of the system are more specific in kind of articulating what
they’ve been doing to ensure that the footprint actually describes them… or
describes what they are doing. Because you can make the choice over whether
you say “project work” or whether you specify the type of work, like this was,
you know, “design project work.” If you use the word “design,” you know this is
a better digital footprint, yeah. So I think that’s the only [thing] that I can like
recall people mentioning that they are doing and what you can see happening.
(Manager #5)

Remember when we… in the early phases, I was thinking that this will probably
encourage people to share what they’re doing more accurately in their calendar,
and what they’re doing in their timesheets. Because if you don’t share, then the
data about what you have actually been working on gets lost. And I noticed a bit
for myself as well that I [began to be]—[I was] for a while, [I’m] not anymore—
to be more detailed about the topics I’m working with. But in that moment of
time, I thought it was a good thing, because if you don’t share, then the kind of
truth gets lost, in a way. (Manager #2)

Messing up one’s
own digital trace

As a user, you can use it for malicious purposes, like you’re not really going for
a useful purpose—like, the proper purpose is to find help. But if you want to sort
of see which people use bad words in their day-to-day messages or whatever
document they are leaving behind, then you don’t have a genuine purpose to use
the tool. So that we had as well, and people really entering bad words into the
tool, and we could see that, because we had like pretty extensive tracking in
place. (AI tool expert #1)

So I guess at least my perspective would probably be that it’s inevitable that
whatever technology you have, there will be people who will misuse it. And the
question is, how… where are we as a company and as individuals and those […]
like those negative opportunities in a way. And how are we tackling them? So I
guess that’s my approach. (Manager #5)
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Abstract:  Political extremism sometimes leads to mass violence as one group attempts 
to impose its ideology through force and domination. A current example of political 
extremism is President Rodrigo Duterte’s deadly “war on drugs” in the Philippines. The 
desired effect of such partisan expression is the disruption of established forms of 
organization to create a new social order. In this presentation I will show how the 
Duterte administration introduced accounting procedures and technologies to control 
shabu (methamphetamine) use, transforming individual identities, bureaucratic 
practices, and social relations in the barangay (rural “village” or urban “neighborhood”) 
as his administration strives for a “drug-free” Philippines. 
 

For this study, I apply Callon’s (1984) model of translation as an organizing process, 
tracing the emergence of anti-shabu surveillance networks and their subsequent 
transformations through four distinct, yet overlapping, “movements”: problematization 
(identifying a solution), interessment (aligning the interests of actors), enrollment 
(securing the participation of actors who perform defined roles), and mobilization 
(maintaining the network through representatives). The translation model can also 
reveal how actors transform power through socio-material associations across time and 
space (Latour 1986). This examination arises from my ongoing anthropological research 
(2015-present) that includes observations of meetings and other official anti-drug 
activities, conversations with a variety of stakeholders, and analysis of relevant policy 
documents and media accounts.  
 

The problematization of shabu began during Duterte’s successful presidential 
campaign in 2015. While the use of illicit drugs has been a concern for many in the 
Philippines, Duterte amplified the issue using populist rhetoric to define the “addict” as 
an existential threat to family and nation. He also positioned himself as the only one 
who could solve the problem, saying he would be “happy to slaughter” three million 
addicts (Associated Press 2016). Having created a state of exception where it is 
acceptable to kill the addict (Agamben 1998), the killing began on the first day of his 
presidency in July 2016. His election indicated public support, so he saw no need to 
further “translate” his intention: he was going to eliminate shabu through violence, and 
the brutal operations of police represented his sovereign power. The only accounting 
required was the collection of suspects’ names from local “watch lists” and the daily tally 
of dead bodies. There were also hundreds of thousands of suspects who surrendered to 
barangay officials hoping to avoid the violence. 
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The failure to fully translate anti-shabu policy and organize a supportive network 
where power could manifest more broadly revealed flaws in the administration’s plan. 
The initial emphasis on killing addicts generated an opposing problematization of 
corruption as stories circulated of police involvement in selling confiscated drugs and 
killing innocent civilians in extortion plots. Moreover, there was no organizational 
structure in which to manage the growing number of “surrenderers.” It is at this early 
stage that the process of interessment emerged through the administration’s promotion 
of “community-based rehabilitation” (CBR) in September 2016. The CBR served a 
variety of interests: it relieved the security burden from police; it provided a venue for 
family engagement; it embraced the expertise of health care personnel; it offered some 
protection and benefit for “addicts”; it provided a platform for barangay officials to 
demonstrate their care and competence.  

 
It is within the CBR structure that accounting activities bring different actors 

together, forming new identities and relationships to classify, record, and communicate 
sensitive information (Walker 2008). Through the enrollment process, surrenderers 
become “clients.” Accounting forms and procedures situate the client within a system of 
normative expectations to better differentiate those who become “citizens” and those 
who revert to “addicts,” creating measurements by which rehabilitative success is 
evident and individuals accountable for their failures (Miller & O’Leary 1987). Programs 
also draw family members into the system to improve the client’s chances for 
“reintegration.” This fosters new relationships with barangay officials who are now 
required to track and manage surrenderer/clients and ensure they complete the 
program. In February 2017 the administration reaffirmed the need for every barangay 
to have an “anti-drug abuse council” (ADAC) that would assist the government in its 
“drug clearing” activities (Dangerous Drugs Board 2017). 

 
CBR has thus increased the administration’s capacity for surveillance through the 

introduction of accounting procedures. Collecting information on clients adds to police 
intelligence and the local watchlist. An annual performance audit – introduced in 2018 
– functions as an extra layer of surveillance for bureaucratic roles and activities. These 
reports circulate widely as evidence of compliance with Duterte’s signature policy. 
Participation is coercive, where local officials can be sanctioned and lose funding if they 
do not perform as expected and the threat of violence remains for those who stray from 
their ascribed organizational roles. 

 
Despite the administration’s use of deadly violence, mobilization is incomplete. 

Repeated efforts to encourage citizens to report on their neighbors’ suspicious activities 
have failed. Barangay officials sometimes alter their accounting to protect residents, 
interpreting people’s lives in a more compassionate manner than is quantified on survey 
forms. Many “addicts” are reluctant to adopt the stigmatizing identities that accompany 
enrollment in CBR, and barangays lack the resources to monitor those who do not 
comply or to make changes that might facilitate participation. Clients also have difficulty 
fulfilling rehabilitation requirements because of competing time commitments and 
poverty. As a result, administration officials regularly reiterate their strong stance 
against shabu, and Duterte continues his violent rhetoric to no avail.  
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This study shows how the translation of anti-shabu policies has led to increased 
surveillance through accounting procedures, but not in ways that could ever achieve the 
goal of a “drug-free” Philippines. Accounting reveals people performing ritual activities, 
but shabu remains as prevalent as ever. For all his bluster, Duterte never really “held” 
any power; the power expressed through violence was a consequence of aligned interests 
between his administration and security forces. Once the focus of translation moved to 
the barangay, various actors coalesced around other transient interests and 
motivations. With presidential and local elections in May 2022, many expect powers 
and practices to shift with a new set of actors and interests. 
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Abstract 

European-bound refugee journeys have been at the forefront of public imagination and media 

attention yet to a large extent have evaded scholarly attention (Ortensi and Kingston, 2021). 

Whilst existing literature has predominantly concerned itself with exploring the causes and 

consequences of migration (Klein & Amis, 2021; Bauer & Zimmerman, 2018; Scipioni & 

Urso, 2017), this scholarship has treated the actual journey as a transitory stage in the migration 

process, without adequately exploring the extremities characterising the journey and the 

enduring implications of the process of the journey for those undertaking it. This has resulted 

in ‘a significant lacuna in research on refugee journeys’ with most attention focused ‘on either 

one end or the other of the migration process’ (Benezer & Zetter, 2015: 299). These so-called 

‘desperate journeys’ on Europe’s borders (UNHCR, 2017) are not only harrowing journeys in 

and by themselves, but often entail pervasive implications for other phases of the migration 

process, especially if the journey is characterised by trauma or violence (Mainwaring & 

Brigden, 2016). According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

at least 500 persons are known to have lost their lives whilst trying to make the dangerous sea 

crossing along the Central Mediterranean route during 2021, compared to 150 in 2020 

(UNHCR, 2021). Those who survive these hazardous sea journeys usually encounter further 

laborious and dangerous desert, forest or water crossings, detention by local or border 

authorities, and often torture in transit countries (UNHCR, 2019). 

The emotional and physical trauma caused by these journeys is, of course, pronounced. 

Refugee and migration studies have predominantly conceptualised these journeys as linear, 

transitory processes, laced with high levels of trauma, resilience and vulnerabilities (Kofman, 

2018; Must, 2011). Yet the journey itself and its paramount role in the actual process of 

‘becoming’ and ‘being’ a refugee remains conspicuously understudied (Benezer & Zetter, 

2015: 299; D’Angelo, 2021; Schapendonk et al., 2020). Our research explores the heightened 



emotional states embodied, experienced and sometimes strategically manipulated by 

individuals as they undergo these journeys and make sense of their extreme contexts. We aim 

to do so from the theoretical lens of sensemaking. Whilst existing literature recognises the role 

of emotions in sensemaking processes and in mediating people’s experiences of crises (Maitlis 

et al., 2013), sensemaking research has to a large degree neglected the overarching role of 

emotions in affecting the processes by which humans encounter and process the unexpected 

(Zietsma et al., 2019). Even less is known about the inevitable interplay of emotions and 

emotional management in processes of sensebreaking - i.e., the active destabilization of 

people’s existing cognitive schemas and assumptions (often triggered by disruptive events or 

episodes) - in extreme contexts. In this paper, we aim to redress these gaps by addressing the 

following research questions: How are emotions regulated and managed in extreme contexts 

such as refugee journeys? How are emotions used by refugees to break down existing meanings 

in sensebreaking? We address these questions with an empirical study that draws on interviews 

conducted with migrants, refugees and asylum seekers originating from Pakistan and 

undertaking perilous journeys to Europe. These interview data are supplemented with 

documents. 

Our preliminary insights from our data collection make two major contributions to discussions 

on emergency contexts and emotions. First, we highlight the role of positive emotions in 

cultivating resilience, courage and determination during these disruptive processes or 

experiences. Existing literature on emergency and crisis situations has tended to primarily focus 

on stress (Bacharach & Bamberger, 2007; Stein, 2004) and the role of negative emotions 

(Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Weick, 1990) in processing crises. The role of positive emotions 

such as hope, gratitude, optimism and altruism in regulating responses and behavioural 

attitudes to emergency contexts and situations are equally significant in helping individuals 

navigate, weather and make sense of the extremities they are confronted with during disruptive 



episodes such as migration journeys. Second, our research extends existing conversations on 

the role of emotions in managing disruptive experiences vis-a-vis the lens of sensemaking. 

Sensemaking as a construct has considerably influenced scholarly discourse on how 

individuals, communities and organisations experience and respond to crisis situations and the 

role of emotions in guiding these processes of sensemaking (Bruskin & Mikkelsen, 2020; 

Dwyer et al., 2021; Diochon & Nizet, 2020). Our research furthers these analyses by exploring 

the strategic role of emotions in influencing sensebreaking processes experienced by 

migrants/refugees/asylum-seekers as they undertake these precarious journeys.  
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Interorganizational collaboration in light of grand challenges which provoke 

 moral conflict: The case of online hate speech 

Increasingly societies around the world are confronted with grand challenges, that are issues which 

are complex, uncertain, and evaluative (i.e. provoke moral conflict) (Ferraro et al., 2015; Gümüsay et 

al., forthcoming). While complexity and increasing uncertainties have been prevalent characteristics 

of these challenges within the last three decades the intensity of their moralization increased heavily 

in the past years (Ferraro et al., 2015; Wiedner & Ansari, 2019). Two distinct occurrences of this 

phenomenon can be seen: (1) increasing moralization of issues per se, and (2) increased arising of 

issue with inherent moral conflict. Exemplary for the former stand conflicts about lockdowns or 

vaccinations during the current COVID-19 pandemic, which become increasingly moralized and start 

to polarize and even splitter democratic societies (Pfändler, 2022). Exemplary for the latter stand 

discussions about online fake news or discussions about online aggression, i.e. cyber mobbing, online 

hate speech or cyber bulling, where opposing parties continuously discuss about the dominant moral 

maxim which should guide action seeing inherent conflict between the ideal of free speech and the 

protection of human dignity (Waldron, 2012).  

In tackling increasingly moralized grand challenges societies rely more than ever on 

innovative modes of organizing which allow specifically for the negotiation of divergent moral 

maxims (Habermas, 2003). Scholars propose interorganizational collaboration as an efficient answer 

to grand challenges as they acknowledge that no one organization can tackle these issues on its own 

and argue that interorganizational collaboration might lead to more innovative solutions, more 

conclusive definitions of respective issues, a better pooling of resources and more efficient organizing 

(Berends & Sydow, 2019; Bowen et al., 2018; Gehman et al., forthcoming). 

Seeing the new complexity, uncertainty and evaluativity of grand challenges, scholars of 

interorganizational collaboration increasingly question the fields’ main-stream approach which 

conceptualizes interorganizational collaboration as a strategic planning process (Deken et al., 2018; 

Lauche, 2019). Instead, scholarship turns increasingly to process views (Majchrzak et al., 2015) to 
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explain interorganizational collaboration for complex and uncertain challenges. For these challenges 

strategic planning and the definition of required resources is not possible in an up-front strategic 

planning process but requires ongoing iteration and evaluation (de Rond & Bouchikhi, 2004; Deken 

et al., 2018; Lauche, 2019). Therefore, process perspectives on interorganizational collaboration build 

on the premise that “phenomena [are] dynamically – in terms of movement, activity, events, change 

and temporal evolution” (Langley, 2007, p. 271). Accordingly, they observe more closely how 

interorganizational collaboration evolves over time in iteration and through deliberate action of 

involved parties (Deken et al., 2018; Lauche, 2019). Thereby, process studies significantly advanced 

our understanding of interorganizational collaboration seeing challenges which are highly complex 

and require extensively for innovation (Deken et al., 2018; Seidl & Werle, 2018). 

However, we currently know too little about how interorganizational collaboration evolves in 

light of issues which are not only complex and uncertain but which particularly involve moral 

conflicts posing boundaries of moral rightfulness rather than boundaries about factual truth between 

organizations (Habermas, 2003; Wiedner & Ansari, 2019). The need to explore more closely how 

interorganizational collaboration evolves seeing challenges which provoke moral conflict becomes 

apparent, seeing the number of challenges which provoke such conflict (Hardy et al., 1998; Wiedner 

& Ansari, 2019). Accordingly, this study raises the broad research question of: How and why do 

interorganizational collaborations evolve in light of challenges which provoke moral conflict? 

I seek to answer this research question empirically by exploring evolving interorganizational 

collaboration towards the tackling of online hate speech, that is, norm transgressing communication 

which may defame or derogate targeted individuals or groups (Rieger et al., 2018) in Switzerland 

between 2015 and 2022. Online hate speech serves as an extreme case of interorganizational 

collaboration in light of challenges which provoke moral conflict. It serves as such as it is an issue 

with inherent moral conflict so that moral questions sit at the very heart of the issue itself. Thereby 

collaborating organizations need to engage in iterative and continuous deliberation of ethical 

boundaries to continuously balance between the potentially conflicting fundamental democratic 
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principles of freedom of speech and the protection of human dignity through iterative and continuous 

deliberation. To capture the evolving interorganizational collaboration and provide data to analyze 

drivers of intensifying interorganizational collaboration over time I draw on first and secondary 

interviews, publicly available reports, press releases, workshop documentations, and workshop notes 

of NGOs, governmental organizations, and online platform providers. In addition, I collected media 

data to analyze how the media-based public discourse might influence the initiation of 

interorganizational collaboration. Overall, these data add up to a total of 2040+ pages of data material 

(see table 1). 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 
-------------------------------- 

 

To analyze the increasing interorganizational collaboration, an index was built which 

accounts for the intensity of interorganizational collaboration towards the governance of online hate 

speech. Current assessment relies on three dimensions: (1) Quantity of interorganizational 

collaboration; (2) Quality of interorganizational collaboration; (3) Diversity of interorganizational 

collaboration (Table 2).  

-------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 about here 

-------------------------------- 

 

To explain these changes and intensifying interorganizational collaboration over time I use 

boundary work as my theoretical lens. It relies on process literature when it is defined as “purposeful 

individual and collective effort to influence the social, symbolic, material or temporal boundaries, 

demarcations and distinctions affecting groups, occupations and organizations” (Gieryn, 1983; 

Langley et al., 2019, p. 2). In addressing the broad research question the empirical study investigates 

two more specific research questions: (1) How and why does interorganizational collaboration evolve 

in light of online hate speech over time and (2) which role does moral boundary work play in the 

evolvement of interorganizational collaboration? 
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 This study finds a systematic relationship between boundary work of involved organizations 

and the intensification of interorganizational collaboration to tackle online hate speech (see figures 1 

and 2). 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 
-------------------------------- 

 

 Based on the empirical study four activities of moral-related boundary work have been identified 

which correspond with evolving interorganizational collaboration: (1) ethical boundary work, (2) 

ethical pragmatic boundary work, (3) ethical understanding boundary work, and (4) ethical framing 

boundary work. The study furthermore yields the insight that moral-related boundary work appears 

in co-evolution with trust-related boundary work, identity-related boundary work, the development 

of interpersonal relationships, and developing absorptive capacity which together drive 

interorganizational collaboration seeing issues which provoke moral conflict. Lastly, from this study 

it can be assumed that meta-structures of interaction, that is the quality of discourse between 

organizations, moderates the evolving five boundary work activities as do changing debates about 

moral maxims in media-based public discourse on the macro-level of society. 

 

-------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 about here 

-------------------------------- 

 

In sum, this study contributes to the literature on interorganizational collaboration by exploring and 

theorizing the role of moral-related boundary work for the initiation of interorganizational 

collaboration. Thereby it adds on studies on interorganizational collaboration which focus mainly on 

explaining problems that complexity and uncertainty of grand challenges posse on interorganizational 

collaboration rather than focusing on problems appearing through arising moral conflicts. 
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Table 1 
 

Data Sources 
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Table 2 
 

Index – Operationalizing the intensity of interorganizational collaboration towards hate 

speech governance 
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Figure 1 
 

Intensity of interorganizational collaboration towards hate speech governance in Switzerland between 2015 and 2022 
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Figure 2  
 

Process model of interorganizational collaboration in light of online hate speech – an issue which provokes moral conflict 
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Knowledge of how professions respond to exogenous events is crucial to understanding the 

social organization of expertise, and how it evolves in conjunction with societal change (Abbott, 

1988, 1991). Given its importance, diverse research has developed theory conceptualizing how 

professions respond to diverse exogenous events, including technological change (Barley, 1986; 

Irwin and Nelson, 2014; Bechky, 2020), policy reforms (Currie et al., 2012; Kellogg, 2014; Reay 

et al., 2017), change in cultural or economic context for professional work (Pouthier, Steele, and 

Ocasio, 2013; Nigam and Dokko, 2019; Goodrick, Jarvis, and Reay, 2020), and pressure from 

social and cultural movements (Howard-Grenville et al., 2017; Evans, 2021). The overwhelming 

focus in this work has been on advancing theory to explain professional responses to threats to a 

profession’s jurisdiction—i.e., its legitimate control over work—or opportunities for 

jurisdictional expansion. This work shows that professions respond to exogenous events through 

political efforts to defend or expand their jurisdiction. These political efforts often entail building 

alliances and relational ties across professions (DiBenigno, 2018, 2020), employing persuasive 

discursive strategies (Goodrick, Jarvis, and Reay, 2020) or mobilizing and reconstructing 

intangible resources – such as identity (Goodrick and Reay, 2010; Irwin and Nelson, 2014) and 

values (Nelsen and Barley, 1997; Anteby, 2010) – in order to defend or claim jurisdiction in new 

organizational contexts or a changing environment. 

While advancing knowledge of how exogenous events might affect the struggle for 

jurisdiction in a system of professions is clearly critical, understanding the impact of external 

events on the relevance and adequacy of professional knowledge may be equally important. 

Professional knowledge includes the abstract, codified body of knowledge for a profession as a 

whole, as well as the tacit, working knowledge developed through professional practice (Abbott, 

1988; Friedson, 1988; Bechky, 2021). In addition to being a basis for a profession’s 



jurisdictional claims, professional knowledge is also the basis for professional inference – the 

core process of professional work (Abbott, 1988). Professional inference is the process by which 

professionals exercise judgment in drawing on and applying professional knowledge to particular 

cases. Professional inference comes into play when a physician applies their medical knowledge 

in treating a specific patient (Friedson, 1970), when an architect uses their professional 

knowledge in navigating a specific project or design choice, or when a criminologist with a 

specialization in firearms draws on their abstract, tacit, and embodied knowledge to match a gun 

with a crime scene (Bechky, 2021). Because professional work is by its nature ambiguous, 

professional inference necessarily involves the use of judgment and discretion in deciding how 

professional knowledge can and should be applied (Freidson, 1970; Abbott, 1988). Hence, 

exogenous events that challenge the relevance and adequacy of professional knowledge can 

negatively affect the process of professional inference that forms the core of professional work, 

and are likely to provoke a profound professional reaction.  

While not explicitly theorized as such, there is suggestive evidence in prior research that 

exogenous events can challenge the relevance and adequacy of a profession’s knowledge, 

without challenging professional jurisdiction. This challenge to professional inference, absent a 

corresponding challenge to jurisdiction, can nevertheless trigger a professional response. For 

example, Barnerjee and Duflo (2019) provide an insiders’ account of how growing inequality as 

well as the 2008 financial crisis made salient the shortcomings of the economics profession’s 

abstract body of knowledge, without explicitly challenging economists’ jurisdiction. They 

suggest that this has led to an intellectual movement within the profession to change the 

questions that economists ask as well as the methods that they draw on. Others also suggest the 

possibility that exogenous events can challenge the relevance and adequacy of professional 



knowledge among stem cell researchers (Evans, 2021), chemists (Howard-Greenville et al., 

2017), criminologists (Bechky, 2021) and emergency department (Wright et al., 2021) or army 

(De Rond and Lok, 2016) physicians, provoking a response within a profession. Failure of 

professional inference, however, has not been the focus of theorizing in these studies. Because 

the nature of this type of exogenous event is different from events theorized in prior research—

impacting the core of professional work rather than a profession’s control over work—

professional responses may differ from those theorized in prior research. Because the impact of 

events that challenge the adequacy and relevance of professional knowledge are likely to be 

profound, advancing theory that could help explain professional responses to this type of event is 

important. 

This paper examines the process by which physicians in an Italian hospital responded to a 

highly salient exogenous event—the early phases of the Covid-19 pandemic—from its early 

detection in the Lombardy region in Italy through the peak and waning of the pandemic’s first 

outbreak in the region. The pandemic challenged the relevance and adequacy of medical 

professional knowledge, which was not able to offer an adequate basis for treating patients, and 

led to failure of professional inference, making it impossible for physicians to predict the 

progression of the disease and the impact of their own actions. It did not, however, challenge the 

jurisdictional authority of physicians or other clinical professionals. Drawing on in-depth 

interviews and archival data, we develop an inductive case study of physicians’ perceptions of 

and responses to the Covid-19 pandemic to address the research question: How do professionals 

respond to exogenous events that challenge the relevance and adequacy of professional 

knowledge? 



We find that physicians perceived the failure of normal processes of professional inference as 

deeply destabilizing of the meaning of their work (Schabram and Maitlis, 2017). We theorize the 

condition associated with this progressive destabilization of the meaning of work as professional 

vulnerability. This conceptualization of professional vulnerability indicates the significance 

physicians attributed to their professional work and to its positive impact on people’s lives, 

combined with the sense that this significance has been partially or completely lost. The sense of 

professional vulnerability triggered a process in which emotional dynamics were the core driver 

shaping the professional response. Professional vulnerability was associated with negative 

emotions (i.e., fear, dejection, emotional conflict) that formed a basis for transformative practices 

within the profession. These transformative practices helped create positive emotions (i.e., 

composure, vigor) that sat alongside negative emotions, and shaped subsequent transformative 

practices. Negative and positive emotions as well as the transformative practices evolved in 

conjunction with change in the event itself, and ultimately led to a provisional sense of 

professional rediscovery, where members of the profession reconnected with the original 

meaning of their work.  

We provide three contributions. First, we extend theory on how professions respond to 

exogenous events by showing that, once the challenge is to professional knowledge, responses 

are not linked to a struggle for jurisdiction but to a sense of vulnerability that comes from the 

destabilization of the meaning of work. This vulnerability is rooted in the erosion of the core 

process of professional inference. Our study brings to the fore professional vulnerability as a 

feature of professional life made salient by an exogenous event and more important than 

suggested in prior theory. However, it also points to its temporary nature, and the capacity of 

professionals to transform professional vulnerability in the rediscovery (albeit provisional) of the 



original meaning of professional work. Second, we posit that responses to this sense of 

vulnerability are mainly emotional. We uncover the dynamics of the emotional journey 

associated to the sense of professional vulnerability and the interplay between different types of 

emotions that characterize it. Third, we illuminate practices of estrangement and rebuilding and 

their sequential unfolding that, together with positive and negative emotions, constitute the 

driving force of professional response. In particular, we emphasize how these responses differ 

from the political efforts typical of jurisdictional realignment and the role of estrangement as a 

missing step from prior work. Estrangement involves professionals sidelining, as peripheral, 

aspects that are normally accreted around or within a profession, such as hierarchies and roles. 

Estrangement, combined with practices of rebuilding that reconnect professionals with the 

collegial nature of their profession, ultimately lead to rediscovering the original, lost meaning of 

professional work.   
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The death of George Floyd, a 46-year old African-American, at the hands of a white Minneapolis police 

officer in May 2020 sent reverberations around the world and fueled global ‘Black Lives Matter’ protests. 

This extreme event compelled organizations across the world to reassess their approach to race 

relations and this research’s context is rooted in its impact on the global travel industry. 

Ethnic representation in contemporary travel marketing by the global travel industry is laden with 

‘cultural’ narratives (Pritchard & Morgan 2001, p.167) with tourism destinations thought to be socio-

cultural constructs with negotiated meanings (McCarthy, 2012) rather than merely physical destinations. 

One such narrative in the global travel industry with overtones of systemic racism (Benjamin, S. & 

Dillette, 2021), has been that black people do not engage in leisure travel (Dillette, Benjamin & 

Carpenter, 2018; Spinks, 2020).  

In 2011, this contested long standing misrepresentation of black travel led to the emergence of the 

Black Travel Movement (BTM), a social movement of travelers who identify as black and who sought 

to propagate authentic counter narratives around black travel (Dillette, 2021). The BTM employs both 

public advocacy efforts, used to highlight the entrepreneurial opportunities in black travel, and attempts 

at mobilizing collective action (Benford & Snow, 2000) to challenge the isomorphic control (DiMaggio & 

Powell, 1983), of travel industry incumbents. Recently, this discourse appeared to have become more 

emotionally charged since the emergence of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) and George Floyd protests 

in 2013 and 2020 respectively.  

The Black Travel Movement (BTM) serves as this research’s context given its roots in the extreme 

context of race relations in tourism that, along with the micro-interactions and meaning making 

processes among its actors, target audience and incumbents, present a fascinating study into the 

development of meaning in institutional fields. This research has a conceptual focus on institutional 

fields, framing, and emotion-symbolic work and seeks to further investigate four significant points of 

mailto:richard.amadi@ntu.ac.uk


theoretical inquiry- meaning development in BTM, the micro-interactional framing processes that 

underpin the development of collective action frames, applying a structuration lens to the framing 

processes underpinning the rise of BTM, and, finally, the role of emotion-symbolic work in BTM’s 

framing processes. 

A framing approach was selected as the primary theoretical framework for this study due to its ability to 

provide a built-up perspective on the micro-interactions within the BTM (Reinecke & Ansari, 2021) and 

its consideration of activism in the guise of collective action frames (Goffman, 1974, Snow & Benford, 

1992; Reinecke & Ansari, 2021). Framing processes, such as keying, frame shifting and amplification 

(Purdy, Ansari, & Gray, 2019), provide a rich repertoire of mechanisms to analyze how meanings unfold. 

For instance, frame shifting could be used to explain how meanings change within BTM whether due 

to influences from external master frames (e.g., Authenticity, Diversity & Inclusion or Black Lives Matter) 

or because of the occurrence of seismic events that resonate emotionally (e.g., the George Floyd 

murder and subsequent global protests). 

Furthermore, this research seeks to build on Gray, Purdy, and Ansari’s (2015) journal article delving 

into the development and amplification of meanings through framing within institutional fields. They put 

forward a model that incorporates structuration to analyze the relationship between framing, meaning 

making and institutional fields, positing that there are three frame amplification processes that enable 

the institutionalization of micro-level interactions: scope, regularity/frequency, and emotional 

intensification (Gray, Purdy & Ansari, 2015).  

This study will seek to extend this framework by focusing on the potential role that emotion-symbolic 

work plays in the emotional intensification frame amplification through an investigation of the levels of 

emotional energy generated from interaction rituals (Gray, Purdy & Ansari, 2015) within the BTM. In 

recent years, emotion has begun to assume prominence in neo-institutional literature as an important 

element of institutionalization given that people are now believed to process institutional arrangements 

emotionally (Voronov & Weber ,2016, 2017) and not just cognitively (Sadeh & Zilber, 2019). Zietsma 

and her colleagues (2019) in their definitive systematic review of literature on emotion studies, posit 

that “Emotions connect people to institutions and their institutional communities, and energize their 

agency” (Zietsma & Toubiana, forthcoming; Cited by Zietsma et al., 2019, p.13).  

This research applies a qualitative case study- based abductive approach where interview transcripts, 

documents, videos, and social media are collected and triangulated to achieve empirical validity 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). For the data collection, theoretical sampling, and snowballing techniques 

(Eisenhardt, 1989) will be used to ensure only critical cases that help address the research questions 

are included (Saunders et al, 2007). Primary data collection will consist of 50-60 semi-structured 

interviews with participants drawn from representatives of the four communities who were identified as 

involved in this field- BTM actors (influencers and black travel entrepreneurs); Regulators (Government 

agencies and tourism boards); Incumbents (traditional tourism operators, travel agencies, travel brands 

and mainstream media); and Target audience (travelers who identify as black travelers both from Africa 

and the diaspora).  



Given the nascency of the movement with key actors still active, this study has the potential to access 

a rich primary and archival data that would aid the identification of key participants and event timelines 

in line with process theory development (Langley, 1999; Grodal & O’Mahoney, 2017). Archival data will 

be obtained from journal articles, government reports, and other publicly available information to gain 

valuable insights into BTM activities. Additionally, a dataset of Instagram posts will be spooled using 

the hashtag #BlackTravelMovement (total set- 371,000 posts as at 12/11/2021) and will be analyzed to 

find out how BTM actors disseminate their message and trigger emotional reactions from their target 

audience.  

Data analysis will involve the use of critical discourse analysis (Dick, 2004; Cited by Saunders et al, 

2007) to analyze the language of the social media from discourses and thematic analysis will be used 

to provide a social constructionist perspective (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012) to the evaluation of the 

intentions, emotions, and actions of interview participants (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2012). Emergent 

themes will be derived empirically and theoretically through a series of coding processes to complete 

the theory building process by verifying relationships (Strauss and Corbin ,1998) between emergent 

interviewee-led themes and the theoretical and empirical framing or emotion categories. This will be 

complemented by a process approach, which seeks to explain how and why sequences of events 

evolve over time (Van de Ven & Huber, 1990; Cited by Langley, 1999).  
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Processes of Taste: Exploration and Innovation in 
Extreme Cuisine Regimes 

The berry of the plant Synsepalum dulcificum is known for containing a specific glycoprotein 

molecule that acts as an intense taste modifier. Simply put, eating what is colloquially known 

as “the miracle berry”, causes human taste receptors to behave in a most queer manner. More 

to the point, it engages with taste buds so that sour things start to taste sweet instead, 

inverting what would at times be considered normal taste. It has historically been used as a 

sweetener, but in more advanced cases, particularly in high-end cuisine, it is sometimes used 

as a way to play with notions of taste and to disorient the palate of customers. Here, in the 

world of continuous comestible creativity, taste is what you make it. 

Processes of eating and taste have, particularly in organization and management studies, 

been seen as base, basic, and boring. Whilst there exists an appreciation for aesthetics in 

organization, as well as studies of knowledge formation in haute cuisine (see e.g. Svejenova et 

al. 2007, Koch et al. 2018), such engagements have rarely addressed the direct sensory realm. 

Similarly, the kitchens of high-end restaurants are rarely seen as extreme contexts, even 

though there is ample evidence that such high-performance, perfectionist organizations 

represent at the very least local extremes (cf. Hällgren et al. 2018). A kitchen aiming for e.g. 

Michelin stars needs to be extreme in both the work practices, their material engagements, 

and their dedication to the process of creating extremes of sensory perception. 

This paper will address the plethora of processes that goes into creating sensory experiences 

at the extremes of culinary performance. In this, it is aligned with the call by Orliowski & 

Scott (2015) to engage with material-discursive practices, and to look at both the 

materialization and the performativity of processes, even when working with assumedly base 

matter. Based on both ethnographic and multi-method studies of restaurants aiming for the 

very greatest heights of cuisine, it will discuss both the processes that goes into creating 

extreme foods and the processes of consumption that enable novel taste experiences. Part of 

our ethnographic data, for example, includes reports on the fashioning of taste that 

accompanies the design of new recipes and dishes served to ‘foodies’ at a starred restaurant 

in the north of England. Here we discover the complex interplay of physical practices (i.e. 

amongst chefs, the use of knives, butchery, scrubbing, tweezer work etc.), discursive practices 
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(menu, narrative, story-telling, table drops, digital media), and material processes (e.g. decay 

and maturation of ingredients). What we call the ‘material semiotics’ of these practices help 

us study the extreme and ‘risky’ temporalities associated chef practices. Chefs must grapple 

with the complex and unpredictable ageing of their raw materials and into which they make 

interventions including curing, pickling, boiling, and fermentation. We propose these 

practices help constitute something we might call fermenting-organization, creating extreme 

processes of emergence (habits, tastes, thinking) marked by unpredictability that can on 

occasion, by giving life to other-than-human forms of life (e.g. botulism) that are difficult to 

make ‘companion species’ (Haraway 2003), and thus even threaten human life.  

The ‘foodie’ is also variously implicated in these processes as risk-taker, sometimes seeking 

out ‘extremes’ (i.e. fans of the Carolina Reaper chili) but also occupying the risky category of 

the ‘caveat emptor’ (buyer beware). We discuss how the ‘foodie’ occupies an unstable 

category or media of taste production – a problematic and somewhat transgressive agent that 

has been created in part for the benefit of extreme cuisine but which requires careful use and 

navigation by chefs and restaurant staff. For some, a foodie, at least when mobilised for 

purposes of self-identification, is the equivalent - in the words of one of our participants - ‘a 

douche bag’. On the other hand, the cultivation and valuation of taste and distinction 

encourages consumers into these discursive self-identifications from which curiosity and 

interest is developed for the productive imagination and pecuniary advantage of the food 

designers.  

We explore one example of this tricky process of navigating this ‘foodie’ in chef-consumer 

relations through the elaboration and analysis of an ethnographic tale in which chefs at the 

restaurent create a ‘nose to tail’ narrative for part of their dinner service. Called ‘the egg 

story’, the narrative is developed and articulated during the table service at various stages of 

the tasting menu in which plates are presented that make use of different parts of an egg. A 

series of photographs appears on the table a few moments before a plate of seasonal 

asparagus is served accompanied by a grating of dehydrated egg yolk, a service which 

involves a description of the cirumstances in which the asparagus has been grown and 

prepared for the kitchen. As the story unfolds we are reminded that one part of the egg has 

not been used, the albumen. However, we then learn that the photographs have been 

developed using the egg white and offer visual images of the farmers that have cared for the 

chickens and helped bring the egg into ‘life’... or, we might wonder, is it still life, or death? At 

this moment the extremes of life and death are brought together across a range of media. 

Foodies are invited to make associations that recall a more extended nose-to-tail cosmology, 

a ‘cosmopolitics’ we propose, turning to and adapting the work of Stengers (2010) that 

involves the collision of extremes in contemporary, one that threatens the pretensions of the 

foodie and ‘fine-dining’ in equal measure.  

Rather than seeing food as merely the basest level of Maslow’s hierarchy, the paper aims to 

highlight the processual nature of creating gustatory experiences at the very highest and most 
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extreme levels, as well as inquire into the manner in which the demands at the top levels of 

cuisine can create both intense pressures and innovation dynamics. At the heart of the 

argument lies a very specific contradiction. High-end cuisine is about both the basest of our 

experience – ingesting foodstuffs that will be processed in the body and where the remains 

will later be excreted – and the most elevated forms of aesthetic experience. The knowledge, 

work, and sensory processes that a kitchen needs to negotiate in order to handle this 

contradiction can serve as a framework for understanding how organizations deal with the 

complexity of doing both their most basic functions but in an extreme context.  

What the miracle berry and egg-story show us are two versions of this rooted in sensorial 

intensification and disorientation. They are in themselves very basic things, a naturally 

occurring fleshy, stoneless fruit and the manufactured ‘excess’ of a chicken’s ovulation and 

reproductive apparatus, a common or garden chicken egg. They can be used as a simple 

sweeteners or accompaniments, and nothing but. Yet, in the hands of a top kitchen, they can 

become part of a strange, twisting process, one in which taste sensations are turned upside-

down, and a novel notion of our most basic alimentary phenomenon is recast and remolded 

opening us up to the possibilities of a new cosmopolitics in the epoch of the Anthropocene. 
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Embodied sensemaking in adversity  

 

Introduction: motivation, research question and conceptual background  

In November 2019, the first author suddenly and unexpectedly lost almost all her bodily 

functions in only one week. Motor function was severely affected, causing paraplegia (e.g., 

body paralysed, walking impossible); sensory functions were deeply altered (e.g., incapacity 

to distinct cold from hot, unbearable pain, burning sensations, skin anesthetised); and 

autonomic functions were malfunctioning (e.g., difficulty breathing, swallowing impossible). 

On that week, she experienced in her flesh the shattering character of a cosmology episode, 

when “both the sense of what is occurring and the means to rebuild that sense collapse together” 

(Weick, 1993, p. 633). Several experts tried to solve this puzzle (e.g., neurologists, nurses, ER 

doctors, physiotherapist), but could not reach any diagnosis. Constructing meaning in, and 

responding to, this situation, turned out to be crucial to reverse it1.  

The literature on sensemaking in extreme contexts (i.e., when “people face persistent 

existential threat that may exceed their abilities to manage”, Hannah et al., 2009: 898) sets the 

scene for the present study. This literature suggests that sensemaking can be seen as a bodily, 

and emotional process (de Rond et al., 2019; Hällgren et al., 2018; Maitlis and Sonenshein, 

2010). Intense negative emotions such as fear, anxiety and stress, are typically involved in such 

settings, where people face life-and-death situations or evolve within hostile environments 

(Cornelissen et al., 2014; Weick, 1993; Whiteman and Cooper, 2011). Overall, this literature 

suggests that the body’s ability to feel its surrounding, communicate sensations and feelings, 

and skilfully act in adversity, is essential to sensemaking (e.g., de Rond et al., 2019; Meziani 

and Cabantous, 2020).  

While extreme contexts are sites of physical adversity––e.g., the body may be injured, 

in distress, suffering; sensory functions may malfunction; motor function may be affected––, 

there is still little attempt at considering how people experience and respond to emergencies 

when their body is affected. Our paper seeks to understand this aspect; and what impact, if any, 

 
1 This sensemaking process led the first author to fly to her home country, against medical advice. She was 

hospitalised there, the doctors reached a diagnosis in a matter of hours (Guillain-Barré syndrome) and started the 

treatment right away––just in time, they said, to reverse the situation, accelerate recovery, and reduce risks of 

permanent neurological deficits. Several months of intensive physiotherapy were needed. Early recognition by 

expert neurologists is key to proper treatment––without appropriate and fast treatment, the first author could 

have experienced permanent sequelae. 
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a body that is malfunctioning (e.g., due to injuries), has on the way in which sensemaking 

unfolds.   

Methods  

To address our research question, we analyse auto-ethnographic data from the first author’s 

cosmology episode––one in which the body was severely affected, and in which responding 

quickly and mindfully was crucial. Specifically, we offer a first-person account from the body 

(see. ‘enactive ethnography’, de Rond et al., 2019). This approach enabled us to investigate 

some aspects of sensemaking that remain poorly understood such as the role of the body, the 

senses, and emotions. We use real-time, and first-hand, data––circa 336 hours of immersion at 

the heart of a sensemaking process. This is quite rare in studies in extreme contexts (Hällgren 

et al., 2018). We also collected and analysed additional data such as emails, text messages, 

audio messages, medical reports, etc. The first author produced an extended narrative of this 

life-threatening experience in order to identify emergent themes and a sequence (temporal 

bracketing; Langley, 1999). In what follows, we present some initial insights that emerged from 

our analysis. (In the full paper, we will offer an ethnographic narrative, as well as a detailed 

analysis of the four phases of the sensemaking process).  

Analysis of the sensemaking process  

Phase I: Being optimistic 

This phase corresponds to the beginning of the loss of sense, when the first author started to 

experience acute pain (e.g., fire in the back), numbness, and pins and needles spreading to the 

whole body in a few days. This phase was marked by confusion, and two competing 

interpretations were co-existing: one was quite positive, with cues (e.g., healthcare 

professionals not worried; blood tests prescribed for minor things) interpreted in a favourable 

light (‘just a pinched nerve’); the other one, more intuitive, was signalling a negative 

apprehension of the situation. This intuition was put aside, in favour of the resolutely more 

optimist interpretation. 

Phase II: Accepting 

This phase started when the first author suddenly became paraplegic (i.e., inability to stand and 

walk), and gradually lost her autonomic functions (e.g., swallowing)––this was a collapse of 

sense. During that phase, emotions were gradually disappearing, cognition anesthetised, and 

body paralysed. Many cues went unnoticed (e.g., GP’s guidelines for the MRI), were not 

memorised (e.g., nurses’ comments), or were interpreted quite negatively. Optimism was not 
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on the agenda anymore. It got replaced by acceptance of a situation that was interpreted as the 

end of life. 

Phase III: Reactivating emotions 

This phase was a crucial turning point in the sensemaking process. While the first author was 

experiencing an anaesthesia of emotions, a slowdown of cognition, and a paralysis of body; 

her imagination took over and produced virtual experiences/simulations staging closed ones. 

These virtual experiences played a key role, as they re-activated her ability to feel emotions 

(e.g., guilt, sadness). Feeling emotions suddenly unlocked her ability to notice and interpret 

cues that went unnoticed before. These cues were suddenly brought to consciousness, 

interpreted, and acted upon. 

Phase IV: Collecting experiences 

This phase was marked by the search for information to better grasp the situation. Collecting 

stories of local people who, contrary to the first author, were familiar with the healthcare system 

and had experiences to share, was useful in three ways. First, these stories enabled the first 

author and her partner to absorb close friends and colleagues’ explicit and tacit knowledge. 

Second, friends and colleagues revisited and reinterpreted the first author’s experience in the 

light of their own past experience––this was key given how confused and cognitively slowed 

down the first author was. Third, these stories transferred emotions, which moved the first 

author and contributed to unfreezing and fuelling action. 

Conclusion and discussion  

In the full paper, we will build on our findings to discuss some key issues for sensemaking 

scholars interested in extreme contexts. First, we will examine the role of emotions in 

sensemaking. Second, we will also explore the role of imagination in embodied sensemaking, 

since our analysis suggests that imagination (e.g., virtual experiences) might fuel sensemaking 

through its ability to provoke emotional reactions, or simulate emotional experiences. Finally, 

we aim to develop further the nascent discussion on the role of the suffering body in 

sensemaking (de Rond et al., 2019).  
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The fantasy of the perfect organization: The dysfunction effects of perfect organizational 

identity narratives. 

 

Aim of this paper 

This paper aims to investigate the imperfect nature of organizations by exploring how fantasies 

that emerge from organizational identity narratives effect organizational members and impede 

organizational change. We do so by analyzing how fantasies emerge and are sustained by 

organizational members and explicating the link between organizational narratives and 

idealistic values that underpin a strong organizational identity. We explore how strong perfect 

identity narratives can strike back by leading to frustration when fantasmatic organizational 

identity narratives meet reality and as a consequence impede organizational change. We thereby 

explain the dysfunction effects of perfect organizational identity narratives. 

 

Theoretical background 

Organizational identity refers to a commonly constructed frame of reference among members 

within an organization (Ravasi, 2016). This frame of reference brings about meaning at both 

the individual and collective levels (Schultz et al., 2012). We understand identity as an ongoing 

process of constructing, negotiating, performing, reconstructing and legitimizing meaning 

through a stream of actions and experiences (Schultz, 2016; Hatch et al., 2015; Pratt, 2012). 

Our research follows the tenets of social constructionism, where collective thoughts and 

feelings, as well as interaction and language used, are observed as sources of meaning creation. 

Language and therefore the narrative perspective play an important role in this regard. The 

narrative perspective understands identity through the narratives that co-exist and constitute an 

organization’s identity (Foroughi, 2019; Boje & Lundholt, 2018; Gabriel, 1995).  

Narrative approaches in analyzing organizational identity have become increasingly popular 

(Boje, 2001, 2008; Gabriel, 2000; Czarniawska, 1997). Narratives provide means for temporal 

sensemaking of organizations. Temporal as a source for constructing a sense of the past, present 

and/or future of an organization (Foroughi, 2019; Schultz & Hernes, 2013; Ybema, 2010; 

Czarniawska, 2004). Boje (2001) conceptualizes antenarratives as fragments of organizational 

discourse that construct identities in time and space (see also Brown & Humphreys, 2002; 

Ybema, 2010). Vaara & Tienari’s (2011) work helps to understand the role of discourse in the 

cultural construction of organizational life which claims the importance of elucidating how 
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antenarratives and storytelling are used in cultural constructions, especially in times of change. 

Other studies have begun to study nostalgic narratives and history as a resource to legitimize 

present-day actions, such as (re-)building understandings of the organizational identity 

(Gabriel, 2020; Schultz & Hernes, 2013), legitimizing new strategic initiatives (Langley et al., 

2020; Sasaki et al., 2019; Hatch & Schultz, 2017), or the evolving role of the founder figure, 

which has not received specific attention before Basque & Langley (2018) who analyzed how 

the founder figure is used for organizational identity claims. 

We look beyond identity narratives after underlying idealistic values and fantasies to bring 

meaning to perfect organizational identity narratives. There is a small but significant number 

of research that explores workplace practices from a fantasy view. Gabriel (1995) investigates 

the imperfect nature of organizations by looking at multiple fantasies that permeate 

organizations. His research explores the terrain where people engage in unsupervised, 

spontaneous activity, “a kind or organizational dreamworld in which desires, anxieties and 

emotions find expression in highly irrational constructions” (p. 477). This terrain is referred to 

as the unmanaged organization and the “chief force in the unmanaged organization is fantasy” 

(Gabriel, 1995, p. 479). He outlines how fantasies spawned by organizational members might 

lead to lose touch with reality. Brown (1997, p. 646) describes fantasies as “emotionally 

significant unconscious wishes for fulfilment or gratification”. 

Underlying the fantasies and desires are values that are to be considered desirable and thus 

sustain the fantasy. Organizational values shape an organization’s identity (narratives). Some 

organizations have their values visibly shown everywhere while some organizations have 

unwritten values that are known to all employees. Martin (2016) concentrates on narratives in 

organizations (Boje, 1991) as a part of organizations to understand how narratives embed values 

in newcomers’ actions and the power to guide the actions of members in specific ways. There 

are many narratives newcomers might hear when joining an organization. As not all stories are 

positive examples of upholding organizational values, Martin’s work (2016) on “stories about 

values and valuable stories” analyses the impact of negative narratives in the organizational 

context and how those narratives influence organizational behavior. Foroughi (2019) studied 

how organizational founding stories are remembered and retold (see also Foroughi & Al-

Amoudi, 2019; Suddaby et al., 2020). He shows that discordant fantasies of an organization 

shape the dynamics of multiple collective memories that build multiple identity narratives. 

Glynos (2008) explores the normative and ideological significance of fantasy in the context of 

workplace practice. He draws attention to the fact that the power of fantasies forms the 
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underpinning of many economic practices and therefore play a key role in sustaining workplace 

practices.  

Summarized, prior studies have explored various aspects of narratives in organizations. There 

is little to no literature that draws attention to the dysfunctions of fantasmatic identity narratives, 

how they emerge, how they can lead to frustrations when people cannot cope with clash of 

reality and how such perfect organizational identity narratives can impede organizational 

change. Our research is guided by the motivating research questions 1) How do narratives 

contribute to the construction of organizational identity and thereby contribute to an image of 

a perfect organization? 2) What are possible dysfunction effects of perfect identity narratives 

on organizational members and on organizational change? 

 

Describing the case and the crux of the matter 

The educational IT company Alphabet (a pseudonym) is a young startup founded in April 2018. 

Alphabet understands education as a basic requirement for social participation and at the same 

time as best possible mean for the development of individuals. They define themselves as a 

purpose-driven and profit oriented social enterprise, where all organizational activities are 

aligned to the organization’s mission, which is to reshape education through digital tools. Their 

vision is to revolutionize the educational landscape with the goal of providing teachers and 

students digital tools necessary to enhance positive learning experiences enabling independent, 

individualized and joyful lifelong learning. 

The purpose of the company is based on fundamental idealistic values that constitute the 

identity of the company, the company’s raison d'être and as a consequence its interpretation of 

processes of organizing. Out of the desire to revolutionize the educational landscape a company 

was born where the core ideas from its founding days are deeply embedded in the organization. 

For most members – including core members who have been with the company since its 

founding – the company’s strong (idealistic) values and core beliefs were the primary reason to 

join and participate in Alphabet. To them, Alphabet means they can simultaneously pursue and 

achieve the company’s mission and realize their own aspirations and goals: to provide their own 

children high quality schooling, where learning is rethought, and the dysfunctions of old school 

systems are resolved. Similarly, that is how they aimed for organizing the company. The 

positive, enthusiastic narratives construe the company’s identity and concurrently create a 
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terrain of fantasy on which idealistic desires and positive emotions are expressed: to rethink 

learning and to redesign schools but also to rethink organizing and to redesign organizations. 

Over time, despite – or due to – the powerful values and strong identity of the organization, 

first problems emerged. Problems with which every start-up is confronted sooner or later: the 

question of the economic viability of a company. Revolutionizing the school sector and the 

educational landscape proved to be a very difficult and long-term process. The management 

decided to undertake necessary steps, such as a strategic change initiative, to reduce economic 

difficulties. 

However, organizational members increasingly hold on to the founding narrative and keep 

recalling the organization’s identity narrative in order to stop the initiated change. Their strong 

emotional attachment to the fantasmatic organization created is particularly evident in the 

members’ psychosomatic conditions, which result into stress, frustration, a lack of perspective, 

insecurity and finally into resignation. The members resist the change and begin to question 

everything: the company’s history, the individual’s commitment to contribute to something 

good and important, the company’s vision, and ultimately even the raison d'être of the 

organization as a whole. 

 

Method 

Research approach 

In order to be able to gain concrete, contextual, in-depth knowledge about the complex relation 

of organizational identity formation, the emergence of fantasies (Gabriel & Griffiths, 2004; 

Putnam, 1983) and organizational change failure from a narrative identity lens, a longitudinal 

ethnographic case study (Van Maanen et al., 2007; Yin, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Van 

Maanen, 1988) over a time period of almost three years was employed. A growing body of 

literature suggests combining organizational ethnography and case study design as a new 

methodology for investigating complex organizational phenomena (Côté-Boileau et al., 2020). 

This methodological approach is helpful as to understand the experience of organizational 

actors in their natural context with a particular interest in processes involved in shaping 

organizational identity (Linde, 2009; Ybema et al., 2009; Van Maanen et al., 2007; Mason, 

2002; Putnam, 1983). This new combined in-depth qualitative methodology does both, it 

challenges and improves the conventional ways we study the lives of organizations (Aguinis et 

al., 2019; Berthod et al., 2018; Bryman & Buchanan, 2018).  
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Data collection 

To better understand Alphabet and the roles of identity narratives, the company was observed 

in its daily operations, strategy processes as well as in its external appearance (Mason, 2002). 

More than 1.400 minutes of group-discussions and interviews were conducted with the owners, 

management and employees and transcribed (Gabriel, 2000; Czarniawska, 2004). Documents, 

protocols, video recordings of meetings, chat transcripts were documented and analyzed. 

External (including first public) appearances such as conferences and trade fairs, internal 

meetings and events were accompanied, observed and documented for the analysis (Boje, 

2008). During the longitudinal observation and data collection as a basis for qualitative data 

analysis, the focus was on exploring the organization’s identity from the deep layer of meanings 

of narratives and stories, which are used for further interpretation (Putnam, 1983). 

Data analysis 

In our analysis, we specifically aim to understand how identity narratives that are built through 

the organizational becoming process (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) lead to fantasies of a perfect 

organization. This in turn helps us to explore the dysfunction effects of such fantasies on 

organizational members and organizational change. 

In seeking to get to the bottom of our research questions, we ask the following questions in our 

data analysis: Which narratives contribute to the organizational identity construction at 

Alphabet? Which images do those narratives convey? How do the narratives evolve over time, 

how do they effect organizational members and finally, what is their role regarding 

organizational change? The data analysis follows Schinoff et al.’s (2016) approach where an 

organization’s identity is analyzed through a saying (telling, who we are), showing (behavior 

that communicates, who we are) and staging (enacting, who we are) framework in order to 

understand the process of meaning construction. 

 

Main findings 

Our analysis shows how narratives that are construed through organizational becoming 

processes lead to fantasies of a perfect organization. The identity narratives created a terrain 

where people could express fantasies and strong emotions about the organization (Winkler, 

2020; Glynos, 2008; Gabriel, 1995) and finally a fantasmatic image of the perfect organization 

emerged. At the same time, these fantasies took away their view of obstacles and complex 

organizational events. They led to frustrations when the perfect organizational image (identity) 
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was questioned and ultimately prevented the employees from being able to accept the necessary 

change in order to survive as an organization. 

 

Contribution  

This paper makes an important contribution to organization studies literature: While previous 

research in organizational storytelling discuss how fantasies spawned by organizational 

members might lead to lose touch with reality (Gabriel, 1995), how stories pass the culture on 

new members (Martin, 2016) and how collective memories construct multiple identity 

narratives (Foroughi, 2019), there is little to no literature that draws attention to the emergence 

to fantasies through narrative identity building and thereby explains dysfunction effects of 

organizational fantasies on organizational members and on organizational change. 
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From an idea to an organization’s identity: The role of values in organizational becoming 

 

Aim of this paper 

The purpose of this paper is to examine how an organization’s identity is formed on the basis 

of a founding idea and how values shape an organization’s process of becoming. The article 

applies a processual and thus dynamic identity perspective, in which identity is understood as 

an ongoing social process of (re)construction. In addition, this article holds the view that values 

constituting an organization's identity are less in flux and have a more stable and enduring 

characteristic. The article aims to explore the interplay between more or less stable and enduring 

values with identity as a dynamic construct by explaining the link between organizational 

values and identity in the process of becoming. 

 

Theoretical background 

The empirical case is a social enterprise.  Social enterprises pursue a social mission based on 

ideological values (Doherty et al., 2014).  They have an emotional dimension in the sense that 

they rely on values that constitute the identity of an organization (Ebrahim et al., 2014). 

Organizational identity refers to a commonly constructed frame of reference among members 

within an organization (Ravasi, 2016). This article follows the tenets of social constructionism 

where identity is understood as an ongoing process of constructing, negotiating, performing, 

reconstructing and legitimizing meaning through a stream of actions and experiences (Schultz, 

2016; Hatch et al., 2015; Pratt, 2012; Schultz et al., 2012). 

Selznick (1957, p. 40) postulated that institutionalization – the infusion of values in 

organizations – “produces a distinct identity for organizations”. Glynn (2008) points out the 

ironic situation of too little attention being paid to institutional theory in the organizational 

identity literature and addresses this gap by offering a reconceptualization of organizational 

identity as a form of institutional bricolage. Organizational identity construction becomes a 

form of organizational bricolage, “where an identity is cobbled together from existing elements 

or bits of meaning, symbols or values” (p. 420) by making use of institutional logics. 

Institutional logics shape how individuals and organizations “produce and reproduce their 

material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality” 

(Thornton & Ocasio, 1999, p. 804). This article follows the social welfare logic in social 

enterprise models (Darby & Jenkins, 2006) that shape the organizational value logic.  



Numerous studies have examined the institutional role in organizational identity known as 

organizational bricolage (Perkmann and Spicer, 2014; Di Domenico et al., 2010).  However, 

there is little to no research investigating the role of more or less stable and enduring values and 

dynamic identity constructs in the process of an organizations becoming. The concept of 

process research is indispensable in social sciences (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & de Ven, 

2013; Langley & Tsoukas, 2010, 2017). The focus of this article is related to the new streams 

examining value work (Gehman, Trevino, & Garud, 2013; Vaccaro & Palazzo, 2015; Espedal, 

2020) and analyzes from a process perspective the role of values in an organization’s identity 

(Snihur & Clarysse, 2022; Pratt, 2012). Moreover, this article is concerned with identifying and 

understanding the role of values in the process of becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), 

specifically how an organization’s identity is formed based on a founding idea (Bansal, 2003). 

The research guided by the motivating research questions: 1) What is of value and what is the 

role of values in the process of organizational becoming? 2) How do values have a structuring 

effect in the process of becoming? 

Method 

In order to be able to get to the bottom of the questions of interest interpretivist-constructivist 

(Yanow & Ybema, 2009; Hatch & Yanow, 2003; Putnam, 1983) and process-oriented (Hernes, 

2014; Schultz & Hernes, 2013; Schultz et al., 2012; Langley, 2009; Hatch & Schultz, 2002; 

Langley, 1999) approaches are applied in the research project. A longitudinal ethnographic case 

study (Côté-Boileau et al., 2020; Van Hulst et al., 2017; Yin, 2014) over a time period of 3 

years was conducted to gain concrete, contextual, in-depth knowledge about how a social 

enterprise startup takes form starting form an initial founding idea. Table 1 provides an 

exemplar overview of the data that has been collected so far during the last three years.  

1 Trade fair visit in 2019  Participant observer; Observation 

notes, talks 

3 Strategy workshops  Observation notes,  

1 Group discussion  

15 

12 

Interviews around 1.5 – 2.5 hrs. (approx. 

1.400 minutes) 

Transcripts of interviews  

 

28 Meetings & meeting-videos only in 2021  

61 Audio-records   

written 

material: 

Field notes, homepage screenshots, 

funding applications, newspaper articles, 

blog-posts, job descriptions, onboarding 

documents, teams chats and job tickets, 

organigram and organizational structure 

documents, etc.   

 



 

Main findings 

The vision of a founding idea and the values underlying are not only decisive for the identity 

of an organization; rather, shape decisions and actions within an organization (Espedal, 2020; 

Schwartz,1992). The commitment to values is backed by expectations that, when not met, lead 

to frustration. The deep levels of meaning of the values (Graves 1966) take on different valence 

through personal weighting, which is why the same values contribute differently to the 

organization’s identity (Bourne & Jenkins, 2013; Amis et al., 2002). This also leads to different 

levels of commitment to the values, thus, ultimately to different identity understandings (Hatch 

& Schultz, 2002). 

Contribution 

Given the existing body of knowledge on the role of values in organizations there is not enough 

research investigating how emerging organizations take form based on their values (Perkmann 

and Spicer, 2014). Glynn (2008) embeds institutional theory in the organizational identity 

literature by proposing a conceptual framework of organizational bricolage. However, Glynn's 

(2008) conceptualization of identity is based on the three pillars of centrality, endurance, and 

distinctiveness; the original definition of organizational identity articulated by Albert and 

Whetten (1985). This article aims to address this gap by conceptualizing values that constitute 

an organization's identity as less in flux and having a more stable and enduring characteristic, 

but rather identity as an ongoing social process of (re)construction (Schultz, 2016; Hatch et al., 

2015; Pratt, 2012; Schultz et al., 2012). This study aims to contribute to the work on 

organizational values (Espedal, 2020; Vaccaro & Palazzo, 2015; Bourne and Jenkins, 2013; 

Gehman, Trevino, & Garud, 2013) by elaborating the role of values in the process of becoming 

(Chia & Tsoukas, 2002).  
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Performing Routines Under Radical Uncertainty: (Re-)Designing Forest Planning 

Routines in Light of Climate Change 

(a) What is our research question and why is it important? 

Our research focuses on how routines can be (re-)designed and performed under radical 

uncertainty. To investigate this question, we rely on empirical data from a longitudinal case 

study focusing on the (re-)design of forest planning routines in France. In particular, we study 

how two local forest agencies are dealing with present and future but largely unknown 

consequences of climate change as they engage in long-term planning. 

Forest planning is best described as organizing the uses of forests in space and time together 

with the involved stakeholders. Traditionally, it is characterized by a long-term view and a 

focus on achieving stability and problem-solving, to ensure sustainability. However, the ever-

increasing effects and threats due to climate change are changing taken-for-granted assumptions 

which have driven forest planning for decades, and with it, putting in question the long-

established routines. 

We argue that it is of utmost importance to understand how actors and their patterns of action 

(i.e., routines) can “both perpetuate and mitigate” grand challenges (Howard-Grenville et al., 

2019: 358). Climate change is “one of the greatest challenges we confront in the 21st century” 

(Howard-Grenville et al., 2014). Extreme weather events (IPCC, 2019) or the uneven but steady 

collapsing of natural habitats (IPBES, 2019) are a dire warning that the current way of doing 

things is no longer a valid path (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Linnenluecke et al., 2012; 

Howard-Grenville & Lahneman, 2021). Accordingly, we need a better understanding of how 

organizations can design new routines or adapt existing ones as they attempt to address grand 

challenges.   

As routines are “repetitive patterns of interdependent actions” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003), 

they contribute to reproduce the patterns causing grand challenges. However, routine dynamics 

research has pointed out that as routines are performed, they not only create stability but also 

enable change.  

(b) What scholarly conversation will we contribute to, and how? 

Our research contributes to both routine dynamics research and the so-called “grand challenges” 

conversation, but more importantly, it contributes to refining our understanding of how the two 

discussions relate and argues for a deeper understanding of micro-processes for large-scale 

issues.   

Routine dynamics research has shifted our attention from seeing routines as stable to 

conceptualizing them as dynamics (Feldman et al., 2016). Focusing on their generativity and 

consequentiality for organizational but also societal phenomena, existing research has shown 

how routines enable both stability and change, and that actors are constantly challenged in 

balancing the different forces driving the situated performance of routines. Forest planning 

routines are not only considered as important sources of stability but they are also replicated 

from one context to another. In most countries, the planning routines are defined on a national 

level and then ‘moved’ into local settings. Accordingly, we aim to contribute to research on 

balancing goals (Salvato & Rerup, 2018) as well as the discussion of routine replication 

(D’Adderio, 2014; D’Adderio & Pollock, 2020) as well as how routines enable for a multiplicity 

of paths and how this may or may not enable organizations to be part of how we address grand 

challenges (Pentland et al, 2021). Within these conversations, our case adds the notion of radical 

uncertainty (Geiger & Danner-Schröder, 2021). Indeed, existing research has mainly focused 
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on how actors design and perform routines to manage continuity in crisis situations and extreme 

contexts (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011; Hällgren et al., 2018) but with the idea of “going-back-

to-normal” (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010). However, in the face of climate change, and 

grand challenges more broadly, the radical uncertainty and massive complexity which 

characterize them require that routines be designed for contexts not only unknown but also 

unpredictable which according to Feldman and Sengupta (2020) require a logic of possibilities 

over a logic of probabilities. Moving beyond what we assumed as ‘normal’, actors can only rely 

in a limited way on past experiences and current knowledge, which requires them to act and 

reflect in-action rather than on-action (Wegener & Glaser, 2021; Yanow & Tsoukas, 2009), to 

promote adaptive and resilient actions (Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Howard-Grenville & 

Lahneman, 2021) rather than conformance to a fixed and deterministic model (D’Adderio & 

Pollock, 2020). We show that to embrace the radical uncertainty characterizing climate change 

and other grand challenges, actors not only redesign the routine in a more flexible way but 

engage a much broader set of stakeholders as they perform the routines.  

Second, we contribute to research focused on grand challenges, and aim to enhance our 

understanding on how both grand challenges and routines are related. Indeed, we suggest that 

embracing a process and practice lens helps us to better grasp grand challenges and to see them 

as “processes” rather than “things” (Hilbolling et al., 2021; Mahringer et al., 2021). While this 

latter view has been dominant, implementing sustainable solutions often fails due to a lack of 

cross-sectoral and intertemporal perspectives (Danner-Schröder & Müller-Seitz, 2020), as well 

as the immediate focus on solutions instead of the problems as such. Building on the idea that 

grand challenges are macro-actors, which are not defined ‘a priori’ but are the ongoing product 

of relations and performances (Callon & Latour, 1981), we argue that the systemic nature of 

grand challenges is not only driven by, but rooted in our everyday practices and routines 

(Mahringer et al. 2021).  

(c) What do we mostly need feedback on? 

As this research is still ongoing, any feedback is more than welcome! Especially, we would 

welcome feedback and advise on the contributions we are targeting: how could we be more 

salient? Should we put more emphasize on the processual perspective of grand challenges?  

Second, we would be very grateful for advice on how to present the findings according to our 

two case studies. We will include a first version of our findings in the full paper to have a basis 

for discussion.  
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THE PURPOSE TRAP – HOW MEANINGFUL WORK LEADS TO BURNOUT 

Extended Abstract 

Don’t we all want our work to make a difference? Most people would give this question a 

definitive ‘yes’. This search for meaningful work, i.e., work that is significant to society at 

large, may seem like a blessing. After all, meaningfulness is credited with positive 

implications for both individuals and organizations: On an individual level, meaningful 

workers experience greater work and life satisfaction, better health and well-being, and lower 

emotional exhaustion. This pays off at the organizational level as it involves stronger 

attachment to the organization, less thoughts of quitting, and enhanced work efficacy. 

 However, studies also show that meaningfulness can be a double-edged sword. 

Employees engaging in highly meaningful work tend to be hyper-critical towards themselves 

and their organization, experience relationship turmoil, and may put their mental well-being 

at risk. Accordingly, scholars have recently called for more research unpacking why and how 

some people might end up falling victim to these dark sides of meaningfulness. 

 One dark side that seems particularly important is burnout, a syndrome of chronic 

energetic and emotional exhaustion. Understanding burnout is relevant for multiple reasons. 

Not only does it have some of the most radical negative effects for workers and their 

organizations, burnout’s occurrence in meaningful work contexts also presents a theoretical 

puzzle: While cross-sectional studies suggest that people engaging in meaningful work are 

less likely to burn out, case studies show that meaningful work might also be a driver of 

burnout. This apparent paradox suggests that extant theory insufficiently explains the 

mechanisms behind meaningfulness and burnout. 

 One reason for this might be that previous research has examined the relationship 

primarily on an individual level. While contextual explanations have been hinted at, we lack 

theory on the social and organizational mechanisms involved in this process. This study 



expands our understanding of the relationship between meaningfulness and burnout by 

explicitly examining the role of social contexts in burnout amongst meaningful workers. 

To do so, we conducted a multi-modal ethnography of NGOs in the ‘Jungle of Calais’ 

refugee camps, a network of grassroots organizations experiencing both extremely high levels 

of meaningfulness and burnout. This involved two ethnographic stints including multiple 

months of participant observation, 41 interviews, artifacts, archival documents, and a 

questionnaire.  

By examining the Calais NGOs through a Goffmanian total institutions lens, we find 

that, when the meaningfulness of work significantly exceeds that of other activities, workers 

embed themselves in the social context of meaningful work while disengaging from social 

contexts related to less significant activities. In doing so, they inadvertently engage in ‘total 

institutionalization’ (see Figure 1), a recursive process of self-isolation where one social 

context comes to dominate all aspects of workers’ lives. While total institutionalization is 

initially rewarding for the workers, it also inhibits external standards of reference and induces 

exit anxiety. These two dynamics in turn lead to maladaptive self-regulation practices thus 

accumulating strain into burnout. In sum, it seems that under extremely high levels of 

meaningfulness, workers create the conditions of their own burnout - a purpose trap.  

Based on these findings, we develop a process model of the role of meaningful social 

contexts in burnout that has several implications for the literature on meaningful work and 

organization theory. Firstly, taking on a contextual and relative perspective provides a 

potential explanation for the paradox of burnout. While moderate levels of meaningfulness 

may prove invigorating, extremely meaningful work triggers total institutionalization and 

thus creates the conditions for burnout. These findings may even extend beyond burnout to 

explain the double-edged sword of meaningfulness more broadly. Secondly, conceptualizing 

total institutions as a process rather than a thing sets the stage for applying Goffman’s 



concept more extensively in organization theory. It is argued that total institutionalization 

processes likely also occur in ‘normal’ organization and thus might be involved in a number 

of organizational phenomena. Finally, the study extends the current body of extreme context 

research by specifically zooming in on the at first sight positive effects of working in extreme 

contexts. It shows why and how an initially rewarding dynamic may paradoxically become 

‘too much of a good thing’ if not managed in a sustainable manner. 

 

 

Figure 1: The total institutionalization process 
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Purpose 

Drawing on a study of service delivery at MonTech, a provider of specialised and bespoke 

monitoring software solutions intended primarily for the financial services sector, the paper 

argues that practical intelligibility, which conveys the idea that people knowingly perform 

actions which performance makes sense to them (Schatzki, 2001: 47), stems not only from the 

differential incorporation of the structure of a particular practice in the mind of the practitioner 

(Schatzki, 2005: 480-481), but also the differential incorporation of the arrangement of 

practices forming the wider practice landscape. As part of this effort, the metaphor of a 

landscape is employed not to direct our attention to the issues of practice boundaries and multi-

membership in communities of practice (Hutchinson et al., 2015: 2), but to visualise practice 
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landscapes as uneven terrains, in which the performance of local practices, as sites of wider 

knowing (Nicolini, 2011: 603-605, 614-615), may reconstitute and reinforce some inter-

practice connections within the landscape, whilst simultaneously undermining others. In case 

of service delivery at MonTech, this manifests in recurring and unavoidable, but nevertheless 

natural, conflict and tensions with various clients over priorities, timelines and service 

entitlements. Drawing on this finding, the concept of positionality, defined as the effect of the 

aforementioned differential incorporation of the arrangement of practices forming the wider 

practice landscape in the mind of the individual practitioner, is introduced to convey the idea 

that in knowingly performing actions which make sense for them to perform, practitioners 

reconstitute connections between practices which transpire the most profusely in their local 

practice, whilst potentially undermining others. Finally, the paper showcases how appreciating 

differences in positionality enables exploring conflict and dissonance inherent in practical 

activity (Blackler, 1995: 1037-1038; Gherardi, 2006: 135; Nicolini, 2011: 613). 

Theoretical framing 

The paper is grounded in practice studies of organisational phenomena (for summary, see 

Corradi et al., 2010; Nicolini, 2012). Reflective of this, it recognises the primacy of practice as 

the locus of explanation of organisational life (Marabelli & Newell, 2012: 19). On the one hand, 

it is associated with scholarship that focuses its attention on multiplicities of interconnected 

practices rather than individual practices (e.g. Nicolini, 2011; Nicolini et al., 2018; Schatzki, 

2005). On the other hand, it builds on the work of scholars who explore conflict, tensions, 

empowerment and disempowerment from a practice standpoint (e.g. Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 

2004; Contu, 2014; Nicolini, 2011). 

More specifically, the paper draws on the variety of practice theorising associated most strongly 

with the work of Theodore Schatzki (2001, 2005, 2006), which is characterised by an 

asymmetrical treatment of human agency and material performativity, whereby even though 

practices are not reducible to humans, only humans can carry them out because of their 

intelligibility, intentionality and affectivity (Schatzki, 2005: 480; Nicolini, 2012: 164, 169-170). 

This manifests in the aforementioned concept of practical intelligibility (Schatzki, 2001: 47-53, 

2005: 480-481) the paper builds on and extends. 
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Methodology 

Empirical material was collected between November 2016 and July 2017. It comprised 

observations, qualitative interviews and documents. Inclusion of the latter two data types was 

necessitated by access restrictions put in place by MonTech, which were attributed to their strict 

non-disclosure agreements with their clients. This prevented some aspects of service delivery 

at MonTech from being observed, which would have been preferred given the strong 

association between practice-based theorising and observational methodologies (Yanow, 2006: 

1746). To elucidate as much practice as possible via alternative means, the design of the 

interviews was based on Nicolini’s (2009) ‘interview to the double’ and, more generally, 

phenomenological interviewing (Englander, 2012; Kvale, 1983). 

Diffractive analysis (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012; 2013; Lenz Taguchi, 2012; Mazzei, 2014) was 

used to analyse the empirical material by asking analytical questions based on extant theoretical 

concepts. The findings presented in the paper have been developed specifically via the 

‘plugging in’ (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012: 10, 12; 2013: 266-267) of the concepts of ‘residual 

agential humanism’, ‘practical intelligibility’ and ‘landscape of practices’ into the empirical 

material, and the subsequent development of the aforementioned concept of positionality, 

which was facilitated by the abductive nature of diffractive analysis (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012: 

137-138; Lenz Taguchi, 2014: 271-272). Further concepts were ‘plugged in’ as part of the 

study’s wider effort to ‘bridge’ epistemologies of practice and possession (Cook & Brown, 

1999). However, the findings resulting from this process are beyond the scope of the current 

paper. 

Findings 

The actions of members of MonTech and their clients’ organisations that are part and parcel of 

service delivery are not fully explicable in terms of their local practices (i.e. the work done 

within MonTech’s three service delivery areas and their interactions with clients’ staff). Rather, 

understanding them also requires appreciating differences in how the arrangement of practices 

comprising the wider practice landscape of service delivery has been incorporated in the minds 

of those involved (i.e. differences in positionality). 

The landscape of practices comprising service delivery at MonTech can be described as 

stretching in two dimensions. On the one hand, it extends along project lines deep into client 

organisations and even beyond them due to the heavily regulated nature of their industries. On 
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the other hand, it stretches across multiple projects delivered to a large number of customers at 

the same time. Through their actions, members of MonTech reconstitute and reinforce the latter 

connections, whilst their counterparts in client organisations reconstitute and reinforce the 

former. In effect, each undermines the alternative set of inter-practice connections, without 

necessarily intending to do so. Both simply perform actions which performance makes sense to 

them (Schatzki, 2001: 47). 

The above state of affairs is the reason behind the aforementioned recurring and unavoidable, 

but nevertheless natural, conflict and tensions over priorities, timelines and service 

entitlements, which are symptomatic of an enduring struggle for control over projects between 

MonTech and their many long-term clients. More generally, it explains why MonTech find 

themselves in the difficult position of having to upset their customers in order to keep them 

satisfied with the service they receive. 
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

 



 

“The entire [diabetes] industry is 

built around that one measure:  

HbA1c.” 

 

- International Medical 

Manager, Novo Nordisk 

A/S, 2018 interview 

“I am more than a number.” 

 

 

- Forum participant, 

August 22, 2016 

 

 

How does a field shift from reliance on a highly institutionalized standard that upholds power 

dynamics among stakeholders to a more complex, democratized one?  

The field of diabetes treatment and management is undergoing a paradigm shift enabled by new 

technologies. The measure HbA1c, which approximates average blood glucose levels and has been used 

to monitor the illness and defines the industry surrounding it, is in part challenged by other parameters 

such as ‘time in range,’ enabled by the development of wearable interstitial glucose sensors.  In short, the 

field that has been organized entirely around a single standard metric – from how clinical trials are 

managed, to how drugs are approved and how treatments are conducted – is shifting. Actors in the field 

have been working to achieve “consensus,” on a new standard, yet adoption of guidelines was slow and 

some prominent physicians dissented.  Four main stakeholder groups work to maintain or institutionalize 

a new standard.  Pharmaceutical companies, patients, the medical community and regulators face different 

hurdles in moving “#beyondA1C,” hold different perceptions of it, and execute different strategies to do 

so. At the same time, each group has its own unique constructive interplay with novel technologies 

(Barley, 1986; Orlikowski,2000). 

 

Different rationalities in fields 

Diabetes treatment can be understood as an issue field (Wooten & Hoffmann, 2008) where a 

group of organizations interact and define common goals and collective understanding about their 



concern for a certain issue, yet it is not a winner-take-all industry where standards play highly strategic 

roles (Hill, 1997).  Rather, different groups are affected differently by new standards and have different 

incentives and pressures for driving or adopting them.  The field is a unique setting of actors with 

traditionally conflicting rationalities – from profit-minded firms to risk-adverse regulators, physicians, 

scientists and patients.  In management literature, we identify conflicting rationalities driven by logics that 

lead to contestation in fields (Dunn & Jones, 2010; Lounsbury, 2002; Friedland & Alford, 1991).  

Previous research on standards has focused on issues of institutionalization and adoption (e.g. Beck & 

Walgenbach, 2005; Boiral, 2007).  We know less about the perceptions held by decentralized groups - 

with what we expect to be conflicting rationalities - about the meaning of the standard, and how their 

views shape the consensus work they do to drive consensus toward a new standard.  How diverse groups 

conceptualize and perceive a problem-area is important for their ability to reach consensus.  For example, 

when economists think about nature in terms of externalities, indigenous populations think about land as a 

family member, conflicting rationalities are incommensurable and projects may stagnate (Espeland, 

1998).   

The institutionalization of standards 

Standards are established by consensus, provide common guides for action, and aim to help provide 

order (International Organization for Standardization, 2001; 65 in Brunsson, Rasche & Seidl, 2012).  

They are a point of reference, enabling coordination (Brunsson & Jacobsson 2000; Brunsson et al. 2012).  

Standards are institutions created by institutional entrepreneurs (Garud, Jain & Kumaraswamy, 2002).  

The standard cutoffs around measures are constructed – the placement of the line above or below which 

you fall that determines your perceived status as a good or a bad school, a sick or a ‘healthy’ person – is 

the result of the discussions of many people, behind many doors, sometimes also in public and captured in 

documents.  Such deliberations result in actionable results in the form of guidelines, whether implicit – 

‘go to a top-ranked school’ or explicit – ‘prescribe this drug if the person is within this threshold.’   



Institutionalizing new standards is a process that transcends organizations and the organizations 

that drive or manage standardization consensuses have their own interests. A central concern to 

institutionalizing new standards is how they attain legitimacy (Boström, 2006) and focuses on 

independent standards bodies such as ISO and how they achieve buy-in from multiple stakeholders (Beck 

& Walgenbach, 2005; Boiral, 2007; Boiral, 2012).  Much literature on standards assumes that standards 

are driven by actors who stand to gain from promoting a particular standard (Garud, Jain & 

Kumarswamy, 2002) or a focal non-state actor (Boström, 2006).  This places emphasis on standards as 

definitional groundings on which organizations rely and build.  Cases such as Windows desktop software 

and International Accounting Standards help us help us gain nuanced process view of legitimacy in 

establishing standards (Botzem & Dobusch, 2012).  Implicitly, this interesting body of work neglects to 

consider other roles such standards can play – such as aspirational – and how additional roles played by 

standards may influence the involvement of different stakeholder groups, for example, patients.   

Social measures, or measures that purport to capture social phenomena, but not convert it into 

currency, are one of many types of standards (Timmermans & Epstein 2010, p. 72).  They are seldom 

investigated in organization studies, yet they have been found to be profound drivers of institutional 

change at law schools (Espeland & Sauder, 2007 & 2016) and power-laden carriers of concepts such as 

human rights (Merry, 2016).  Social measures, and the standardized guidelines around them, purport to 

capture social phenomena, such as ‘good’ law schools (Espeland & Sauder, 2007) or ‘sick’ people.  

Understanding the standard HbA1c as a social measure helps explain how it acts and how people act 

around it, and drawing on the literature on social measures provides tools for conceptualizing the standard 

and understanding stakeholder perceptions.   

 

In this study, I ask:  How do diverse stakeholders perceive an institutionalized metric and their role in 

changing it? How do they construct relationships with novel technologies?  and how do resulting 

perceptions and relationships influence the way groups interact to institutionalize new standards? 



Methods 

I employ four years of observational data, continuous insider interviews and social media 

scraping; and a collection of documents from the past ten years, to analyze the perceptions held by 

different stakeholders in the diabetes issue field and their evolving relationships with new technology. 

Data is from multiple sources including scientific literature about diabetes treatments and technologies, 

consensus documents, the #beyondA1c hashtag, websites and interviews with the four stakeholder 

groups.  In line with recent interest in incorporating insiders and practitioners in research (Bartunek 2007; 

Bansal, Bertels, Ewart, MacConnachie & O’Brien, 2012; Hehenberger, Mair & Metz, 2019), I meet an 

average of every two months with inside experts:  an MD, PhD Senior Director of Medical & Science at 

Novo Nordisk A/S, the leading diabetes care pharmaceutical and device company; a psychologist working 

with people who have diabetes; and the head of a major clinic network in the Netherlands.  The pharma 

executive serves as a source of data from insider documents, privileged access to global diabetes 

conferences and expert knowledge about technologies and medical information. I conducted interviews 

with pharmaceutical companies, patients, the medical community and regulators and twice attended a 

field configuring event (Lampel & Meyer, 2008; Schüssler, Rüling & Wittneben , 2014), the Advanced 

Technologies & Treatments for Diabetes conference (ATTD), the most important convening of the 

diabetes issue field, according to the insider expert.   

Common of research on processes, this study takes place in several steps (Langley, 1999).  In 

Step 1, I created an extensive timeline of changes in diabetes treatment and management by organizing 

data from reports, articles and preliminary interviews.  This database is structured by types of events 

(technological changes, consensus meetings, consensus announcements, regulatory comments and 

terminological changes).  In Step 2, I developed thick narratives of each group’s efforts toward 

institutionalizing new metrics, including their main developments, events and differences inside groups.  

In Step 3, I looked for “critical junctures” (Sewell, 1996: 843) and create distinct temporal brackets 

(Langley, 1999: 703).  In Step 4, I coded the data to capture different stakeholders’ roles over time and 



their perceptions about metrics.  I repeated Step 4 with stakeholders’ perceptions of technology. In Step 5, 

I developed a theoretical model.  

 

This study investigates the changing perceptions different stakeholder groups hold of the 

institutionalized metric of HbA1c and how this informs their actions and interactions over time in driving 

consensus toward new standards capturing ‘time-in-range’. I find that different actor groups’ typically 

conflicting rationalities converge to help enable consensus.  A major component of this achievement is 

the convergent perception different groups hold about diabetes as overly commensurated into the HbA1c 

measure – that the disease has been too narrowly defined by a number, a perception that helps 

deinstitutionalize the established metric in several ways. Another component of this achievement is the 

construction and maintenance of four different views of the technology, which co-exist symbiotically and 

provide incentive for the groups to align. 

Empirically, understanding the barriers to and enablers of the institutionalization of new standards is 

important for companies and scientists in the diabetes issue field and future standardization shifts in issue 

fields facilitated or hindered by multiple parties.  For the 415 million people living with diabetes globally 

(Diabetes.co.uk, 2019), the way they define their disease is deeply personal.  Theoretically, this study 

adds a process view of how diverse stakeholders institutionalize new standards (e.g. Boström, 2006) and 

the role of their relationships with technology in that process. It speaks more broadly to research on 

organizing groups with conflicting rationalities (Friedland & Alford, 1991; Thornton, 2002) and their 

institutional work toward field change (e.g. Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010; Phillips & Lawrence, 2012).  It 

also speaks to discussions on the powerful roles of social metrics (e.g. Espeland & Sauder, 2016; Merry, 

2016).   
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Intro: Business and Circular Economy 

Society is becoming increasingly sensitive to the negative impacts of business on the 

natural environment, including the deletion of material resources. The current economy is mostly 

formed on the basis of a linear “take-make-waste” approach and almost all management theories 

tacitly assume that natural resources are generally limitless at the macro level. To address 

material limits, scholars have recently noticed the need to extend the boundaries of the firm to 

include not only the product provision activities, but also what happens to materials before and 

after them (Davis, 2017), such as managing post-consumption stages of products.  

Emerging models, such as circular economy, aim to address resource scarcity. At the 

heart of circular economy is the need to close material loops (Murray, Skene, & Haynes, 2017, 

European Environment Agency, 2016). It aims to “design out” waste and convert used materials 

into food for other processes (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013). The idea has evolved and 

attracted different actors, especially government and business, each with their own agenda and 

interpretations (Lieder & Rashid, 2016). Nonetheless, how to realize a circular economy 

remained an ongoing question, especially regarding its diverse social, political, legal, cultural, 

cognitive, and ethical aspects (Blomsma & Brennan, 2017; Boons & Howard-Grenville, 2009).  

Theoretical Positioning: Government or Self-Regulation? (None) 

In general, when new business responsibilities (such as managing post-consumer 

materials) emerge, two alternative solutions exist. First, government often imposes social and 

environmental regulations on business to protect public interests. The second alternative is 

voluntary: firms may proactively take on such responsibilities in the absence of government 
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rules. When business takes such actions collectively, the regulatory regime is often called 

“industry self-regulation” (ISR). 

In a self-regulatory regime, as a form of collective action by business, a group of firms 

(“industry”) set rules and coordinate their actions to meet a collective responsibility (Baron, 

2016; Gupta & Lad, 1983; King, Prado, & Rivera, 2012). ISR can take various forms. This field 

has benefited from many outstanding studies, yet unexplored gaps and grey areas remained. A 

major grey area pertains to whether and how ISR can serve social interests: ISR is often known 

as a proactive strategy for firms that aspire to higher goals than compliance with legal 

requirements (Gupta & Lad, 1983; Rivera, Oetzel, Deleon, & Starik, 2009), yet scholars have 

noticed that ISR frequently becomes merely a self-serving measure for business. Firms may 

adopt ISR to forestall regulation and take minimal actions which may not serve the society 

(Barnett & King, 2008; King & Lenox, 2000). 

Here lies the core problem: On the one hand, ISR may not result in an innovative 

solution. On the other hand, conventional government regulation is also criticized for its 

tendency to suppress innovative solutions. But circular economy requires proactive involvement 

of business to explore innovative solutions, so it remains unknown what type of regulatory 

regime can realize a circular economy. 

The context of this study witnesses the failure of both pure alternatives to pursue circular 

economy, which resulted in the emergence of a third alternative: a hybrid regime that can utilize 

business competition to foster innovative solutions. With such observations, this study aims to 

answer the central question: How can business and government coordinate their actions to 

realize a circular economy? 
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The Context and Research Design 

In this qualitative study, I inductively investigate the process of managing the Municipal 

Hazardous or Special Waste (MHSW) programs in Ontario, Canada, over four decades (1981 to 

2021). In the MHSW programs, 9 broad household materials and pertinent industries (waste 

groups such as residual paint, tires, and dry cell batteries) are collected and managed—ideally 

recycled. Yet the programs have experienced tremendous challenges. I designed an embedded 

single-case study. From May 2016 to the end of 2021, I collected extensive data from all key 

actors involved. Data sources include an enormous body of public data from the involved 

organizations and other sources, 54 interviews with key informants in all stakeholder groups, 

observations, some internal organizational documents, and many informal chats and emails. 

I commenced the research by adopting an “evolutionary” perspective in process studies 

(Brunet, Fachin, & Langley, 2021) to study the history of the phenomenon, starting in 1981. I 

developed a narrative, and temporal bracketing helped me to identify three stages in the program. 

Stage 1 follows the conventional ISR model. Failure of this stage urges the government to 

impose regulation and establish MHSW programs, which I identify as Stage 2. This alternative 

also proved ineffective, and the resultant confrontations among the actors led to the emergence 

of a new hybrid regime which I know as Stage 3. 

At this point, I noticed that a deeper understanding of Stage 3 could better contribute to 

the knowledge. I adopted an activity-based approach (Brunet et al., 2021; Jarzabkowski, 2005; 

Lusiani & Langley, 2019) to explore the nature of this hybrid regime. I identified the pattern that 

reflects the structure of this regime. Noticing some contradictory elements in this model also 

urged me to use grounded theorizing and identify four tensions that characterize the hybrid 

regime and the underlying mechanisms that cause tensions, as briefly described below. 
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The Formation and Transformation of the Program 

In early 1980s, Canadian governments started to encourage industries to partake in 

managing their consumed product-- historically done by municipalities through waste systems. 

In Ontario, except for a few limited programs, industries avoided active and consistent 

participation. The cost of such programs for business, the challenges of inter-firm coordination, 

free-riding, and other common challenges left almost no motivation for voluntary actions. This 

situation continued for more than two decades (Stage 1 in my temporal bracketing). 

Business’s avoidance and minimal results ultimately led to the imposition of stringent 

provincial regulations (Stage 2). This regime, which was finally implemented in 2008, resulted 

in new problems. In fact, waste management has a collective and macro nature and due to its 

complexities, translating it into firm-level mandates proved difficult, especially when various 

vested interests are involved. Conflicts among the actors continued and the regime proved 

ineffective in exhibiting the innovation needed to solve the big problem of closing material loops 

Interestingly, with the surge of contradiction among business, provincial and municipal 

governments, and other interested parties, frustrated actors gradually changed the system and the 

regulatory regime gradually evolved. With provincial government accepting to engage industries 

in co-regulating, market mechanisms were utilized and business took proactive and innovative 

actions that could reduce costs while managing waste more effectively. For instance, a few firms 

sought new solutions to upcycle used tires to more valuable playground mats, and a firm’s R&D 

opened new horizons to convert residual paint into other materials. Understanding the dynamics 

of this phase (Stage 3) can provide insight to solving the problem of circular economy. 
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The Pattern of the Hybrid Model 

Analysis of actions and interactions of different actors in Stage 3 demonstrates a pattern 

in which some elements of government regulation and ISR are blended. Based on what different 

industries fulfilled and how they interacted with the government, I propose a model of “hybrid 

regulation.” This model involves both government and business, in both rule-setting and 

enforcement—the two stages of a conventional regulatory regime. As shown in Figure 1, the 

hybrid model requires five core practices.  

 

Figure 1. A Hybrid Approach to Regulation and Its Five Core Practices 

 

In conventional government regulation and ISR processes, division of practice leaves 

both rule-setting and enforcement to one side with minimal involvement of the other (e.g., 

business may lobby or provide input to government). Yet the hybrid model is built on 
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interconnectedness and ongoing dynamism in all activities. The model can resolve the 

shortcomings of either alternative, such as business avoidance of self-regulation, free-riding, 

underperformance, information asymmetry, and minimal compliance with rules rather than 

developing innovative solutions. Due to the drawbacks of each alternative, aiming more of either 

of government regulation or self-regulation can push the system towards one of the two 

alternatives, which may hardly trigger a circular economy.  

Further, grounded theorizing (Strauss & Corbin, 2008), revealed that the hybrid model is 

characterized by four tensions: decoupling versus integration, control over means versus ends, 

harmonization versus distinctiveness, and, as the outcome of the model, compliance versus 

proactivity. These tensions were not significant before the emergence of the hybrid model. 

Figure 2 summarizes the process and demonstrates the existence (or absence) of each pole of the 

four tensions before and after the formation of the model. The two first stages represent the pure 

alternatives, and the last stage represents the hybrid model. At the outcome level, an ongoing 

tension between compliance and proactivity is salient in the hybrid model. Grounded theory also 

identifies the mechanisms that create the tensions. I argue that these tensions are constructive and 

that the hybrid model requires the tensions to be managed in balance. 
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Figure 2. The Formation of the Hybrid Model and Emergence of Tensions 

Contributions 

The proposed model can extend the field of ISR and resolve some shortcomings of both 

self- and government regulation, not least their tendency to urge firms towards minimal 

compliance rather than proactivity and innovation. Thus, the model can facilitate addressing the 

urgent problem of material loops. Scholars have long acknowledged the merits of combining the 

two alternatives (Gunningham & Rees, 1997; King et al., 2012; Reeson & Tisdell, 2008; 

Rubenstein, 2011; Sinclair, 1997). The proposed hybrid model is one form of such combinations. 

Identification of the four tensions and their role can also be insightful for the pursuit of 

circular economy. To ensure business-driven innovation, the identified tensions must be aptly 
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balanced. Indeed, the model proposes that these tensions can be constructive if deliberately 

managed. The proposed hybrid model can be useful in similar contexts that present urgent socio-

environmental problems but little chance for the organic formation of collective actions. 

Moreover, studies on group efforts for sustainability often assume that participants are 

cooperative. This study, however, investigates a context with minimal collaboration within and 

among firms, governments, and others. The identified tensions suggest that achieving a circular 

economy is possible even in a confrontational relationship if the regime is defined aptly and 

managed continuously to balance the conceptual tensions.  
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Climate change is already present. Climate impacts are threatening communities and habitats 

through extreme and frequent storms, droughts, heatwaves and fires, the heating and 

acidification of oceans, rising sea-levels, biodiversity decline, food shortages as well as 

exacerbating geopolitical tensions and conflicts (IPCC, 2021). Despite decades of international 

negotiations, the global economy remains addicted to continued economic growth and ever-

increasing carbon emissions. Any radical actions in the present to mitigate climate change are 

portrayed as naive or unrealistic, with governments and corporations pushing climate change 

actions to the future – a not yet. This is exemplified in recent commitments by firms, including 

major oil companies, to be carbon neutral by mid-century. This can be seen as a form of 

“predatory delay”, serving to push much-needed decarbonisation into a distant future (Kramer, 

2020).  

 Employing a process perspective on time, the paper aims to provide temporal strategies 

to relocate the present in order to challenge the dominant linear trajectory that threatens the 

future viability of organized human community (New et al., 2011). There is nothing ‘natural’ 

or ‘evident’ with the current path of planetary creative self-destruction (Wright & Nyberg, 

2015). The point of the temporal strategies is then to make what is seen as evident and familiar 

strange, and, as Slawinski and Bansal (2012) illustrate, how time is conceptualized can have a 

significant influence on how businesses, as well as societies, respond to climate change.  

Perhaps somewhat counterintuitively, the paper develops a conceptualization of time 

by analytically relating it to space in the form of space-time or spacing. Spacing provides a 

processual account of the movement of time that is relatable to both a past and a future without 

being linear (objective) or dependent on individual experience (subjective). The succession or 

movement of time is marked by the spacing of intervals that separate past from future (Derrida, 

1973). As such, spacing is the movement—the in-between—that illuminates a difference in 

time and space. This spacing is performative in that there are inscriptions or traces that perform 



even beyond subjective intentions – the marks of spacing precede and follow human 

experiences. This means that there is no temporality of climate change without spatiality of its 

effects and no spatiality of climatic events without the inscription of temporality. 

Based on the conceptualization of spacing, the paper develops three temporal strategies 

for relocating the present:  i) alternative pasts, ii) unfamiliar presents, and iii) imagined futures.  

Alternative pasts are critical re-appropriations of elements of the past in order to bring about a 

displacement of the dominant angle of vision and challenge temporal structures that constrain 

contemporary imagination (De Cock et al., 2021). Marks from the past can be brought forward 

in tracing opportunities for future climate actions. These are not nostalgic dreams of returning 

to a past (that never existed); to the contrary, the spacing provides a play of time in showing 

different futures.  

The temporal strategy of unfamiliar presents is about making the familiar and 

conventional strange. It is a way to space or embed the logical disjunction of dominant 

narratives of humanity and the material consequences of the actions supporting these narratives 

– the disjunction of consumer identities and practices vis-à-vis the environmental destruction 

of those practices. The reified practices are challenged by on the one hand following their 

logical conclusion – spacing them out – and, on the other hand, normalizing alternative 

practices and forms of organizing that are less environmentally destructive.  

The temporal strategy of imagining futures involves the envisioning of a future event 

or state in the present and guiding organizational processes along different temporal 

orientations (Flyverbom & Garsten, 2021). This is a performative conduct in producing 

knowledge that acts like steppingstones towards that future (Nyberg et al., 2020) and it entails 

developing new contingent foundations for society. Imaging futures are then looking to the 

past in spacing out the future – walking backwards in constructing the path forward.  



These three temporal strategies provide the basis for an affirmative succession of time 

(Derrida, 1976) in supporting alternative forms of organizing by moving temporal traces 

forward (alternative pasts) and back (imagined futures) to link up with unfamiliar presents. The 

three temporal strategies are employed to show the marks of ‘otherwise’ that can be utilized in 

challenging reified temporal structures and assumptions. These are the roads not taken that 

haunt present institutions and offer hope for alternative, climate friendly, futures. Through the 

conceptualization of spacing those grounds these temporal strategies, the paper makes three 

contributions.  

First, the conceptualization of time as spacing contributes to recent discussions in 

organizational studies on time and temporality (Hernes et al, 2021; Holt & Johnsen, 2019). The 

two dominant conceptualizations of time – objective clock time and subjective process time – 

prioritize the unfolding of time from the perspective of managers, the organization, its 

stakeholders, or the organizational fields within which organizations are embedded. While 

clock-time is a representation of time in quantifiable units—e.g., the hands on a watch, the 

months on a calendar, or the daily schedule on our phones—process time is firmly located 

within human experience by placing human consciousness at the centre. Typically, there is a 

privileging of time and temporality over space, both as chronology of linear time (clock) or a 

duration of experience (process). By conceptualize time as spacing, the paper contributes to 

these discussions by materializing time through the performative marks of succession. The 

marks of spacing record temporality and are useful for critically questioning the temporal span 

of supposed climate responses.  

Second, the temporal strategies contribute to discussions of supporting alternative 

forms of organizing in response to climate change (Parker & Parker, 2017; Roux-Rosier et al., 

2018). This scholarship is based on affirming different and alternative organizations, with the 

(unrealized) potential to embrace a broader range of possibilities in re-configuring relations in 



response to the planetary constrains of climate change. The temporal strategies support these 

discussions by adding a space-time dimension that link together absent practices that challenge 

what is seen as natural and present. These absences – the alternative pasts, the unfamiliar 

presents, and the imagined futures – are haunting instituted practices as possibilities to-come. 

As such, they can be embraced in building new, more inclusive, structures of representation 

for co-habitation on the planet.  

Finally, and more practically, the paper contributes to the urgent discussions of climate 

change within organizational studies (Wright & Nyberg, 2017). These discussions have 

highlighted the centrality of time in discussions of climate change (Slawinski & Bansal, 2012). 

Examining the spacing of dominant institutions addressing climate change helps account for 

time through material markers or place-bound events that give a temporal trajectory to climate 

actions. The aim is then to critically questioning the temporal span of supposed climate 

responses and support alternative, more radical, actions on climate change. 
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‘We've been doing this for 800 years; you’d think we’d got it right by now’  

A framework of rituals-driven trust building  

 

 

Trust facilitates cooperation across professional groups (Gustafsson, Gillespie, Searle, Hope 

Hailey & Dietz, 2021; Child & Möllering, 2003), yet we know very little about the local 

dynamics of interpersonal trust between leaders during times of crisis. Given the broad array of 

political, health and environmental emergencies that have characterised the first two decades of 

this century there is a growing consensus that we need more effective ways to establish trust 'as 

needed’ between political and business elites during times of crisis (Meyerson, Weick and 

Kramer, 2003). The purpose of this paper is to extend understanding how trust is manufactured 

between business and political in times of crisis.    

In routine times trust between professional groups is established though institutions, 

regulations, and control mechanisms (Bachmann & Inkpen, 2011; McEvily, Zaheer & Soda, 

2021). These serve to make individuals predictable in their predictability (Grey & Carsten, 

2001). Problematically, times of crisis bring into question trust in institutional arrangements, 

making relationships across professional jurisdictions less predictable (Reed, 2003).  

Times of crisis therefore present a tension for leaders attempting to build trust across 

professional jurisdictions (Meyerson et al., 1999), since the institutional arrangements that will 

have typically coordinated their efforts to maintain trust have broken down. Thus, each 

individual leader is faced with their own ‘leap of faith’ (Möllering, 2003) to establish and 

develop trust relations within a group of relatively unknown associates in order to address 

emerging and uncertain contingencies (Curnin, Owen, Paton, Trist & Parsons, 2015).  This 

tension prompts our research question: how do members of political and business elites establish 

and build interpersonal trust relations in the face of collective crisis with limited knowledge of 

one another?   
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To address this question, we draw on the literature of rituals (See Hobson et al., 2017 for 

a review) to develop a typology of ritual-driven trust building between political and business 

elites. Central to the typology is that rituals are organised around different bases for trusting. We 

show how each type of ritual provides three different assurances to trustees who must “take a 

leap of faith” (, 2003, p.3) in times of crisis. The first type of assurance is an insulating barrier 

for those who are required to trust swiftly in a context of extreme uncertainty; the second 

assurance comes in the forms of clarity for the trustee as to what they are trusting in. The third, 

when necessary, provision to end the relationship at the end of the ritual.  

To explore these phenomena we present three rituals from ethnographic data 

and interviews from politicians and business leaders on the UK Parliamentary Estate from the 

aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis. What we discovered during our study was that the ritual 

cues of the Estate played a constitutive and surprising role in how trust develops between 

political and business elites during times of crisis.  

 With this interest in mind, the contributions of our findings are to the trust literature. We 

develop a framework of ritual-driven trust building that foregrounds the role of ritual behaviours 

in the development of interpersonal trust between business and political elites in the context of 

times of crisis. By emphasising the embedded nature of interpersonal trusting relations in 

ongoing rituals during times of crisis we lend support to the view of interpersonal trust 

development where the individuals (not just their roles) are embedded in, and constitutive of 

wider trust relations between the professional groups (McEvily, Perrone & Zaheer, 2003). From 

this perspective the rituals and the spaces in which trusting dyadic relationships emerge and 

evolve become central to our understanding of how broader fields of trust relations become 

configured (Bachmann, Gillespie & Priem, 2015).  
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FIGURE 2  

MODEL OF TRUST DEVELOPMENT BETWEEN ELITE GROUP 
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The 2019-2020 Australian bushfire season – dubbed the “Black Summer” bushfires – 

destroyed 24-million hectares of land and over 3000 homes, killed over one billion animals, 

and took the lives of thirty-three individuals (Commonwealth of Australia, 2020). Multiple 

bushfires burned at 'emergency warning' level Australia-wide for prolonged periods and 

exposed the limits of historically-entrenched institutional models of bushfire fighting (NSW 

Rural Fire Service, 2020; Owens & O’Kane, 2020). The fires overwhelmed frontline rural 

firefighting services, predominantly comprised of local volunteer community members, and 

disrupted their ability to maintain ‘normal’ operational protocols and meet local and societal 

expectations of community bushfire protection. The Black Summer bushfires present a 

compelling empirical case to explore process theory in extreme ‘disruptive’ contexts 

(Hällgren, Rouleau, & de Rond, 2018). 

We examine our case study using the theoretical lenses of place and institutional 

custodianship. The concept of place is drawn from literatures in humanistic geography and 

sociology (Tuan, 1977; Gieren, 2000). A place is defined by three elements: (1) a geographic 

location, “a unique spot in the universe”; (2) physicality and material form through the 

compilation of natural and built ‘stuff’ at the geographic spot; and (3) infusion with meaning 

and value by residents, visitors and people in local communities and society (Gieryn, 2000, 

p.464). Through this combination of geography, materiality and meaning, a place comes into 

existence (Cressell, 2014) and people feel emotional attachment to place (Lewicka, 2011), 

captured in “the experiential and expressive ways places are known, imagined, yearned for, 

held, remembered, voiced, lived, contested and struggled over” (Feld & Basso, 1996, p.11). 

In recognition that all human experience occurs in a place (Guthey, Whiteman, & Elmes, 

2014), institutional scholars have begun exploring place as an important but under-theorized 

element in the social, cognitive, affective and material dynamics driving organizational and 
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institutional processes (e.g. Crawford, Coraiola, & Dacin, 2020; Lawrence & Dover, 2015; 

2021; Siebert, Wilson & Hamilton, 2017; Staggs, Wright, & Jarvis, 2022).  

Custodianship is a growing area of interest in the institutional work literature (Dacin, 

Dacin, & Kent, 2019), which involves purposeful and reflexive efforts directed at creating, 

maintaining and changing institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Custodianship is defined 

as the institutional work of actors who identify as the ‘guardians’ and caretakers of shared 

values, traditions and ideals (Selznick, 1957; Soares, 1997) and who take actions to uphold, 

protect and defend the institution in which they have cognitive and emotional investment 

(Dacin & Dacin, 2008). Research has largely centred on processes of custodianship initiated 

by embedded actors who hold formalised roles in institutions such as universities and 

professions (Wright et al., 2017; Dacin & Dacin, 2008; Lok & de Rond, 2013; Dacin, Munir 

& Tracey, 2010). However, research has begun to recognise that custodianship processes can 

unfold through the individual and collective actions of heterogeneous and distributed actors 

in informal roles (Crawford & Dacin, 2021; Montgomery & Dacin, 2020; Howard-Grenwille 

et al., 2013).  

Recently, the concepts of institutional custodianship and place have been brought 

together to theorise institutional place custodianship. Research shows that societal institutions 

associated with the public good are implemented through multi-level processes of 

custodianship in local places, with tensions unfolding between societal-level institutions and 

the finite resources and particular risks of serving community needs at a specific local-level 

place (Wright et al., 2021). While this research suggests that extreme events put pressure on 

institutional custodianship processes in local places, it focused narrowly on the actions of 

formal custodians and examined processes where institutional custodianship was stretched 

but did not break. Much more research is needed to deepen understanding of the distributed 

actions and heterogenous actors involved in the dynamic processes of institutional place 
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custodianship and the potential for and consequences of potential breakdowns of formal 

institutional models of custodianship associated with the public good during extreme events. 

Accordingly, our research asks: how is institutional place custodianship disrupted during an 

extreme event? 

We explored this research question through an interpretive qualitative study of the 

Black Summer bushfires in Australia. The primary data source was 676 descriptions of 

‘episodes’ of people’s lived experiences of the bushfires, extracted from archival documents 

and public submissions associated with national and state-based public inquiries. We 

augmented this archival documentary data with publicly available photos and videos that 

recorded first-hand lived experiences of the event in real-time and captured multiple 

perspectives. We analysed our dataset through inductive coding. 

Our findings reveal the dynamic processes through which the institutional-level model 

of place custodianship that exists to protect land, properties, people and wildlife during 

‘normal’ bushfires in Australia (formal governance structures, spatially-nested organizational 

roles and responsibilities, communication protocols) broke down during the extreme event of 

the Black Summer bushfires and was replaced by microprocesses of improvised place 

custodianship in local places. Our model, presented in Figure 1, shows how the institutional 

order broke down as local actors experienced a “cosmology episode” (Weick, 1985) through 

the recursive interplay of material and experiential factors. The material factors of physical 

isolation, communicative vacuum, and institutional abandonment shaped, and were shaped 

by, experiential factors of cognitive confusion and feelings of alienation, generating a 

cosmology episode in which individual actors felt as if “the universe is no longer a rational, 

orderly system” (Weick, 1993: 633). Our findings show that the cosmology episode triggered 

microprocesses of improvised place custodianship that took three forms. Custodianship 

through bricolaging occurred at the individual level and involved property owners 
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assembling and improvising whatever materials and resources they had at hand to protect and 

defend their personal place. Custodianship through substituting occurred at the community 

level and involved individuals and groups banding together to replace formal rural fire 

services with informal local models of shared defence of properties. Finally, custodianship 

through bridging occurred at the local community level as individuals and groups worked 

collaboratively with formal organizations in the institutional governance structure to 

improvise local solutions for community protection, shelter and support. 

Our study makes two important contributions. First, we advance the literatures on 

place and institutional custodianship through a theoretical model that explains how 

institutional place custodianship breaks down during extreme events through cosmology 

episodes comprising vicious cycles of institutional breakdown and individual experiences of 

confusion and alienation. We suggest these cosmology episodes can trigger various types of 

attempts to improvise custodianship in local places where institutionalized place 

custodianship has failed. In doing so, we cast new light on the messy, distributed, recursive 

and multi-level processes through which place, institutions and custodianship are 

interconnected. Second, our research contributes to the extreme contexts literature by 

deepening processual understandings of place-based breakdowns and recovery through 

sensemaking and improvisation during extreme events. 
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Figure 1: Process Model of Institutional Custodianship Breakdown

Institutional Place 

Custodianship 

 

Existing formalised 

structure for place 

custodianship 

 

- Formal governance 

structures  

 

- Specified roles and 

responsibilities for 

different types and 

levels of state, 

community, 

organisational and 

individual actors in 

nested places 

 

- Communication 

routines and practices 

Cosmology Episode 

 

Local actors experience a complete breakdown of institutional order 

Material Factors 

- Physical Isolation 

- Communicative Vacuum 

- Institutional Abandonment 

Experiential Factors 

- Cognitive Confusion 

- Feelings of Alienation 

Breakdown 

Improvised Place 

Custodianship 

 

Local actors improvise 

place custodianship 

 

- Bricolaging  

(individual/group level) 

 

- Substituting 

(community level) 

 

- Bridging  

(connects local to 

institutional level) 



 

 7 

References 

Commonwealth of Australia. 2020. Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 

Arrangements Report: 594. Royal Commission no. 1, Australia. 

Crawford, B., Coraiola, D. M., & Dacin, M. T. 2020. Painful memories as mnemonic 

resources: Grand Canyon Dories and the protection of place. Strategic Organization, 

147612702098135. 

Crawford, B., & Dacin, M. T. 2021. Policing Work: Emotions and Violence in Institutional 

Work. Organization Studies, 42(8): 1219–1240. 

Cresswell, T. 2014. Place: An Introduction. Boston: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Dacin, M. T., & Dacin, P. A. 2008. Traditions as Institutionalized Practice: Implications for 

Deinstitutionalization. The SAGE Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism: 

326–351. 1 Oliver’s Yard, 55 City Road, London EC1Y 1SP United Kingdom: SAGE 

Publications Ltd. 

Dacin, M. T., Munir, K. and Tracey. P. 2010. Formal dining at Cambridge colleges: Linking 

ritual performance and institutional maintenance. Academy of Management Journal, 

53: 1393-1418 

Dacin, M. T., Dacin, P. A., & Kent, D. 2019. Tradition in Organizations: A Custodianship 

Framework. Academy of Management Annals, 13(1): 342–373. 

Feld, S. & Basso, K.H. 1996 Senses of Place. School of American Research Press. Santa Fe, 

New Mexico. 1996. 

Gieryn, T. F. 2000. A Space for Place in Sociology. Annual Review of Sociology, 26(1): 

463–496. 

Guthey, G. T., Whiteman, G., & Elmes, M. 2014. Place and Sense of Place: Implications for 

Organizational Studies of Sustainability. Journal of Management Inquiry, 23(3): 

254–265. 

Hällgren, M., Rouleau, L., & de Rond, M. 2018. A Matter of Life or Death: How Extreme 

Context Research Matters for Management and Organization Studies. Academy of 

Management Annals, 12(1): 111–153. 

Howard-Grenville, J., Metzger, M.L. and Meyer, A.D. 2013. Rekindling the flame: Processes 

of identity resurrection. Academy of Management Journal, 56: 113-136. 

Lawrence, T. B., & Dover, G. 2015. Place and Institutional Work: Creating Housing for the 

Hard-to-house. Administrative Science Quarterly, 60(3): 371–410. 

Lawrence, T.B. and R. Suddaby. R. 2006.  Institutions and institutional work. In S. R. Clegg, 

C. Hardy, and W. Nord (eds.), Handbook of Organization Studies: 215-254. London: 

Sage Publication. 

Lewicka, M. 2011. Place attachment: How far have we come in the last 40 years? Journal of 

Environmental Psychology, 31: 207-230. 

Lok, J., and M. de Rond. 2013. On the plasticity of institutions: Containing and restoring 

practice breakdowns at the Cambridge University Boat Club. Academy of 

Management Journal, 56: 185-207. 

Montgomery, A. W., & Dacin, M. T. 2020. Water Wars in Detroit: Custodianship and the 

Work of Institutional Renewal. Academy of Management Journal, 63(5): 1455–

1484. 

NSW Rural Fire Service. 2020. NSW Rural Fire Service Annual Report 2019/20. 

Owens, D., & O’Kane, M. 2020. Final Report of the NSW Bushfire Inquiry. State of New 

South Wales. https://www.nsw.gov.au/nsw-government/projects-and-initiatives/nsw-

bushfire-inquiry. 

Selznick, P. 1957. Leadership in administration: A sociological interpretation. New York: 

Harper and Row Incorporated. 



 

 8 

Siebert, S., F. Wilson, F., and Hamilton, J.R.A.. 2017. Devils may sit here: The role of 

enchantment in institutional maintenance. Academy of Management Journal, 60: 

1607-1632. 

Soares, J.A. 1997. A reformulation of the concept of tradition. International Journal of 

Sociology and Social Policy, 17: 6-21 

Staggs, J., Wright, A. L., & Jarvis, L. 2022. Institutional Change, Entrepreneuring and Place: 

Building a Smart State. Organization Studies, 43: 269-288. 

Tuan, Y.-F. 1977. Space and place: The perspective of experience. Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press. 

Weick, K. E. 1985. Cosmos vs. Chaos: Sense and Nonsense In Electronic Contexts. 

Organizational Dynamics, 14(2): 51–64. 

Weick, K. E. 1993. The Collapse of Sensemaking in Organizations: The Mann Gulch 

Disaster. Administrative Science Quarterly, 38(4): 628. 

Wright, A. L., Meyer, A. D., Reay, T., & Staggs, J. 2021. Maintaining Places of Social 

Inclusion: Ebola and the Emergency Department. Administrative Science Quarterly, 

66(1): 42–85. 

Wright, A. L., Zammuto, R.F. and Liesch, P.W. 2017. Maintaining the values of a profession: 

Institutional work and moral emotions in the Emergency Department. Academy of 

Management Journal, 60(1): 200-237 



We Did Start the Fire: r/wallstreetbets, ‘Flash movements’ and the 

Gamestop Short-Squeeze  

 

Peter Kalum Schou 

Department of Strategy and Entrepreneurship 

BI Norwegian Business School 

Nydalsveien 37, 0484 Oslo, Norway 

peter.k.schou@bi.no 

 

Eliane Bucher 

Nordic Centre for Internet and Society 

Department of Communication and Culture 

BI Norwegian Business School 

Nydalsveien 37, 0484 Oslo, Norway 

eliane.bucher@bi.no 

 

Matthias Waldkirch 

EBS Business School 

EBS Universität für Wirtschaft und Recht 

 Rheingaustr. 1 

65375 Oestrich-Winkel, Germany 

matthias.waldkirch@ebs.edu 

 

Eduard Grünwald 

Institute for Technology and Innovation Management  

RWTH Aachen 

Kackertstraße 7 

52072 Aachen, Germany 

gruenwald@time.rwth-aachen.de 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:peter.k.schou@bi.no
mailto:eliane.bucher@bi.no
mailto:matthias.waldkirch@ebs.edu
mailto:gruenwald@time.rwth-aachen.de


Extended Abstract (1000 words) 

In January 2021, something strange happened on Wall Street. The stock of GameStop suddenly rose 

over 700 % in just one week despite GameStop’s financial problems and the COVID-19 pandemic 

closing shops. This was even more surprising because analysts and investors had predicted that 

GameStop’s stock would drop. Indeed, hedge funds, led by Melvin Capital, had shorted GameStop 

stock, meaning they had borrowed GameStop shares, sold them, and were waiting for the price to 

drop, so they could repurchase the shares at a lower price and then return them to the lender, 

making themselves a tidy profit. The reason behind this rapid increase in share price counter to 

market predictions was that small time investors, so called ‘retail investors’, organized on a Reddit 

community called r/wallstreetbets, pouring their savings into the GameStop share and holding their 

positions even when facing pressure from the hedge funds and the prospect of losing their 

investments. According to Bloomberg News, the hedge funds lost around $6 billion in total as they 

had to buy back the GameStop share, that they had borrowed, at higher prices. Melvin Capital alone 

had to secure $ 2.75 billion to cover their position. As r/wallstreetbets caused harm to Wall Street 

hedge funds, media outlets have described the community as a ‘movement’ (Bloomberg, 2021), a 

‘trader army’ (NPR, 2021) and compared them to Occupy Wall Street (Politico, 2021). As such, 

reports indicate that this Reddit community suddenly took on characteristics of a social movement, 

that is that it formed collective action towards a social goal (Tarrow, 2011).  

While scholars have built up a significant amount of knowledge on how social movements 

can use social media (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012; Etter & Albu, 2021; Selander & Jarvenpaa, 2016; 

Vaast, Safadi, Lapointe & Negoita, 2017), there is a paradox that limits our understanding of the 

critical Wallstreetbets (WSB) case. Namely, while scholars argue that social media possesses 

several critical affordances that allow for connective action, that is that activists can spontaneously 

organize through social media by sharing content (Bennett & Segerberg, 2012), scholars also pose 



that social media have a series of constraints that hinder social movements in forming just through 

social media (Etter & Albu, 2021; Massa, 2017; Massa & O’Mahony, 2021). More to the point, 

activists on social media face issues because they are anonymous to each other, thus lacking shared 

identities, and because social media allows for a rapid explosion in membership without control, 

meaning that goals and actions are dilated (Massa & O’Mahony, 2021). Thus, when activists do not 

have an organization guiding them, engagement on social media may simply lead to chaos 

(Gerbaudo & Treré, 2015; Massa & O’Mahony, 2021). Naturally, this raises the question: how 

come that WSB managed to set up successful collective action and not descend into chaos, when 

the movement seemingly emerged from an online community without any organization spurring 

them on or guiding them? To understand this, we ask: How can a social movement suddenly arise 

in an online community? 

To investigate this question, we collected data from r/wallstreetbets during the peak between 

January 14th and January 28th, thus capturing key activity as the GameStop share price spiked. We 

used a Python Script to collect 1’048’575 posts by 179’634 community members in this period. 

Then, we applied a mixed-methods approach combining topic modelling with qualitative coding. 

The purpose of this combination was to use the topic model to gain an overview of the community 

during this period, such as gaining insight into key conversations, key actors and the language of the 

community. Against this backdrop, we then coded the top 100 most upvoted comments during this 

focus period. Using this mixed-methods approach we unpack how WSB suddenly became a large 

social movement determined to take on Wall Street and create social justice for a generation of 

Millenials hurt by the Financial Crisis of 2008.  

Our findings draw out how r/wallstreetbets unfolded as a social movement through the 

imbrication of social activities and the affordances and constraints of the online community. More 

to the point, we outline four mechanisms where social activities imbricate with online community 



features: building and superspreading collective identity, forming joint purpose in the online 

community free space, boosting action through meta-voiced rallying, and creating self-referential 

legitimacy and transforming the online community space.  These mechanisms result in what we 

term as acceleration factors, which we conceptualize as when social activities enable the 

affordances and disable constraints of online communities, allowing for fast and large formation of 

collective action. Building on these empirical findings, we coin the term ‘flash movement’, which is 

when activists manage to rapidly switch from loose connective action and into collective action 

with shared identities and purpose, resulting in acceleration and scaling of action without the need 

for planning and strategic deliberation.  

Our findings and model contribute to the debate around social media and social movements 

in several ways. First, our conceptualization of ‘flash movements’ contributes to calls for 

integrating theories of spontaneous action into the study of social movements (Kudesia, 2021; Snow 

& Moss, 2014). More to the point, whereas research has investigated the conditions for spontaneous 

action (Snow & Moss, 2014), as well as how social movement strategy emerges (Kudesia, 2021), 

we outline the interplay between different elements that organizes spontaneous action into a flash 

movement. Second, by engaging in the interplay between social mechanisms and the affordances 

and features of online communities (Etter & Albu, 2021; Faik et al. 2020; Massa, 2017; Vaast et al., 

2017), we extend research on this matter. In particular, we point out that specific ways of 

community activity actualize the affordances while releasing the constraints of online communities 

(c.f. Volkoff & Strong, 2013). This creates certain acceleration factors that speeds up the 

community’s transformation into a large social movement. Last, our article makes an important 

methodological contribution to studying social movements by using big data. We outline a method 

that combines unsupervised topic modelling with in-depth qualitative coding, thus allowing us to 

‘harvest’ the best of both worlds.  
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Process Studies in Extreme Contexts 

 

Grand societal challenges such as forced displacement are extreme and complex issues that are rife with – often 

traumatic - moral challenges (Hällgren et al., 2018; Kornberger et al., 2018; MacLagan, 2003; Van der Giessen et 

al., 2021). An under-researched topic in this context is how local actors make sense of the moral dilemmas they 

are facing, how moral understandings are spread and cemented among and across groups, and how these groups 

subsequently organize to respond to these dilemmas (Reineke & Ansari, 2015; Schwartz, 2016).  

 

We know a great deal about organizational responses in extreme contexts (e.g., Cornelissen et al., 2014; Hällgren 

et al., 2018; Weick, 1993; Whiteman & Cooper, 2011) and increasingly also about grand challenges (Ferraro et 

al., 2015; Kornberger et al., 2018; Van der Giessen et al., 2021). Previous research has highlighted the importance 

of moral sensemaking in the formation of organized responses in extreme contexts (Kornberger et al., 2018; 

Reineke & Ansari, 2015; Quinn and Worline, 2008). For instance, moral sensemaking – ‘how people understand 

what is happening and form judgments about the moral and social implications’ – is an important driver of 

collective action, social movements (Quinn and Worline, 2008: 512), overcoming inequality (Reineke & Ansari, 

2015) and collaborative decision-making (Kornberger et al., 2018).  

 

And yet, we know relatively little about moral sensemaking in the local response to grand challenges. Extant 

research on moral sensemaking has predominantly focused on isolated incidents and the sensemaking of 

individual actors (Ng et al., 2020) or between leaders and followers (e.g., Thiel et al., 2012). In contrast, grand 

challenge responses are more complex (Eisenhardt et al., 2016; Ferraro et al., 2015), involving diverse 

organizations and social groups with differing normative orders. Furthermore, the long-term nature of grand 

challenges entails that actors and organizations come and go and that moral learning takes places in the face of 

heightened uncertainty regarding how the situation may evolve, consequences of actions and evaluations of 

actions by others (Ferraro et al., 2015; Quinn and Worline, 2008). This is problematic, as the complex and 

uncertain nature is likely to lead to multiple and conflicting interpretations of problems, solutions, and processes 

(Ferraro et al., 2015). In short, a shared moral stance might be difficult to come by. 

 

There are important calls to deepen our understanding of moral sensemaking around complex dilemmas and to 

take seriously the messy, traumatic, and distributed nature of organizational responses to moral dilemmas (Ng et 

al., 2020; Reineke & Ansari, 2015; Thiel et al., 2012). To answer these calls, we formulate the following two 

research questions 1) how do actors make sense of the moral issues and dilemmas they are confronted with? and 

2) how does this understanding evolve over time, and spread to inform organizational responses? 

 

We draw on an in-depth field study of governmental, transnational, NGO and citizen community groups to 

refugees and asylum seekers arriving on the Greek island of Lesbos. Our data are predominantly textual, derived 

from 71 in-depth interviews. We conducted interviews during three field visits in October 2017, March–April 

2018 and May 2018. Combined, we collected data across eight months to capture perspectives on the evolving 

nature of the context as well as perspectives on the high turnover of organizations and organizational actors. We 
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inquired about the backgrounds, perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and actions leading up to, during and after their 

engagement with the crisis on the island.  

 

We reconstruct the moral sensemaking narratives of the local actors and describe the moral dilemmas that emerged 

as being particularly challenging and influential in the decision-making of the actors involved. Furthermore, we 

describe the moral learning of these actors within as well as between differing social groups and organizations. In 

doing so, we elaborate on the inter-group moral sensemaking processes and how these drive the formation and 

evolution of organized responses around shared (and divergent) moral understandings. We conclude with a 

discussion of the implications for current research on moral sensemaking in extreme contexts and how our study 

can be used to understand responses to forced displacement specifically and other highly complex challenges that 

involve moral dilemmas more generally.   

 

What is my research question and why is it important?  

1. How do actors make sense of the moral issues and dilemmas they are confronted with? 

2. How does this understanding evolve over time, spread among and across groups, and inform 

organizational (and other collective) responses?   

 

We argue that contemporary local responses to grand challenges can be characterized as particularly complex and 

persistent extreme contexts (Hällgren et al., 2018; Van der Giessen et al., 2021). These contexts are markedly 

different from the extreme contexts traditionally studied and raise important questions regarding the process- and 

influence of moral sensemaking around complex, messy, traumatic, and distributed organizational responses to 

moral dilemmas (Ng et al., 2020; Reineke & Ansari, 2015; Thiel et al., 2012). In the applied sense, this research 

is also important to address problems and questions faced by the local actors we interviewed – local Greek 

business owners and volunteers, international NGO workers, and professional emergency responders.  

 

What scholarly conversation will I contribute to, and how?  

Contextually, we contribute to the study of extreme contexts (Hällgren et al., 2018). We build on previous studies 

that have strived to extend the study of extreme contexts to include more complex and persistent local responses 

to grand challenges (see for example Van der Giessen et al., 2021) and elaborate on the influence of this 

complexity and persistence on important processes of sensemaking and organizing. 

 

In terms of our theoretical lens and processual contribution, we explicate the role of moral sensemaking in such a 

complex and persistent extreme context. In doing so, we build on previous research that has highlighted the 

importance of moral sensemaking in responding to extreme contexts (e.g., Kornberger et al., 2018; Quinn and 

Worline, 2008) as well as more generally calls to deepen our understanding of moral sensemaking beyond intra-

personal, dyadic leader-follower relationships, and more isolated challenges involving relatively homogeneous 

and organized responses (Ng et al., 2020; Reineke & Ansari, 2015; Thiel et al., 2012).    

 

What do I mostly need feedback on?  

We would greatly appreciate feedback on our processual theorizing of moral sensemaking, considering 

particularly the relationship (s) between interpersonal forms of moral learning, processes of organizing and 

organizational outcomes. We find that theorizing meaningful processes (as emergent characteristics that explain 

important outcomes within and across specific organizations) from our complex, multilevel data very challenging. 

We hope to overcome these challenges and contribute meaningfully to our field.  

 

We are confident the PDL would greatly help us refine our theorizing and positioning and allow us to contribute 

meaningfully to important conversations in our field. Naturally, we also hope that you will find our work an 

interesting and thought-provoking addition to the PDL. Thank you for your consideration.  
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Extreme contexts have gained a lot of interest among organisational scholars in the past 

decades, raising questions about how organisations respond and deal with risky, emergency or 

disrupted contexts (Hällgren, Rouleau, et de Rond 2018). Importance of studies in such contexts 

have increased as they showcase the best of human being and organizational behaviour. 

Recently, studies of extreme contexts have shown how solidarity can unfold and take on new 

meanings.  Acts of solidarity have been shown to create new possibilities (Daskalaki et 

Kokkinidis 2017) and enable alternative values (Daskalaki, Fotaki, et Sotiropoulou 2019) 

during the Greek crisis. We know that extreme contexts can nurture the experience of negative 

emotions such as stress or anxiety, which negatively affect individual’s ability of sensemaking 

(Weick,1990). Yet, little is said about why individuals engage in solidarity organisations in 

extreme contexts and how such organisations can help at the individual level, especially in 

dealing with the emotional consequences of extreme contexts. In this study, I propose to explore 

how solidarity organisations can provide a space for their members to deal with the negative 

emotions triggered by an extreme context.  
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To address these issues, I draw on a qualitative study conducted in Lebanon. On August 

4, 2020, as the world struggled with the COVID-19 pandemic, Lebanon was struck by a blast 

in the port of Beirut. A warehouse situated in the port caught fire and triggered an explosion. 

The shock wave disrupted surrounding commercial and residential neighbourhoods throughout 

the country. The city counted widespread casualties and severe material damage. Several 

families lost their livelihoods and plunged into precarity, without a shelter or a place to work. 

The blast happened at an already critical time for the country, as Lebanon had been in an 

economic, political, and sanitary crisis. Despite such bleak context, solidary acts initiated by 

the victims themselves flourished, leading to a resurgence of the non-profit and voluntary 

sector. The day after the blast, Lebanese people flooded the streets equipped with brooms to 

clean the streets and help their neighbours.  

A year after the blast, the situation remains critical. The streets of Beirut still bear 

witness to the blast and damaged buildings are still visible. Yet, solidarity organisations—

including a broad coalition of grassroots, non-profit, and voluntary organisations— have not 

reduced their solidarity-based efforts to rebuild the city. They provide the precarious with food, 

healthcare, professional support, and participate in the rehabilitation of the buildings damaged 

by the blast. In the places near the port where the blast happened, we can still observe active 

volunteers cleaning a fire station, helping workers to rehabilitate buildings, and preparing meals 

for the community members. Despite the worsening of their personal situation, Lebanese people 

still take part in solidary actions, raising questions about what these organisations provide to 

keep their members involved. 

 To understand what motivates solidarity acts, I draw on a qualitative study conducted 

at two points in time. The first round of interviews (March-June 2021) started online due to the 

pandemic and included my first circle of informants. This sample included people who engage 

in such solidary acts as collecting medicines and selling food to raise funds for people based in 
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Lebanon. Most of the interviewees were members of the Lebanese diaspora. These primarily 

Europe-based respondents were my entry point to gaining access to informants based in 

Lebanon. The second phase of fieldwork happened in Lebanon, Beirut (July 2021). I located 

myself in the neighbourhood where the blast took place and where many NGOs, but also 

informal local groups, had developed solidarity initiatives. I started approaching the most 

visible ones based on my prior referrals, and progressively identified others. I adopted a multi-

methods approach comprising (i) 35 in-depth interviews with key informants 

(activists/organizers setting up or participating in solidarity initiatives, and local volunteers), 

lasting between 20 and 120 minutes each; (ii) 100 pages of fieldnotes from personal diary 

entries and records of activities of solidary organisations based on participant and non-

participant observations in different NGOs; and (iii) archival data (press articles, 

documentaries, NGOs’ reports). I coded my interviews using NVivo and drew on the 

supplementary data to triangulate my findings. 

 My results show that most people who engage in solidarity acts do so to go through a 

collective process of mourning. This collective process progresses from trying to understand 

what has happened, to searching for explanations, and attempting to identify a responsible party, 

as part of a sense-making process (Dwyer, Hardy, & Tsoukas 2021). However, sense making 

on its own is a necessary but insufficient aspect of mourning. Part of the grieving process 

involves trying to sort out the elements that mattered in the previous life, with the aim of 

conserving them before new arrangements are made after the crisis (Marris 2014). In this 

endeavour, I will show that many solidarity acts intended to save what mattered most for locals 

(e.g., the Built Heritage in one of the streets designated by UNESCO), as well as to satisfy the 

basic needs of people (food, shelter, etc.) before settling into a new life. The same people 

engaged in gathering donations for their solidarity acts are shown to simultaneously be 

beneficiaries of their own initiatives: for instance, when they make soups for the precarious, 
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they also eat from them as they cannot sustain themselves otherwise. My results show how 

solidarity relies on mourning, in an intertwined process that includes both retrospective sense-

making, and a search for new social and organisational configurations. Thus, my work 

contributes to the MOS literature about extreme contexts by answering the call for more studies 

about “experienced and/or cultivated emotions among organizational members” during extreme 

contexts (Hällgren et al. 2018). 
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Trust the process: How might organizations legitimise their authenticity through being 

engaged agents in shared value creation? 
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ABSTRACT 

 

As evident in reputational studies, public perception of trust in organizations remains fragile. 

Trust is understood as relational and temporal, indicating to us, as process scholars the 

continual emergence of trust from the entwinement of organizations with their social context 

(Tsoukas & Chia, 2011). Viewing trust as ‘substance’ or fait accompli, overlooks the dynamic 

entanglement and emergence between business and society and denies the social 

responsiveness expected from businesses organizing activities especially in volatile periods 

(Hernes, 2007). 

The firm’s personification of being a good corporate citizen had emerged as a trust building 

incentive in the 1980s as a response to fulfilling the social expectations of various stakeholder 

groups at the time (Latapí Agudelo et al., 2019; Matten & Crane, 2005). The linguistic artefact 

of personifying the firm as citizen ascribes a moral obligation to share value to which trust 

becomes fundamental in this social role of business. Problems emerge not in the ascription of 

the new role but in how trust is perceived. Trust as a substance, reduces trust to material 

attainment, to a state that can be entered and exited. Consequently, reducing trust-building 

processes to initiatives based on compliance and risk management rather than its relational 

personification of values, morals, ethics and sharing (Alcaraz & Hollander, 2019).  

This entitive inclination of trust is depicted in the discourse of corporate philanthropy which 

commoditises giving. The way in which philanthropy is marketed, removes its goodwill and 

appears inauthentic (Florin & Schmidt, 2011). Public scepticism towards corporate 

philanthropy, and consequently distrust, is exacerbated in extreme contexts of systemic socio-

economic inequality. The increasing divide between excessive wealth and excessive poverty 

places large firms under scrutiny when it comes to the intent behind their social initiatives 

(Alberti & Belfanti, 2019).  

We see this concern in a recent study on corporate reputation, the annual Top Companies South 

Africa (TCSA), 2021 study revealed that 45% of respondents thought that companies were not 

doing enough to address issues that impact the country. It reported that consumers are no longer 

mis-led by non-relevant corporate social responsibility and are expecting, businesses to be good 

corporate citizens. Given that social initiatives are essentially concerned with the intention of 

building trust for the firm, this renewed consciousness has created an opportunity for firms to 

authentically engage with its environment and create and recreate trust for all firm stakeholders 

(Glauner, 2019).  

The main argument of this paper is positing shared value creation as a trust-building alternative 

to corporate philanthropy. Through this approach, we argue that firms are required to engage 

and enact with their environment, integrating social realities to becoming realities within the 

firm’s organization (Helin et al., 2014). Where corporate philanthropy commoditizes giving, 



shared value creation states explicitly the mutual benefit created in pursuing social and 

economic value. Thereby, altering the ontological desire of trust as a mitigating substance to 

trust as performative accomplishments, situated as sequences of activities and complexes of 

processes unfolding in time. This enactment situates the firm as an engaged emergence that 

legitimises its intentions to create authentic shared value.  

Trust is a salient theme in the literature on shared value creation (SVC). One of the initial 

objectives of embedding shared value within the firm was to address declining social trust and 

improve the relationships between business and society by aligning social benefits with 

corporate profits (Dembek et al., 2016). SVC was posited as guiding company “investment in 

communities…to restore legitimacy, increase confidence, and improve [their] reputation” 

(Fernández-Gámez et al., 2019: 2; Mion & Beghini, 2020).  

One of the distinguishing factors between for-profit and non-profit firms is trust in social value, 

which poses the question of how one creates a for-profit firm with non-profit authenticity in 

creating social value (Florin & Schmidt, 2011). We argue that reconciling these dichotomies 

through a trust-building process of shared value creation subjectifies trust as a collective of 

activities that integrate and reintegrate the social and the economic; and the firm with its 

environment. Ultimately, authenticating the firm’s engagement as responsive to social and 

economic need. The authenticity emerges from organizing principles of individuals and groups 

as they enact with their environments. As Weick (1979) asserts in his seminal work, “if 

individuals and groups are to survive over a period of time, they have to retain both altruistic 

and selfish motives” (Weick, 1979: 219). These intentions are resonant with shared value 

creation which is explicit about adopting both altruistic (social) and selfish (economic) motives. 

As Weick (1979) would state, “both tendencies have survival relevance and if the organism 

and group are to survive, both must be retained” (Weick, 1979: 219). 

Using an in-depth case study analysis of a firm that has been rated as having the most trusted 

reputation in South Africa, this paper studies how trust in social value has been built through 

shared value creation as embedded within the firm, and how this embeddedness emerges to 

create and recreate a firm that engages with relevant social issues. The study reveals that trust 

viewed through the performance of shared value creation becomes a collective of holistic 

accomplishments entangled with stakeholder interaction, authentic language of social 

inclusivity and organizing practices of mutually beneficial initiatives that consequently 

embody trust. The study reveals that when a firm enacts with its environment, the intention of 

social value becomes explicit in establishing trust, thus legitimising authenticity with all 

stakeholders within and external to the spatial boundaries of the firm.   
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The idea that a process of dialogue between groups with different interests and 

perspectives can help address complex and controversial social problems has itself become 

controversial. On the one hand, authors and protagonists working on social innovation and 

deliberative democracy often emphasise the need for such dialogue to identify opportunities for 

collaborative action and to shift the institutional structures underlying complex social problems 

(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Hassan, 2014; e.g., Heiskala, 2007; Helfen & Sydow, 2013; Murray et 

al., 2010; Scharmer, 2009; Scherer & Palazzo, 2007; Westley & Antadze, 2010). This view is 

also prominent in recommendations on how to address grand challenges, which call for diverse 

stakeholders to cooperate in creating joint solutions (Berrone et al., 2016; Brammer et al., 2019), 

based on a “participatory architecture” allowing for “multivocal inscription” (Ferraro et al., 2015, 

p. 373) and “dialogue and mutual understanding” (George et al., 2016, p. 19). 

On the other hand, critics argue that such expectations for dialogue are overly optimistic 

or naïve, given the incommensurability of different groups’ interests and differences in their 

power and worldviews (e.g., Banerjee, 2010; Ehrnström-Fuentes, 2016; Fougère & Solitander, 

2019; Whelan, 2012). Such critics often associate calls for dialogue with a quest for consensus 



that “suppresses the political” (Rancière, 2007, p. 11): “Every consensus exists as a temporary 

result of a provisional hegemony, as a stabilization of power and that always entails some form of 

exclusion” (Mouffe, 1999, p. 756). The implication is that instead of participating in multi-

stakeholder dialogues to cement such “stabilization of power,” there is a need for “radical 

democratic action [and] a ‘war of position’” (Fougère & Solitander, 2019). 

Meanwhile, institutional theorists have pointed to the potentially generative power of 

dialogue as a form of institutional work, that is, as purposeful efforts to create, maintain, or 

disrupt institutions (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006; Mair & Hehenberger, 2014). This is especially 

salient for our purposes given that we are interested in social innovation efforts that seek to 

“profoundly change the basic routines, resource and authority flows, or beliefs of the social 

system in which the innovation occurs” (Westley & Antadze, 2010: 2). But the institutional work 

literature leaves largely unexplored when and how dialogue can achieve such institutional 

outcomes, and specifically “the practices in which actors need to engage in order to utilize 

dialogue as a means of creating, maintaining or disrupting institutions” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 

2006, p. 241). Also, more generally, most institutional theory scholarship assumes a form of 

institutional agency characterised by conflict and contestation between different interests 

(Nilsson, 2015), that is, actors engaging in a dialectic “war of position.” For example, Hargrave 

and Van de Ven (2006, p. 865) adopt such a dialectical framework to develop their collective 

action model of institutional innovation, “in which a synthesis of new institutional policies and 

structures emerges from conflict and contestation among colliding groups espousing opposing 

theses and antitheses” (see also, e.g., Di Domenico et al., 2010; Seo & Creed, 2002).  

There are some important exceptions to this assumed dialectic foundation of institutional 

agency. Lawrence and colleagues (2002) show how interorganizational collaboration can have 

institutional effects. If such collaboration is characterized by high levels of involvement among 



the partners and if it is deeply embedded in its institutional field, it can create “proto-institutions” 

(Lawrence et al., 2002, p. 283). But while social innovation oriented dialogue and 

interorganizational collaboration are related, they are not necessarily the same. Collaboration 

generally relies on some degree of consensus among participants, but – as we will argue – 

dialogue does not; rather, dialogue is “a discussion that does not resolve itself” (Sennett, 2012, p. 

19). But we know little about what this process and agency might look like. 

Hence, we ask, how do actors enact dialogue for social innovation to address grand 

challenges, and when and how can such dialogue lead to institutional change? We explore this 

question by analysing the “Food Lab,” a social innovation action research initiative established in 

2009 to address problems of hunger and malnutrition in South Africa. Its stated purpose has been 

to “facilitate the interaction, communication, and collaboration between different stakeholders, 

including those with conflicting interests, to highlight the need for and to design and implement 

coherent, systemic responses to the [hunger crisis] through collaborative learning and 

experimental action.” Our objective has been to use this long-term “dialogic action research” 

initiative (Shotter, 2010) to conduct “a detailed analysis of a dialogical process over time… 

[focusing] on the practices through which participants accomplish (or fail to accomplish) the 

production of generative dialogue” (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006, pp. 241–242).  

Our analysis shows how dialogue processes can be generative of institutional change 

given two enabling conditions and through what we call dialogic agency: a whole person view of 

actorhood, an analogic orientation to knowledge, and an inquiry-focused interaction dynamic. 

Our first contribution is to explain why and how dialogue is a distinct mode of institutional 

agency in relation to the dialectic mode of agency commonly assumed in the institutional theory 

literature (e.g., Hargrave & de Ven, 2006; Seo & Creed, 2002), and we furthermore substantiate 

this with reference to philosophical underpinnings provided by Buber, Bakhtin, and others. Our 



second contribution is to delineate our “deep” form of dialogue premised on a dialogic mode of 

agency from the “shallow” type of consensus-seeking dialogue targeted by its critics (e.g., 

Banerjee, 2010; Fougère & Solitander, 2019; Whelan, 2012). In sum, we point to the possibility 

of a form of dialogue that provides an alternative to a dialectic, conflictual approach to social 

change, while also avoiding the depoliticizing, power-entrenching tendencies of a “shallow,” 

consensus-seeking conception of dialogue. The “deep” approach to dialogue can be 

transformative in addressing grand challenges, but it is difficult to pull off. 
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Scholars are increasingly interested in examining the impact of pluralism on organizational 

structures and processes (Denis et al. 2007, 2012; Jarzabkowski and Fenton 2006). A 

pluralistic context is shaped by divergent goals, interests and values of different groups inside 

and outside the organization. In this context, actors are confronted with issues, defined as 

events, developments, and trends that have potential organizational consequences, for which 

there are conflicting sets of meanings and/or uncertain outcomes (Sonenshein, 2010; Maitlis 

and Christianson, 2014; Bansal et al., 2018). These conditions can make contradictions 

between multiple strategic goals and organizing processes more salient (Jarzabkowski and 

Fenton 2006; Ocasio and Radoynovska, 2016). Specific occurrences can interrupt prevailing 

norms of interaction, disrupting actors’ understanding of the world and creating uncertainty 

about how to act (Weick, 1979), creating contentions and debates among diverse stakeholders 

(Sonenshein, 2016; Spee and Jarzabkowski, 2017). The contentious process of 

accommodating divergent desired goals and interests of multiple actors has consequences for 

strategizing and organizing processes (Jarzabkowski and Fenton, 2006; Vermeulen et al., 

2016). 

To (re)establish order and reach settlement, actors need to justify their actions by 

engaging in debates with their wider institutional context, in which competing interests 

negotiate over how the issue can be interpreted and resolved (Hoffman, 1999). Current 

organizational scholarship highlights the dynamic process and interactive practices of 

strategy making and issue framing, unpacking a variety of processes by which actors strive to 
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achieve, maintain and reproduce legitimacy to justify their actions and settle issues, such as 

framing contests (e.g. Kaplan, 2008; Ansari, Wijen, and Gray, 2013), bottom-up processes of 

frame amplification (e.g. Gray et al., 2015; Reinecke and Ansari, 2021), creating joint 

accounts and common grounds (e.g. Spee and Jarzabkowski, 2017;  Ferraro and Beunza, 

2018), coexistent and competing change narratives in context of ambiguity (e.g. Sonenshein, 

2010; 2016), rhetorical games (e.g. Sorsa and Vaara, 2020) and shifting actors’ framing 

trajectories (e.g. Litrico and David, 2017). One insight from this research is that to engage in 

collective action actors need to create a common ground that allows them to make sense of 

the world around and know how to act, despite having different interpretations of an issue. In 

this vein, existing research has mainly examined the dynamic interplay between cognitive 

meaning-making practices and field change. Whereas the effect of pluralism and complexity 

on strategizing and organizing processes has been less explored.  

Resolution often requires the creation of organizing principles that clarifies roles and 

responsibilities of those involved and provide a basis for action (Cloutier and Langley, 2013). 

Moreover, novel boundary-crossing interactions among actors and inter-organizational 

arrangements may be required to create paths for actions (Berggren et al, 2017; Deken et al, 

2018). For example, recent studies have pointed to the transformative potential of the efforts 

to attend to pluralism and multiplicity of orders of worth, which in turn can generate 

opportunity for strategic change and innovation (Girard and Stark, 2002; Stark, 2009), 

transformation of organizations’ strategic objectives and governance strategies (Jarzabkowski 

and Fenton, 2006; Denis et al., 2001, 2007; Ocasio and Radoynovska, 2016), and the 

emergence of hybrid organizational forms (Stark, 2009; Jay, 2013; Besharov and Smith, 

2014). 

Inter-organizational projects, public-private partnerships, social enterprises, and other 

emerging varieties of hybrid organizations are often associated with controversy and 

altercations among stakeholders (Legacy, 2015; Söderlund et al, 2017), particularly during 

the initiation and execution of transformative projects in energy (e.g. gas and oil pipelines, 

fossil fuel extraction or power plants), transport (e.g. highways, railways, city tunnels and 

airports), and health care (e.g. large hospital units or on-line health service provision). Such 

controversies often arise as a result of challenging issues which can prove resistant to 

settlement within established organizational arrangements (Denis et el., 2007; Sonenshein, 

2016). Yet, the process by which controversial issues emerge, are successfully settled and 

turned into actionable organizational arrangements is only partially understood. 
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Difficulties in navigating tensions between opposing strategic objectives (e.g. ensuring 

quality versus demonstrating value for money and maximizing resource utilization) and 

organizing principles (e.g. administrative, managerial and professional) can have significant 

consequences for those involved, particularly when the issue has extensive and enduring 

consequences beyond organizational boundaries. Denis et al., (2011), for example, show how 

pluralistic context may give rise to “escalating indecision”, a state of enduring collective 

ambivalence that prevents strategic change projects from moving forward. What is lacking in 

these studies, however, is a deeper understanding of the processes that drive settlement of 

issues when existing organizational arrangements fail to do so and the subsequent 

consequences for strategizing and organizing. This study, therefore, focuses on the following 

research question: How does a strategic issue emerge and develop in a pluralistic setting, and 

how are organizational arrangements shaped by efforts to settle the issue? 

To guide the analysis, the paper draws on pragmatism to help us understand the role of 

deliberation, experimentation and projectivity in the process of issue emergence, 

development and settlement. Dewey’s (1991 [1927]) appreciation of formation of a social 

issue as an important dimension of public engagement offers a fruitful way of thinking about 

dynamics of strategy making in pluralistic context (Kaplan, 2008; Marres, 2006). We 

complement this theoretical grounding by the work of French Pragmatists Boltanski and 

Thévenot (2006) and Boltanski and Chiapello (2005; 2017) to help further embed notions 

such as justification, contestation, and valuation in our analysis. Meanwhile the social 

phenomenology of Alfred Schutz (1967; 1978) helps us explore meaning of action from the 

subjective perspective of temporally embedded actors (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Mische, 

2009). 

To investigate how these organizational processes unfold, we carried out a longitudinal 

study of the inception of the project of Restoration and Renewal of the Palace of Westminster 

in the UK (Alimadadi et al, 2021). The immense symbolic, political, and social value of our 

case— the reconstruction of the home of British Parliamentary democracy— as well as the 

importance of the project as a high-value public infrastructure project provided a pluralistic 

context for the study at hand, characterized by multiplicity of values and diversity of 

stakeholders. By drawing on extensive observation, interview, and archival/documentary 

material, we construct a case to illustrate how over almost two centuries, proceeding a major 

fire that destroyed the medieval building in 1834, different attempts in addressing an issue of 

renovation of the “new” Palace eventually led to inception of the major project in 21st 
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century. In a sense we intend it in this study, the notion of ‘project’ or organization of society 

in ‘project form’ can be understood as “compromise formation” between distinct and often 

contradictory objectives of various logics/orders of worth/values. Drawing on Boltanski and 

Chiapello (2005; 2017) we argue that projects as organizational forms emerge as “mini-

spaces of calculation” within a pluralistic context, wherein orders can be generated and 

justified (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005, p. 106). 

In our analysis, we propose an “issue-oriented” perspective to examine how new 

organizational forms and governance arrangements emerge in conditions of plurality that 

accommodate competing meanings of an issue and create and deliver value to relevant 

stakeholders. We show how this process is driven by cycles of contestation and justification 

resulting in what we term composite issues—that anchor potentially fragmented and 

divergent perspectives associated with different value systems and orders of worth together 

into a mutually reinforcing or synergetic assemblage. This perspective helps to explain how 

issue settlements are achieved as the emergent outcome of the interplay between strategic 

framing of the issue – meaning-making strategizing activities in an attempt to mobilize others 

around particular strategic outcomes (Benford and Snow, 2000; Kaplan, 2008) – and 

organizing activities, broadly referring to the creation and use of governance structures and 

coordination processes that are capable of identifying and clarifying the roles and 

responsibilities of multiple stakeholders and accommodating their diverse and often 

contradictory goals and interests (Jarzabkowski and Fenton, 2006; Ocasio and Radoynovska, 

2016).  

The paper contributes to the literature by identifying how new strategic issues and 

organizational arrangements emerge and legitimize action in a pluralistic context. Consistent 

with Lamertz et al. (2003) and Weick (1979), we argue that composite issues arise as various 

actors engage in contested debates over the interpretations of causes and consequences of 

events that precipitate failure of the existing arrangements. We show how the process of issue 

emergence, development and settlement plays a central role in evoking collective action. 

When the consequences are perceived, the issue can create a common interest among all 

those who are implicated (Dewey, 1991 [1927], Marres, 2007). To settle the issue, therefore, 

new organizational arrangements are needed to respond to different strategic objectives and 

to adhere to multiplicity of values and identities without marginalizing the interests of 

different stakeholders. 
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In the case of Restoration and Renewal of the Palace of Westminster, we observed how 

failures of the building over a long period of time required significant changes in 

organizational arrangements to tackle the problem. The traditional principle of Parliamentary 

independence (for example from private sector interference) worked well for many years and 

was reinforced by various events, such as after bombing of the Parliament in 1941, when the 

immediate preoccupation was to ensure as Churchill, the Prime Minister at the time, asserted: 

“[T]he work of our Parliamentary institutions will not be interrupted by enemy action […] 

The House owes it to itself, it owes it to the nation, to make sure that there is no gap, no 

awkward, injurious hiatus in the continuity of our Parliamentary life”. However, the 

inadequacy of this organizational arrangement designed to preserve past conditions became 

evident by the end of the 20th century when those responsible for the building had to address 

a backlog of maintenance work resulting in the dilapidation of the building. By the 21st 

century, it was clear that the risk of disruption to the day-to-day operation of Parliament 

could be no longer ignored. While the risk of significant failure continued to grow more 

quickly than it could be mitigated, the cost of maintenance surged to the extent that it could 

not be justified anymore to the taxpayers. We show how a composite issue emerged over 

time as the result of the interplay between a contradictory strategic goal (to restore a national 

heritage building and to renew the Parliament for the future generation) and organizational 

values (between continuity of the past and transforming the future). Driven by the cycles of 

contestations and justification, our case shows how a new organizational arrangement—in the 

form of a large-scale public-private project—was created in tandem with the development of 

the issue to accommodate contradictory goals and values and reach agreement amongst a 

diverse group of stakeholders. The joint reconciliation of values and envisaging of a future 

prospective common good manifested in an agreed upon organizational set-up to realize a 

projective path towards fulfilling the symbolic and material significance of the home to 

British parliament. 
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I’m attracted to improvisation because of something I value. There is a freshness, a certain quality, 

which can only be obtained by improvisation, something you cannot possibly get from writing. It is 

something to do with the “edge.” Always being on the brink of the unknown and being prepared 

for the leap. And when you go out there you have all your years of preparation and all your 

sensibilities and your prepared means but it is a leap into the unknown. (Bailey, 1992, p. 57) 

 

Improvisation involves reworking precomposed material and designs in relation to unanticipated 

ideas conceived, shaped, and transformed under the special conditions of performance, thereby 

adding unique features to every creation. (Berliner, 1994, p. 241) 

 

In his reflection on improvising and organizing, Weick (1998) refers to Berliner’s definition on 

improvisation. He argues that organization theory requires a more detailed understanding of 

how the dynamic interplay unfolds within concepts like “flexibility, risk, and novelty; … and 

reliance on routine, reliability, repetition, automatic processing, and memory as the glue that 

holds organization in place” (Weick, 1998, p. 543). In view of the conference’s general track, 

we show how an in-depth analysis of improvising routines contributes to a better understanding 

of how creativity unfolds in the process of record production in the music industry. 

Weick argues that improvising relies on the recurrent individual and collective enactment of 

specific action patterns, as well as their continuous reflection and contextualization. Thereby, 

alterations in the reproduction of known patterns are a major source for novelty, leading to re-

interpretations of a given tune, as well as to the creation of alternative tunes. As these are 

continuously valued and contextualized by the involved musicians in view of promising 

directions for the ongoing improvisation, they are at the same time stabilized and changed. 

While improvising is a well described practice in jazz music (e.g. Berliner, 1994), it will be 

interesting to explore its role in record production in pop music, a promising empirical field of 

study as it underwent early and fundamentally what we call the “digital transformation”, with 

consequences for the implied processes and practices. 

The paper argues that the recent process-oriented re-conceptualization of the Routine Dynamics 

research program provides a promising perspective to describing and understanding 

improvisation routines and their (managerial) enactment in the creation and production of music 

records. With our study, we contribute (1) to a better understanding of routines in the context 

of creation and innovation (Cohendet & Simon, 2016; Deken & Sele, 2021; Sele & Grand, 

2016; Grand, 2016), with a focus on improvisation routines; (2) by investigating how these 

routines are embedded in “practice worlds” (Tsoukas, 2021), characteristic of the record music 
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industry in its economic, technological and cultural dimensions; and (3) by inquiring how the 

situated performance of improvisation routines is managerially enacted in the production 

process (Feldman, 2015; Grand, 2021). We suggest that the study of improvising in these three 

respects allows us to better understand the recurrent creation and production of music records, 

and to strengthen a process-sensitive approach to creation in a Routine Dynamics perspective. 

Research on Routine Dynamics has grown considerably in the last two decades, leading to an 

understanding of routines as recurrent patterns of actions, performed by multiple actors, across 

multiple sites as well as over time (Feldman et al., 2016, 2021; Feldman & Pentland, 2003). 

The concept of routines has shifted from inherently static to routines as dynamic (Howard-

Grenville & Rerup, 2016). Furthermore, for an appropriate description of improvisation 

routines, we emphasize the importance of a strong process view (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) that 

sensitizes our study of routines in their recent conceptualization as emerging from performing, 

patterning, resourcing and materializing (Feldman et al., 2021, p. 9-10). Thereby, the pop music 

industry is particularly insightful to understand how different “practice worlds” (Tsoukas, 2021, 

p. 39; Schatzki, 2002; Spinosa et al., 1997) – namely, relational ensembles involving people, 

objects, and tools (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020, p. 5) – are enacted within such a creation 

process. 

As we conceptualize routines as inherently dynamic, we need to conceptualize management as 

“intimately entangled with organizational routines and their situated performances” (Grand, 

2021, p. 397; Feldman, 2015). Salvato (2009) showed in his study that while certain activities 

enable creativity, it is managerial action that is relating and contextualizing them in view of 

innovation outcomes; we expect similar processes in record production. Thereby, management 

mobilizes specific settings to systematically change or stabilize routines (Bucher & Langley, 

2016; Grand & Bartl, 2019). Furthermore, we thus explore managerial engagement as indirect, 

and outcomes as possibly unintended (Chia & Holt, 2001). We specifically focus on how 

improvising takes place through the situated performance of routines and their managerial 

enactment in the record creation and production process. 

To study improvisation routines empirically, we specifically focus on the recurrent processes 

of record production in a studio, in the interplay of artists and producers (Figures 1&2). As 

proposed by Feldman and colleagues (2016) the unit of observation is situated actions, as they 

are mobilizing a repertoire of improvising routines to create new music, while systematically 

referring to multiple practice worlds. We rely on ethnographic observation and interviews 

(Dittrich, 2021). We complement our observations with videos and photographs, as well as the 

tracing of the music tracks recorded during different temporal stages in the process.  
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Figures 1&2: photographs of a pop record creation process,  
that show the producer and artists during collectively improvising 

 

Our empirical study is still ongoing, however we can provide a short preview of two preliminary 

findings which we further develop in the full paper: First, different artistic tasks must be 

addressed in improvising (Figure 3), to advance the steadily materializing tune: creating beats, 

recording vocals, writing lyrics, … are recurrently performed in improvisation, thereby 

addressing the specific opportunities and challenges of the ongoing record production. Second, 

during the creation process, multiple referencing to the involved actors’ “practice worlds” can 

be observed. These contextualizing routines refer to shifts in the music industry (e.g. shorter 

intros for streaming platforms, …), but also standards, patterns and practices dominating the 

pop music culture (e.g. well known chord progressions, beat patterns, or song structures …). 

Managerial engagement in improvising continuously enacts and relates situated performances, 

industry-specific patterning, cutural and technological resources and artifacts present in the 

studio, in view of the creation of new tunes and records in the continuous tension between 

singularity and mainstream.  

 

Figure 3: process model of a pop record creation process 
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Abstract 

Digital platforms are becoming foundational to today’s economic development, work 

organization, and social practices. Countless platforms exist in various forms such as mobile apps 

that provide consumer services (e.g., Uber), digital infrastructure (e.g., AWS cloud computing 

platform), and dedicated industry solutions (e.g., TradeLens, a supply chain platform with 

blockchain technologies). Notably, these platforms not only create new business models and 

markets but also digitalize work in traditional organizations (Gkeredakis & Constantinides, 2019). 

As such, organizational activities, interactions, and coordination are founded upon digital 

platforms. In other words, organizations are becoming (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) platform-based. 

Despite the rise of platform-based organizations, there are two prominent issues in extant 

management and organization literature. First, platform-based organizations are not developed as 

an organizational concept distinguishable from ‘conventional’ organizations. As such, we lack 

knowledge of whether and how they may differ. Second, platform research often focuses on 

businesses that stem from digital platforms, while neglecting a larger number of organizations that 

may struggle in the process of becoming platform-based. These organizations urgently require 

scholarly and practical attention. Thus, the objective of this paper is to conceptualize platform-

based organizations to address these issues.    

We define platform-based organizations as organizations that have embedded business 

processes and organizational interactions upon digital platforms. Digital platforms are a structural 

part of these organizations, rather than a disposable tool (de Reuver et al., 2018). For platform-

based organizations, digital platforms may act as agents that influence decision making, 

communication and coordination processes. This is due to the distribution of organizational 

activities and responsibilities towards technologies and algorithms that are built in digital 

platforms (Vergne, 2020). As such, platform-based organizations are sociotechnical systems that 

entwine technology with routines, patterns, and business models of organizations (Bonina, 

Koskinen, Eaton, & Gawer, 2021).  

Contrary to the intertwined nature of platform-based organizations, existing management 

literature on platforms narrowly focuses on their material structures and economic value creation 

(e.g., Ghazawneh & Henfridsson, 2013; Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018). For instance, one 

stream of research treats platforms as multi-level, techno-economic structures containing 
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heterogeneous elements (e.g., firms and their suppliers), technological architectures and interfaces 

that support activities and transactions, and various capabilities and mechanisms (e.g., Gawer, 

2014). Another research stream emphasizes industry-wide platforms as ‘ecosystems’ that support 

complementary products (Ceccagnoli, Forman, Huang, and Wu, 2012, Gawer and Cusumano, 

2014, and Wareham, Fox, and Giner, 2014).  

Organizational researchers are also limited in their understanding of how platform 

technologies and complex digital platform structures can be used to address strategic challenges 

and be embedded in organizational decision making (Faraj and Pachidi, 2021). As such, we turn 

to  sociomateriality (Leonardi, 2017; Orlikowski, 2007) as a useful perspective for our 

conceptualization of platform-based organizations. The sociomaterial perspective is based on the 

premise that the social and material aspects of organizations do not have fixed inherent meanings 

but should be considered inseparably bound parts of reality that are fused through practice 

(Orlikowski, 2007).  

We present our conceptualization of platform-based organizations in two stages: firstly, we 

draw from Mintzberg (1989) to construct an operating core, which we believe underpins the 

intertwinement of technology and organization. The operating core is rooted in the theory of 

organizing where technology was central to shaping an organization’s structure (Lawrence & 

Lorsch, 1967; Thompson, 1967; Woodward, 1965). Depending on the complexity of the 

technology within the operating core, the structure of the organization differs (Woodward, 1965; 

Thompson, 1967; Mintzberg, 1989; Faraj and Pachidi, 2021). Furthermore, platform-based 

organizations signal a deeper shift in how organizations operate today. Our conceptualization of 

the operating core (see Figure 1) in the platform-based organization consists of the following 

components: data, infrastructure and interfaces, and community (Figure 1). These components are 

not static nor homogenous, but dynamic and evolving. Their complexity renegotiates and 

restructures the platform-based organization. As such, data flows in perpetuity with the operating 

core’s infrastructure and interfaces that provide ongoing structural support. A community of users 

and co-creators generate data, make use of, and modify the infrastructure and interfaces. 

Furthermore, we suggest that contrary to the technical treatment of these interfaces and 

infrastructures, they incorporate the social agents of the organization. 
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The second stage of our conceptualization focuses on how elements of the operating core 

become entangled. For this purpose, we draw from the notion of imbrication (Leonardi, 2013). 

Imbrication is the term used by Leonardi (2013) to illustrate how social and material agencies of 

organizations become ‘entangled’. This metaphor of imbrication illustrates the tegula and the 

imbrex of a rooftop, a place where each element is distinct yet linked together. This position is 

fundamental to our conception of the operating core as the locus of dynamic, on-going 

configuration and interaction within platform-based organizations. This distinguishes our 

conception apart from static views of entanglement. This distinction enables a processual 

perspective of platform-based organizations, particularly when dealing with changes in the 

configurations of the operating core. For example, within platform-based organizations the nature 

of the technologies may not be different, however, data drawn from the community may generate 

new affordances to the functional value of the technologies themselves. 

 

Figure 1: Conceptualization of the operating core in platform-based organizations 
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Our conceptual model offers organizational scholars a processual way to understand the 

rise of platform-based organizations, as an emerging organizational phenomenon that has not been 

explicated. This model enables researchers to reflect on the nature of platform-based organizations, 

with components that can be deconstructed to study how social and technological elements of the 

organization become entangled. Furthermore, in doing so we operationalize the sociomaterial 

perspective in platform related research. There exists a persistent imbalance in research that lies at 

the intersection of Information Systems and Organizational Studies that either focuses on the social 

or the technical, due to the conceptual complexity of sociomateriality. Similarly, this 

conceptualization can help managers to develop a deeper understanding of how digital platforms 

are embedded within their businesses.  

Upon completion, this paper will provide a critical review of current organizational 

literature on platform-based organizations. Distinct from extant understanding, we draw upon 

sociomateriality to further expand our conceptualization of the operating core in this context. This 

will be exemplified through a single case study analysis of Airbnb. Drawing upon this example, 

we further our conceptualization of platform-based organizations advancing the notion of 

imbrication of the operating core that intertwines social relations and practices with technical 

structures. 
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Adoption decision processes under uncertainty: A case study of adoption of a novel digital 

technology in the oil and gas industry 

 

Introduction and Problem statement 

In today’s technology-driven economy and digitalization era, innovations and novel digital 

technologies play a key role in creating competitive advantage. New digital solutions are 

developing and diffusing very fast, and organizations are constantly facing with the adoption 

decisions. Adoption decisions are always a big dilemma for organizations, and it is essential 

for organizations to articulate what business opportunities will be created by adopting a new 

technology. Adoption decision making is a complex integrative stage-based process which 

requires evaluation of various proposed technical, financial, and strategic ideas, making the 

decision to accept an idea as the desired solution, and assign resources for its acquisition, 

alteration, and assimilation (Meyer and Goes, 1988; Damanpour and Schneider, 2006). It is a 

continuous process of deduction and preconception of both organization’s situation and its 

external environment (March, 1991), and is a constant interplay of past, present, and future 

(Hernes, 2014). These decisions are usually made in groups, teams, or committees which 

emphasizes on the importance of sensemaking as a collective and sometimes conflictual 

interpretive process in dealing with organizational risks and uncertainties (Kaplan and 

Orlikowski, 2013; Weick et al., 2005). Negotiation and reconciliation of multiple temporal 

interpretations and expectations of a new technology are essential in constructing a cohesive 

meaning in collective sense making processes to be able to make the best adoption decision 

(Lunenburg, 2011; Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013; Langley and Tsoukas, 2016). Despite 

extensive research on technology adoption (Ajzen, 1985; Rogers, 2003; Pichlack, 2015; Vagani 
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and Volpe, 2017), and organizational decision making (Winjberg et al., 2002, Hurt and Abebe, 

2015; Thywissen, et al., 2018), more research is required to combine decision making and 

sensemaking (Weber and Glynn, 2006; Boland et al., 2008) to be able to recognize and decode 

adoption decision processes. Thorough study of heterogenous organizational actors consisting 

of social actors, concepts, and technologies (Hernes, 2014), and historically explaining and 

reconstructing the phenomenon under study is important in understanding why some 

organizations adopt the technology while others reinforce their status by rejecting it. 

In addressing these issues, we offer a qualitative case study using processual approach to study 

organizational actors and their behavior over time to find out how they interpret, make sense, 

and give sense to their experiences with regards to novel technologies (Langley and Tsoukas, 

2016). The process theory of organization perspective enables us to explore and explain the 

interconnected and dynamic processes inherent in collective sense making processes (Hernes, 

2014). We seek to answer what organizational preconditions and collaborative capabilities help 

organizations to resolve multiple interpretations and make an integrated decision? To do so and 

understand dynamism of organizational adoption decision processes that are characterized by 

temporality, a longitudinal case study of adoption of a newly developed collaborative digital 

technology in the oil and gas industry is selected. The aim of this novel technology is to break 

organizational silos, facilitate sharing and collaboration across different organizational 

boundaries. The adoption and use of this technology requires radical changes in the 

organization’s current processes and workflows, which raises concerns and is a source of 

conflict among decision makers. In addition, we did our research in during a period of 

tremendous organizational uncertainty due to covid pandemic, oil price fluctuations, and 

extreme organizational changes which gave us a good opportunity to study adoption decision 

processes in complex organizations and in uncertain environments. 

This study contributes to an ongoing discussion of challenges of technology adoption decisions. 

Building on the theoretical building blocks of process theory of organization, we contribute to 

both theory and practice of technology adoption decision making processes from a sociological 

perspective. 

Method 

Different data collection methods are usually used in interpretative research to help the 

researcher collect various perspectives about the topic. In this qualitative case study, a 

combination of secondary and primary data collection is used. First, secondary data about the 
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case from company’s website, annual reports, power point presentations, results from internal 

surveys, and relevant documents was collected. Then the researcher started orienting interviews 

which were mainly informal and unstructured. Drawing on initial interviews, discussions with 

accessible experts, and participation in several meetings, the researcher became more familiar 

with the case study and the target group was selected based on snowball sampling. Data 

collection occurred from December 2020 to January 2022. 14 semi-structured interviews are 

done digitally via Microsoft teams due to COVID-19 pandemic, and 12 interviews are done in 

person. Interviews lasted between 30- 60 minutes. Interviews and meeting observations helped 

the researcher gradually develop a sense of how different organizational members make sense 

of the new digital tool under study. To enrich research data and become more familiar with 

daily routines and everyday activities of the company, the researcher relies on ethnography 

techniques and had 3 weeks of stay at the case company. Field study and observation helped 

the researcher better understand actor’s meaning system and relationships. We also got limited 

access to the informal communication channels including email exchanges and Microsoft 

teams’ chats for some projects.  

Most of the interviews were transcribed and in in cases where recordings were not permitted 

based on the request of informants or meeting regulations, extensive field notes were created 

to capture as much as possible of the conversation. Several rereading of transcribed interviews 

and field notes formed the foundation of the study, and to contextualize our interviews more 

archival data from organizations were used. Initial codes were generated, which were used to 

search for themes. The data analysis is done by an iterative process of going back and forth 

through the collected data and gathering descriptive codes by comparing the informants’ 

perspectives on the research problem. Previous literature and prior works also proved to be a 

valuable source for coding framework, data analysis, and interpreting the finding. The 

researcher has tried to stay unbiased in different stages of the study. 

Findings 

We explored how different interpretations of new digital technologies and organizational 

performance lead to different decisions and organizational strategies that induce varying 

degrees of reorganization or resistance. The results show that there are different interpretations 

and expectations from the new proposed technology in the organization that are sometimes 

conflicting. These interpretations are influenced by the way people make sense of their 

previous experiences in adoption of new digital tools, and of current goals and priorities of the 
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organization. We found out that the organizational members have difficulties to reconcile 

different views of the past, present, and future, and in collective sense making which resulted 

in multiple adoption decisions for one technology in different parts of the organization. 

Organizational reliance on processes is embedded in organizational values and routines which 

is hard to change. In addition, not including the technology users in decision making processes 

can negatively impact adoption decisions. Having an efficient lesson learned system would 

help organizations to have a better overview of their former experiences and make better 

decisions.  
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The role of temporary projects in the process of digital transformation: A longitudinal 

qualitative case study 

Introduction and Problem statement 

Digital transformation is a key to the development of more connectivity-based business models 

in modern economies. It is a complex organizational process that entails organizational changes 

and integration of new digital solutions. Organizations usual strategy is to set up multiple 

temporary projects to facilitate this overarching transformation. These projects have pre-

specified goals aiming to address specific organizational challenges in response to both internal 

and external conditions. Gaining more knowledge on how these temporally interdependent 

projects are triggered and influenced by contingent external and internal events help us improve 

our understanding of the dynamics of digital transformation over time. It is also important to 

find out how organizations manage various projects and create links among them. There is a 

large body of literature on digital transformation in different disciplines including information 

systems (Gerster, 2017) and business and management studies (Kraus et al., 2022) the field is 

mainly dominated by conceptual and empirical papers (Skog, 2019). It is more common to use 

cross sectional studies and collect data at one point in time by using interviews or surveys 

(Kutzner et al., 2018). Therefore, more longitudinal studies of digital transformation are needed 

to study organizational processes and actors in time (Hernes, 2014; Langley & Tsoukas, 2016) 

to trace the process and make a roadmap for digital transformation. 

Here, we propose a longitudinal case study of a firm in the oil and gas industry to study 

dynamics of digital transformation. The digital strategy of the firm under study emerged as a 

response to uncertainties in the industry, including oil price fluctuations and low profit margins. 

The company’s intention is to create competitive advantage from digital transformation by 

breaking organizational and data silos. The company uses different projects to integrate various 

digital tools, develop new workflows, and facilitate organizational changes to create a more 

collaborative environment. Nevertheless, a degree of internal resistance towards digitalization 

has been reported. These projects usually last for a limited period of time and dissolve shortly 

after their goal was achieved. In this paper, we plan to investigate how these projects 

contributed to firm’s digitalization strategy and were linked together to foster required 

reorganizations in times of uncertainty. Using process theory of organization enables us to 

study organizational actors’ decisions, actions, interactions, and their experiences and 

interpretations with regards to temporary projects. In this study, we seek to answer what roles 

do temporary projects play in organizational digital transformation in uncertain environments. 

The aim of this paper is to use a process-oriented perspective and focus on interconnections 

between different organizational events and the time triggered changes and projects to find out 

more about enablers and barriers of organizational digital transformation. By developing a 
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longitudinal qualitative case study and building on the insights from process theory of 

organizations, we conceptualize and theorize how temporary projects influence the dynamics 

of formal organizations’ strategies. This paper adds value by providing a process-oriented 

conceptual study in the field of organizational sociology that outlines the importance of making 

links in between multiple temporary projects organizations’ long-term strategy. 

Method 

In this research, we use interpretive approach which allows us to study organizational actors, 

processes and to provide a rich narrative of participants’ view of reality and conceptual insights 

(Mergel et al., 2019). To be able to understand and explain organizational processes and events, 

a combination of secondary and primary data collection will be used. First, secondary data 

about the case from company’s website, annual reports, power point presentations, results from 

internal surveys, and relevant documents was collected. The informal orienting interviews and 

several meeting observations helped the researcher become more familiar with the case study 

and select the target groups of the study. Data collection started from December 2020 and is 

still in progress. So far, 14 semi-structured interviews are done digitally via Microsoft teams 

due to COVID-19 pandemic, and 12 interviews are done in person. Interviews lasted between 

30- 60 minutes. Most of the interviews were transcribed and in in cases where recordings were 

not permitted based on the request of informants or meeting regulations, extensive field notes 

are created to capture as much as possible of the conversation. To enrich research data and 

become more familiar with daily routines and everyday activities of the company, the 

researcher relies on ethnography techniques and had 3 weeks of stay at the case company. We 

also got limited access to the informal communication channels including email exchanges and 

Microsoft teams’ chats for some of the projects under study.  

Need feedback on 

I need some help and feedback on conceptualization of the paper. I need to know how I can 

incorporate temporality and time in novel ways in my paper to make it publishable. In terms of 

data collection and methodology, my plan is to trace back and study the digital transformation 

strategy of the company from 2018. However, my main problem is that I do not get access to 

all documents and emails of the organization within that period, so the question is how I can 

enrich my data when I only have limited access to organizational resources because of the 

sensitivity of the information.  
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

An emerging theme in strategy-as-practice (SAP) research has been the opening up of strategy 

(Seidl, von  Krogh, & Whittington, 2019; Whittington, Cailluet, & Yakis‐Douglas, 2011), 

encompassing wider participation in strategy work (Laine & Vaara, 2015; Mantere & Vaara, 

2008), broader understandings of what activities are ‘strategic’ (Jarzabkowski, Kavas, & Krull, 

2021), and a greater recognition that a large cast of actors, beyond top managers and strategy 

professionals (Whittington et al., 2011), do strategy work (Balogun & Rouleau, 2017; Floyd & 

Wooldridge, 1997; Rouleau & Balogun, 2011). This opening up of strategy has prompted 

questions about how middle managers struggle to construct themselves as strategists (Laine & 

Vaara, 2007) and cope with tensions relating to their identity and legitimacy as strategists 

(Dameron & Torset, 2014). As Splitter, Jarzabkowski, and Seidl (2021) note, middle managers 

construct roles – or ‘subject positions’ – “in terms of their sense of identity and social agency 

as strategists.” While studies reveal how widening participation affects middle managers’ 

subject positions as strategists (Splitter et al., 2021), the profound impact on professional actors 

has largely gone unnoticed. Yet, professional identities, practices, and jurisdictional boundaries 

are wedded to ingrained beliefs about ‘strategic actorhood’ (Valikangas & Vaara, 2021). HR 

professionals are “admonished to play a more strategic role” (Sandholtz, Chung, & Waisberg, 

2019: 1349); nascent professional groups do “strategifying work” to shift the boundaries of 

strategy (Gond et al., 2018); and marketing professionals are called to influence strategic 

decisions (Homburg, Vomberg, Enke, & Grimm, 2015). 

However, this creates a dilemma for many professionals, particularly those in the 

marketing profession. On the one hand, strategy discourse is fundamental to how marketing 

professionals think about themselves and their practice (Knights & Morgan, 1991). 

Professional training provides practitioners with models, frameworks and techniques to 

develop ‘strategic’ marketing plans that are central to achieving competitive advantage. The 

language of marketing – e.g., ‘marketing strategy’ (Slater & Olson, 2001), ‘strategic market 

planning’ (Morgan, 2012), ‘strategic marketeers’ (Harris, 2000) – positions marketers as 

strategists who influence strategic decisions. And marketing scholarship reinforces the belief 

that competitive advantage arises from successful marketing (Bennett, 2009) and that 



marketing people are supposed to be involved in making and implementing the big decisions 

that set the strategic direction for a firm (Miller, Hickson, & Wilson, 2008). 

On the other hand, widening participation in strategy making (Laine & Vaara, 2007) 

creates a more varied, indeterminate, and contested professional terrain for practitioners (Reed 

& Thomas, 2021). Several scholars have noted that marketing professionals sometimes 

struggle to “establish themselves as a key group for corporate success, worthy of putting their 

imprints on the company's strategic orientation” (Alvesson, 2003). Recent empirical studies 

also assert that marketing is becoming marginalized and losing influence on strategic decisions 

(e.g., Homburg et al., 2015). Clearly, in such contexts, marketing professionals may struggle 

to position themselves as strategists (Laine & Vaara, 2007), even if they see strategy work as 

absolutely fundamental to their professional identity and practice. This paper investigates the 

discursive processes marketing professionals use to construct and enact their role as strategists 

in organizations where they participation in strategy work is contested. 

To explore this question, we undertook 40 field-based interviews with senior marketers 

and observed workshops where marketing professionals discussed how they position and enact 

their role as strategists in organizations. We use a discourse analytical approach (Ellis & 

Ybema, 2010) to inform our analysis. As Vaara and Fritsch (2021) note, language-based 

analyses of strategic work enables scholars to unpack strategy as a social activity involving 

complex interactions between actors. This was especially important when studying marketing 

middle managers who “negotiate between multiple roles in the interstices of organizational 

groups” (Azambuja & Islam, 2019: 534). Our findings reveal that marketing professionals 

operate in contexts where the legitimacy of their ‘strategic roles’ is becoming more “open” and 

more “contested” (Alvesson, 2010; Dameron & Torset, 2014). We find that marketing 

professionals are increasingly engaged in ‘strategy participation contests’, where it is difficult 

to sell their strategy work despite seeing it at the very essence of what they do. Consequently, 

many marketing professionals experience ‘identity-role’ discrepancies and use discursive 

tactics to contest participation, position themselves as strategists, and play strategic roles.  

Some professionals maintain a stance of entrenchment, clinging to normative beliefs of 

what the strategic role of a marketer is and should be, and seeking to enact that role correctly 



without compromise. This is typically accompanied by despair about waning influence, others’ 

lack of understanding, and diminishing opportunities to do real marketing. Consequently, these 

‘dogmatic strategists’ often felt inhibited, victimized, outside relevant strategic conversations 

(Westley, 1990), and frustrated with a diminishing desire or drive to champion strategic issues 

(Alvesson, 2003; Mantere, 2008). The marketing literature often reports a “central role of 

marketing strategy in the business strategy dialogue” (Slater & Olson, 2001). Marketing 

professionals, the argument goes, have competence in strategic decisions (Homburg et al., 

2015), and their contribution to strategic dialogue is fundamental to business performance (Auh 

& Merlo, 2012). Yet, our study suggests that contributing to strategic conversations requires 

learning to play well in ‘strategy participation contests’. We found that many marketing 

professionals pursue a strategy akin to professional fluidity (Cross & Swart, 2021), using a 

repertoire of discursive activities to position and enact their role as strategists. This includes 

‘adjusting language’ (Rouleau & Balogun, 2011), customizing identity labels, playing the 

expert card’, becoming ‘strategy chameleons’ – disguising their marketing identity when 

communicating in contested spaces – renegotiating professional boundaries, and using 

clandestine tactics to manoeuvre into others territory to influence strategy.  

These findings provide new theoretical insights that advance the SAP literature. First, we 

bring to light the strategy participation contests in which professionals struggle to construct 

their subject position as strategists (Jarzabkowski & Balogun, 2009; Laine & Vaara, 2007; 

Splitter et al., 2021). We show how clinging to professional identities, and normative 

prescriptions about subject positions during participation contests can undermine professionals 

contributions to strategic conversations (Westley, 1990). The cure, our study suggests, is to 

adopt a stance of professional fluidity (Cross & Swart, 2021). Second, we contribute to a better 

understanding of the interaction between professional work and strategy. Whittington et al. 

(2011) argued that the opening up of strategy is likely to destabilize what is already a precarious 

strategy profession. Our study shows how this precariousness extends beyond full-time 

strategists to include other professionals who see strategy as central to their identity.  
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The role of cross-understanding in routine interdependence: A 

conceptual model 

 

In a world characterized by rapid changes and increasing complexity, actors are asked to deal with 

shorter and shorter deadlines and to pursue different competing goals. As such, individuals need to 

manage multiple parallel routines. However, human beings are notoriously bad at multitasking. 

Therefore, it remains unclear whether and how actors can face the challenge of temporal scarcity to 

perform multiple parallel routines.  

Studies on routine dynamics have devoted increasing attention to the temporal issue, arguing that 

sharing priorities enables individuals to synchronize their actions toward a common goal (Feldman, 

Pentland, D’Adderio, Dittrich, Rerup, & Seidl, 2021). Some scholars have suggested that actors 

decide which actions need to be undertaken with more or less urgency based on the actions they have 

just observed (i.e., sequence-based patterning) (Pentland & Rueter, 1994). Other researchers have 

associated temporal coordination to clock time. For instance, in a study of the waste collection 

routines, Turner and Rindova (2012, 2018) explain that temporal coordination among actors in charge 

of setting out waste containers (i.e., customers) and actors in charge of collecting waste (i.e., garbage 

collectors) can be achieved by performing the routine consistently at the same clock time (i.e., clock 

time-based patterning).  

Although these studies emphasize the role of prioritization within routines, they provide little 

guidance on the interdependence across routines. Only recently, the literature on routine dynamics 

has started to recognize that organizations are based on a system of interdependent routines which 

need to be integrated one another in order to accomplish a balance among the competing goals for 

stability and change (Feldman, Pentland, D’Adderio, Dittrich, Rerup, & Seidl, 2021). 

Most studies on routine dynamics have found that the development of complementarities among 

different routines tends to inhibit change over time (Kremser & Schreyögg, 2016), whereas few 

scholars have emphasized how the interaction among routines might facilitate change. For instance, 

Geiger, Danner-Schröder, and Kremser (2021) explain how, while transitioning from one routine to 

another, firefighters develop perceptions about the urgency of the situation at hand and adapt the 

rhythm of subsequent routines accordingly. An important advancement to the literature on routine 

interdependence is brough about by Kremser and Blagoev (2021) who, drawing on the literature on 

negotiated order, demonstrate that in complex settings actors engage in role-based prioritizing to 

perform multiple parallel routines. In other words, actors flexibly adapt the performance of routines 

based on the focal actor’s temporal preferences. 

Despite Kremser and Blagoev’s (2021) efforts to draw on role theories to explain routine 

interdependence, their study focuses on the dyadic relationship between actors and their respective 

focal agents. However, routines are a social construct resulting from the dynamic interactions among 

multiple—i.e., usually more than two—participants. Therefore, routine participants might find it 

difficult to identify a unique focal actor whose temporal preferences should be prioritized. 

Other studies on routine dynamics draw on role theories to explain how individuals repeatedly 

reconstruct meanings during routine performance, mainly adopting an interactionist approach. In a 

seminal paper, Dionysiou and Tsoukas (2013) explain how individuals engage in role taking activities 

to (re)create routines from within. Again, this study focuses on the (re)creation of a single routine and 

the authors recommend future studies to explore how the individual participation to multiple routines 

affects their (re)creation. Kremser and Schreyögg (2016), indeed, emphasize that dynamics across 

routines are different from dynamics at the routine level. 
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All in all, the literature on routine interdependence remains unclear about how team members can 

perform multiple routines when they cannot identify a focal actor. This is even more surprising given 

the increasing interest on self-managed forms of organizing (SMOs). In this study we draw on the 

literature on cross-understanding to expain how individuals coordinate their actions across different 

routines. 

The literature defines cross-understanding as the extent to which individuals understand how their 

colleagues think (Huber & Lewis, 2010). We suggest that cross-understanding supports routine 

interdependence in two ways. First, cross-understanding enables team members to comprehend 

others’ beliefs and preferences and to anticipate how colleagues will prioritize across different 

routines. Second, by shedding light on the possible differences among team members’ priorities, 

cross-understanding encourages individuals to recognize the need to agree upon a shared team goal 

(Franke, Eckerd, & Foerstl, 2021) and to adapt their behaviors to the team’ rather than the individual’s 

priorities. In sum, we suggest that cross-understanding facilitates the temporal coordination of team 

members’ actions toward the accomplishment of a focal routine at any point in time.  
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What is our research question and why is it important? 

How is entrepreneurship in refugee camps accomplished? A growing literature on refugee 

entrepreneurship (Jiang  et al., 2021; Shepherd et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2019) overlooks camp 

contexts, despite their increasing prominence in an age of intensifying global displacement 

(Betts, 2021). Twenty two percent of the globally displaced (currently 84 million) live in camps 

(UNHCR, 2021a). Camps have been described as forms of total institution, encapsulating, 

restricting and managing every aspect of residents’ lives (de la Chaux et al, 2018). For camp 

residents, the economic and social change promised by entrepreneurship (Rindova, 2009) is at 

once sorely needed and confounded by paradox. Immediate survival needs (food, water and 

shelter) are in tension with envisioning a better future (Dencker et al., 2021; O’Donnell  et al., 

2021). Humanitarian logics underpinning camp operations are at odds with the economic 

agency of camp residents (Betts & Collier 2017; Betts, 2021; de la Chaux & Haugh, 2020). 

Tolerance of risk thought to define entrepreneurship in other settings (Busenitz & Barney, 

1997; Simon et al., 2000) can be untenable for precariously positioned refugees (Shepherd  et 

al., 2020). These tensions can lock refugees into profound poverty and desperation. Yet, a 

thriving economy exists in and around Kakuma camp, made lively by growing businesses 

(International Finance Corporation, 2018). Our study seeks to understand how this is possible 

and to suggest how it might be replicated.  

What scholarly conversation will we contribute to and how?  

Methodologically, our study contributes valuable learnings about how engaged scholarship can 

facilitate research when both participants and researchers face multi-level restrictions. The slim 

strand of literature that accounts for business in refugee camps acknowledges the challenges of 

accessing these spaces and developing sufficient trust with participants to engender a full 

account of their life worlds (de la Chaux & Haugh, 2020). An engaged scholarship approach 



3 
 

(Van de Ven, 2007) played an important role in overcoming these difficulties. We worked 

closely with the African Entrepreneurship Collective, a social enterprise that provides business 

support and loans in Rwanda, Kenya and Ethiopia (https://africanentrepreneurcollective.org/). 

We partnered with AEC in 2019 as they expanded into Kenya, establishing a set of mutually 

cogent questions about the impact of their services in and around camp settings. Together, we 

interpreted emerging data and made decisions about emerging research design issues. The 

goodwill between AEC, their business advisors and clients facilitated our data collection.  

Theoretically, we respond to calls for a broader view of entrepreneurship that focuses less on 

‘heroic and charismatic individuals’ and more on a wide range of actors, local dynamics and 

groups (Tobias  et al., 2013). Our empirical findings bring a broader array of actors into frame, 

including AEC as anchor organization, their local representatives the business development 

advisors, the ‘everyday entrepreneurs’ (ibid) benefitting from training and loans and other 

camp residents. Each actor plays their own part in rendering the entrepreneurial actions of 

others possible. A process view elaborates the interactions between these previously 

overlooked actors and extends the underspecified notion of ‘distributed agency’ (Tobias  et al.,  

2013).  

We also examine how extreme contexts surface the partiality of prevailing assumptions about 

entrepreneurial risk propensity (Busenitz & Barney, 1997; Simon et al., 2000) and growth 

orientation (Douglas, 2013). Dominant conceptions of growth orientation (ibid) rarely account 

for the trade-offs facing camp residents (eating verses reinvestment of profits, risk of opening 

a shop front verses the hope of third country resettlement) and how actors at micro and meso 

levels identify ways to grow. Likewise, the concept of entrepreneurial risk propensity (Janney 

& Dess, 2006) does not consider the risk of ‘opening up shop’ and becoming visible in an 

extreme setting. We engage with the turn towards context in entrepreneurship studies (Autio et 
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al.,2013) and discuss how extreme contexts surface ideologies of openness (Eisenburg & 

Witten, 1987) in extant entrepreneurship literature.  

A process view complements existing studies that detail the challenges facing refugees (Jiang  

et al., 2021; Shepherd et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2019) by offering tentative views of emerging, 

prospective futures that can unsettle the status quo (Romme & Dimov, 2021) for millions living 

in and around camps. Our theoretical and practical discussion unpacks the empathetic, highly 

skilled work of AEC and their staff to ‘rise together’ in circumstances of precarity and 

uncertainty and continue to hope and work for better futures. 

What do we mostly need feedback on? 

We would like some feedback about the theoretical framing of the paper. We have chosen to 

focus on how a broad set of actors interact and enable each other. We would value discussion 

and critique of this choice.  

We would also like to develop our understanding of how to apply a process view in this case. 

Entrepreneurship generally turns to the notion of entrepreneuring (Rindova,2009) as a process 

perspective, and we would like to broaden our understanding of process perspectives and how 

to apply them to our study.  

Finally, we would like to discuss how to make the most of the methodological approach we 

have taken as engaged scholars. Some of the most surprising insights have been produced in 

the spaces in between our formal meetings, discussions or observations and we would like to 

better understand how to incorporate these to advance theory and practice.  
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Introduction  

To develop skilful performance, newcomers in a risky context must learn through embodied 

lived experience to anticipate, feel, and cope with risk (and fear) to mitigate potentially harmful 

effects. While processual views of learning, which inform our study, always view learning as 

an embodied practice (Gherardi, 2006), in risky contexts the body seems to play a particularly 

significant role (Hallgren, Rouleu & de Rond, 2018). Extreme context research is certainly 

generating greater understanding of embodied learning and sensemaking. However, much 

remains to be understood about the role of embodiment in newcomer learning (de Rond, 

Holeman & Howard-Grenville, 2019). In risky contexts, organisations are faced with particular 

challenges around how to expose newcomers to risk for them to learn through participating in 

practices while, at the same time, maintaining newcomer safety. Using data from a five-month 

field study of deck cadets training, the aim of this paper is to explore how newcomers engage 

in embodied learning in a risky context, how they navigate conflicting practices of risk and 

safety, and how the feelings invoked, shape the learning process.  

 

Overview of Literature  
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An emerging body of work has highlighted the importance of bodily awareness and of the body 

in skilful performance in risky contexts (Meziani & Cabantous, 2020; Michel, 2011). This is 

because the practitioners’ bodies and emotional states are more charged and challenged (de 

Rond, Holeman & Howard-Grenville, 2019). Working in risky contexts also makes 

situationally appropriate embodied performances critical; for example, keeping composure 

during a crisis-situation or not ‘freezing’ during a pivotal action or maintaining situational 

awareness and ‘absorbed coping’ for extended periods of time (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015: 

17). These bodily performances may also underpin other, more socio-culturally focused, 

enactments of skill, for example, trust, co-ordination, or leadership all require appropriate 

enactments of the body.  

A key area for development is the newcomer learning in a risky context and how the body 

learns to perform competently the practices of a risky context. To do this, we turn to a practice-

based view of learning, where knowing in practice, and therefore learning in practice, is seen 

as an embodied activity that occurs through participation in practices (Schatzki, 1996; 

Gherardi, 2006; Yakhlef, 2010). Embodied learning, though critical is also particularly 

challenging in a risky context because newcomers need to be exposed to risks in order to fully 

learn, yet organizations also need to account for their safety during the learning process.  

Although there is emerging literature on the role of the body in extreme context work, for 

example, on embodied sensemaking in a risky context (de Rond, Holeman & Howard-

Grenville, 2019; Meziani & Cabantous, 2020), there is still a need employ a situated learning 

perspective to understand, what is the body’s role in newcomer learning to work in high-risk 

context? 

Methods 

The research sites for this study came from one company – Crewco and data was collected at 

one of the company’s shore-based training centres Crewco Training Centre (CCTC,) and a 
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container ship under their management MV Sea-Line (all pseudonyms). Data were gathered 

through a five-month ethnographic study. Alongside the formal data collective summarised 

below, the first author spent 24/7 living in the field sites (4 months at CCTC and 1 month on 

board MV Sea-Line). We used an iterative qualitative data analysis strategy drawing inspiration 

from grounded theory (Glasser & Strauss, 1967). 

 

Table 1. Data collection summary  

 

Findings  

This section highlights the different aspects of embodied learning that deck cadets undergo 

during their shore-based and sea-service training as part of their cadetship.  

The normative body  

Cadets, either prior to immersion in the practices of seafaring or during their shore-based 

training components between their sea-service contracts, learn how they ‘should’ engage in 

their work practices at sea, and a component of this is the creation of what we term the 

‘normative body’, that is a body that is capable of performing: competently during routine work 

at sea; responding to crisis situation with confidence but not over confidence; working well as 

a member of the team and with the technology but not being over reliant on either. A large part 

of the learning processes as well as the development of concepts of a ‘normative body’ are 

learned through narratives shared at the shore-based training centre.  

One of the crew changed his position and the operation had already started so Capt. D 
had to rethink the situation and recalculate using the new positions. He noted to the 
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class that he didn't start immediately shouting at the crew and making the situation 
worse as this would increase the chances of an oil spill. [ CCTC Field Notes]  

 

Cadets note these narratives and start to use them as tools to imagine in connection to their time 

at sea.  

The body as a battlefield 

The cadets noted that adapting physically to the sea as an environment as well as to the 

physically intense work was one of the hardest parts of their sea-service contract. Furthermore, 

during initial immersion in practice, cadets do not know where to place themselves physically 

as well as hierarchically. They are isolated from peers (there is only one, maximum two, deck 

cadets per ship) and they have to deal with exposed to actual physical dangers versus simulated 

ones. Consequently, the tacit focal awareness shifts to the body as the body becomes a 

battlefield to cope with tensions.   

I: And what would you say was the most challenging or the most difficult aspect of 
your time at sea? 
I5-C3: Hmm. That would be to stay awake and be alert. Because [of] the job at the sea 
and somehow you don’t sleep, although we have many rules regarding this resource, 
these rules are not followed because of commercial pressure [Cadet Interview 
Transcript]  

 

In this time the key embodied learning process becomes coping with the tensions. While cadets 

are introduced to the inherent conflict between risk and safety at the training centre, at sea, they 

start to embody this tension. Furthermore, through the process of coping with tensions, the 

cadets start to embody the normalisation of the risky context. If we take the example of the 

mooring operations, while initially cadets noted being fearful of performing this task but 

through practice and developing a sense of the appropriate embodied responses performing the 

mooring operation becomes normal.  

In the mooring operations the boatswain always told me focus on him and on the 
winch, I didn’t have to do anything, when he says give up, I just look at his hands, 
when he says give up, I just give up. [Cadet interview transcript]  
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The situated body 

The situated body develops as body starts to learn to fit with the context to start delivering 

competent performance. The main learning process here shifts from coping with the tensions 

and conflicts (still present) to developing a more nuanced understanding of when something is 

too risky to perform and when not taking that risk may constrain the ability to demonstrate 

competence a dilemma that is faced even after their cadetship.  

At first yes at first when he shouted, but then I realise that if I was dominated by the 
shouting, I got even more scared and I lost focus and then I might not be able to do this 
again.  [Cadet Interview Transcript] 

 

To develop this more nuanced understanding of what is acceptable and unacceptable risk, the 

cadets start becoming aware of what competent performance looks like for the community on 

board the ship. Furthermore, they adjust their notions of risk and safety, to produce that 

performance. As such, alongside the two processes that were introduced to the cadets at the 

training centre a third embodied learning process emerges, through immersion in practice: the 

situating of embodied risk to self, to others and the ship within the broader spectrum of work 

practices on board 

 

Contributions 

Through our paper we hope to contribute the extreme contexts literature by the role that the 

body plays in newcomers learning in a risky context. We show that embodied learning in a 

risky context involves three key learning processes, (1) embodying the normalising of the risky 

context (2) coping with tensions (3) situating embodied risk. As newcomers (cadets) start their 

peripheral participation in practices, these learning processes overlap and change in priority.  

In doing so, the newcomer body starts the process of developing from a ‘normative’ imagined 

body learned through narratives, to a body that becomes a battlefield as it starts to cope with 
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the tensions faced during the initial immersion in practice. As they grow accustomed to 

navigating the tensions, they start to develop a situated body through developing a more 

nuanced understanding of risk and safety. Through these findings, we aim to extend the 

literature on extreme contexts (Hällgren, Rouleau, De Rond, 2018) through showing how 

newcomer embodied learning unfolds in a risky context as well as the key learning processes 

that occur in this period and the role that the body plays as it learns to adapt to working in a 

risky context. Furthermore, we aim extend the literature on embodied learning in practice  

(Gherardi,2006) by showing the relationship between risk taking and learning through 

participation in a risky context. 

 
References  
 
De Rond, M., Holeman, I., Howard-Grenville, J. (2019). Sensemaking from the body: An 
enactive ethnography of rowing the Amazon. Academy of Management Journal, 62(6), 1961-
1988. 
 
Glaser B.G., Strauss A.L. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for 
Qualitative Research. New Jersey, Aldine Transaction.  
 
Gherardi S. (2006). Organizational Knowledge: The Texture of Workplace Learning. 
Blackwell, Oxford. 
 
Hällgren, M., Rouleau, L., De Rond, M. (2018). A matter of life or death: How extreme 
context research matters for management and organization studies. Academy of Management 
Annals, 12(1), 111-153. 

Meziani, N., Cabantous, L. (2020). Acting intuition into sense: How film crews make sense 
with embodied ways of knowing. Journal of Management Studies, 57(7), 1384-1419. 

Michel A. (2011), Transcending Socialization: A Nine-Year Ethnography of The Body’s 
Role in Organizational Control and Knowledge Workers’ Transformation, Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 56(3), 352 -368.  

Schatzki T.R. (1996). Social Practices: A Wittgensteinian Approach to Human Activity and 
The Social. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.  

Yakhlef A. (2010). The Corporeality of Practice-Based Learning. Organization Studies, 
31(4), 409–430.  



 

 

 

 

13th International Process Symposium 

 

 

 

 

 

The role of audience evaluations in legitimatizing professional 

jurisdictional claims: A process analysis  

 

 

 

 

 

Parham Ashur 

 

emlyon business school 

23 Av. Guy de Collongue, 69130 Écully, France 

Corresponding author: ashur@em-lyon.com 

 

 

 

Ruthanne Huising 

 

emlyon business school 

23 Av. Guy de Collongue, 69130 Écully, France 

huising@em-lyon.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

February 2022 

 

 

 

mailto:ashur@em-lyon.com
mailto:huising@em-lyon.com


 

 

PROS 2022-Abstract-Parham Ashur-Ruthanne Huising-emlyon business school 

1/5  

Professional jurisdiction refers to a social domain over which a profession maintains, 

defends, or expands claims of expertise (Abbott, 1988, 1995; Gieryn, 1999). A successful 

jurisdictional claim “connects professional diagnosis, treatment, and inference to central values 

in the larger culture, thereby establishing the cultural authority of professional work” (Abbott, 

1988, p.208). The study of jurisdictional struggles is rooted in historical events and institutional 

conditions (Wilensky, 1964; Berlant, 1975; Parry & Parry, 1976; Larson, 1977; Starr, 1982; 

Abel, 1989) and interprofessional competitions (Hughes, 1971, 1994; Abbott, 1988), where 

members of a profession put forward their expertise and skills as most appropriate in the given 

institutional context.  

Most studies of jurisdictional struggles focus on how professions shape their claims in 

relation to the context. However, professions may also attempt to shape the institutional context 

for the purpose of increasing the legitimacy of their claims. To investigate how members of 

professions shape legitimacy and institutional change, Suddaby & Greenwood (2005) identify 

rhetorical strategies as means of change, where “institutional change is the result of shifts in 

the underlying logic by which legitimacy is assessed” (p.35). They argue that persuasive 

language, or rhetoric, can shift cognitive frames and, thus, construct “congruence or 

incongruence among attributes” of institutional change templates (p.41). Rhetorical strategies 

bring together institutional vocabularies and theorizations of change; the former exposes 

contradictory institutional logics, and the latter normalizes the new forms.   

Understanding how professions rhetorically construct the environment in which they make 

claims is essential to recognizing how these claims are legitimized; however, these rhetorical 

efforts, to be successful, need to be accepted by institutional audiences. An examination of 

rhetorical claims without examining how audiences examine these claims does not help us 

understand the potential for and processes of institutional change. For example, Covaleski et 
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al. (2003) examine the central role of language in efforts to redefine professional jurisdiction. 

Yet, they stop short of examining how the claims were received and evaluated by their intended 

audience. By analyzing the claims or rhetoric produced by professions only, we overlook the 

critical evaluation process through which the audience accommodates (or not) efforts to change 

the institutional context in which claims are evaluated. Linking rhetoric strategies or 

professions’ claims directly to observed institutional change neglects the mediating role of the 

audience - including the clients, other professionals, and the state - who are the recipients of 

rhetoric or claims. They evaluate and verify the claims in relation to their interests, values, and 

knowledge. Rhetorical jurisdictional claims are evaluated and negotiated by institutional 

actors.   

In this study, we examine how members of two professions put forward claims, how 

audiences evaluate these claims as more or less legitimate, and how these processes reshape 

professional jurisdiction. We analyze policy debates regarding gain-of-function (GoF) 

research, defined as experimental work that aims to increase the virulence or transmissibility 

of pathogens such as influenza or SARS through experimentation (Selgelid, 2016). In 2014, 

the US government paused funding for GoF research and set in motion a “deliberative process,” 

where the US National Science Advisory Board for Biosecurity (NSABB) was assigned to 

make recommendations. The NSABB held six meetings from 2014 to 2016 where members of 

different professions (e.g., microbiologists, public health specialists, and immunologists) 

debated the risks and benefits of GoF research and settled on a set of recommendations for the 

US government (see timeline in the Appendix). The virologists and epidemiologists presented 

their claims in the first meeting. In the subsequent meetings, members of other professions 

queried the extent to which such claims were substantive. In the exploratory phase, we used a 

computational linguistics approach, structural topic modeling (STM) (Roberts et al., 2014), to 
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inductively learn from the data (i.e., debate transcripts). Next, we hand-coded and analyzed the 

claims and their evaluations.  

Preliminary findings reveal the mediating role of the audience, including other professions 

and the state. The audience questions the claims put forward by professions and actively 

attempts to evaluate them through several criteria, including evidence and values. Claims over 

risks or benefits of the task jurisdiction under question required evidence based on 

mathematical models. When such models were not feasible, interviews with experts provided 

support (or undermined) for the claims. Furthermore, the audience relied on values in making 

decisions in addition to evidence. Such values, proposed by bioethicists, helped the audience 

decide which claims to consider in more extreme contexts (i.e., high-risk and high-benefit). 

The accepted claims became solidified into recommendations to the US White House, guiding 

new regulations on the GoF research and shaping the jurisdiction of virologists. 

This study highlights the role of the institutional audience in mediating jurisdictional claim-

making and the institutional context. The audience (i.e., clients, state, or professionals) evaluate 

claims; examining the validation process reveals how claims are examined, negotiated, and 

potentially legitimated. The findings complement the processual perspective on jurisdiction 

boundaries, where purposive actors (i.e., individual professionals, clients, and state regulators) 

participate in boundary work. The profession that makes claims and its audience, together, 

engage in the construction of knowledge space (Gieryn, 1999) and profession space (Abbott, 

1988, 1995). 
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How do we understand the formative processes through which people grow desires of 

contributing to the human other as a central part of their self-understanding? We approach 

that question through extending research on career transitions with process perspectives on 

relational growth  (Jordan, 1991; Mead, 1934; Painter-Morland, 2011), especially as seen in 

the work of Paul Ricoeur (1992), for whom the conception of self was inextricably linked to 

otherhood. We report from empirical work that is still in its infancy and reason from a small 

sample of people whose career trajectories have been infused by strong prosocial and pro-

environmental themes, in particular as unfolding during radical career transition.  

 

Research on career transitions in organizations provide important windows into 

understanding conditions and opportunities for forms of human growth.  Prior research has 

for example shown how people master career transitions through continuously revising their 

work related identities (Hoyer & Steyaert, 2015; Kulkarni, 2020), and being in a learning 

mode (Heslin et al., 2020), such as through combinations of crafting identity experiments in 

new activities, shifting social connections and reworking stories of possible selves (Ibarra, 

1999, 2003).   

 

The literature on radical career transitions is of special interest to us since such changes in 

people’s lives often involve a reorientation of what actors finds deeply desirable. People are 

facing turns in the road (McAdams et al., 2001), with corresponding needs to reevaluate the 

importance of work activities or other anchors of identity, turns that may involve openness to 

new commitments and hopes for the future. Examples of studies here include research on 

furloughed airline pilots (Fraher & Gabriel, 2014), severely disabled soldiers (Kulkarni, 

2020), job loss of opera choristers (Oakland et al., 2012), artists who can no longer make a 

living in their careers (Hennekam & Bennett, 2016; Maitlis, 2009, 2022) or career transitions 

of elite sports professionals (Wendling & Sagas, 2021), the latter being a varied empirical 

field of research on its own (Stambulova et al., 2021) .  

 

While heeding this previous work, we suggest that the career literature at large carries 

unexamined assumptions of growth as being tied primarily to matters of individual self-

actualization and achievement. There is much less focus on how subjective experiences of 

meaningful careers are located in narratives of one’s contributions to others, including 

development of prosocial and pro-environmental commitments. There is also a tendency in 

this literature to focus exclusively on radical career transitions as a deficit phenomenon, 

where individuals cope with losses, ego defenses, or trauma and settle in what is often 

framed, perhaps inadvertently, in a lesser trajectory with hierarchical and status descent.  

 



The work of Ricoeur starts from a radically different position. To Ricoeur (1992), people’s 

self-understandings are first of all shaped by how they receive and respond to the needs of 

particular others. These responses co-evolve with the development of the self’s agentic 

capacity (Ricoeur, 1992, pp. 189-194; Wallace, 2002). It is self that is summoned by others 

(Wallace, 2002), given to an ethical primacy of self for others rather than self for self 

(Ricoeur, 1992, pp. 165). Adopting a Ricoeurian framing suggests that career transitions may 

be less about hopes for self-attainment as that of being receptive to others (Snow, 2018), open 

to being affected by them (Rhodes & Carlsen, 2018) and made responsible by their calls 

(Ricoeur, 1992, pp. 165-168).  

 

There is a parallel to this framing of career transitions in research on generativity, which 

shows that that people when approaching mid-life often grab prosocial commitment scripts of 

contributing to others (McAdams, 2013; McAdams et al., 1997; McAdams et al., 1996). 

Likewise, transition processes could also see contributing to others and self-actualization 

align, as indicated in research on work motivation (Grant, 2008), and explored in research on 

moral personality development (Frimer et al., 2011; Walker & Frimer, 2015). We seek to 

extend such insights by phenomenological oriented research focusing on the formation of 

other-oriented desires as something that is not necessarily age-oriented. Doing so, we answer 

calls in career research on how the cumulative effects of a series of interconnected  

transitions  (Sullivan & Al Ariss, 2021) may trigger change in people’s protean career 

orientations (Hall et al., 2018), potentially across several social spaces (De Vos et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, we suggest that the corresponding shift in identity orientations when being 

summoned to others could be studied as a form of world-making (de Rivera & Sarbin, 1998; 

Sarbin, 2000). When summoned, people not just reshape trajectories of learning and identity 

development but potentially cross thresholds of commitment and become participants in life-

worlds of activity and meaning that seem entirely new to them – world-openers rather than 

career repairs.  What are the events through which desires of contributing to others are 

birthed and cultivated, and how do people re-narrative and re-contextualize their lives based 

on such events? 

 

In the full paper we aim to present analysis based on two sets of small samples, each of 3-4 

persons. These samples both represent extreme contexts in terms of handling of radical career 

and life transitions and somehow growing desires of contribution. One sample is from forced 

career transitions from persons involved in elite sports and the arts world, possibly also 

involving a drug dealer turning towards social entrepreneurship in his rehabilitation. Another 

sample exemplifies voluntary career transitions of a radical nature, such as an oil trader 

shifting to become an assistant nurse and a mid-level manager to being gatepost guard in a 

car wreck operation.  
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

In today’s environment, we are increasingly witnessing the ‘hardening’ of Multinational 

Companies’ (MNCs’) responsibility (See: Berger-Walliser & Scott, 2018; Scherer et al., 2016; 

Schneider & Scherer, 2019; Schrempf-Stirling, 2018), referred to here as a policy shift in the 

national legislative and regulatory environment of MNCs from self-regulation towards mandatory 

legal ‘liability’ provisions. It seeks to ensure the MNCs’ accountability for failing to incur in 

responsible business behavior, particularly in the domains of human rights and environmental 

risks1. Such policy shifts at the national level may be shaped largely by developments at the 

 
1 Examples of such projects include France’s “Loi relative au devoir de vigilance des sociétés mères et 

entreprises donneuses d’ordre” (France, 2017), Germany’s “Lieferkettengesetz” (Herbert Smith Freehills LLP, 2020), 
the UK’s Modern Slavery Act 2015 (United Kingdom, 2015), California’s Transparency in Supply Chains Act 
(California Senate, 2010), the Netherland’s Child Labor Due Diligence Act (Kingdom of The Netherlands, 2019), and 
Australia’s Modern Slavery Act (Parliament of Australia, 2018). Also, at the transnational level, the European Union 
is currently advancing stakeholder consultations on a proposal for binding legislation on due diligence in supply chains 
to ensure human rights and environmental standards are complied with for all products sold on the EU market (Zamfir, 
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transnational level. For instance, transnational instruments – like the United Nations Guiding 

Principles on Business and Human Rights– may not only raise attention to the need for a policy 

shift, but also critically shape the meaning of it (e.g. the meaning of MNCs’ ‘liability’). 

Accordingly, in the absence of a transnational regulatory authority promoting and enforcing 

international legal standards, transnational organizations may critically shape the national adoption 

of legal norms, defined as formalized codifications of behavioral prescriptions that are accepted 

by subjects as legitimate and authoritative and are established in legal processes and discourse. 

The literature on the ‘hardening’ of MNCs’ responsibility has centered on a top-down 

‘hardening’ process, advancing a facilitative and prescriptive role of the government  - defined as 

the system in charge of governing a state, particularly referring to the executive branch of the 

power (hereafter: the government) - for the national adoption of legal norms (Berger-Walliser & 

Scott, 2018; Kourula et al., 2019; Schneider & Scherer, 2019). In contrast, the constructivist 

literature on policy diffusion advanced that whether or not legal norms become adopted by national 

policy-makers is largely shaped by more bottom-up processes that involve local contests (“on the 

ground”) (Acharya, 2004; Checkel, 1997; Price, 1998; Simmons, 2009). In these contests, social 

movements may constitute important ‘expert groups’ that frame or ‘theorize’ the legal norms and 

their effects, thereby, providing policy makers with rationales for adopting them (Dobbin et al., 

2007; Mintrom & Vergari, 1998; Simmons et al., 2006). Social movements’ efforts may also 

trigger the opposition of countermovements (Brulle, 2019; Dorf & Tarrow, 2014), who engage in 

counterframing in an attempt to persuade authorities and by-standers of the rightness of their cause 

(McAdam et al., 1996).  

While the prior social movement literature focused on the movements and 

countermovements’ strategies and mobilization success (Andrews, 2002; King, 2008; McCright 

& Dunlap, 2003), much less is known about the conditions under which they succeed in effecting 

national policy-makers’ legal norm adoption. Moreover, in viewing the governments primarily as 

targets of the movements’ strategies (McAdam et al., 2001), the prior literature has less accounted 

for the possibility that governments may not only be passive observers of the contests between 

movements-countermovements, but that they may take on a more active role in these bottom-up 

 
2020). At a general level, a shift is taking place towards greater accountability and novel legal and regulatory 
frameworks to regulate MNCs’ responsibility. 
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processes. A few exceptions have advanced the possibility of governments directly resisting social 

movements’ efforts, (see: Glasius et al., 2020 on restrictive and repressive measures against 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)). But overall, we need a refined understanding of the 

government’s role in such bottom-up processes. Therefore, we ask the following questions: Under 

which conditions and how do bottom-up processes of national legal norm adoption succeed? What 

is the role of the government therein? 

To address these questions, we conducted a longitudinal and inductive case study  (Gioia et 

al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) of the role of the government – and particularly of the executive 

branch– in the movement-countermovement interaction in the context of the Swiss Responsible 

Business Initiative (SRBI). The SRBI was a popular initiative that was proposed by a movement, 

led by a coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in 2016 (see appendix 1 for a 

chronology of the SRBI). It intended to modify the Swiss Constitution via a referendum to 

introduce mandatory human rights and environmental due diligence according to the United 

Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, as well as the adoption of legal 

principal’s liability provisions to hold companies accountable for human rights abuses and 

environmental damages committed by themselves, and by the entities under their control. The 

SRBI was fiercely opposed by a countermovement, led by industry and business associations and 

federations, which represented the interests and positions of the targeted Multinational Companies 

(MNCs). The SRBI’s wide popular support decreased from 77% to 50.7% and was eventually 

rejected in the popular vote. In parallel, the countermovement gained popular support, which – as 

we find – was largely shaped the extent of the government’s involvement in the countermovement 

(see appendix 2). Our empirical material consists of extensive secondary data on the SRBI gathered 

in several rounds of data collection, as well as primary data gathered from semi-structured 

interviews (see appendix 3 for an overview of our data sources). 

We find that movements or countermovements’ framing succeeds in provoking legal norm 

adoption, if they are recognized as ‘expert authority’ by shaping the ‘entitlement’ of the movement 

as a source and the ‘correctness’ of the movement’s frame. Additionally, we theorize the critical 

role of the government in provoking an authority spillover, which we define as the indirect 

extension of authority to third parties that originally did not enjoy it, to shape the extent to which 

movements or countermovements come to be recognized as ‘expert authority’. While in our case, 

the government’s authority spillover onto the countermovement explained the countermovement’s 
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success in resisting the national adoption of a legal norm, counterfactually, the government’s 

authority spillover onto the movement may explain the movement’s success in provoking the 

national adoption of a legal norm (see appendix 4). 

We aim to contribute to the literature on the ‘hardening’ of business responsibility (Berger-

Walliser & Scott, 2018; Schneider & Scherer, 2019) by uncovering the bottom-up process and the 

resistance of governments to the adoption of legal norms. We also contribute to the literature on 

social movements and movement-countermovement framing contests (Benford, 1987; Benford & 

Hunt, 1994; Benford & Snow, 2000; Zuo & Benford, 1995) by advancing that governments can 

take more active roles in the framing contest between movement and counter-movements beyond 

acting as a target for movements and countermovements mobilization.  
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APPENDIX 

Appendix 1. Timeline of the SRBI 

Year Month Milestone 
2015 April A movement led by a coalition of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), forms around 

an initiative proposed to ‘harden’ the responsibility of business by adopting legal ‘liability’ 
provisions through the SRBI 

2016 April The movement collects 140,000 signatures in support of the SRBI 
October The SRBI movement submits the initiative the Federal Chancellery with a total of 120,000 

signatures 
October A countermovement led by industry and business associations and federations – notably 

Economiesuisse and SwissHoldings emerges to oppose this ‘hardening’ attempt by 
resisting the adoption of legal liability provisions 

November Text of the initiative is validated by the Parliament 
2017 September The Federal Council opposes the SRBI and recommends the Federal Assembly to submit it 

to popular vote without a counter proposal 
November The possibility of presenting a counter proposal to the Initiative starts being discussed as a 

result of the Panama Papers scandal  
November A first poll shows that 77% of the people would vote “Yes” to the SRBI 

December The National Council decides not to elaborate a counter proposal 
2018 May The National Council announces its decision to elaborate an indirect counter proposal 

May The National Council announces that an indirect counter proposal is ready to be debated 
June The Initiative committee proposes to withdraw the initiative if the indirect counter proposal 

presented by the National Council is approved as a sign of compromise 
July A second poll shows that 74% of the people would vote “Yes” to the SRBI 

2019 March The Council of States plenary rejects the indirect counter proposal presented by the 
National Council 

June Investors groups and 6 business associations announce their support to the indirect counter 
proposal presented by the National Council 

August The Federal Council proposes a new indirect counter proposal with a narrower scope 
September The Council of States postpones the debate on the choice of counter proposal 
December The Council of States proposes a new indirect counter proposal based on the one presented 

by the Federal Council 
2020 March The National Council maintains its support for its own counter-proposal 

March The Council of States insists on its support to the Federal Council’s counter-proposal 
March For the fourth time, the National Council votes in support of its own counter-proposal 
May A new poll indicates that 78% of the people would vote “Yes” to the SRBI 
June The Council of States restates its support to its indirect counter proposal 
June The indirect counter proposal of the Council of States is adopted by a conciliation 

committee, made up of members of the National Council and of the Council of States 
June The indirect counter proposal of the Council of States is voted by the two Councils as the 

one that will oppose the Initiative in November 
July The referendum date is set for November 29 2020 
November A poll still shows 63% of people that would vote “Yes” to the SRBI 
November The ‘hardening’ of the responsibility of business is rejected in a referendum, with 50.7% of 

the popular support, but with only the majority votes of 8.5 out of 26 cantons.  
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Appendix 2. Popular support to the SRBI and episodes of government’s involvement 
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Appendix 3. Overview of Data sources 
 

Data source Description Details Use in analysis 
 Secondary data 
Media articles Media articles on the 

SRBI Swiss Media 
between 2015 and 
November 2020 

- 537 articles in 
French-speaking 
media 

- 1,492 articles in 
German-speaking 
media 

 

Established chronology of the 
SRBI. 
Provided insights on the main 
frames put forward by the 
different actors, as well as on the 
evolution of those frames across 
time. 

Archival data Parliamentary debates 
transcripts 

- Transcripts of 24 
debates held in the 2 
chambers of the 
Swiss Parliament 
between 2018 and 
2020 

- 644 pages of content 

Provided insights on the position, 
actions and role of the 
government during the evolution 
of the SRBI. 

Social media Social media posts on 
the SRBI. 

- To be conducted Account for the role and impact 
of the government’s involvement 
in the movement-
countermovement framing 
contest. 

 Primary data 
Interviews First round (before the 

vote):  
45 semi-structured 
interviews, lasting 
between 35 and 77 
minutes, conducted 
between September and 
November of 2020. 
 

- 8 representatives of NGOs 
- 21 representatives of the 

private sector 
- 13 against 
- 8 in favor 
- 4 representatives of 

political parties 
- - 2 legal experts 

Provided insight into the different 
actors’ arguments, strategies, 
tactics and their interpretations of 
other actors’ outputs. 

 First round (after the 
vote):  
12 interviews conducted 
during the months of 
December 2020 and 
January 2021 

- 7 representatives of the 
private sector 

- 2 representatives of NGOs 
- 2 legal experts 

Provide insight to the different 
actors’ interpretation of the 
outcomes of the SRBI 
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Appendix 4. A model of bottom-up process of the national adoption of legal norms and the 

role of authority spillover  
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So far, research on extreme context has mainly focused on how organizations prepare and 

respond to crisis situations, with less insights on the role played by feedbacks (Macpherson, 

Breslin, & Akinci 2021). Some scholars have analysed the role of feedbacks in extreme 

contexts, focusing either on analysing the mistakes that led to disasters, to understand what 

went wrong (Starbuck & Farjoun, 2005; Weick, 1990 ; 1993 ; 2010) or on studying how 

organisations worked through incidents (Kayes, 2015; Macpherson et al. 2021) or after actions 

in extreme situations (Dunn, Scott, Allen & Bonilla, 2016; Ron, Lipshitz, & Popper, 2006; 

Bechky & Okhuyzen, 2011), with the objective of changing practices and procedures to prevent 

incidents and accidents from happening again. Yet, the role of feedback is even more central 



for organizations operating in extreme contexts: feedback can become an ongoing organizing 

process that could enable them to be better prepared for crises. 

In the paper, we study how groups operating in extreme contexts, use feedback for the purpose 

of collective learning in a processual perspective. To do so, we study the RAID, the French 

police special forces units. The RAID intervenes in major crises and emergency situations when 

traditional police units are overwhelmed. We had the unique opportunity of extensive access to 

this field, in contrast to most research on disruptive contexts, which according to Hällgren et al. 

(2018) generally relies on historical data due to limited access to the field. Our methodology is 

qualitative and involves an in-depth case study, based on on-site observations and interviews 

of RAID operators, officers, and commanders. The case of RAID is particularly insightful, as 

they have enforced the role of feedbacks since 2012 then 2015 terror attacks and are 

acknowledged as particularly well prepared to extreme crisis.  

We define organizing processes as “the permanent collective effort to transform the world, and 

at the same time to interpret this activity through dialogical exchanges thereby making sense of 

it” (Lorino & Mourey, 2013). More specifically, this definition accords with the concepts of 

‘inquiry’ and ‘situation’ as developed by Dewey (1938) and Peirce (1958) and mobilize a 

pragmatist perspective (Farjoun, Ansell & Boin, 2015; Lorino, 2018).  

Our research question is the following: “How do RAID police officers use feedback to feed into 

future exercises, practices and operations?”. We focus on the ongoing process of training, 

operating and debriefing to understand how each step is imbricated one with another. We show 

that RAID approach is processual, as operators accumulate experience of situations that can be 

described as extreme. They are in a process of permanent investigation, in which feedback plays 

a key role.  

In the paper, we analyse how feedbacks are organized and practised at the RAID. We show that 

feedbacks are much less formalised than in other organisations, but they are nevertheless well 

structured, with debriefing in small groups, progressive feedback from the various section 

heads, modifications made at the operational level and then at the level of the whole unit, and 

the link with training, particularly when the doctrine is modified. The exercises indeed quickly 

incorporate the lessons of feedback. We show that training, operating and debriefing are 

therefore an ongoing organizing process at the RAID, where the training department work 

closely with the different activities. We also describe the way in which these loops occur and 

are therefore centred on the feedback process, but also present the factors that we have identified 



as distinctive: the non-punishment; the fluidity between the different phases of the intervention: 

preparation, the extreme situation, feedback, modification of the operating rules, and integration 

into the exercises.  

With this case, considering the organizing process as a pragmatist inquiry, we describe the 

process of feedback as a collective inquiry that illustrates the permanent collective effort to 

learn from every crisis. The doctrine, used by the police officers as a guide that prescribes the 

way to act during interventions, is not static and is regularly revised and updated from 

operations faced by the RAID and all the intervention groups in France and abroad. The 

debriefing of operations and retrospective from the RAID teams, but also from other special 

services in France and abroad, are thus essential. Thanks to this feedback, actors adapt their 

practices, training and equipment. It contributes to the capacity of RAID officers to collectively 

improvise in situ. As a conclusion, we draw managerial and theoretical propositions for other 

organizations operating in extreme contexts and in less extreme contexts.  
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Introduction 
The Covid-19 pandemic has shown us that the future can catch up with us in the blink of an eye. 
Lockdowns have pushed us into sustainable non-mobility practices we opposed before, like remote 
work or staycations. In this paper, we investigate how distant futures can be connected to present 
action to accelerate radical innovation towards sustainable objectives, in response to recent calls on 
organising for sustainable futures (e.g. Howard-Grenville, 2021). The calls share the underlying 
premises that ‘seeing anew’ enables organisations to prospectively make sense of uncertain and 
unknowable futures (Tsoukas & Shepherd, 2004) and work towards more sustainable outcomes 
(Ferraro et al., 2015).  
 
Exploration has traditionally been seen as distinct from exploitation requiring a balancing act 
between activities in separate worlds driven by opposing mindsets (e.g. March, 1991). Recent 
literature suggests that deliberate navigation of the adaptive space between exploration and 
operation is required. Uhl-Bien & Arena (2017, 2018) found practices like brokering, conflicting and 
linking to connect network structures in both worlds. While acknowledging that such practices can 
be challenging, they do not address the practicalities of overcoming obstacles. Practices are often 
difficult to change (Nicolini, 2012), in particular if they are guarded by powerful elites (Hu & Rerup, 
2021). 
 
Breaking away from current practices and paradigms asks for a psychologically different approach to 
see the future than common rational extrapolations. For this distinction we rely on the concepts of 
distant and near futures (Augustine et al., 2019). Distant futures, based on ideologies and 
imagination as opposed to rational, extrapolated near futures, can gain as-if reality without any 
intention for implementation (Augustine et al., 2019). We zoom in on the practices that increase the 
concreteness and credibility of distant futures and how they do or do not transition into action to 
change current guarded practices, led by the question: “How can diverse groups of stakeholders 
connect distant future visions to adaptive anticipation ability in the present?”. 
 

Research approach 
Data were gathered during 18 months of organisational ethnography (Ybema et al., 2009) at a Dutch 
public organisation, where a group of innovators tried to radically rethink the mobility system to 
become smart and sustainable and simultaneously enhance the innovative power of the entire 
organisation. We took a practice perspective (Nicolini, 2012) and followed the team’s innovation 
practices.  
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Due to covid19 measures, meetings were mainly online and in person on some occasions. The data 
consists of over 140 hours of observations of meetings of which near-verbatim-notes were taken, 
complemented with 10 recorded and transcribed interviews and notes from informal conversations. 
We had access to 90 documents, 126 intranet items, over 1500 WhatsApp group messages and 42 
weekly e-mail updates by the team’s manager. A research journal was kept to reflect on the findings 
and literature.   
 
For analysis we first used visual mapping (Langley, 1999) to reach a general understanding of the 
teams’ innovation practices over time. Second, we wrote vignettes (Langley & Abdallah, 2011) about 
several specific innovation journeys to better understand what happened at a micro and meso level. 
Third, we used temporal bracketing (Langley, 1999) to identify turning points in the innovation 
journeys. We then scrutinised the vignettes for patterns in activities that enabled such changes using 
sensitizing concepts (Bowen, 2006) from literature on distant and near futures, foolish and serious 
action, robust action and scaffolding. Preliminary findings were fed back to the innovators in two 
communicative validation sessions. 
 

Findings 
Our findings reveal a messy process in which innovators tried to bridge distant futures visions with 
present action by metaphorically connecting differently shaped scaffolds from distant and near 
futures. The innovators harvested compelling narratives that served as bridging scaffolds and 
enabled them to align for present action. Though ‘ideal’ future visions may attract the innovation 
minded, we found that the compelling narratives that engage stakeholders were on a much more 
practical level. For example, in the narrative on drones, not exciting visions of human transport in 
the city were pivotal, but a positive way out when stakeholders experiencing discomfort of changing 
current practices realised, that drone developments could no longer be ignored. Innovators had 
used their knowledge on distributed experiments and relations to authoritative powers to increase 
external pressure. The positive way out emerged when addressing legal, political and practical 
concerns on the organisational level. It provided attractive, yet challenging future perspectives for 
an unexpected stakeholder while relieving others.  
 
In the process, we saw the innovators shift between near and distant ways to perceive the future 
either to follow or intentionally confront the parties they talked to. By doing so, they provided 
distant scaffolding based on imagination to stretch towards the distant future as well as near 
scaffolding based on rational, linear thinking to ease discomfort and practical concerns (figure 1). 
We interpreted these practices as varying on two different levels of distance or nearness. 
Envisioning alternative futures is more distant than exploring concrete future visions. Similarly, 
addressing discomfort is more near than addressing practical, political and legal concerns. We 
labelled harvesting the compelling narrative as bridging. 
 
In the full paper we will elaborate on the activities that innovators employed to provide the different 
types of scaffolding and the effect on how stakeholders responded over time.  
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Discussion & conclusion  
We initially thought that adaptive anticipating in the present would require distant future narratives 
to serve as powerful attractives (Plowman et al., 2007) to engage in action towards such futures. In 
our research, we have witnessed how innovators constantly switch between distant and near future 
perspectives either to confront stakeholders or to stand alongside. We suggest that though distant 
and near futures may intentionally lead to different kind of innovations, adaptive anticipating 
involves the ability to switch between and connect both which supports the transition of distant 
futures into present action. Based on Gehman et al. (2021), we interpret two mechanisms: fictional 
expectations and scaffolding.  
 
Fictional expectations help to understand how our ability to imagine futures shapes our present 
action (Beckert, 2021). Based on the concept of as-if reality (Augustine et al., 2019) we interpreted 
the use of concrete business or use cases as efforts to gain as-if reality to increase external pressure 
to overcome resistance for changing current practices in the absence of environmental shock (Geels, 
2010).  
 
In constructivist learning, scaffolding refers to temporary adaptive support to bridge the gap 
between the current state of the someone’s abilities and an anticipated future state (Shvarts & 
Bakker, 2019). Accordingly, scenario planners stretch people’s thought processing abilities towards 
alternative futures (Chermack & van der Merwe, 2003), while Casasnovas & Ferraro, (2021) reveal 
how scaffolding relates to cultural and material structures. We interpreted the ability to harvest 
compelling narratives, infused with both distant and near future perspectives, as scaffolding 
practices.  
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 – Distant and Near Scaffolding to align for radical innovation 



 4 

 

References 
 
Augustine, G., Soderstrom, S., Milner, D., & Weber, K. (2019). Constructing a distant future: 

Imaginaries in geoengineering. Academy of Management Journal, 62(6), 1930–1960. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2018.0059 

Beckert, J. (2021). The Firm as an Engine of Imagination: Organizational prospection and the making 
of economic futures. Organization Theory, 2, 1–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/26317877211005773 

Bowen, G. A. (2006). Grounded Theory and Sensitizing Concepts. 
Casasnovas, G., & Ferraro, F. (2021). Speciation in Nascent Markets: Collective learning through 

cultural and material scaffolding. Organization Studies, 1–32. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/01708406211031733 

Chermack, T. J., & van der Merwe, L. (2003). The role of constructivist learning in scenario planning. 
Futures, 35(5), 445–460. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(02)00091-5 

Ferraro, F., Etzion, D., & Gehman, J. (2015). Tackling Grand Challenges Pragmatically: Robust Action 
Revisited. Organization Studies, 36(3), 363–390. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840614563742 

Geels, F. W. (2010). Ontologies, socio-technical transitions (to sustainability), and the multi-level 
perspective. Research Policy, 39(4), 495–510. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2010.01.022 

Gehman, J., Etzion, D., & Ferraro, F. (2021). Robust Action: Advancing a Distinctive Approach to 
Grand Challenges. In Research in the Sociology of Organizations, Forthcoming. 
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3901123 

Howard-Grenville, J. (2021). Caring, Courage and Curiosity: Reflections on our roles as scholars in 
organizing for a sustainable future. Organization Theory, 2(1), 263178772199114. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2631787721991143 

Hu, Y., & Rerup, C. (2021). “FOOLS” WITH IMPOSSIBLE GOALS: MOBILIZING MARCH’S TECHNOLOGY 
OF FOOLISHNESS TO TACKLE GRAND CHALLENGES. In C. M. Beckman (Ed.), Carnegie goes to 
Califormia: Celebrating and Advancing the Ideas of James G. March. Research in the Sociology 
of Organizations (Vol. 76, pp. 97–128). Emerald Group Holdings Ltd. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-558X20210000076005/FULL/XML 

Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for theorizing from process data. Academy of Management Review, 
24(4), 691–710. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.1999.2553248 

Langley, A., & Abdallah, C. (2011). Templates and turns in qualitative studies of strategy and 
management. In Research Methodology in Strategy and Management (Vol. 6, Issue 2011). 
Emerald. https://doi.org/10.1108/S1479-8387(2011)0000006007 

March, J. G. (1991). Exploration and exploitation in organizational learning. Organization Science, 
2(1), 71–87. 

Nicolini, D. (2012). Introduction. In Practice Theory, Work, and Organization (first edit, pp. 1–28). 
Oxford University Press. 

Plowman, D. A., Baker, L. T., Beck, T. E., Kulkarni, M., Solansky, S. T., & Travis, D. V. (2007). Radical 
change accidentally: the emergence and amplification of small change. Academy of 
Management Journal, 50(3), 515–543. https://doi.org/10.2307/20159871 

Shvarts, A., & Bakker, A. (2019). The early history of the scaffolding metaphor: Bernstein, Luria, 
Vygotsky, and before. Mind, Culture, and Activity, 26(1), 4–23. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10749039.2019.1574306 

Tsoukas, H., & Shepherd, J. (2004). Coping with the future: Developing organizational 
foresightfulness. Futures, 36(2), 137–144. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(03)00146-0 

Uhl-Bien, M., & Arena, M. (2017). Complexity leadership: Enabling people and organizations for 
adaptability. Organizational Dynamics, 46(1), 9–20. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orgdyn.2016.12.001 

Uhl-Bien, M., & Arena, M. (2018). Leadership for organizational adaptability: A theoretical synthesis 
and integrative framework. The Leadership Quarterly, 29, 89–104. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.12.009 

Ybema, S., Yanow, D., Wels, H., & Kamsteeg, F. (2009). Organizational Ethnography: Studying the 
Complexities of Everyday Life. SAGE Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446278925 

 



Thirteenth International Symposium on Process Organization Studies - General Track – Piera Morlacchi  

 1 

Thinking with Follett’s and Addams’ Practical Theorizing:  

Moving from Process to Processual Theorizing 

 

Piera Morlacchi 

University of Sussex  

p.morlacchi@sussex.ac.uk 

 

A word that summarises the recent wave of interest in theory and theory construction in 

organization studies, and in other social sciences is ‘theorizing’ (Swedberg, 2014; Tsoukas, 

2017). Theory and theory development have always been central to our community with 

scholars like Karl Weick having framed our thinking about how theories can be constructed 

(Weick, 1989, 2014). Recent contributions have enhanced our understanding of styles and 

practices of theorizing by providing rich discussions of exemplary research and highlighted 

distinctions between traditions and forms of theorizing – e.g. ‘explanatory, interpretive and 

emancipatory’ - but also pointed out the uneven attention given to ‘process theorizing’ outside 

the explanatory tradition (Cloutier & Langley, 2020; Cornelissen, 2017; Cornelissen, Höllerer 

& Seidl, 2021). Following the PROS call for papers to explore how a process worldview can 

be developed in several different directions, I propose to apply this sensibility to expanding our 

understanding of process theorizing. 

Pragmatism could offer a significant contribution to process theorizing. Existing work 

in organization studies has already demonstrated some value that classical pragmatism can 

bring to our field (Simpson & den Hond, 2022). The use of grounded theory and abductive 

reasoning in organization studies has shown the potential of pragmatism as a philosophy of 

social sciences (Locke, Golden-Biddle & Feldman, 2008). However, I argue that we should 

view pragmatism as ontology, not (just) as epistemology or methodology. It is a distinctive and 

quite radical philosophy that implies a particularly flexible form of social ontology, i.e., 

processual and relational. Equally, it is also both an explanatory project and a moral one that 

allows us to navigate the theoretical and ethical challenges of our field. Hence, it is useful to 

make a distinction between process theorizing and what I call ‘processual theorizing’ that is 

deeply processual because it is based on a process ontology. Moreover, pragmatism is a 

philosophy that is embodied in the work of a group of scholars who shared similarities but also 

differences in how they enacted their pragmatism. There are different useful varieties of 

pragmatism.  
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In this paper I pair and discuss together the work of Mary Parker Follett and Jane Addams to 

demonstrate how their pragmatist work can enrich our understanding and practices of process 

theorizing and elaborating further the idea of ‘processual theorizing. Even in the current revival 

of pragmatism in organization studies, so far, Follett and Addams have received limited 

attention (Simpson & den Hond, 2022). They are not considered ‘pragmatist philosophers’, but 

‘practitioners’, respectively referred to typically as a management consultant ahead of her time 

(Follett) and an activist and a founder of social work (Addams). I suggest instead that, as our 

understanding of theory is mostly related to explanatory forms of theorizing, other forms of 

theory and work of theorizing are overlooked. Their styles and practices of theorizing can be 

viewed as ‘practical theorizing’ or what we would call today ‘performative theorizing’ or 

‘processual-relational theorizing’ (Gibson-Graham, 2008; Selg, 2018; Morlacchi, 2021).  

Considering together Follett’s and Addams’ forms of theorizing highlights their 

similarities and differences, enhancing the generative potential of understanding how they 

developed their theoretical ideas through practice. I examine their theorizing through close 

reading of a significant body of their writings, also informed by the interpretations of other 

scholars, in order to expand our understanding of process theorizing. The discussion of Follett’s 

theorizing is based on the analysis of two key books – The New State (Follett, 1918) and 

Creative Experience (Follett, 1924) – and other articles and contributions (Follett, 1919, 1941). 

I take the same approach with Addams. I analyse representative texts of her body of writing in 

terms of books – Democracy and Social Ethics (Addams, 1902) and Twenty Years at Hull 

House, with Autobiographical Notes (Addams, 1910) – and other contributions (Addams, 

1899).  

Follett and Addams created their theories from a vantage point that was different from 

that of other pragmatist scholars. Addams made Hull House her base in the settlements of 

Chicago, and Follett did so in several disadvantaged neighbourhoods and communities in 

Boston, and both actively participated in the community around them, both nationally and 

internationally. They engaged with existing political, business and civil organizations but also 

created new ones (e.g. youth centres and settlement houses). Their similarities go beyond an 

overall pragmatist sensibility and a processual ontology that include a view of democracy as 

everyday life, attention to living experiences and problematic situations, and an experimental 

approach focused on the application of ideas to improve the life of individuals, communities 

and society at large. Their practical theorizing occurred over several years and required 

adaptation of their and others’ previously developed ideas. 
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Follett’s theorizing can be viewed as deeply relational, recursive, forward-looking and 

open-ended (Morlacchi, 2021). Her approach is exemplified by the creation and use of concepts 

- like ‘power-with’, ‘integration’, and ‘win-win’ - that are still used in different areas of social 

sciences. She adapted the meaning of these concepts across different writings, especially 

between earlier more theoretical work and later more applied work in the context of business, 

management and public administration. This approach is well illustrated by her development 

and use of the concept of power-with across her writings. Follett viewed theorizing as 

‘interweaving of thought’ and ideas from other authors, and her theoretical work is like a 

tapestry where she was carefully choosing her threads. Language and conceptual development 

do not simply reflect the world but actively intervenes in and shapes it – it is ‘performative’ 

(Gibson-Graham, 2008). 

Addams’ work of theorizing is equally deeply relational and iterative. Her theory 

emerges as organic and inductive rather than deductive and propositional. Addams’ method 

was based on experimentalism and creative response through reciprocal relations and what she 

called the ‘power to combine’. It is the concept of ‘social ethics’ and its role in social life that 

best showcases her style of theorizing. Social ethics was always a work in progress for Addams 

and a sensitizing concept. For her the meaning of a concept becomes clear and what it is meant 

to be through the experience of practice. Addams derived narratives and stories typically from 

life in Chicago to illustrate what she viewed as archetypical social experience and to appeal to 

her reader’s own life experience of similar events and to trigger feelings, with the assumption 

that one’s feelings are a valid source of information. Her theoretical voice is characterised by 

persuasion rather than formal argument.  

From the previous discussion follows that Follett and Addams have distinctive 

theoretical voices and illustrate two possible styles and practices of processual theorizing. They 

both challenge pre-existing concepts and understandings of experience and demonstrate 

alternative forms of process theorizing can be at the same time explanatory, interpretive and 

emancipatory. They offer what we can call a ‘generative’ style of processual theorizing that is 

providing new language and concepts that are useful because they help us to deal with the 

world and our problems by highlighting connections that were not previously acknowledged. 

Language and concepts in processual theory and theorizing do not refer to entities but they are 

tools to capture different aspects of experience and navigate the world. Rethinking the world 

in terms of processes and processual ontology is an interventionist, transformative and care-

full project, that includes changing the way we work with theory and theorizing. Thinking with 

Follett’s and Addams’ practical theorizing provides new possibilities for process theorizing.   
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Introduction 

As visions of the future in the face of global warming and a global virus outbreak are 

daunting, innovative answers to these receive increasing attention (Augustine et al., 2019; 

George et al., 2016). At the same time, technological visions that are conveyed as a promise 

can quickly develop a life of their own. Such “forceful futures” (Brown et al., 2000) do not pose 

an invite or possibility, but require immediate action. This can be well observed in the context 

of digital transformation. (Digital) innovations bear high uncertainty and require 

unconventional measures to convince stakeholders of their credibility. Hence, legitimizing 

innovations has found to be challenging both in entrepreneurial (Zuzul & Edmondson, 2017) 

as well as in corporate environments (Dougherty, 1992).  

This article explores how innovations in large corporations are initiated and thrive for 

legitimation through an ethnographic study of an innovation initiative in the realm of “Industry 

4.0” (Schuh et al., 2017). Research has shown that a collectively shared perception of an 

initiative as legitimate is entirely “desirable” (Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). However, 

my research suggests that, under certain conditions, “becoming legitimate” is seen as highly 

contested. Legitimacy was perceived as something fragile which may vanish quickly after being 

acknowledged. This translated into particular practices and sensemaking strategies. My 

findings expand, but also challenge, what we know about legitimizing innovations in large 

corporations. Applying theory on entrepreneurial narratives and bootlegging, the article 

provides fresh insight into legitimation processes of innovation initiatives.  

 

Theoretical Background 

Existing research emphasizes that narratives play an important role for initiating 

innovative ventures (Bartel & Garud, 2009). In the case of entrepreneurial ventures, Garud and 



colleagues (2014) have argued that entrepreneurs use projective storytelling to create legitimacy 

and sell their business ideas to investors. While bright stories of possible futures can be 

inspiring, stakeholders also have to perceive them as robust (Sung & Hopkins, 2006). That the 

story told represents a plausible outlook on the future is vital to convince investors and to make 

them form expectations towards the venture’s future success (Garud et al., 2014). Although 

Garud and colleagues’ (2014) research refers to entrepreneurs, much of what we know about 

corporate venturing indicates that their findings are valid for large organizations too. Previous 

research shows that strategic initiatives in large corporations are prone to competitive selection 

dynamics, similar to entrepreneurial ventures, that allow only the “fittest” to “survive” 

(Burgelman, 1983; Reihlen et al., 2022). Here, expectations can play a daunting role. Research 

on bootlegging (Augsdörfer, 2020 [1996]; Criscuolo et al., 2014) indicates that high 

expectations and performance pressures make individuals go underground to pursue their 

experimentation efforts. Criscuolo and colleagues (2014) define bootlegging as “the process by 

which individuals take the initiative to work on ideas that have no formal organizational support 

(…), but are undertaken with the aim of producing innovations that will benefit the company” 

(p. 1288). Whether innovation attempts are initially pursued covertly partly depends on the 

degree of autonomy an organization grants its employees in following their hunches and 

interests (ibid.). Bootlegging further enables individuals or small teams to significantly 

postpone the moment their innovation project is monitored and subject to performance 

evaluation schemes (Criscuolo et al., 2014; Garud et al., 2011). Operating under secrecy also 

provides such teams with a sense of specialness (Costas & Grey, 2016).  

Theories on innovation narratives and bootlegging are useful to understand legitimation 

processes of innovative ventures. However, we do not know enough about how organizational 

actors make sense of stories of the past and future and which practices they employ in the 

legitimation of their initiative. Thus, this study asks: How do organizational actors in innovation 

initiatives employ bootlegging and sensemaking of narratives to navigate their legitimation? 

 

Method 

This research is based on an ethnography at Mercury1, a multinational corporation in 

the branded consumer and industrial goods industry. Within Mercury, this research focuses on 

one strategic initiative that pursues the goal of developing an innovation in the realm of Industry 

4.0. I refer to this initiative as SmartC. The initiative is both innovative with respect to its 

 
1 All identifiers of the case site are pseudonymized. 



technical configurations and its business model and reflects the company’s objective of gaining 

foothold in the market of smart products and services.  

As an insider (Gold, 1958) I collected data from multiple throughout 2021 and 2022. 2 

So far, I conducted 21 interviews with Mercury employees and external partners. Furthermore, 

I attended strategy meetings with high-ranking managers and observed as well as interviewed 

strategy managers whose main responsibilities were to develop the business unit’s strategy. I 

took extensive field notes during my attendance of meetings, workshops and live webinars, as 

well as webinar recordings by the SmartC team. Lastly, I draw on documents such as press 

releases, internal strategy presentations, and e-mails. This rich data set allowed me to develop 

a profound understanding of the initiative and its context.  

 

Preliminary Findings 

Due to the ongoing data collection process, the findings presented here are emergent. 

My findings reveal SmartC members’ specific legitimation practices and their ambivalent 

perceptions toward accomplishing legitimacy for their initiative. Overall, legitimacy was 

perceived as a “fragile good” which informed how actors legitimized their initiative. 

First, I identified the practice of carefully managing the initiative’s visibility to move 

above and below the “radar” of top management and the majority of other employees This 

practice of navigating visibility was ongoing and likely rooted in SmartC’s founding that was 

carried out by few employees in a bootlegging mode. Later, the unit’s head was involved to 

safeguard the initiative from top management’s attention. In this regard, the unit’s head 

expressed concerns that if their initiative gained too much attention it would get “hijacked” 

(field notes). However, giving no account about an innovation’s progress meant running danger 

to be perceived as “unsuccessful” (Interview with Head of SmartC). Therefore, the team 

mindfully selected information to update their unit on the innovation’s development. This 

became particularly evident as SmartC gained increasing momentum and began to be 

considered as the unit’s lighthouse initiative despite its relatively early development status. The 

alternation between revealing and concealing the initiative extends our understanding of how 

ventures that initially bootleg develop later on.  

Second, SmartC team members as well as senior management made sense of narratives 

about past innovation efforts and visions of the future. In so doing, actors were creating a space 

of the possible in which their current innovation initiative could legitimately exist and grow. 

 
2 I plan to conduct at least 25 additional interviews with internal and external stakeholders and gather further 
documents in the following months.  



Specifically, when referring to the past, actors referenced failed innovation attempts. They 

outlined their learnings from these past innovation initiatives and what their countermeasures 

were to prevent the delegitimation of SmartC. In terms of stories of the future, actors attempted 

to influence management’s as well as colleagues’ expectations towards the innovation. In 

particular, there was one term, “Smart XY”, and one repeatedly used statement, “imagine that 

every [component of our product] becomes intelligent”, that displayed senior management’s 

visions towards the unit’s future. Being the unit’s lighthouse initiative, SmartC’s members felt 

responsible to achieve these ambitious visions. At the same time, they used multiple 

opportunities to outline to colleagues, and to each other, that these visions were unrealistic to 

achieve in a reasonable time frame.  

Third, the team’s operations mainly focused on implementing new product development 

processes within Mercury’s IT infrastructure and legal framework. This was particularly 

challenging as SmartC was the first initiative ever to launch a service that used a subscription-

based business model. Such structural pioneering practices took much of the team’s time and 

were perceived as rather tedious. Nevertheless, structural pioneering was necessary as changing 

conventional product development processes played a crucial part in legitimizing SmartC 

across the boundaries of its business unit. 

 

Contributions 

This research contributes to theory in several ways. First, it speaks to theory claiming a 

more processual understanding of legitimacy (Reihlen et al., 2022; Suddaby et al., 2017). In 

specific, it argues that the legitimation process of innovation initiatives can be impacted by its 

members’ ambivalent perception of what it means to become “legitimate” in the eyes of certain 

organizational actors, especially powerful ones. This perception was mirrored by the practice 

of navigating visibility and the sensemaking of narratives creating a space of the possible. 

Second, the paper provides a process view of how bootlegging and narratives of past 

and future are used in the legitimation of corporate innovations (Bartel & Garud, 2009; 

Criscuolo et al., 2014). Combining the bootlegging and innovation narrative literature helps to 

understand how innovation narratives become actionable. Moreover, the paper shows how parts 

of the bootlegging strategy are incorporated in an initiative’s modus operandi once it 

increasingly operates “overground”.  
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Improvisation is a process where the design of a novel activity pattern approaches 

convergence with the enactment of the pattern (Cunha et al., 2017; Hmieleski & Corbett, 

2008; Miner et al., 2001). Organizations, especially those operating in novel and dynamic 

circumstances , need to enact improvised responses to adapt (Fultz & Hmieleski, 2021; 

O’Toole et al., 2021). This point was most salient during the COVID-19 pandemic when 

organizations had to improvise new ways of organizing and working to maintain some degree 

of operational consistency. 

These improvised responses emerge from individual actors or from collectives 

through “a system of interaction” (Moorman & Miner, 1998) amongst individuals (Barley, 

1986; Crossan & Sorrenti, 1997; Dougherty, 1992). For these improvised responses to benefit 

the organization, coordinated action amongst organizational actors (Crossan, 1998; Moorman 

& Miner, 1998; Vera et al., 2016) is required since organizations consist of multiple 

interdependent units. 

However, coordinating improvised organizational response is particularly challenging 

because the very nature of improvisation challenges the basic conditions for coordination, 

namely accountability, predictability, and common understanding (Okhuysen & Bechky, 

2009). Indeed, scholars recognize that the more radical the improvised response, the greater 

the coordination challenges that arise (Cunha et al., 2017). Consequently, researchers 

recognize the importance of coordination capabilities (Vera et al., 2016) and teamwork (Vera 

& Crossan, 2005) for improvisation to be beneficial.  

From a processual perspective , coordination mechanisms are not stable entities but 

dynamically constructed within the activities of interdependent actors (Jarzabkowski et al., 

2012). Prior research points to the importance of intense communication, attention to real-

time information, and dialectic interactions between actors in overcoming coordination 

challenges (Bigley & Roberts, 2001; Crossan, 1998; Moorman & Miner, 1998). However, to 



the extent that these interactions unfold over time, so too can the intensity and patterns of 

interaction vary across the period of improvisation. The coordination of improvised responses 

has thus far gained limited attention with some exceptions (e.g., Bigley & Roberts, 2001) 

because the conceptualization of improvisation as the convergence of design and enactment 

backgrounds these intermediate coordination processes as less important while foregrounding 

the instantaneity between design and action. This perspective is reasonable when individuals 

are the locus of improvisation. At the organizational level however, the multiple 

interdependencies amongst organizational actors and units suggests that the coordination 

processes also play a central role in how improvisation is enacted. Thus, we contribute to 

extant work on improvisation by investigating how the pattern of communication and 

interactions between organizational actors unfold to facilitate the emergence and enactment 

of improvised responses in novel and dynamic circumstances.  

To shed light on the process of how improvised action is coordinated and enacted in 

organizations, we analyze the case of how a Singapore non-profit organization, EG, 

established a nation-wide operation for collecting, refurbishing, and redistributing used 

laptops within the span of a week when a national lockdown was implemented between April 

to May 2020. This case is exemplary of organizational improvisation because prior to the 

pandemic, it was involved in a wholly different set of activities – organizing occasional 

workshops with a handful of volunteers to engineer solutions for persons with disabilities. 

The idea of refurbishing laptops was initially conceived by the Executive Director as a short 

project “for one or two weekends” with a handful of volunteers in response to the 

announcement of a partial home-based learning by the government. A few days later, a 

surprise announcement was made by the government to enter a full lockdown for at least a 

month, and for classes to be moved completely online. This announcement led to a tenfold 

surge in demand for refurbished laptops amongst low-income households, and a twentyfold 



increase in the number of volunteers. Furthermore, the lockdown and social distancing 

restrictions meant that a decentralized operation had to be set up with most of the volunteers 

operating remotely.  

The virtual decentralized operation meant that a large part of communication between 

organizational actors took place virtually through WhatsApp chats. The deidentified chatlog 

consisting of approximately 30,000 statements between April to May 2020 and follow-up 

interviews with key informants formed the primary sources of our data. This data provided a 

unique opportunity to capture the in-the-moment flow of communication (in contrast to post-

hoc perceptions captured through surveys) as organizational actors coordinated the enactment 

of improvised organizational responses to set up operations for collecting, refurbishing, and 

redistributing laptops.  

The chat log was first unitized into unique statements. Each statement was then coded 

by a trained research assistant and verified by a second coder, both using a modified version 

of the Act4Teams coding scheme (Kauffeld et al., 2018).  

Our analysis unfolded in three steps. First, we plotted daily communication frequency 

across the seven categories over the two-month period (Figure 1). To trace how the structure 

and content of communication unfolded over time, the second step of our analysis involved 

mapping out the network structure in these 30,000 communication statements over the two 

months. This was done by calculating the sociometric properties of the communication 

network by week (with speaker, content, or speaker-content as network nodes) at both the 

network level (e.g., complexity) and the nodal level (e.g., betweenness centrality). Then, we 

plotted these properties in the weekly communication network across the eight weeks to trace 

the structure and content of the communication flow over time. This second analysis gave a 

nuanced view of how communication patterns varied over time in terms of who is 

communicating with whom and what is communicated over the improvisation process. 



Additionally, from the archival information, key events were identified over the two-month 

period for us to cross-check and make sense of the communication data in the analysis. The 

third step of our analysis involved coding the interview data from the eight key informants to 

identify themes that helped us in interpreting the trends and patterns from the chat data. 

 

 

Figure 1. Distribution of chat statements by type over time 

 

Our findings revealed that organizational improvisation in EG evolved from a 

centralized approach dominated by the Executive Director at the start, to a decentralized 

approach involving other core volunteers. We further found three enabling conditions to 

support this transition from centralized to a decentralized approach: first, giving individuals a 

high degree of autonomy to self-organize; second, engendering a familial culture to support 

commitment; and third, a collective sense of purpose to facilitate conflict resolution (Figure 

2). 

 



 
 

Figure 2. Process model of enabling conditions for centralized to decentralized improvisation 
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Actions speak louder than words:  
how social interactions shape the local translation of ideas 

 
The concept of translation (Czarniawska & Joerges, 1996; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) 

has received increasing attention for analyzing the travel of macro-level ideas into 

micro-level practices. Its conceptual use in institutional theory was inspired by Latour’s 

(1986, 1987) and Callon’s (1986) sociology of translation. Despite common 

denomination and processual orientation, the so-called “Scandinavian 

Institutionalism” (Czarniawska & Sevón, 1996) has taken a linguistic and symbolic turn 

for conceptualizing translation, thereby bringing a nuanced processual lens to 

institutional theory. This turn contrasts with the emphasis on social and material 

interaction of the original sociology of translation (Callon & Latour, 1981; Latour, 1986, 

1987). 

In the organizational context, translation studies following the Nordic tradition mainly 

examined the effect of language, meaning or editing in explaining how field-level ideas 

adapt during translation into organizational or local contexts, but paid less attention to 

underlining organizational social processes (Vossen & van Gestel, 2019). Indeed, 

Røvik’s translation patterns, for example, draw on the properties of the idea rather 

than on organizational processes (Røvik, 2016; Wæraas & Sataøen, 2014). Even 

though he states that the translating organization is not a “tabula rasa, but a context 

with existing distinctive structures, cultures and actors with various interests and 

power-bases” (Røvik, 2016, p. 295), these factors are not further conceptualized. With 

respect to editing rules, Morris & Lancaster (2006) note that while supporting the 

contextualization and adaptation of the idea, they did not fully explain how local 

interpretation is translated into practice. Other scholars have joined the chorus in 
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calling for more attention to social processes underlying translation (Ansari, Fiss, & 

Zajac, 2010; Boch Waldorff, 2013; Pemer & Skjølsvik, 2017; Vossen & van Gestel, 

2019).  

Social dynamics in the translating context still remain undertheorized. While agency 

in the adoption of ideas has been widely accepted, “our understanding of what 

happens within the organizations when practices are adopted remains in a distinctively 

nascent state” (Gondo & Amis, 2013, p. 229). In other words, while there has been 

substantial development in theorizing how ideas travel from one context to another, 

thereby being transformed more or less systematically over distance and time (Boch 

Waldorff, 2013), we still do not know enough about the reasoning behind, and material 

processes underlining the adoption of practices.  

This paper addresses this gap by revisiting early work on translation put forward by 

Latour and Callon. Focusing on social interaction and more nuanced materiality, their 

notions of translation more tangibly demonstrate the actual “translation work” (Cassell 

& Lee, 2017) along the transformative process from macro-level idea to micro-level 

practice.  

As an empirical context to study the local translation process, the Brazilian School 

Feeding Program was selected. This social policy had experienced a comprehensive 

reform in 2009 and proposed an innovative approach to increase food security: the 

creation of local food systems by integrating family farmers as suppliers for municipal 

school feeding. More specifically, the research analyzed the local implementation of a 

novel legislation, which obliges municipal administrations to allocate a quota (30%) of 

federal endowments specifically for procurement from family farmers. Despite the 

coercive character of the reform, the translation into municipal practices varied in form 

and extent.  

The heterogeneous local enactments of the reform promised fruitful ground for 

exploring the interplay of local meaning creation and social interactions that lead to 

translate the changing institutional demands into local practices. Following an 

interpretive-qualitative case study approach based on four municipalities in the state 

of São Paulo in Brazil, an exploratory model for the local translation process was 

developed. Reconstructing the translation process, focus was laid on the social 

interaction of involved actors in the local context, which spanned organizational 

boundaries between different levels and organs of public administration, producer 

cooperatives, and rural workers unions. This diverse set of actors allowed for creating 
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a nuanced picture of collective meaning creation, negotiating positions and translating 

actors into allies of a local practice.  

The research found that the local translation of a macro-level idea can be 

conceptualized as a process with five phases: understanding, mobilizing, adapting, 

implementing, and institutionalizing. Each phase consists of a set of activities that 

construct the translation process. The emphasis on social interactions allowed for 

complementing the symbolistic and linguistic elements with a layer of material 

practices that build the artefacts of local meaning creation and uncover the “translation 

work” throughout the process. In the course of the local translation of the changing 

institutional demands, individual activities are collectivized through mobilization as well 

as constructed meaning turns into material action according to local actor acceptance 

of the idea. Thereby, higher commitment to the idea increases the local actor’s 

disposition to mobilize allies, seek coalitions, and adapt local context to the idea rather 

than vice-versa. While this seems intuitive and translation implicitly presumes change 

in the translated idea as well as in the translators, most extant studies have not overtly 

theorized context adaption (with the exception of Gondo & Amis, 2013).  

The study contributes to the translation literature by proposing a processual model for 

the local translation process that considers both the transformation of the idea and the 

underlying social processes. This focus on materialized practices allowed for 

describing in detail the translation work of creating local meaning, negotiating social 

positions by mobilizing allies and creating alliances for enacting local instantiations of 

a macro-level idea. Through this, the material level of translation received distinct 

attention during the analysis, i.e., all case studies adapted the local context rather than 

the idea. Context adaptation has so far received insufficient attention. This emphasis 

as well as the proposed local translation process model may contribute to widened 

scope for future research projects by offering detailed description of the social 

processes.  
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The dynamic of category demise: A study of Taiwan 

petrol-scooter category, 1995-2020 

 

Extend Abstract 

The global society has witnessed the severe effects of climate change and urged 

to initiate climate solutions. Phasing-out the pollution-intensive market categories is 

considered the priority of climate governance. As the primary human sources of 

greenhouse gas emissions are electricity production, transportation, and manufactory 

industry, some market categories among them have claimed to eliminate. For example, 

countries have announced to phase out sales of gas and diesel-powered vehicles by 

2035 or 2040. Meanwhile, new category has been promoted as replacement, such as 

electric-powered vehicles.  

Taiwan, the research site of this study, also announced plans to phase out petrol 

and diesel vehicles in December 2017 by reinforcing electric charging facilities. New 

sales of non-electric scooters and motorcycles will be banned from 2035 because they 

are main source of emission. Ironically, in recent year, petrol scooters have been given 

the label “environment-friendly”, which makes its market share not decrease but 

increase. The puzzle of how meaning of market category fluctuate need to be explored.  

To solve this puzzle, the study, based on a social-cultural approach, examines the 

organizing process through which market category become harmful to environment— 

or, for that matter, friendly. Categories are groupings of people and things that simplify 

the anxiety around us so that people can recognize and act on a few characteristics 

(Durand, Granvist, & Tyllstro¨m, 2017). By highlighting categorization as a social 

process, market (de)categorization could be viewed as a collective negotiation of 

meanings, actions, and artifacts among varying actors. Furthermore, it is the process 

rooted in cultural understandings and expectations that occurs in particular context and 

interpretations (Glynn & Navis, 2013). Scholars have suggested to explore that how 

categories are construed and negotiated as continuously changing entities. A few studies 

have revealed difficulties encountered by new market category entrepreneurs. Hsu and 

Grodal (2021) investigated processes by which strategies to legitimize categories may 

backfire. Their study highlighted the role that a diverse set of core and peripheral 



 
 

stakeholders play in category construction processes. Siltaoja, Lähdesmaki, Granqvist, 

Kurki, Puska, & Luomala (2020) revealed a new category can confront stigmatization 

at the beginning of category formation. Their study showed that new market category 

entrepreneurs may move from stigma to legitimacy through stigma diversion. Studies 

above-mentation indicate that meanings, values and boundaries are not firmly attached 

to a category but allowed to change and reinterpret.   

Yet, while study on category emergence can improve understanding of the 

formative processes leading to new categories, it might be insufficient to fully 

comprehend the generative process of categorization (Glynn & Navis, 2013). The 

process of category demise could be a generative process for organizations when it 

resists to be eliminated. According to Granqvist and Siltaoja (2020), negative social 

evaluation can lead to category demise. In the process, as stigma is attached to a 

category, it turns immoral. Organizations of the category may struggle to remove stigma 

which could drive the category to evolve. That is, category demise is a rich setting for 

exploring the generative process of categorization as they are not only involve multiple 

actors, but also feature ambiguous and often competing meanings and interests 

(Granqvist & Siltaoja, 2020). Therefore, this study draws attention on the dynamic 

process of category declining.  

To develop theory on the decline of existing categories, this study conducts an 

inductive study of the changing meaning of the petrol-scooter category in Taiwan 

(1995-2020). The petrol-scooter category is a particular suitable context for studying 

category demise because it embedded within broader systems of sustainability 

transition. The momentum of urging sustainability increase the likelihood of category 

demise. However, it resulted in the opposite outcome. In Taiwan during the 1980s, 

fast economic growth and rising income levels have been accompanied by a rapid 

increase in the number of motor vehicles on the road. Since 1995, the authorities have 

regulated the emission of petro-scooter. As petro-scooters that emit largely carbon 

dioxide are labeled as squid vehicles, the owners of squid scooters could be fined for 

emissions in the 1990s. Yet, the responsibilities of reducing emissions have gradually 

shifted to scooter manufacturers by improving engine performance since the 2000s. 

When anti-pollution movements emerged in the mid-2010s, the authorities are urged 

to implement harsh climate governance. During the time, stigmatization on the petro-

scooter category could be observed. The authorities proposed that petrol-scooters be 



 
 

phased out by 2035. Specifically, the authority proposed proportionally reducing the 

issuing of petrol-scooter licenses year by year. Meanwhile, a new category, electric-

scooter, has been promoted as a replacement. Unexpectedly, an environmental 

friendly label is attached to the category in recent years, so the market share of petrol-

scooter has increased ever since then. This study examined the discursive process in 

de-categorization to understand how the meanings of petrol-scooter transform. 

Through a longitudinal study of category demise, this study aims to make two 

contributions. The primary contribution is a dynamic process model of the market 

category declining. The model allows us to specify the particular mechanisms that 

move a category toward stigmatization and then remove the stigma. The second 

contribution is to explore category demise and category emergence in a connected 

manner.  
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Introduction 

Creativity has become important for competitive advantage of organizations (Acar et al., 

2019). Years of research into creative process have shown that the subject is complex, 

difficult to discover and influenced by a large number of contextual factors on multiple levels 

(Amabile & Mueller, 2008). The creativity of individuals is often bounded by constraints 

(Acar et al., 2019), which are especially amplified in extreme contexts. 

An example of a profession that is forced to exercise their creativity in extreme contexts 

(Hällgren et al., 2018) under significant constraints are war photographers. They work under 

constant threat of danger to their life and have to employ their creativity to both organization 

of day-to-day activities as well to the act of photography itself. 

Our ambition is to construct a model for creative process in extreme contexts (Cromwell et 

al., 2018) and with this improve our understanding of different mechanisms how constraints 

influence creative process.  

Methodological approach 

Our approach is based on grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We 

have conducted interviews with photographers, editors and other industry professionals. We 

have visited photography festivals (e.g. Visa pour l'image in Perpignan) and collected 

secondary material from press articles, books, videos and documentary movies.   

mailto:i.zupic@gold.ac.uk
mailto:matej.cerne@ef,uni-lj.si


Sample quotes 

“There are different conflicts and different kinds of approach. For example, if it’s 

Mogadishu, and it’s a long war, the best the best way is to call colleagues/friends and ask 

who had experience to walk there. Normally we share experience; we never try to make it 

secret. Once I help them, next time somebody would help me. If you get on the field, it’s 

stupid to go if you’re not aware of the place. People who are going to Mogadishu or Iraq, 

they were ready for this, ready to talk to somebody who’ve been there, who worked there. 

You don’t need much, but the basic things to understand; what is the best way to get there, 

what are your expenses etc, etc.” 

“In Libya, we travelled together, three of us, and at the beginning at least we stayed together. 

And later we realized it’s good for many reasons; you share expenses, we feel more secure, 

and even if it’s the same spot, it’s fine, no competition in a place like this.” 

“If it’s American soldiers, if they trust you, understand what they’re doing, they never ask 

you not to take this picture because you’re not allowed. If you get ambushed, they’re on the 

same level, and they completely respect and understand that it’s your job. Then we actually 

talk if I can publish this picture. Sometimes, you just miss some pictures on purpose. But with 

the rebels there are no rules. They don’t care.” 

“It’s not a good idea to take pictures of bullets flying in your direction. Be careful. Because 

it’s not only about taking a good picture. You need to take a good picture, to send it in time 

and be back home.” 

“In those chaotic places, sometimes nobody has a clue what to do. So if you start discussing 

with 10-20 people what to do that day, you can lose a lot of time. But my idea is that we have 

to help each other all the time, so I’m always open to help anybody in those places. But 

working alone or in small groups you can make a quicker decision without affecting anybody 

else.” 

“What I’m aware of changing the landscape when there are a lot of media, tv groups, 

photographers, reporters and bloggers. I like that lots of people cover the story. But in terms 

of photography, when you arrive either to a small room or a big place, and when there is 

only one situation worth taking a photograph of, and we all want to take the picture of 

that…and big groups can change the landscape or environment because we are doing our 

work. You can feel in some pictures that the people being photographed, they change 



completely because of these types of coverage… as opposed to a single photographer paying 

attention to the situation.” 

“I wasn’t always shooting the same pictures as other people because I didn’t have to file 

pictures. I was just photographing for myself. Many times we had a group of photographers 

in one place photographing something, but usually I would just walk away from them. The 

wire guys were there, and the other magazine photographers and they all stayed in similar 

places. Because if one person got the picture and you didn’t get the picture and it showed up 

on the wire or a magazine, the editor may think, “How come you didn’t get that picture? You 

were there too.”” 

“The funny thing is, he was using an iPhone quite a bit and he and I had an ongoing 

conversation about it. He was super-inspired by it, and here he was, one of the most famous 

war photographers in the world using an iPhone. So some people inherently understood, and 

he didn’t need to explain to them. Of course, a lot of people didn’t agree with it either, but 

other people were highly critical just more out of jealousy than anything else. And I was 

looking like at all the magazines and all the websites.” 

“So then another complaint is that you’re using your phone instead of your camera, so 

you’re not showing enough respect to the people you’re photographing, to which I say it’s 

not about the camera you’re holding in your hands. It’s about your body language; it’s about 

how you interact with people; it’s about how you treat people; it’s about how you approach 

people; how you engage with people. This is most important.” 

“In Afghanistan for example, we can see these action pictures in the New York Times. 

Fighters going on patrol, or helicopters, or family inside a home. Maybe even occasionally, 

rarely we’d see a photograph of an injured soldier, but it’s always from the distance and it’s 

never horrific. It’s always maybe a little bit of blood or maybe a coffin with a flag over it but 

we never really see what the war really looks like. I never saw what war really looked like 

until I went there.” 

“It makes a lot of sense; it is very much a clique. You get into these situations, you live 

through, get to know each other. It’s high intensity environments and you create close bonds. 

So it makes sense that the minute you go to the same place you try to stay together, figure 

things out. But Libya was one of those rare situations where the young photographers and 

journalists had the access and learned a lot in a short period of time.” 



“We went with Ron together until magazines told us to separate - one was working for Time 

other for Newsweek and it could be seen we were together from the pictures. The bosses 

didn't like it if we went together but it was a matter of security. So I went alone when I 

could.” 

“Now when you are on the ground you have less information about what is going on – 

editors see everything, pictures are coming in from everywhere and put pressure on you and 

is sometimes frustrating.” 

“I was twenty-eight, so I didn't feel young. When editing you could see who was experienced 

and worked on high level. They were in tune with what they were doing.” 
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1. Introduction 

Currently, we observe a growing interest in studying new organizational forms, and thus in 

describing and understanding how organizations and their management experiment with the 

“organization”, or more appropriately, with and within processes of organizing (Weick, 1979). 

Our inquiry benefits from an ethnographic processual study of a global consulting and service 

company, which deliberately experiments with its own forms of organizing and managing. We 

conceptualize our observations and interpretations in a routine dynamics perspective 

(Feldman et al., 2016; 2019; 2021). The practice turn in this research program (Feldman & 

Orlikowski, 2011) and its recent interest in a process-sensitive understanding of routines 

(Tsoukas, 2021) allows us to address experimenting both with and within processes of 

organizing. 

Our study resonates with laboratory studies of the last decades (Knorr Cetina 1981; Galison 

1987; Rheinberger 1997), which show how the practice of experimenting and its processual 

dynamics have a fundamental impact on how research takes place (Latour & Woolgar 1979; 

Latour 1987). Their focus lies on understanding how experiments recurrently address the 

unknown, uncertain and unmanageable inherent in research processes. More recently, the 

importance of experiments outside laboratories, including societal experiments, is considered 

an important area for research (Latour 2004). Our study adds to this interest by showing how 

experiments provide a way for organizations to move forward under uncertainty. 

Our study also complements research in the routine dynamics field, which increasingly 

addresses routine dynamics in “non-routine” contexts, including crisis and change, but also 

creation and innovation (Salvato 2009; Sele & Grand 2016). The importance of routines for 

creating, prototyping and improvising has been described, as well as the relevance of 

experimental spaces to incorporate new actions into routine performances (Bucher & Langley 

2016). In a sense, experimental systems can be seen as “machines for making the future” 

(Rheinberger 1997, p. 28). Our study of an organization that sees experimenting with and 

within processes of organizing as inherent to itself adds to this research. This “extreme case” 

can provide insights into how routines are involved in organizational experimenting, and how 

new answers to the question how “work” will be organized in the future are explored in a 

meaningful, attractive and enriching way.  



2. Literature Review 

We conceptualize experimenting in a routine dynamics perspective as a bundle of actors, 

activities, actions and artifacts. This view allows to focus our attention on the “emergence, 

reproduction, replication and change of recognizable patterns of actions” (Feldman et al. 

2021, p. 1) taken by “specific people in specific times and places” (Feldman et al. 2021, p. 3) 

as a source of both stability and change (Feldman & Pentland 2003). This view of routines as 

dynamic and processual matches the pragmatist view of the social as ‘in the making’, which is 

receiving increasing attention as an insightful view on organizational phenomena (Dionysiou 

2021). In particular, the action disposition propagated by Dewey (1922) mirrors the routine 

dynamics perspective, in that reflective action is conceptualized as a mindful and effortful 

embodied accomplishment grounded in habit, thought, and emotion (Cohen 2007).  

Experimenting is conceptualizing following Dewey (1929) as a way to remain capable of acting 

in a world of uncertainty and contingency. Experimenting is seen as a relational process 

whereby the experimenter interacts with the social and material world. It is open as to the 

outcome; intentional; and creates a new empirical environment. It is a ‘pattern of inquiry’ that 

exists in ‘doing and making’. “The entire reasoning of inquiry is expressed through active 

experimentation in which thinking and acting are simultaneous and confluent dynamics” 

(Lorino & Simpson 2016, p. 62). This pragmatist approach resonates with the emphasis of 

routine dynamics on the socio-materiality, embodiment, temporality, embeddedness, and 

enactment of organizing processes (Feldman & Orlikowski 2011).  

 

3. Methodology and Preliminary Findings 

We examine processes of organizing in a global consulting and service company to shed light 

on how experimentation routines are enacted in an organizational setting, describing its 

organizing processes from its founding to today’s growth period as a series of experiments 

comprising multiple experimentation routines. 

The company was founded in 2010 as four sites operating under individual CEOs. Integral to 

its founding was the aim to create an organization not only with an economic purpose, but as 

a new organizational form based on self-organization and self-determination. It was thus 



explicitly conceived as a ‘social experiment’, following one of the founder’s experiences in 

creating a series of successful companies and his aim to experiment with new forms of 

organizing not possible in more traditional companies. It is organized as a series of loosely 

coupled ‘cells’ with no more than 25 employees each. In a longitudinal case study, we describe 

the founding and scaling process in a narratively rich account (Langley et al. 2013), using an 

ethnographic approach combining non-participant observation and interviews to trace the 

embedded process over time (Czarniawska 2014), as well as the situated mobilization of 

particular experimentation routines.  

Our research is ongoing. However, we can describe a few preliminary empirical insights:  

(1) The focus of the experimenting are the processes of organizing on different scales: with 

respect to the overarching coordination of multiple cells, using Open Space Technology, and 

personal meetings and workshops, including highly ritualized events like art exhibitions.  With 

respect to the individual cells, these run their own mini-experiments as they self-organize their 

operational work in close interaction with customers and the other cells, in highly sight-

specific, idiosyncratic ways.  

(2) Over time, we observe the creation of cells targeted at addressing issues involving the 

entire organization, including marketing and sales, which experiments with the specific 

character cells can develop, and with the relatedness of cells to each other. Cells are launched 

with different intentions, including cell division due to growth beyond 25 people, the initiation 

of new cells to address new businesses, and people wishing to lead their own cell.  There is a 

common acceptance of the uncertainty inherent in each experiment, resonating with the 

pragmatist view of inquiry. 

(3) As we know from laboratory studies, inscripting, tracking and reflecting experiments is 

essential. We describe how different processes, visualizations, technical tools and managerial 

settings enable such inscription, and how this inspires further experimentation. We do not 

observe laboratory notes or logbooks as in scientific laboratories, but constant 

communication around ongoing experiments. Evaluation measures are continuously 

negotiated in order to collectively determine the result of experiments. The question whether 

an experimental series is continued also emerges communicatively, as well as by the 

employees ‘voting with their feet’ by creating or joining another cell to continue 

experimentation elsewhere.  
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How can we study work transformation in the posthuman workplace?  

Posthuman research in social sciences and humanities criticizes the humanist ideal of ‘Man’ as 

the universal representative of the human (Braidotti, 2013). Among the many issues comprises 

by post human research, in this article we envision the nascent posthuman debate in 

management and organization studies (i.e Beavan, 2021) and focus on human-robot interfaces, 

which we see as a promising domain for studying technology and organizing in the posthuman 

landscape of work. Here we expected to observe change and noverlty emergence, which are the 

cardinal factors for our understanding of the real (Rescher, 2006). Nonetheless, we argue that 

posthuman work is also a way of revealing of work in itself, and the notion of human action 

and technology that we envision in organization studies. 

The basic tenet of our framework is the metaphysics of change of Deleuze & Guattari (i.e 

Deleuze & Guattari, 1980), which we envision as a process-based organizational approach, 

namely a process of actions and decisions enacted over time and space (Langley & Tsoukas, 

2016). We focus on a research project in the field of robotic rehabilitation of injured patients, 
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which aim is to re-construct a narrative of processes of human-robot interaction. Specifically, 

we use vignettes for grounding our sensemaking (Langley, 1999).  

We question how to study work processes in the workplaces of the future (Baum & Haveman, 

2020). The substantive and methodological planes are closely intertwined, as meta-theoretical 

perspectives (Tsoukas & Knudsen, 2003), and pre-understanding precede and underlie all 

research practices, as ontological and epistemological planes orient our ‘look’ and what we 

‘see’ when we study work transformation. For example, seeing agency somehow ‘distributed’ 

between the therapists and the robots (Latour, 2005: 46), or viewing the robot as limiting or 

enhancing the agency or the skills of the therapists (Martinaitis et al., 2020) would make us 

interpret our vignette in a very different way if compared to a process-based view of technology 

and organizing, where there are always multiple levels and units of analysis whose boundaries 

are ambiguous (Langley, 1999). In such a view, the success of organizing —the therapist being 

able to understand when to use or not to use the robot— depend on a notion of technology that 

is always ‘incomplete’ (Maggi, 2003: 67-71) and intertwined to both the plane of the goals of 

the action (being able to understand them) and the one of social relations (such as the plot of 

human relationships of the therapists with their colleagues and the patients).  

To question taken-for-granted frameworks (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2011), in this paper we 

call for studying afresh the transformation of work leveraging the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze 

and Félix Guattari, whose work is increasingly influential in organization studies (i.e. Gehman 

et al., 2021), being extremely relevant in many other fields of humanities and social sciences. 

We will specifically focus on three main ‘images of thought’ (Deleuze, 1968/1994: 167): the 

rhizome, the multiplicity, and the cartography. The notion of rhizome challenges the accepted 

assumptions and representations of work sticking to the idea of a root-tree, such as a tree of 

tasks, a tree of decisions,  or a tree of knowledge. The multiplicities are the constitutive 

characteristics of the rhizomes, which have not a fixed ‘identity’ as such in the processual view 

that encompasses time and space. The notion of cartography —that is new to organization 

studies— is about mapping the space of possibilities processually offered by the rhizomes. 

Therefore, we envision work as a rhizomatic process of becoming (Chia and Tsoukas, 2003), 

and propose the notion of ‘cartography’ as a research perspective for studying technology and 

organizing in the posthuman landscapes of work.  

The point of convergence between the philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari and a process study 

of technology and organizing is both ontological and epistemological. According to Deleuze 

‘there are no such things as universals, there’s nothing transcendent, no unity, subject (or 

object), reason; there’s only processes, sometimes unifying, subjectifying, rationalizing, but 
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just processes all the same’ (1990/1995: 145). Indeed, a key tenet of their thought, is that 

‘[d]ualism is what prevents thought. Dualism always wants to deny the essence of thought, 

namely, that thought is a process’ (Young, 2013: 4). 

Our contribution is twofold. First, we provide fresh material to the literature on philosophy and 

organization studies, elaborating an organizational perspective on the Deleuzoguattarian notion 

of cartography, which has not yet been studied by organizational scholars. Second, we envision 

the nascent posthuman debate in organization studies and we address cartographic mapping as 

a research perspective for studying the posthuman workplace.  
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Extended abstract 

The outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020 triggered the transition from onsite to remote work turning 

onsite supervision to distance management and shifting the defined business hours into flexible 

work schedules (Kniffin et al., 2021). Distance work and separation of organizational members 

became more pronounced over the recent decades along with the widespread adoption of digital 

technologies in organizations connecting the workforce with the organization, and external collab-

orators (Kolb et al., 2020; Leonardi & Treem, 2020). On the one hand, remote work and distance 

management provide autonomy, on the other hand, the constant connection to digital technology 

and increasing work demands have led to the extensification in managerial work (Hassard & Mor-

ris, 2021). While managers voluntarily choose to complete tasks outside the office, they are driven 

by increased responsibilities and greater variety in tasks (Hassard & Morris, 2021). Hassard and 

Morris (2021) suggest that COVID-19 has extended work for middle managers even more, thus 

affecting their well-being negatively. Consequently, our study aims to explore work extensifica-

tion encountered by middle managers during the outbreak of COVID-19. Specifically, we zoom 

in on seven middle managers who transitioned into distance managing and explore how exactly 

their work has become extensified during the pandemic. 

Managerial oversight 

The lockdowns that came with the COVID-19 pandemic forced organizations to transition to more 

mobile and flexible work with employees at distance, affecting trust and increasing managerial 

oversight (de Vaujany et al., 2021; Hafermalz, 2021). Before the pandemic, organizations were 

reluctant to adopt distance work due to the fear that managers would lose control over their em-

ployees (Hafermalz, 2021; Hassard & Morris, 2021) and experience the inability to monitor the 

work activities of employees working from home (Groen et al., 2018). As distance affects the 

presence and visibility of employees and managers (Leonardi et al., 2010), having the workers out 

of the office and thus ‘out of sight’ removes the opportunity to observe individuals face-to-face 

mailto:neol@dtu.dk
mailto:giulia.nrdll@gmail.com
mailto:chip@dtu.dk
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(Sewell & Taskin, 2015). The managers have become unsure whether employees engage in work 

or private matters, thus calling attention to new outlets of managerial oversight. Managerial over-

sight occurs through informal and formal actions that managers apply to influence and move em-

ployees in a desirable direction aligned with the objectives of an organization (de Vaujany et al., 

2021; Flamholtz, 1996). 

However, as connectivity via digital technologies mediates communication and collaboration, it 

still empowers observing the behaviors of others from a distance, especially through traces in data 

(Leonardi & Treem, 2020). Previous research suggests that managers tend to place a higher em-

phasis on output control in distance work e.g. targets, performance indicators, and outcomes to 

achieve a similar control level as in collocated settings (Groen et al., 2018). In a collocated setting, 

managers also tend to gather cues on employees by directly observing their behaviors in the office 

during a workday. In distance work, such observation is more challenging, thus when individuals 

are out of the office, there is a tendency to increase communication with them to minimize distance 

(Leonardi et al., 2010).  

Along with increased monitoring, studies have also observed that during crises, managers tend to 

adopt caring attitudes as they attend to employee well-being and development (Levay & Anders-

son Bäck, 2021). Adopting and displaying caring attitudes means that the managers reach out to 

their employees for contact in both collocated and remote work settings. Moreover, managers pre-

sent themselves as available and approachable for their reports through attentive listening, sup-

porting, coaching, and paying personalized attention to each employee. Research shows that such 

caring attitudes make people feel seen and appreciated by their manager (Levay & Andersson 

Bäck, 2021; Tomkins & Simpson, 2015). 

In this study, we follow a process approach to unpack extensification of managerial work, where 

we observe managerial oversight and the related approaches middle managers apply to safeguard 

employee well-being and performance over time (Abdallah et al., 2019; Langley et al., 2013). 

Consequently, we draw on forty-nine semi-structured interviews with seven middle managers from 

a large Danish pharmaceutical company from May 2020 to May 2021. We interviewed the middle 

managers every four to six weeks zooming in on their experiences while managing from distance. 

To make sense of our data, we employ a temporal bracketing strategy (Langley, 1999). Further-

more, we perform first-order and second-order analyses that further form into aggregate categories 

for a systematic representation of our data (Gioia et al., 2013). 

Caring, controlling, and social sensing 

Our findings indicate that during the pandemic, the middle managers experienced extensification 

in their work. An eight-hour workday stretched out into ten or more hours spent working. During 

the official work hours, the middle managers interacted with their reports through online meetings, 

whereas before or after work, they approached their concentration-intensive tasks.  

Throughout the transition, we observed how the middle managers attended an active role to their 

employees working remotely by mimicking the onsite environment and purposefully increasing 

communication and visibility through scheduling frequent connection points to bring people to-

gether through online interactions. We observed that the middle managers used the connection 
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points to control work e.g. setting quick meetings at the start of the day to ensure that people are 

starting their workday, encouraging ‘roundtable discussions’ to extract what employees are work-

ing on, checking workflows, following up on targets and general progress. Additionally, the con-

nection points allowed observing employees and sense their emotional states. At these meetings, 

the middle managers gathered cues by screening employees’ behaviors and their activity in the 

collaborative space. In addition to taking note of non-verbal cues, the managers also engaged em-

pathic listening by focusing on the spoken and unspoken messages in communication while in-

quiring employees on how they were coping with the situation at hand.  

On the one hand, the middle managers cared for their employees' well-being and believed the 

methods that they used demonstrated caring. The way the middle managers showed they cared was 

through exuding presence, being available, showing consideration, and demonstrating interest in 

both employees' professional as well as private lives. On the other hand, they perceived it neces-

sary to monitor that work gets accomplished, thus fulfilling the performance goals and aspirations 

of the organization i.e. controlling for results. Thus, we observed that over time the middle man-

agers tended to adjust controlling and caring through what they sensed i.e. extracting the available 

cues through the connection points informed them on further actions. However, detecting and ex-

tracting cues from social interactions is time and resource-demanding (Frauendorfer et al., 2014). 

On top of increasing control and caring, our analysis shows that the middle managers had to refine 

their ability to sense to extract social cues to how their reports were coping with the situation as 

well as monitor their performance while working from distance.  

The middle managers engaged in controlling, caring via sensing throughout the alternating ‘new 

normal’ at the company due to changing COVID-19 regulations. The enforced distance work and 

the ongoing changes confused and drained energy from managers. However, the interplay of con-

trolling, caring, and sensing allowed the managers to oversee the situation and tailor the necessary 

approach to each employee. The dedicated attention through these approaches and the struggle in 

applying them manifested in further work extensification for middle managers. 

This study contributes to the understanding of the extensification in managerial work performed 

remotely through showing the interplay of controlling, caring, and sensing as a means to safeguard 

employee well-being and performance during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Keywords: work extensification, managerial oversight, middle managers, distance management, 

COVID-19 
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Processing emotions: how police officers cope with their extreme environment 

 



The police environment can be viewed as an extreme context. In the context-specific 

typology proposed by Hällgren, Rouleau and de Rond (2018), it would be recognized as a 

“context that is designed around “emergencies”” (p. 115). The work context of these police 

officers (PO) can also be conceived as dirty which is characterized by Kreiner et al (2006) 

as work that is socially, physically, and morally tainted and that bears social stigmas that 

distinguish this work from regular socially valued occupations. Bittner (1970) define police 

work as a “tainted occupation” and grounds his theory of the police on their capacity to use 

coercive force. Dick (2005) also adds that police work is tainted on several dimensions as 

they “work in dangerous conditions (physical taint), work with criminals (social taint), and 

use coercive methods (moral taint)”. This typology is completed by Rivera’s notion of 

emotional taint which entails “performances of emotion (or lack of emotion), whether 

“real” or “fake,” that are viewed as inappropriate (not fitting the situation), excessive (too 

much or too little emotion required for the situation), or vulnerable (causing the person to 

subject themselves to “difficult” feelings). (Rivera, 2015: 218) 

On the one hand we have the framework of dirty work and emotional taint, and on the other 

hand, we find a great number of studies explaining that PO tend to suppress their emotions 

(Lennie et al., 2019; Rivera, 2015; van Gelderen et al., 2007). Based on our qualitative 

studies of Quebecois and French PO, we suggest on the contrary that PO express, display, 

and use emotions to help them to cope with their tainted work. Coupling these perspectives, 

we examine how PO deal with emotions to cope with the extreme nature of their work. 

 

By investigating this question, we contribute to the understanding of “the ways in which 

emotion can be engaged, rather than silenced” (Rivera, 2015: 222). It is an important issue 

as “in the long run, the continuous expressions and suppressions of different emotions can 

negatively affect the health and well-being of police officers” (Zvobgo, Abraham and 

Sabharwal, 2021: 4) 

 

Data collection 

The data used in this paper were collected with police officers in two countries: France and 

Canada as part of two different research projects. The similarity of the experiences of these 



officers regarding emotions led us to use them together to make the results more robust.  

We will explain the two contexts and the respective data collection in turn.  

 

In the first case (France), the researcher conducted an ethnographic study in two 

investigative squads in a large French city (population 500,000). One of the squads studied 

was a homicide unit including twenty officers including three women (two were captains) 

and the other one, an operational unit counting nineteen members, including two women 

(one was a captain). The work of the homicide unit was about investigating murder, 

robbery, assault with firearms, etc. The second unit was more operational, they also 

conducted investigations but many of their missions dealt with the assistance to other 

squads in field missions such as making arrests or tailing potentially harmful suspects. She 

followed investigators in their activities three days a week for one year, equivalent to more 

than 1600 hours of observation. She was granted access to interrogations and to field 

operations. In addition to observation, whose highlights and anecdotes were preserved in 

note form, the researcher had the opportunity to achieve informal structured interviews 

with all members (n: 39) of both squads (investigators and captains) and in-depth 

conversations in cars during daily activities, including lunch times and sports breaks. 

In the second case (Québec, Canada), the researcher shadowed patrollers of a municipality 

in Quebec during their activities, which mainly involved answering 911 calls, an urgency 

number used in North America.  Three pairs of these patrollers were each followed over 4 

days, for a total of 12 patrol days. This gave us the opportunity to establish a relationship 

with them and to understand their modus operandi better. In Quebec, in many 

municipalities, patrol officers work in pairs. This is the case in the municipality studied.  

A logbook was used to depict the cases encountered each day, their resolution and how 

each patroller reacted to the situations at hand. Also, we noted what we learned about police 

work, extreme context and emotions. In addition, we conducted semi structure interviews 

with 24 people (19 patrollers, one dog trainer and three sergeants) regarding the expression 

of emotions at work. All the people in the observed pairs were interviewed, except for one 

police officer on maternity leave. The interviews allowed us to ask the respondents about 

the emotions they experienced during the intervention we observed and to add new 

material. 



 

According to Hallgren, Rouleau et de Rond (2018 : 134), « relatively little research relies 

on interviews and observations” in work in emergency context. 

 

We identified four spaces of work in which PO process emotions to cope with their extreme 

work environment. These spaces allow police officers to manage the taint associated to 

emotions displayed during their work to the extent that society and their institution expect 

them not to show emotions.  As Rivera explains: “emotional taint occurs when the emotion 

itself is what the public deems “dirty.”” (p. 218). In the police work environment, which 

emotions are dirty, appropriate, negative or positive is not so clear.  

 

The first space is the car; PO spend a great part of their time in this space (particularly 

patrolling officers). It is a space where they discuss, exchange about cases and the police 

institution, confide in each other, build some kind of knowledge and intimacy with the 

partner, and regulate their emotions. We called the emotional process that takes place in 

the car confiding. The second space is represented by the collective time where PO gather 

with their colleagues in the police headquarter. During these gatherings, PO engage in the 

process of storytelling about the cases and situations they lived, mythologizing some of the 

great cases in some occasions to celebrate their victory over criminals. The third space is 

at the core of their activities as PO: intervention/patrolling and interrogation. Regarding 

the intervention/patrolling missions, we labelled the emotional processes at work 

confronting and composing. PO reveal their potential in critical events, confronting 

themselves to difficult and risky situations, and enjoying adrenaline shots and the thrill to 

be on the edge. However, they also demonstrate capacities to compose and adapt subtly to 

the situation as well as to keep their composure in highly emotional events. In the situation 

of the interrogations of suspects, we observed two other emotional processes that we called 

strategizing and connecting. In many of our observations, PO tend to be strategic in their 

questioning to obtain confessions or evidence. However, we also witness several moments 

of compassion during which PO connected with the individuals they faced. The last space 

we identified is the bureaucratic/judicial space where PO carry the judicial procedure and 

clerical work. This space is different as the majority of the PO we observed tend to dislike 



the activities involved with administrative work. However, facing the increase of the 

institutional demand in these kinds of activities, PO developed their skills in judicial work 

as a sort of challenge to rise to, and some became highly competent criminal procedure 

workers. We labelled the emotional process involved in this shift expertizing.   

We contend that taint, negative or positive emotions are conceptions that are blurred and 

redefined in extreme contexts due to the intensity and the work practices of PO. 
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The difference finding a performative manifestation of 
being makes to sustain biotech entrepreneurship. 

 

Mauritz Venter and Kosheek Sewchurran 

 

Abstract 

 
Biotech entrepreneuring is comparable to organising in extreme crisis conditions. These endeavours comprise the 
usual business risks but they also depend on active management of scientific and economic uncertainties for much 
longer periods. Drug development periods span multi-year horizons and require large capital commitments without 
return in the early years. There is also ongoing strict regulatory scrutiny for approvals of medical therapeutic 
products. 
 
There is no self-evident public crisis to steward organising efforts across diverse stakeholders in biotech 
entrepreneuring. There is however a persisting feeling of being in the clasp of an evolving crisis. The feel of crisis 
invokes a similar cocktail of emotions, uncertainties, ambiguities, surprises, stresses, anxieties and at times 
diminishing hope. These feelings need to be continually wrestled with and brought into the harness of plans, 
strategies, new beliefs and new purposes over the multi-year periods. 
 
Being in the grip of this experience prompted this auto-biographical study. We wondered if having a philosophical 
framing of how desire emerges will make a material difference to improve the levels of resilience of the 
entrepreneur. We also wondered how this difference in improved resilience will manifest and be felt? We fine-
tuned the inquiry to explore how clarity of desire grows and diminishes and the role such changes have on creative 
imagination and deliberate action to motivate learning and knowledge-creating processes. We set out to explore; 
How clarity of desire is formed and if it emerges with finding orientation with meaning to experience growth and 
resilience? 
  
To shed further light on the concept of desire and elucidate underlying mechanisms associated with finding clarity 
and orientation with desire, the design of this study was preceded by a literature review to understand the 
phenomenon and various ontologies of desire.  We found the practical performative framework inspired by the 
philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein meaningful to frame the inquiry. The inquiry process was designed as a reflective 
process theorizing effort.  
 
The essence of clarity of desire was sought using practical rationality onto-epistemological inquiry. This approach 
fostered an understanding of clarity of desire that was entwined with the phenomenon of being-in-the-world. We 
applied a phenomenological research approach to understand the phenomenon of desire through the lived 
experience reflections focussed on various temporary disruptions and breakdowns experienced in practice. We 
identified 22 breakdowns from various reflections and an autobiographical narrative accumulated over an 18-
month period culminating into this study. The breakdowns identified in this study each represent a negative or 
positive event - a shift in focus - unintended or through deliberate intervention, enabling analytical reflexivity. Using 
a qualitative analytical method - thematic network analysis – we identified 40 basic themes, which through a 
process of abductive reasoning, based on various iterations of reflections and reviews of the original text, were 
rearranged and organized into seven organizing themes, defined as: 1) Significance and Credibility, 2) Emotional 
and Bodily Expression, 3) Relational Connectedness, 4) Leadership Potential and Strategic Management, 5) Love, 6) 
Willingness and 7) Aesthetic and Linguistic Appreciation. 
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Collectively, the organizing themes capture the underlying mechanisms that confer clarity of desire. The inter-
relatedness (linkages) of the themes – presented in the thematic network - are unified in a global theme defined as 
the Performative Manifestation of Being. Performative manifestation of Being symbolizes an active experience of 
one's telos with the ongoing search for virtuous character development. The active experience resulting from 
Performative manifestation of Being fosters clarity by action and continuous reflection which seems to sustain 

desire in the midst of crisis. Through a conjunctive theorizing process, we arrived at the following theory to 
preserve the understanding backward and moving forward dialectic. Clarity of desire emerges from a 
performative process of finding meaningful orientation within uncertainty – whilst being directed by the 
unity of values/excellences, which provides intelligible 1) awareness of significance and credibility, 2) that 
deepens active experience of  emotions and bodily expression, 3) which foster relational connectedness, 
4) and feelings of skilful coping (leadership potential and strategic management), 5) love, 6) willingness, 
7) aesthetic and linguistic appreciation - through deliberate action and performance (engaged in a 
practice) in response to potentiality (imagination). 
 
We found that when the phenomenon of desire is strong it could be considered as a 'force' supporting the 'the will' 
as a captivating image to actively be with ‘what shows’ up in response to the entwined environment and to 'see' 
this reality meaningfully. And be open with its emerging potential. In this context desire translated into actions 
taken in response to a projection of what potentiality is imagined, while being immersed in the flow of practice. 
Further knowledge and understanding of desire are achieved when the flow is disrupted and the deep immersion 
and engagement in practice is temporarily halted. It is important to note that based on Wittgenstein’s philosophy, 
the desire – that we aim to gain clarity of - might never be manifested as a final event, circumstance or 
representation.  
 
From the literature review it was unclear how desire is regulated, how the phenomenon of desire could play a 
central role with directionality, motivation and purpose when clarity emerges. Infusing these findings, from the 
literature review, with our own consolidation of the phenomenon of desire presents possibilities to enhance further 
development of clarity of desire and its impacts on resilience in crisis rich contexts. 
 
The relevance of this insight and its value has to be considered in relation to what it affords. From this study having 
awareness of how the phenomenon emerges and diminishes offers a way to sustain managing through crisis 
conditions resiliently, with intelligibility. Successful management of crisis conditions whilst entrepreneuring 
depends on a sustained integrative practice of processual approaches to leadership, management and strategy. 
Clarity of desire helps sustain this integral practice as an active experience.   
 
Through this pragmatic understanding of clarify of desire, in practice, combined with a careful exploration of the 
ones telos we have found that moments of absolute clarity can be achieved sustainably, and an inherently worthy 
desire can be experienced as a 'creative force' to motivate, orientate and fuel sustainable (bio)entrepreneurial 
action. The active experience of clarity of desire does depends on the intelligible experience of the performative 
manifestation of being and virtuous character development processes. 
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Communicative constitution of organization (CCO) refers to the processes and mechanisms by 

which communication constitutes all organizing through efforts of coordination and control of 

activity and knowledge (Putnam & Nicotera, 2009; Schoeneborn, Kuhn & Kärreman, 2019). 

While CCO research has acknowledged that most organizations aim at symmetry of belief, 

intention, and understanding about the relationships of members, various scholars have 

highlighted that in reality asymmetry of beliefs, and disagreement are more common (Putnam 

& Nicotera, 2009; Taylor & Robichaud, 2004). However, ignoring these differences should not 

be the solution as they should be made an object of conversation to sustain the organization. 

However, while recent calls have required a larger vision on a societal level, a “wider reach and 

greater courage” (Whittington & Yakis- Douglas, 2020), we argue that CCO scholars should 

shift focus on how different societal level organizing is performed in and through mediatized 

communication.  

 

To address this call for greater social impact related to CCO in strategizing, we examine the 

social welfare and healthcare reform in Finland. In particular, we focus on how creation of 

almost-truths generates societal change over time. Almost-truth resonates with the concept of 

concept of post-truth (Knight &Tsoukas, 2019) but deviates from the post-truths by not using 

gross lies but instead the message is adjusted to one’s own agenda by using the truth 



referentially. We identified three practices of creating almost-truths: hiding, diverting, and 

gimmicking. In Finland, this reform has been one of the major societal chances, since while it 

constituted of 6 billion euros market. In our analysis, we focus on the mediatized strategy 

communication and communication practices (Schoeneborn et al., 2019) through which 

participants strive to create movement into the political sphere and to the common opinion on 

the social welfare and healthcare reform both in terms of their own potential future customers 

and in terms of their own career.  

 

The empirical illustrations are based on media discussions in Finland on the social welfare and 

healthcare reform. This discussion about this reform started 2004 and it still is the biggest 

societal reform in Finland. Since 2004 the reform has been in the agenda of all of the reigning 

governments’ almost over 20 years. We argue that this is particularly revealing case to elaborate 

how communication in media influenced this reform since this long-term media communication 

reveals the discursive processes in and through which the biggest societal reform in Finnish 

society was pushed into a political decision and how different political and corporate actors 

strived to influence the political decision-making over time. 

 

Preliminary Results  

We contribute to literature on communicative constitution of organizing by showing how 

societal reforms are organized in and through media discourses, and the discursive practices in 

them. In our empirical analysis, we focus on the development and unfolding of the reform via 

media discourses between 2006-2021. We identified three interlinked discursive practices by 

which political actors influenced the media discourse on the reform: hiding, diverting, and 

gimmicking. More importantly, we argue that these practices played a key role in the eventual 

political decision about the form of the reform. Having said this, despite the fact that the 



decision about the reform was made in summer 2021, the discussion about how to actually 

implement this reform is yet unclear and the media discourse is still on-going.  

 

Hiding refers to practice with which actors do not comment on the question posed or do not 

raise them at all, but present selected parts of information. When actor use diverting as a 

discursive practice, they take part in the communication, but only bring up new problems or 

claims. Problems/claims are not invented, but they also do not help to solve the matter. The 

purpose is to create confusion. The aim is just to show how bad that proposed action is. 

Gimmicking is practice between hiding and diverting. Here actors use skillfully both hiding and 

diverting. What is the relevant here is to gain trust from their audience and to influence without 

them noticing. These practices were used to create plausible messages – almost-truths that refer 

to previously recognized ‘facts’ but are used and molded in a manner that alter their initial 

meaning. Which are suitable to actors own political or economic situation.  

  

Having said this, we acknowledge that during the past year this situation has been impacted by 

Covid-19 pandemic. In Finland, it is already noticeable that under the guise of this, laws and 

reforms have started to run in the dark (Junkkari, 2021). The culture of discourse in the media 

is thus completely different during this government (2019-2023) than in the previous one (2015-

2019). Previous government (2015-2019) was characterized by a rich media communication 

around the reform. Current communication or more specifically, lack of communication, in the 

media does not correspond to the governments of 2005-2019, although the main content of the 

reform in these governments corresponds to each other. We have found empirically that even 

major social reforms and media discourses follow open and close practices (Dobusch et al., 

2019).  

 



 

With the following figures we illustrate the overtime development of the reform and the related 

practices of creating the almost-truths. In this way, we aim to better understand the how actors 

use communication in media in a grand societal change. Our tentative elaboration of the on-

going Finnish Social and Healthcare Reform, suggests that communication is not a static quality 

of governmental organizing, but instead it may be used politically and strategically by different 

political and corporate actors to advocate political interest. Furthermore, we identified a 

fluctuating dynamic in almost-truths that was manipulated by a variety of actors. In sum, we 

argue that to better understand the dynamics of communication, organizational scholars would 

benefit from considering relational power as a potential future research avenue.  

 

We wish to note that this a work-in-progress. References by request. 
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’Paras’-project:
Municipal and service 

reform
Service structures will be 

strengthened by 
consolidating services that 
require a wider population 
base than the municipality

The reform will be 
implemented through 

county administration and 
freedom of choice. Private 

actors are involved in 
providing services. The 

opposition will be 
excluded from the 

preparations.

In 2014, the leaders of the 
government and the opposition 
party prepared the so-called the 
‘sote’ agreement, according to 

which a thorough reform of social 
and health services will be 

implemented in Finland, the aim of 
which is to secure the key welfare 
services of Finns for decades to 

come.

In 9/2010, the Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Health set up a working 

group to prepare basic guidelines 
for the development, organization 

and supervision of social and health 
care. The government decided to 
implement a municipal reform 

based on “strong foundations”. The 
‘Paras’ law was repealed.

2001                                      2006 2007 2010 2011                                 2014 2015        2019                                                      2021 

On 9/2001, the 
Government set up a 

national project to 
secure the future of 

health care.

Terms of Government / 
Prime Minister´s Party

1999-2003 SDP 
Election
2003-2003 Centre P.
2003-2007 Centre P. 
Election
2007-2010 Centre P.
2010-2011 Centre P. 
Election
2011-2014 NCP
2014-2015 NCP
Election
2015-2019 Centre P.
Election
2019-2019 SDP
2019- SDP

The ‘Paras’ 
law was 

confirmed on 
2/2007

The attempted reform 
collided with the fact 
that the content of the 

reform was 
unconstitutional

The attempted reform 
collided with the fact that 
the content of the reform 

was unconstitutional

The law was enacted

Responsibility for 
organizing social and 
health care and rescue 

services will be 
transferred from 

municipalities and 
associations of 

municipalities to 21 
welfare area counties.

Official events

The new 
government 

end the 
‘Paras’ Project
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The Media Game

Discursive practices: hiding, diverting and gimmicking

Social media began to 
spread even faster and 

more widely
The main media were the 
newspapers, the websites 

of the most advanced 
“influencers” and TV 

broadcasts

The whole reform was 
brought to the media and 
all parties took part in it 
in an effort to achieve 
the desired outcome

The role of the media 
diminished as the 

pandemic took over and 
preparations for the 

reform began behind the 
scenes

Hiding/diverting:
the actors only spoke 

carefully selected issues in 
the media. Influencing 
happened if you were 

watching TV or reading 
magazines at the right time.

Hiding/diverting/gimmicking:
If the municipalities do not 
independently form suitable 

population bases, they will be forced. 
This is the only way to guarantee 

health care. Influencing happened if 
you were watching TV or reading 

magazines at the right time.

Hiding/diverting/gimmicking:
The real media game began. 

Counterparties complained in the 
media about who would be 

influenced by whom and whose 
expert's opinion would be 

ignored.

Gimmicking:
If you want freedom 
of choice, we want 
as many counties as 

we define

Gimmicking:
The government 

will collapse if the 
reform does not go 
through. Then no 
one gets anything.

Financial crisis

Hiding/diverting:
We have a reform. 
Experts: this does 

not solve any 
existing problems.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

When experiencing technological change, incumbents must understand what 

response is most effective, given their capabilities with present technologies (Dosi, 

1982). The considerable investment in technology that is required to substitute (Tushman 

& Anderson, 1986), evolve (Nelson & Winter, 1982), and transform (Agarwal & Helfat, 

2009; Lavie, 2006) an incumbent’s capabilities and existing core technologies has 

received much attention in the literature (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). Among the three 

reconfiguration choices, research suggests that capability substitution represents the most 

effective response to fast-paced changes to core technologies (Lavie, 2006). Although 

substituting old with new technologies appears to be the right choice for incumbents, 

their choices vary, and thus the question to address is why incumbents with similar 

technological capabilities perform differently in response to core technology changes. 
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Why incumbents with similar technological capabilities address the same 

technological changes differently is an interesting puzzle (Eggers & Park, 2018). 

Technological changes relate to the history of a firm’s core capabilities (Leonard-Barton, 

1992), accustomed learning mechanisms (Lavie, 2006; March, 1991), and managers’ 

cognitive dynamics with various paths to capability responses (Henderson & Clark, 

1990; Laamanen & Wallin, 2009; Tripsas & Gavetti, 2000). Incumbents might benefit 

from their history of radical innovation and technological change (Hill & Rothaermel, 

2003), which includes monitoring (Schreyögg & Kliesch-Eberl, 2007), reimagining, 

narrating, reframing (Kumaraswamy, Garud, & Ansari, 2018), and embodying (Nayak, 

Chia, & Canales, 2020) new technologies with how they navigated new technologies in 

the past, thus allowing incumbents to exercise or develop dynamic capabilities in 

response to technological change (Suddaby, Coraiola, Harvey, & Foster, 2020; Teece, 

2014). 

Dynamic capability literature explains whether an incumbent can change existing 

technological capabilities, but a capability reconfiguration whether transformation, 

evolution or substitution, describes the condition and learning methods that best match 

technological change (Lavie, 2006; Maritan & Peteraf, 2007; Wilden et al., 2016). 

Although the importance of microfoundations has been increasingly recognized in 

strategy research (Barney & Felin, 2013; Felin & Foss, 2005; Salvato & Rerup, 2011; 

Salvato & Vassolo, 2018), findings remain inconclusive regarding how the organization 

of an incumbent who is responding to changes of core technologies with a capability 

reconfiguration uses the associated social structures (Leonard-Barton, 1992), including 

political power contexts (Bower, 1970; Burgelman, 1983; Capron & Mitchell, 2009), 

managerial roles in hierarchies (Floyd & Lane, 2000; Sirmon, Hitt, Ireland, & Gilbert, 

2011; Volberda, Baden-Fuller, & Van Den Bosch, 2001), and technology incumbents’ 

identity challenges (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Ravasi & Phillips, 2011; Tripsas, 2009).  

Uncertainty with new potential core technologies and the challenging lack of 

integration of such social structures related to capability reconfiguration hinders the 

concept’s potential to explain why and how incumbents’ responses differ. Consider the 

disparate approaches to corporate renewal by Nokia and Ericsson. Both companies have 

experienced repeated changes to core technologies and international competition since 

they were founded in the late 1900s, and both laid technological foundations for the new 

mobile internet landscape a century later. During the 1990s, both companies were 

dominant international leaders that competed in the same domain, and yet they responded 
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differently to introduction of new, unfamiliar internet protocols at the beginning of the 

new millennium. Ericsson reconfigured its portfolio of technological capabilities by 

frequently acquiring multimedia companies, later establishing a joint venture between its 

mobile phone division and Sony, while expanding its network division. Nokia 

reconfigured its mobile phone division, primarily through internal development of its 

technological capabilities, before seeking an external partner and eventually divesting it. 

Incumbents with similar technological capabilities can perform differently in response to 

the same shifts in core technologies, but that process is not yet explained by capability 

reconfiguration theory.  

Explaining conflicting observations, such as the cases of Nokia and Ericsson, 

requires reconceptualizing capability reconfiguration to include relevant social structures 

as well as the transition between one capability reconfiguration (e.g. evolution) and 

another (e.g. transformation). Building on capability reconfiguration theory (Lavie, 

2006), we reintroduce Selznick’s (1957) sociological perspective of distinctive 

competence (Leonard-Barton, 1992; Prahalad & Hamel, 1990), a foundation that reveals 

structures of an incumbent’s social organization that are highly relevant to the technology 

choices that link with capability reconfiguration. “Behind a cover of technological 

isolation,” leaders must understand how social structures of organizational identity, 

power distribution, and managerial roles create shared beliefs about what is distinct about 

a firm’s capabilities (Selznick, 1957: 79, 81–101). We argue that technology investments 

and associated learning mechanisms of technological capability reconfiguration alone do 

not explain incumbents’ success or failure with responding to technological change; they 

instead must be complemented with social mechanisms of correspondent structures. We 

use Selznick’s (1957) perspective to analyze microfoundations (Barney & Felin, 2013; 

e.g. Abell, Felin, & Foss, 2008; Hedström & Swedberg, 1998) and theorize a process of 

transitioning capability reconfigurations and how it is accomplished across three 

activities—acknowledging, recognizing and approving mechanisms of interpedently 

changing social structures concurrent to changing learning of new technologies.  

The main contribution of our conceptualization lies in systematically opening the 

social side of how incumbents adapt when faced with adaptational challenges during 

technological disruption. Our process framework explains the failure and success of 

technology incumbents in a way that extends extant capability reconfiguration theory 

and, in turn, reframes its explanatory power to become more robust.  
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Institutions are relatively persistent patterns of collective behavior that provide stability and 

meaning to social life (Berger & Luckmann, 1967; Jepperson, 1991). Yet, recent crises and 

ongoing societal disruptions direct our attention to the fact that we should not take the 

persistence of institutions for granted as even the most cherished institutions appear eventually 

vulnerable to decay. This is not just a present-day phenomenon, but it reveals the more 

fundamental issue that all institutions that endure for a significant amount of time will likely be 

subject to multiple societal shifts that can cause their decay. As such, an important question for 

institutional theory to address is what makes institutions endure through challenging times and 

allows them to persist over long periods. Although, recent research has started to challenge the 

established view of institutions as rigid (Raynard, Kodeih & Greenwood, 2019), taken-for-

granted (Gehman, 2020) social structures, our understanding of long-term institutional 

persistence remains relatively limited and often portrayed as almost mechanical in nature. We 

address this issue through deep, qualitative study of traditional Polish folk craft of Koniaków 

Lacemaking. While many similar practices have either completely died out or are only elements 

of museum exhibitions, this craft is still vividly practiced and has persisted through almost 150 

years of significant societal turbulence. In this study, we build on recent calls for a more 

dynamic perspective on institutional processes that recognizes the importance of people’s 

emotions, motivations, and experiences (Creed, Hudson, Okhuysen, & Smith-Crowe, 2020; 

Weik, 2019; Voronov & Weber, 2020; Voronov & Vince, 2012) to propose a model of 

institutional persistence that requires a collective of dedicated and caring actors that are 

personally invested in the institution and committed to its persistence.  

While studies of institutional persistence have surprisingly not kept pace with those 

dealing with disruption, change or creation (Lawrence and Suddaby, 2006; Patterson, 2010), 

prior work has offered several core insights. Early perspectives mostly focused on the structural 

properties of institutions to explain their lasting power. Most notably, persistence was strongly 

related to the notion of taken-for-grantedness and failure to reconsider institutional scripts by 

embedded in them actors, as they were perceived as unable to see alternatives (Weik, 2019). 

Seminal empirical studies showed how institutional persistence followed from almost 

automatic reproduction of institutional scripts by generations of actors (Zucker, 1977). While 

this long remained the most important mechanism through which scholars would explain 

persistence, more recent work that grappled with the “paradox of embedded agency” led to 

greater appreciation of “institutional work” or the critical role of individual and collective 

agency in institutional processes (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006).  Lawrence & Suddaby (2006) 

suggested that very few institutions have powerful enough mechanisms to survive on their own 
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and therefore they require active, maintenance work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006). Exemplary 

applications of this view have since studied processes of institutional persistence in the context 

of, often one-off, external threats that require maintenance work directed towards preservation 

or repairment of an institutional status quo (Currie et al., 2012; Herepath & Kitchener, 2016; 

Lok & De Rond, 2013; Micelotta & Washington, 2013). Although this stream of research has 

provided insightful examples of how episodical disruptions can trigger forms of repair work, it 

appears that we have only just started to scratch the surface of the puzzle of long-term 

persistence of institutions. Most notably, studies to date have typically implied that change and 

disruption are fully orthogonal to persistence. Yet, as institutions do not exist in a social 

vacuum, it is unlikely that long-term persistence occurs without any change or disruption.  

More recently, an alternative view has been emerging, recognizing the need for 

successful navigation of a dialectical tension between stability and change as an important part 

of persistence (Farjoun, 2010; Ansell, Boin, & Farjoun, 2015). From this view, persistent 

institutions thus likely require some degree of plasticity (Lok & de Rond, 2013; Raynard, 

Kodeih & Greenwood, 2019) as both institutional modifications and continuity are regarded as 

prerequisites to persistence. Without modification an institution will lose its relevance (Oliver, 

1992). Yet, without continuity it will lose its integrity (Selznick, 1957). This also means that 

persistence of institutions depends on people that engage with institutional modifications so 

that they protect rather than erode what is regarded as the essence or substance of the institution 

(Friedland, 2009; Selznick, 1957). Yet, people engaging with an institution may have different 

motivations and varying levels of attachment. Such motivations may also evolve with time, 

which could trigger a switch to alternative scripts from “competing” institutions and thus result 

in the decay of a focal institution (Creed et al., 2020; Oliver, 1992). Moreover, Voronov and 

Weber (2020) argue that institutional arrangements are not reproduced out of habit. Instead, 

institutionally embedded people become invested in the ideas associated with the institution to 

give meanings to their interactions with them. Building on the above, we aim to forward our 

understanding of institutional persistence by introducing the notion of institutional caring as an 

important element of it. This leads us to the following research question:  How do institutionally 

caring actors protect the institution from deinstitutionalization while also ensuring its 

continuous relevance? 

We address this question through an in-depth qualitative study of the remarkable persistence 

of the traditional Polish folk craft of Koniaków Lacemaking, practiced almost exclusively by 

500-600 women living in Koniaków village (Koronkakoniakowska.pl, 2015). Like many other 

elements of folk cultures, the craft emerged as a result of geographical isolation and as a 
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response to the needs of the local community. However, while most countries historically 

developed rich folk craft traditions, it appears that economic development leading to multiple 

alternatives to traditional practices has been a reason for the incremental vanishing of folk 

practices (Jackowski, 1959). Yet, the community of Koniaków Lacemakers has remained 

faithful to their craft for almost 150 years and throughout various societal shifts. As it is still 

vividly practiced, it makes it a unique and theoretically useful example to investigate 

persistence mechanisms.  

We began our research with, what at first sight appeared to be, an example of surprising 

institutional disruption: the widely reported introduction of Koniaków Lace lingerie. While we 

expected to find strong contestation and institutional breakdown, deeper historical and rich 

qualitative study revealed that this event, was exemplary for how Koniaków lacemaking had 

successfully persisted for over a century in spite of significant societal turbulence. Based on our 

analysis of 40 semi-structured interviews, rich observational data, and over 200 pages of 

archival data that include detailed notes from 23 interviews with the lacemakers conducted 

between years 1964-1967 by Barbara Poloczkowa, we propose a model of institutional 

persistence that relies on a collective of “institutionally caring” actors that “dynamically 

ground” the institution in its geographical context and exercise “flexible control” over it to 

ensure its long-term survival through controlled modifications. We argue that successful, long-

term persistence rarely happens automatically and more often requires people who are 

dependent on the institution and who are actively engaged in its protection. Apart from 

contributing to the seminal work on the humanization of institutional theory, we also see our 

work advancing our understanding of the dialectical relationship between stability and change 

in processes of long-term persistence. 
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Abstract 
How coordination happens in organisational teams is a pinnacle question in organisation 
theory, and how technology influences team coordination is a central focus in information 
systems literature (Zammuto et al., 2007). Essentially, coordination theories offer a logic of 
the team activities and mechanisms teams use for task division, allocation, performance, and 
integration (Faraj et al. 2018; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Yoo et al., 2010). For example, 
studies have found that role-based structures and occupational expertise inform how teams 
coordinate (Bechky, 2006; Langley et al., 2019). In turn, the institutional theory emphasises 
how taken-for-granted scripts of action, distributed across time and space, inform task 
performance in teams by controlling what organisational actors consider appropriate activities 
(Barley & Tolbert, 1997) also when an action deviates from ethical (Lok & de Rond, 2013) or 
even moral standards (de Rond & Lok, 2016). 
However, the 2022 PROS call for papers notes there is still much to learn about team 
coordination in extreme contexts: “As organization scholars, how much do we really know 
about the processes implicated in organizational, or organized, responses to extreme 
contexts” including “fighting fires, mining for minerals, disposing of radioactive waste, or 
containing a life-threatening virus?”  
Yet, one of the challenges with studying extreme conditions is their infrequent and random 
emergence, difficulty of data access, and ethical dilemmas inherent to such studies (Hällgren 
et al., 2018). As this year’s PROS call points out, coordination can be achieved differently in 
extreme contexts, where the metaverse is an emerging attention-grabbing technology basing 
the development of coordination logic. 
Placing a novel twist to this question we opt that the phenomenon of the metaverse provides a 
unique setting for studying team coordination in extreme contexts. Metaverse, combining the 
prefix “meta” with the word “universe”, is now a term describing a hypothetical synthetic 
environment created by virtual reality technology to link the virtual world and the physical 
world (Ball, 2020; Lee et al., 2021; Meta, 2021). Thus, the metaverse provides a digital 
opportunity to study extreme contexts as virtual reality technologies facilitate the creation of 
extended realities (Lee et al., 2021). We ask the question: 

How does the metaverse enable studying team coordination under extreme conditions?   
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To answer this research question the first author spent two months in two metaverses 
(‘Fortnite’ and ‘Apex Legends’, see Gene (2020)) participating as a team member doing 
virtual tasks under extreme conditions. This two-month period took place during a mandatory 
quarantine period, in which the first author collected data following a structured protocol. 
The metaverse is set to be in a rivalry of 20 teams chasing for the final victory in an open 
world, and the team consist of three members respectively skilled in scouting, shooting, and 
supporting (Example screenshot seen in Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

Figure 1 The supporting member is respawning the teammate knocked down  
Figure 2 The scouting member is launching the team to escape from danger 
 
Our findings so far show three characteristics of the metaverse that enable studying team 
coordination under extreme conditions. 
 
Immersion: 
Immersion in the metaverse is technically supported by visual and auditory sensations (Lee et 
al., 2021). Technologies of stereoscopic visual presentation and omnidirectional audio 
provide metaverse users with a simulated reality that has a deeper immersion space than 2D 
flat displays. Furthermore, as the player's actions in the metaverse are performed entirely by 
the avatar, the avatar-self relationship affects members' immersion emotionally (Schulze and 
Leahy, 2009). 
 
Repeated Interaction: 
The metaverse offers an ideal setting for a team to iteratively practice their actions, and 
specifically their interaction, to improve the team performance as the outcome of the team 
coordination. It is particularly meaningful in some extreme conditions where loss and damage 
could happen in the real world, such as fire, earthquake, surgery, and rivalry. Teams have the 
opportunity to find out the best way of performing through repeatedly cooperating for the 
same goal in the same scenario only by resetting and restarting. The meaning of practising 
team coordination in a metaverse is to extend any one-time action into limitless repeats to 
achieve improvement that is impossible in the physical world. 
 
Unpredictable Conditions: 
The metaverse in most cases is set for an open world for participants, which means events in 
a metaverse can be unpredictable as teams can encounter other random participants with their 
own goals at any time. Moreover, the contexts of a metaverse, which are sometimes extreme 
contexts such as natural disasters or war, can be randomly generated by the server to 
complicate the environment of the virtual world. Therefore, teams are challenged by 
unpredictable conditions with random encounters all the time in a metaverse. 
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Our findings so far indicate that team coordination improved in the extreme conditions of the 
metaverse due to repeated interactions between team members. The implications of this and 
other emerging findings are that we can analyse if and how activities and mechanisms found 
in extant team coordination literature play a role in extreme contexts. Questions that could be 
answered in the future are: How do roles emerge and sustain under extreme conditions and 
how are role-based structures affected by repeated interaction? How does occupational 
expertise emerge differently under extreme conditions, or does it remain absent? How do 
institutionalised, taken-for-granted scripts of action influence team coordination in extreme 
conditions? 
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Learning in and from Extreme Contexts: the paradoxical “Lessons Learned” 
Process 

 
 

The military has long been recognised as a site of extreme contexts, but related organizational 

research has been largely confined to “military studies” and the small but welcome set of vivid 

case studies illustrating specific OS themes. Many of these studies concentrate on issues 
related to resilient, safe operational performance in discrete problem settings: from collective 

sensemaking in the febrile environment of aircraft carrier decks (Weick & Roberts, 1993), or 
existential dilemmas of medical professionals in field hospitals (De Rond & Lok, 2016), to 

platform strategies used in designing nuclear submarines (Bierly et al., 2008),  and trust-

building leadership with paratroopers (Martínez-Córcoles et al., 2020). Each comprises an 

extreme context in which existential or grave moral threats arise.  
 

Whether analysed in terms of a typology (Hällgren et al., 2018) or in more practice-oriented 
terms wary of reifying “context” (Leuridan & Demil, 2021), extreme contexts represent 

pronounced demands for effective organizational response. That response depends on 

adaptation and innovation, towards which effective organizational learning is a major 
contributor yet remains problematic (Tsoukas, 2005) 
 

While the military innovation studies sub-discipline in International Relations has borrowed 
extensively from OS learning literatures, it has done so with hotly-debated effectiveness 

(Grissom, 2006), at least in part due to narrow adoption of OS concepts and techniques. At 
the same time, OS research has benefitted from some fruitful military learning techniques; for 

example, the practices of after-action review for tactical adjustment (e.g. Ron et al., 2006),  
spreading from the military to elements of the private sector (Salter & Klein, 2007). As with 
the studies above, however, this research remains limited to specific settings and challenges, 

leaving unanswered how organization-level, increasingly hybrid, contextual threats can be 

conceptualized and addressed. 
 

Recent military learning research has begun to apply process-oriented research in more 
promising ways. This research (Dyson, 2019) argues that military theorists can benefit from 
significant reconceptualization of learning; in turn, we argue, little-recognised innovations in 

the military – such as the Lessons Learned (“LL”) process discussed below – can be framed 

more productively, enabling interdisciplinary collaboration and potentially wider application 

in OS research.     
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This paper tackles the research question: in an alliance that promotes the LL process to address 
extreme contexts, how can we explain highly variable adoption of that process? 
 

Framework: We use an ongoing empirical study (part of an ESRC standard grant) to 

abductively theorize a framework that relates embodied, encultured, historicized practice as 

specific performance (encountering an event), and the proximate relations that give such 
action meaning (constructing the situation), to the enabling processes that create or deny e.g. 

psychological safety (Edmondson, 2003) and reflexive “slack”(Leuridan & Demil, 2021) that 

materialize organization-level capabilities to address extreme contexts.  

 

Empirical Problem: the LL process is institutionalized by NATO’s leadership as “how we learn 

as an organization and transform the Alliance” (NATO website, 2022). The LL process is 
designed to mitigate extreme contexts through learning systems and practices that build and 

adapt organizational capabilities for the dual but distinct contexts of peacekeeping/ 
counterinsurgency in far-flung locations, and high-intensity warfare in Europe. The process is 

grounded in European experience in World Wars, current U.S. LL institutions, and NATO HQ 
resources including a well-staffed LL centre in Europe and NATO Lessons Learned Handbook 

(3rd ed. 2011) to support current and aspiring members. 
 

Cases: we analyse two contrasting cases displaying one puzzle in common: 

1. The Netherlands (NL) – a wealthy founding member of NATO and its legacy of 77 years 

of preventing continental European war, with NL contributing specific skills in foreign 
campaigns sanctioned by high legitimacy with Dutch political and civil society. A case 

of a technocratic force paying its NATO umbrella “dues” in expeditions overseas. 

2. Ukraine (UKR) – a resource-poor, aspiring NATO member, engaged in protracted 

limited war and ever-present invasion threat, hindered by poor legitimacy of the 

political system, domestic tensions, and internal distrust. A case of a force facing 

existential threat and its hobbled attempts to signal NATO membership readiness.  

 

The puzzle: both NL and UKR have only slowly and partially implemented the NATO LL process 
and its related practices, despite their stark contextual differences. Conventional resource, 

structural and functional-based explanations are inadequate. 

  

Methodology: (i) semi-structured interviews (UKR: 17, NL: 40) with officers selected to span 

multiple phases of development (ii) questionnaires with a stratified selection of officers (UKR: 
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54, NL: w.i.p.) to gauge organizational climate and conditions that influence learning; (iii) 

documentation analysis where feasible (author cite, 2022). 

      

Findings: Based on (preliminary) analysis, the paradoxical equivalence between Netherlands 

and Ukraine with respect to the promoted good practice is better explained by conceptualising 

the learning processes as constructed in multiple, sometimes conflicting, and often informal 
ways through the performance of role identities and interpretive relations. In both cases, but 

for different historical reasons, actors privileged alternative processes and exchanges of tacit 

knowledge for inter-unit handoffs, in preference to formal LL resources.  

 

Process-based explanation thereby reveals how actors co-produce the structures and the 

relations that generate transversal links through time, place and across hierarchy to negotiate 
a shared sense of what is or can be known. Actors determine the learning processes and 

absorptive capacity of the organization through the ways they enact them. Fuller process 
theorization historicizes the structuring, tacit knowing and lessons learning of each case, 

helping to bridge the micro-macro divide.  
 

Contributions of this paper: We provide two contributions in response to the PROS theme.  

(i) Interdisciplinary opportunities. We show the military is a fruitful context for 

interdisciplinary process research relevant to OS. In return, better conceptualization of 
learning as process will help unstick military research and improve capabilities for 

adaptation and innovation in their vital organizational domain. This collaboration will 
offer wider application in other public sector domains facing extreme contexts, such as 

emergency services. 

(ii) Theorization framework. We add to recent studies applying more thoroughly process 

approaches to the institutions, resources and practices affecting organizational learning. 

We reconstruct the functionalist character of the LL process in performative terms 

suited to enable adaptation and innovation in extreme contexts. Learning is path-

dependent and structured and, in-theatre, acutely time-pressured, cognitively taxing, 

and emotional. LL can be reconceptualized to integrate these dimensions. The path and 
its structures can become understood as continuously emergent and negotiated, 

through chains of relations of meaning, norms, and politics enacted in the formal and 

informal practices of actors.  Institutionalizing multiple temporalities can improve even 

in-theatre learning, by creating contingent spaces for reflexive processes. This 

reconceptualization makes the LL process available to contribute to OS research and 

practice more generally. 
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Experiencing Meaning of Work: Evidence from a Multilevel Marketing Firm Selling 

Meaning of Work as Product 

1. Introduction 

Organizations provide settings in which people actively search for, construct and 

experience meaning and ideas about themselves and their work. Organizations able to provide 

meaning of work have shown a capacity to generate high engagement, improve individual’s self-

esteem, motivation and generate a complete positive employee experience, consequently better 

performance for people and the businesses (Michaelson et al., 2014; Pratt and Ashforth, 2003; 

Rosso et al., 2010; Bailey et al., 2016). With many different approaches, meaning of work is 

mostly considered as a psychological aspect and is rooted in experiences the individuals have at 

and of work, and the significances individuals give to it (Rosso et al., 2010). The type and 

amount of meaning individuals find in work can shape their behavior at work, extending until 

impacting their lives (Michaelson et al., 2014, Rosso et al., 2010). 

This study proposes a process model of subjective and social transformation stemming 

not from the innate mechanisms of meaning of work (cf. Michaelson et al., 2014), but from an 

organization intentionally selling meaning of work as product. Such an empirical insight was 

triggered during a fieldwork among individuals working for a multilevel marketing firm. In this 

setting, we noticed that interviewees were extremely engaged and energized, not to say 

mesmerized, by the meaning of their work to the extent of overshading other important 

professional considerations (e.g., financial investment versus financial remuneration obtained 



from the firm, amount of hours put in the work etc.). Moreover, we noticed a complex and well-

organized corporative structure ‘supplying’ meaning to our informants. 

Whereas scholarship has demonstrated the mismanagement of meaning of work, for 

instance as a tool for controlling and/or changing people’s behavior (e.g., Bailey et al., 2016; 

2019; Pratt, 2000), such a scholarship has documented organizational practices, rather than 

demonstrating the repercussions for the individuals involved, the focus of our study. Given the 

above, the question driving our study is: How meaning of work is being experienced as product? 

2. Method 

At the outset of this study, we had no a priori assumption to be validated or falsified; we 

only had a broad interest in furthering the understanding of the lived experiences of individuals 

working for multilevel marketing firms. Accordingly, an exploratory qualitative fieldwork 

strategy was chosen. Between December 2019 and May 2020, we gathered 26 semi-structured 

interviews with individuals working for Sunrise1 and observed four sales team meetings. 

3. Findings 

In this section we describe the transformations individuals experienced by consuming 

meaning as product. Below, in Figure 1, we depict a summary of our results and, after it, we 

describe its elements and dynamics. 

 
1 A pseudonym of the firm the interviewees worked for, and which produces mainly cosmetics and perfumery, 

focuses on products for social class C&D in Brazil, and has a net sale estimated of around 450 million euros in 

2018. 



Figure 1 – Processual model of the transformative cycles stemming from consuming meaning of work as product. 

 

3.1. Transformative cycles 

3.1.1 Transformation of perceived subjectivity: From precarity to entrepreneurship 

This transformative cycle demonstrates the subjective life changes derived from 

consuming meaning of work as product and experiencing a work which is considered 

meaningful. This cycle presents several facets, as detailed below. 

a) Becoming an entrepreneur: informants described a pleasurable situation of freedom, no 

routine, meeting different people and have external activities as a satisfactory experience.  

b) Social rescue: individuals are being socially redirected and repositioned, literally being 

rescued, through finding meaning in their work. 

 c) Empowerment: developing empowerment stimulate individuals to improve their own 

perception of self and self-esteem. 

d) Dream building: permission to imagining and rescuing dreams generates the motivation to 

reaching them. 
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e) Role model: informants highlighted the importance of role models, sponsors, and other 

Sunrise people who inspired them. These models are individuals who have managed to grow 

within the company, and our informants aim at emulating what these models do, as well as their 

lifestyles. 

f) Influencing relationships: relations with friends, their children or with partners which 

informants were able to improve by what they learned in corporate trainings and by exchanging 

experiences with and being coached by their sponsor. 

3.1.2 Transformation of social recognition: From family to team 

As part of the reasons for high retention and distributor’s satisfaction with the work, a 

crucial mechanism is social recognition. The possibilities of social recognition from a little 

achievement and to become visible and able to speak to large audiences trigger new sources for 

individuals’ experience their work as meaningful. This transformative cycle presents several 

facets, as detailed below. 

a) Rejection from family: the word rejection was recurrent when informants described their 

process into Sunrise, and specifically how their family reacted to their decision of investing to 

acquire the ‘membership package’ they must buy to start on the job. Many interviewees spent a 

lot of time justifying this topic, which seemed to have great importance for them, and regretting 

not having support from family to do the kind of work they perform and appreciate. This facet of 

the transformation was difficult to overcome and yet had to be endured. 

b) Belonging to team: the feeling of belonging and being accepted by Sunrise team was 

experienced as entering into a new reality for their professional and personal lives, a more 

honorable and meaningful reality with which informants strongly identified with. 

3.2. Material and symbolic rewards 

The above-detailed transformative cycles have generated objective material and symbolic 

rewards, as detailed below. 

a) Substitution: subjective and social recognition replaced money as reward. 



b) License to explore: after learning how to best sell the product of meaning, some informants 

were able to translate social capital – or one’s network developed outside and also brought 

inside of Sunrise – into financial rewards and remuneration. 

c) Education conversion: one of the outcomes of experiencing meaning of work was cultural 

capital acquisition, professional development and self-actualization, such as enhanced oratory 

and reading skills, as well as improving the management of personal finance. 

4. Discussion 

This study demonstrates meaning of work as product sold to individuals by an 

organization, rather than the usual perspective of meaning of work as a process which is 

expected to innately arise on individuals. Our process model has shown multi-dimensional 

factors involved in the lived experience of the individuals buying the product of meaning of 

work. 
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MANAGING CONFLICT PATTERNS ACROSS DIFFERENT STAGES OF AMBIDEXTERITY:  

THE STONY PATHWAY OF A REVOLUTIONARY FIRETRUCK 

 

Abstract 

The ambidexterity literature describes how firms can use specific organizational architectures to reconcile the 
contradictory requirements of exploitation and exploration. Thereby, ambidextrous designs generate substantial 
tensions and conflicts that constantly need to be balanced out by the senior management. To date, however, the precise 
nature of these conflicts and particularly how they unfold in the life cycle of structural ambidexterity remains largely 
opaque. Tracing back the stony pathway of the development of a revolutionary firetruck at a tradition-steeped 
company, our longitudinal case study contributes to the emerging process perspective on ambidexterity by explicating 
the temporal nature of different types of conflicts in initiating, balancing, and reintegrating ambidextrous units. Our 
study reveals how conflict patterns vary across different stages, and how firms can manage them effectively. 

Keywords: ambidexterity, organization design, conflicts, tensions, process perspective, longitudinal case study. 

 

In today’s globalized and ever-changing business contexts, organizations are forced to reconcile and continuously 
manage competing logics and strategic paradoxes (Smith and Lewis, 2011; Smith, 2014; Farjoun, Smith, Langley, and 
Tsoukas, 2018), such as the persistent contradictory requirements of exploiting current strengths while exploring 
radically new capabilities (March, 1991; Lavie et al., 2010). However, it is also well known that firms oftentimes 
struggle considerably and many eventually fail in accomplishing both incremental and revolutionary change (Tripsas 
and Gavetti, 2000; Eggers and Park, 2018). In response to this persistent challenge, a large and steadily growing body 
of literature draws on the concept of organizational ambidexterity (Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; O’Reilly and 
Tushman, 2013). Ambidexterity refers to the “ability to both explore and exploit—to compete in mature technologies 
and markets…and also compete in new technologies and markets” (O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013: 324). Ambidexterity 
is thereby widely understood as a firm’s ability to simultaneously balance the contradictory demands of alignment and 
adaptability, as opposed to punctuated equilibrium ways of temporal cycling between exploitation and exploration 
(Gupta et al., 2006; Gulati and Puranam, 2009).    

Most prominently, it is proposed that firms should structurally separate explorative and exploitative activities by 
creating distinct exploratory units alongside the exploitative mainstream business, while at the same time establishing 
a set of overarching values and formal integration mechanisms (e.g., Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996; Benner and 
Tushman, 2003; Jansen et al., 2009). Thus, a firm’s ambidexterity architecture implies not only structural 
differentiation (allowing to protect the innovation unit(s) from inertial forces of the established business) but also 
targeted integration (Raisch et al., 2009; Raisch and Tushman, 2016). While ambidexterity scholars initially focused 
on specific structural designs that firms should establish at a certain point in time, and therefore applied a static 
perspective toward ambidexterity, more recently research has begun to take a process perspective on ambidexterity. 
This stream of research investigates how ambidextrous designs are initiated, implemented, and dynamically adjusted 
over time (e.g., Foss and Kierkegaard, 2020; Ossenbrink et al., 2019; Raisch, 2008; Raisch and Tushman, 2016; Raisch 
and Zimmermann, 2017; Zimmermann et al., 2015). The shift toward a more dynamic perspective of ambidexterity 
thereby highlights the important role of tensions and conflicts in managing ambidexterity across different stages (e.g., 
Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009; Bledow et al., 2009; Fiss and Farjoun, 2022; Martin et al., 2019). However, while 
there is an increasing understanding for the need of balancing out arising tensions and conflicts associated with 
ambidextrous organizational designs (Smith and Tushman, 2005; Tushman et al., 2011; Martin et al., 2019), existing 
literature still has an underdeveloped understanding of the precise nature of these conflicts and most importantly about 
their dynamic evolvement and handling over time. To advance our knowledge in this realm, our study lies at the 
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intersection of two research streams on ambidexterity: the process view on structural ambidexterity (e.g., Raisch and 
Tushman, 2016) and the conflict and tension-based perspective on exploration and exploitation (e.g., Andriopoulos 
and Lewis, 2009)). In particular, we examine on how ambidextrous organizational architectures are initiated, balanced 
and eventually reintegrated throughout the management of tensions and various conflicts arising in the life-cycle of 
structural ambidexterity.  

In order to extend theory on ambidexterity processes, specifically about the development and management of 
exploitation-exploration tensions and shifting conflict patterns over time, we leverage insights from an in-depth single 
case study (Wadham and Warren, 2014; Yin, 2014) of the tradition-steeped European fire fighting vehicle 
manufacturer Fire-FightingCorp (a pseudonym to ensure confidentiality), and the stony pathway of its revolutionary 
new firetruck. Qualitative case study research is particularly well-suited to “explore change, emergence, adaptation, 
and transformation” (Bansal et al., 2018: 1190) and thus allows to advance knowledge about “how and why things 
emerge, develop, grow, or terminate over time” (Langley et al. 2013: 1; see also Berends and Deken, 2021). Given 
our interest in studying and revealing socially complex processes and the development of organizational micro-
dynamics over time, a longitudinal single case study is appropriate (see Ozcan et al., 2017). Having unique access, we 
collected a rich set of different types of data (Eisenhardt, 1989), including semi-structured interviews and both publicly 
available and internal archival materials. In total, we conducted 19 semi-structured interviews with key actors engaged 
in the development of the new firetruck, involving informants from both different hierarchical levels (from the 
executive directors to ordinary engineers) and functional areas. All interviews were audio-recorded and verbatim 
transcribed. To move from description to explanation (Pentland, 1999) in our data analysis we initially followed 
suggestions by Langley (1999), by using a combination of narrative organizing schema and temporal bracketing 
approach. Subsequently, we identified and mapped the dominant conflicts (and their handling) in the different stages, 
and how they evolved and changed over time. To ensure the scientific rigor of our case study research design and to 
mitigate potential biases such as retrospective sensemaking and impression management, we used several 
methodological tactics, such as data triangulation and intensive member checks (Gibbert et al., 2008; Yin, 2014). 

Established more than one hundred years ago as a small producer and distributor of fire extinguishing equipment, such 
as pumps and helmets, Fire-FightingCorp nowadays is one of the world’s leading manufacturers of fire-fighting 
vehicles. The firm not only equips municipal fire departments across the globe with their vehicles, technical 
machinery, tools, and clothing, it is also one of the most prominent manufacturers of advanced airport firetrucks. 
Having a longstanding tradition and extensive experience in special vehicle body construction, Fire-FightingCorp 
traditionally collaborates with major truck companies, such as MAN and Volvo, to build highly specialized, fully 
equipped firefighting and rescue vehicles. While the firm’s long established internal research and development 
department first and foremost focuses on the continuous advancement and thus on more incremental modification of 
existing vehicle types, Fire-FightingCorp, for many years now, also maintains an innovation department, which 
constantly runs systematic technology-scouting and trend analysis. At the beginning of the 2010s, the head of the 
innovation department developed the visionary notion of a totally new and in many respects revolutionary firetruck. 
The idea of this revolutionary vehicle centered on the slowly emerging electric drive technology, replacing the existing 
combustion engine powered vehicle chassis. The electric drive technology not only promised to reduce noise, 
emissions, and the risk of explosions in firefighting operations, but also paved the way to a fundamentally revised 
vehicle architecture that would radically change the daily work of firemen. Fire-FightingCorp labelled this new 
special purpose vehicle Radically New Firetruck (also a pseudonym, henceforth RNF). 

The development of the RNF required both new capabilities in vehicle chassis construction and in electronic drivetrain 
technology, and therefore partly challenged the identity of Fire-FightingCorp which was seen back then by most of 
the organizational members across all hierarchical levels mainly as traditional vehicle body builder instead of a vehicle 
chassis builder. While the development of the RNF started 2012 in the innovation department, Fire-FightingCorp 
decided in 2016 after a successful public proof of concept, which immediately yielded broad interests in the industry, 
to create an operationally and legally independent subsidiary, the Fire-FightingCorp Development Company (FDC), 
fully buffered from the firm’s establishment, to focus on and speed up the development of the first prototype of the 
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RNF, but also to defuse emerging conflicts between the explorative development of the RNF and the mainstay 
business, including the internal research and development department, by means of spatial separation (Deutsch, 1984; 
Gulati and Puranam, 2009; Heiberg Johansen, 2019). Overall, from its early beginning on, the concept and prototype 
development of the RNF experienced far-reaching resistances at all hierarchical levels and was riddled with extensive 
conflicts. However, accompanied by continued top management support, visionary guidance, and an effective 
handling of the various tensions and conflicts at different points in time (e.g., Smith and Tushman, 2005), the world’s 
first electric special responses fire vehicle in its respective market, the Fire-FightingCorp RNF, was successfully 
launched in 2020. In 2021, after the delivery of the RNF to early customers worldwide, top management decided to 
reintegrate FDC back into the headquarter (e.g., Siggelkow and Levinthal, 2003; Hansen et al., 2019). Overall, Fire-
FightingCorp’ approach towards ambidexterity can be considered as temporary decentralization, as described by 
Siggelkow and Levinthal (2003).   

Aiming to advance our knowledge on how firms effectively manage exploitation-exploration tensions (e.g., 
Andriopoulos and Lewis, 2009) over time and thus contributing to the growing stream on ambidexterity process 
research (e.g., Raisch and Tushman, 2016; Raisch and Zimmermann, 2017; Ossenbrink et al., 2019), the case study 
of Fire-FightingCorp’ RNF shows how structural ambidexterity evolves over time, i.e. how ambidextrous 
organizational designs are initiated (Zimmermann et al., 2015), situationally balanced (Raisch, 2008; Raisch et al., 
2009) and ultimately reintegrated (Siggelkow and Levinthal, 2003; Hansen et al., 2019). Bracketing the process of 
structural ambidexterity into three distinct yet overlapping main phases allows us to elaborate on the various conflicts 
and conflict patterns involved in the process of successfully managing ambidexterity over a period of over ten years, 
and the managerial response to these conflicts and conflict patterns.  

Phase 1 (Initiation). The initial phase, starting in 2012 when the idea for RNF was first developed in the internal 
innovation department, was predominantly accompanied by emerging substantial conflicts over the identity of Fire-
FightingCorp as traditional vehicle body builder, partly rooted in and impelled by one unsuccessful large innovation 
project in the firm’s past. The concept development of the RNF was therefore from the beginning on confronted with 
conflicts over Fire-FightingCorp’ mission and purpose. Although Fire-FightingCorp regarded itself as innovation 
leader in the industry, its focus was, before the project started in 2012, mainly on exploitation and incremental 
refinement of its existing product lines. Resistance against the RNF at that time (i.e., against an exploration orientation 
of Fire-FightingCorp, and therefore resistance to become ambidextrous) was found at all hierarchical levels, including 
the middle management and parts of the supervisory board: “There was a lot of fear or resentment there, […] ‘Oh my 
God, what are they doing there? Does that even make sense?’ And he rather worked against it, to show that all this 
makes no sense, than that he would have seen the benefit from it” (Head of Product Development Fire-FightingCorp). 
While substantial conflicts, questioning the fit and success of the RNF, were inevitable and therefore needed to be 
overcome to pave the way to initiating structural ambidexterity at Fire-FightingCorp, distributional conflicts 
concerning resources and power also started to emerge early, mainly put forward by the middle management. Top 
management, namely one important and powerful actor, responded to these conflicts located at different organizational 
levels by backing up and protecting the innovation department, providing it with both additional resources and 
developmental freedom (Raisch and Tushman, 2016), thereby initiating and fostering the exploration orientation of 
Fire-FightingCorp: “Yes, I think it's courageous of our CEO, who has always supported the project. Even at times 
when there was a lot of criticism” (Head of Engineering, Fire-FightingCorp FDC). During this stage, our qualitative 
data reveals how conflicts at Fire-FightingCorp were sensed, purposely addressed, and substantially dealt with by the 
top management to initiate and foster ambidexterity.   

Phase 2 (Balanced Separation). After finishing the development of the concept of RNF and its public presentation 
in 2016, which visibly showed Fire-FightingCorp the potential of the RNF, distributional conflicts within Fire-
FightingCorp seemed to increase, grounded in its looming success, while substantial conflicts over fit and identity, as 
witnessed in the initiation phase, tended to diminish slightly yet were still in place. In response to these conflicts, top 
management wisely decided to separate the prototype development of the RNF operationally and legally by founding 
the FDC, partly to overcome problems of cross-contamination (Hansen et al., 2019): “It was a long discussion: Is it 
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possible to produce such a product within the regular organization, or does it need its own framework? ... To be 
honest, I thought to myself: Do we need to create our own company? Is it worth the effort? To be fair, I have to say 
that it has proven itself. It needs its own framework” (Head of Human Resources Fire-FightingCorp). Thus, the spatial 
separation of conflict parties (Deutsch, 1984; Gulati and Puranam, 2009; Heiberg Johansen, 2019) was an important 
coping mechanism to handle distributional conflicts, thereby further strengthening the exploration orientation of Fire-
FightingCorp against internal resistance and tendencies in favor of terminating the project. However, spatial 
separation was not the only viable mechanism to cope with distributional conflicts. Fire-FightingCorp’s top 
management also responded to internal resistance, as grounded in distributional conflicts, by developing a business 
case arguing for the financial independence and success of the RNF, thereby showing internal opponents of the RNF 
that their interests were not at stake (Raisch and Tushman, 2016). Moreover, top management put new actors in charge 
of the prototype development of the RNF at FDC, even one of the early opponents of the project, thereby starting to 
lower the exploration orientation of Fire-FightingCorp. In other words, top management re-balanced the exploration-
exploitation-relationship by empowering actors with a financial rather than a technical background: “From there I got 
more and more involved and then in 2017 I worked out the business case, which then made it possible for the 
management board to get the go-ahead from the supervisory board that we could develop this into series production” 
(Head of Innovation, Product Management & Marketing Fire-FightingCorp). While this shift toward exploitation and 
refinement was undoubtedly important to speed up the development process of the RNF prototype, it was also helpful 
to deal with distributional conflicts at Fire-FightingCorp. Specifically, during this stage we observe how management 
accepted, articulated, and purposely shifted conflicts, before it moved toward tolerating conflicts and eventually 
working toward attenuating them.  

Phase 3 (Reintegration). After the successful development and launch of the RNF in 2020, it was immediately 
sold to several customers worldwide and given continuously high demand, the management decided in 2021 to 
reintegrate the production and technical refinements of the RNF back into Fire-FightingCorp headquarters (Siggelkow 
and Levinthal, 2003). The process of reintegration aimed at fostering cross-fertilization (Raisch and Tushman, 2016; 
Hansen et al., 2019), making use of the given competencies on the shop floor at Fire-FightingCorp, but also to 
overcome remaining distributional conflicts. However, the process of reintegration implied that Fire-FightingCorp’ 
temporary focus on exploration, as witnessed in the late initiation and early balanced phase, was slowly replaced by 
an exploitation orientation (Siggelkow and Levinthal, 2003): “The development ends at some point and after that it is 
primarily a production and no longer a development. And […] as far as FDC is concerned with communication with 
the parent company, a main thread has been tied to the parent organization, which is then this parallel project, which 
ties all the threads back within the organization” (Head of Engineering, Fire-FightingCorp FDC). In order words, as 
suggest by the life-cycle perspective on ambidexterity (Raisch and Tushman, 2016), the exploration orientation of 
Fire-FightingCorp decreased and was slowly replaced by focusing on exploitation. Thereby, focusing on exploitation 
came, again, with a shift of conflict patterns at Fire-FightingCorp whereas the dominant conflict patterns were (and 
still are) rather cross-functional than arising from the exploration-exploitation relationship as observed in the two 
foregoing phases. Crucially, our data yields the interesting insight that during this phase and considering increasingly 
clear indicators that RNF was a success and not a failure, as some had initially feared, Fire-FightingCorp overcame 
previously experienced conflicts while simultaneously new conflict patterns arise.  

Overall, our case study shows that the initiation of exploration, ongoing balancing of exploration and exploitation, 
and reintegration (i.e., focusing on exploitation again) was riddled with different types of conflicts, put forward by 
different organizational actors. The senior management at Fire-FightingCorp addressed and at times even nurtured 
these tensions and conflicts proactively rather than trying to avoid them to successfully navigate the pathway of 
ambidexterity (Smith, 2014). Our study contributes to the growing literature on ambidexterity as an organizational 
process phenomenon (Raisch and Zimmerman, 2017), by unpacking the different conflict patterns across three 
different stages, and associated conflict management practices. Thereby, we provide an in-depth account and 
theorization about the links between structural ambidexterity as a macro phenomenon, management practices at the 
micro level, and with conflict patterns at the heart of the process in between. Specifically, our theorization based on a 
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single-case study adds depth and nuance to the more general observation that ambidexterity is riddled with tensions 
and conflicts. Going beyond the mere labelling of the process as involving tensions and conflicts, our study unpacks 
different kinds of conflicts over time, as well as the specific conflict management practices that an organization can 
engage in as it navigates typical conflict patterns over the course of structural ambidexterity. 
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Tedious work and the process of developing novel outcomes  
with digitization across the arts and sciences 

 
Studies of the development of novel outcomes across the arts and sciences often focus on 

the glamorous, prominent moments of group brainstorming (Sutton & Hargadon, 1996), defining 
problems (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006), developing prototypes (Seidel & O’Mahony, 2014), 
exhilarating improvisation (Fisher & Barrett, 2019), evaluating ideas (Harvey & Kou, 2013), and 
giving and receiving feedback (Harrison & Dossinger, 2017; Harrison & Rouse, 2015). In their 
examination of Broadway musical productions, for example, Uzzi and Spiro (2005: 458) 
describe “full days of collaborative brainstorming, the sharing of ideas, joint problem-solving, 
difficult editing as well as flashpoints of celebration and commiseration.”  Yet, there is also 
evidence of substantial, less glamorous, tedious work within the creative process. For example, 
IDEO designers spend hours at their desks sketching and refining ideas (Hargadon & Sutton, 
1997); scientists take extensive annotations (Barley, 1994) to the point of developing a "mania 
for inscription" (Latour & Woolgar, 1986). Animators at Pixar spend hours polishing the minute 
details of background objects that may or may not be used in the final film (Catmull, 2014); 
audio engineers dedicate days to micro-polishing sonic data (Mixerman, 2014). Despite this 
evidence, such tedious work and its role within the creative process have received scant scholarly 
attention.   

The importance of examining tedious work within creative processes may only be 
heightened by the increased use of digital technology in creative processes.  While scholars 
typically highlight the benefits of digitization, such as opportunities for rapid, unlimited 
experimentation, recombination, and iteration with seemingly little effort and cost (Sapsed & 
Tschang, 2014) and waves of innovation it can precipitate across creative fields (Boland, 
Lyytinen, & Yoo, 2007), scholars have hinted at potential downsides as well.  For example, 
digitally based product development entails hours of carefully refining and modifying models 
and virtual designs that can account for 75% of total project cost (Marion & Simpson, 2009).  
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Despite the growing use of digitization in the arts and sciences, scholars have only begun to 
consider how actors may wrestle with the tedious work that digitization may bring to the fore. 
Our study seeks to fill this gap.  

Drawing from a comparative ethnography of two settings where digitization profoundly 
informs the production of novel ideas—the Nashville music production industry and systems 
biology cancer research— we develop a model of tedious work-- work that is highly repetitive, 
time-intensive, requires substantial expertise, and is inherent to creating with digitization. First, 
we show how tedious work arises throughout the creative process as actors exploit digitization, 
why tedious work becomes problematic across settings, and how actors use curbing practices to 
limit tedious work and move the creative process forward. Notably, we are the first to bring 
together arts and sciences in a study of digital creative processes. We discover that exploiting 
digitization's potential for unlimited experimentation and refinement amplifies tedious work. If 
not managed deftly, tedious work undermines the generation and synthesis of novel ideas when 
creating with digitization.  Second, we demonstrate the essential role of curbing practices in 
limiting digital tedious work, and how through curbing, actors exert agency over technology by 
strategically limiting its use. Third, we provide evidence of how digital technology not only 
supports but also undermines the development of novel outcomes by exposing the pitfalls of 
digitization’s unlimited possibilities. 
 
Settings, Data Collection, and Data Analysis 

Nashville music production. The first study involves a three-year ethnographic study of 
the Nashville country music production industry, including recurring interviews and participant 
and non-participant observation (see Table 1) of the multiple stakeholders involved at a time 
when a new digital recording technology was challenging existing ways of creative production. 
Nashville music production is at the heart of a global, billion dollar industry, and brings together 
a range of professions including music producers, songwriters, publishers, musicians, artists, 
engineers, and label personnel. Digitization plays a key role throughout the process of recording, 
editing, and mixing “tracks” (recorded versions of each instrument) into songs and CDs.  For 
example, within each track, for each instrument, and for each individual note, actors could isolate 
and micro-edit to adjust pitch (e.g., “autotune”) or the decay of a note’s soundwave, add 
treatments such as “reverb” (or echo) and utilize additional pre-recorded instrumentation (e.g., 
“loops” or “string pads”).  

The second study comprised a 1.5 years ethnography (see Table 1) of Systems Biology 
cancer research at the intersection of molecular biology and computational science. Systems 
biology cancer research bridges the fields of molecular biology and computational science to 
develop novel outcomes in the form of breakthrough insights into cancer evolution at the cellular 
level and potential treatment. New high-throughput technology allowed the collection of 
comprehensive datasets from biological samples that required computational analysis and 
modeling for interpretation. Biologists and modelers designed and executed experiments and 
analyzed resulting data, using digital technology both in experiments and modeling. 
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Table 1 
Summary of Data Collected 
 

Nashville Music Production Systems Biology Cancer Research 

Interviews Multiple interviews with 42 people, 
totaling 85 interviews overall (most 
between 60-120 minutes)  

53 interviews (most between 60-75 min) 
with scientists, principal investigators 
and government officials 

Observation 3 years including pre-production 
and studio sessions, song selection 
meetings, co-writing sessions and 
showcases; participant observation 
writing and producing co-written 
song 

18 months including scientific work 
(experiments, modeling); regional and 
national conferences, lab meetings, and 
project meetings 

Archival 
material 

Session “charts,” music industry 
publications and reports 

Lab wiki, emails, papers and drafts, 
funding applications 

 
 
Analytic approach. Due to the limited research on how digital technology shapes the process of 
developing novel outcomes, an inductive approach to developing theory was warranted 
(Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Maxwell, 2013). We followed best practices of other recent 
comparative ethnographies (especially Bechky & O’Mahony, 2016; Harrison & Rouse, 2015; 
O'Mahony & Bechky, 2006). A twofold analytical strategy allowed us to both remain sensitive to 
insights that emerged from our data while also considering extant research (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967; Locke & Golden-Biddle, 1984). First, we followed recommendations for analyzing and 
presenting inductively derived data (Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
Second, we embraced a process perspective (Langley, 2009) to capture the emergent nature of 
how the creative process unfolded in our respective settings. A process perspective considers 
“phenomena dynamically—in terms of movement, activity, events, change and temporal 
evolution” (Langley, 2007: 271), and illuminates how actions early in the process interrelate with 
later ones.  

We have engaged in a robust analytical process of 1) mapping the creative process across 
our respective settings; 2) inductively generating first-order codes through open coding of our 
data; 3) comparing, contrasting, and interrogating codes for fit across our two settings and with 
extant literature, and then collapsing and combining codes into second-order concepts; and 4) 
further analyzing and interrogating how our second-order concepts related to each other to 
develop the aggregate dimensions and overall model.  

Notably, our process mapping proved to be especially important to our comparative 
analysis-- to tease out and develop shared understanding on key aspects of the creative process, 
including what data generation and synthesis entailed, what creativity and novelty meant across 
our two settings, and expectations within the larger fields.  We are now in the process of 
collecting and analyzing supplementary data to further refine our emergent theory and are eager 
to share our refined model at the symposium. 
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Complex and novel problems often require involvement of resources of multiple actors (Dougherty 

& Dunne, 2011). Those problems are difficult to decompose into separate parts (Dunne & 

Dougherty, 2016), which is why coordination of interdependent contributions poses a core 

organizational challenge. Coordination through protocols, schedules, and routines proves ineffective 

(Bruns, 2013), because processes are not standardized. Coordination through hierarchy or by system 

integrators renders infeasible, since not all interdependencies are known beforehand and may 

emerge over time (Tuertscher et al., 2014). Moreover, actors are unlikely to hold perfect and 

symmetric information about each other´s resources, which is why identification of complementary 

resources may require several iterations (Deken et al., 2018). This makes coordination a challenge 

that needs to be resolved over time (Jarzabkowski et al., 2012).  

In approaching coordination for complex problems, some scholars researched how tasks should be 

initially designed to account for interdependencies (Colfer & Baldwin, 2016; Sanchez & Mahoney, 

1996). Others studied coordination of actors as a process, pointing out that many interdependencies 

are discovered over time (Bechky, 2003; Ben-Menahem et al., 2016; Tuertscher et al., 2014). Yet 

other authors discussed how innovation could be achieved by changing interdependencies between 

product components (Albert & Siggelkow, 2021; Henderson & Clark, 1990).  

When taking a dynamic perspective into coordination, scholars were mostly silent about 

heterogeneity in actors´ understandings about interdependencies. In fact, individuals tend to hold 

different assumptions about how their tasks are interrelated (Puranam & Swamy, 2016). Choices 

made by others and associated consequences are hard to foresee, leading to mutual confusion of 

interdependent actors (Knudsen & Srikanth, 2014). Different assumptions about interdependencies 

also complicate the process of searching for actors who could provide valuable contributions to a 

problem (Clement & Puranam, 2018). Therefore, it is worth understanding how individuals with 

diverging assumptions about interdependencies between the tasks are performing their activities 

while enacting certain interdependencies, in this way shaping collaborative patterns over time. In 
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other words, we set out to answer the following research question: “In the context of complex and 

novel problems that have to be addressed collectively by different actors, how is collaboration 

process unfolding over time when actors have different assumptions about their 

interdependencies?” 

We address this question using a process research approach (Langley, 1999). We conduct a 

longitudinal single case study (Pettigrew, 1990) in an interdisciplinary scientific consortium devoted 

to the discovery of novel dementia biomarkers. Activities within the consortium are organized in 

several projects performed by teams located in geographically separated organizations. Some teams 

are in charge of computational projects, while others are involved in experimental work. Each 

project contributes to a particular stage in the biomarker discovery pipeline, from identification of 

novel biomarkers to commercial implementation of assays. Every team is composed of 2-3 senior 

scientists and 1-2 junior researchers - PhD candidates who perform most of the tasks within their 

team´s project. So far, our data include over 30 semi-structured interviews, over 15 observations of 

meetings, and several textual documents, which were collected during 18 months since the 

beginning of the biomarker discovery process within the consortium. 

Our analysis shows that initially it was the consortium coordinator who had the most comprehensive 

understanding of interdependencies between the projects. During the first months, the consortium 

coordinator helped each team to specify their tasks and goals and, more importantly, draw tentative 

linkages to the actors within and outside the consortium. This was possible due to the coordinator´s 

familiarity with the biomarker discovery pipeline, knowledge of the senior members of each team, 

and extensive network of contacts outside the consortium. In the first year, within-project 

coordination was largely assumed by every team´s senior members guiding activities of their junior 

colleagues. When designing tasks for their team´s projects, the senior members were trying to 

account for the interests of their organizations, by combining findings of their labs with the novel 

data of the consortium.  

As for the junior researchers, initially most of them struggled to see how the projects within the 

consortium were linked. Although the consortium coordinator encouraged the teams of 

experimentalists to actively exchange their intermediary results, they remained largely ignorant of 

each other. An annual training week where all teams presented their projects after the first year 

played a two-fold role. On the one hand, this event increased transparency around every team´s 

projects, bringing to light expertise and resources available within the consortium. This helped all 

teams to improve assumptions about interdependencies between the projects and also discover 

unanticipated interdependencies. On the other hand, it translated into different behavioral patterns 

of junior researchers. Experimental junior scientists were trying to protect their projects and ignore 

unanticipated interdependencies when those could jeopardize their current workflows. By contrast, 

computational junior researchers started to actively explore and enact unanticipated 

interdependencies, initiating collaborations that were not originally planned for their projects. 



With this study, we intend to contribute to the literature on coordination of complex and novel 

projects with multiple actors involved (Ben-Menahem et al., 2016; Bruns, 2013; Davis & 

Eisenhardt, 2011; Tuertscher et al., 2014). Our preliminary findings indicate that different actors do 

hold diverging assumptions about interdependencies which affects their ability to appreciate inputs 

from each other. Those assumptions are not static, they may change over time and unanticipated 

interdependencies may be discovered. In response to the newly discovered interdependencies, some 

actors strive to ignore them and protect their workflows, while others attempt to explore and enact 

them through collaboration. 

As this is an ongoing research project, we would appreciate your feedback on how our theoretical 

framing and empirical findings fit together. Furthermore, it would be invaluable for us to hear your 

recommendations for making our analysis more processual.   
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The COVID-19 pandemic and the debates around it have morphed into an ideological 

struggle between health concerns, political, and economic interests (Piekkari et al., 2020). 

Essentially a health crisis on a global scale, the pandemic has nonetheless catalysed 

mediatized responses influencing all aspects of our lives, including public discussion, 

political beliefs, notions of truth, relations between societal groups, and has challenged the 

structures of society. In this paper, we focus on the ever-morphing responses and the different 

interpretations, across groups in individual societies and between nation-states. Our analysis 

focuses on the mediatized responses in Finland, Sweden and the United Kingdom (UK). 

We draw on Bakhtin’s work on carnival (1984) to elucidate the effects of this health 

crisis on social structures. More specifically, we develop a novel account of the processual 

nature of carnival during such societal crises as a process where formerly stable truths are 

continuously questioned. We set this account against views of carnival as a recurring event or 

state that both challenges and reproduces an apparently fixed societal order.  

This paper takes its inspiration from our first attempts at making sense of the Covid 

crisis – like others, discombobulated, facing visceral uncertainty and  disruption to our daily 

lives. Since March 2020, we have been sharing and recording our sense of discombobulation, 

and our (organizational) interpretations.We noted each country’s quite distinct pandemic 

responses, their own narratives and evolving political constellations. We also noted 

commonalities: the progressively weakening ability of public institutions to control 

interpretations of the pandemic, and emerging lines of division between advocates of 

differing pandemic response strategies. In analysing the mediatized responses across the three 

countries, we expose dimensions of carnivalization that underpinned these responses. 

Moreover, we  show how carnivalization is a valuable lens to expose the governance 

mechanisms of a society in a crisis and in framing the relationships between nation-states and 

their citizens. 

Societal crises as carnivalization of the status quo 

The Bakhtinian carnival 

According to Bakhtin (1984 p. 9), carnival may be seen as ‘moments of death and revival, of 

change and renewal’ standing between spectacle and festival, accomplishing societal renewal 

through the grotesque, laughter, sexual imagery, derision, and breakdowns in sensegiving 

(Boje, 2008). The Bakhtinian carnival is distinguished from “official feasts”, which are 

regulated spaces for the controlled letting out of steam while reasserting the status quo. 

Carnival is a stronger force: a potentially uncontrollable disruption which ruptures standard 



hierarchical precedence and power relations (Bakhtin, 1984). Carnival makes ‘the familiar 

seem strange’ (Holquist, 2002:89), challenging the official truth put forward ‘as eternal and 

undisputable’ and offering a release from conventions (Bakhtin, 1984:9). Here the infinite 

possibility of (re)organizing is present (Boje, 1995). For Bakhtin, carnival is the epitome of 

the unfinalizable possibility of meaning, since in carnival nothing is stable or indisputable 

(1984: 9). This possibility is fleeting (Bakhtin, 1986: 2). Nevertheless, disruptive carnival 

may also occasionally be a political choice, used by elites to undermine the status quo for 

their own ends (Holstein & Starkey, 2018). 

Societal crises as the ongoing carnivalization  

Many authors have described the carnival in modern work organizations in momentary slips 

of the hierarchy, or cracks in the façade of a status quo. Prior organization studies have 

examined carnival, including Boje (1995) who mobilized ideas of carnival to investigate 

McDonalds and noted the clownish Ronald McDonald as parody, or Islam, Zyphur & Boje 

(2008) and Beyes and Steyaert (2006) who examined alternative organizational forms, and 

more recently Kwon et al. (2020) who looked at use of irony in moving on from controversy 

in organizing. 

Societal crises tend to have similarly recognizable carnivalistic elements, bringing 

forth dark humour and the absurdity of the human condition, disrupting the status quo and 

our understanding of it. Such societal crises are different.  Here – unlike in most other uses of 

the term – there is no end in sight for the carnival, and the forms that the carnivalization of 

society takes evolve as the crisis unfolds. The COVID-19 pandemic is one such potentially 

carnivalesque crisis, and may even be (in true Rabelaisian grotesque) a kind of 'existential 

carnivalesque’, deadly serious and with more death than rebirth. 

A clear distinction can thus be made between accounts of “the modern carnival” as a 

stable, recurrent feature of life regulated by the status quo and “carnivalization” as an act and 

an unfolding process (Holstein & Starkey, 2018). Our study draws on this latter view. 

Findings 

Our preliminary analysis constructed the process of carnivalization through three dimensions. 

Firstly, the virus itself emerges as the source of the carnival, shaking up the stable roles, 

economic systems and societal practices – showing the current capitalist system as 

inadequate, unstable, and often laughable. As societies have struggled with fundamental 

functions such as goods logistics, health services, education, and working life, exposing how 

little in our way of life is self-evident. The virus has thereby hijacked the meaning of the 

‘natural order’ to mean the disappearance of stable society, instead of its existence. The 



carnivalesque constellation of health crisis with societal crisis is thus one motivation for the 

Governments’ calls for the crisis ‘to be over’. 

Second, the hetereogenous interpretations of the crisis have undeniably shaken the 

monopoly on knowledge held by traditional societal institutions such as governments, 

universities, health care institutions and the mainstream media. As the best available 

(scientific, medical, and practical) knowledge on the pandemic evolves, the ‘truths’ shared in 

society on the sources of health and so-called virtuous life, have changed, and questioning the 

wisdom of our societal institutions, and the possibility of stable knowledge itself. 

Third, the pandemic has shown the actions of political leaders and experts in new 

light, accompanied by heated debates with leaders have been portrayed as comic characters 

(rogues, clowns, and fools - cf. Bakhtin 1984: 8), hypocrites, or complicit in a global 

conspiracy. Simultaneously, new folk authorities have emerged from ‘the people’, 

challenging official narratives and measures, and presenting new, often dramatic and 

conspiratorial ones. 

In sum, the process of carnivalization engendered by the crisis exposes ways in which 

society and societal relations work, in and as a continuous emergence of carnival, making the 

familiar seem strange.   
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Solving Black-boxed Representation Problems: Creating Ground Truth 

Marjolaine Rostain 

Ruthanne Huising 

In an automobile manufacturing company, engineers are simulating an automobile 

crash. “One engineer we observed had spent several hours analyzing a simulated crash 

of a pickup truck. Visually, the FEA model looked identical to the real truck, but the 

simulated passenger dummy seemed to be hit by an expanding airbag with more force 

than had the real dummy in the physical test. Frustrated that his model did not match 

reality, the engineer went to the proving grounds where he sat inside the truck. After 

inspecting the seat anchors and the seat belt, he turned his attention to the dashboard. 

… He runs his hand up the instrument panel and grabs the passenger assist bar located 

on top of the airbag storage unit. He says, “Hmm,” and lifts the plastic flap that once 

covered the airbag compartment. [] He wipes his finger on the inside of the flap and 

looks at his finger to see that there is a black powdery residue on it. “It looks like there 

is something going on here,” he says out loud.” 

Bailey, Leonardi and Barley (2012, p. 1496) 

 

Workers of all kinds move between physical objects or processes and the symbolic 

representations of these objects and processes. Architectural teams move between building 

sites and digital 3D plans (Boland, Lyytinen and Yoo, 2007). Production teams move between 

the assembling of machines and engineers’ drawings (Bechky, 2003). Engineering teams 

move between physical test crashes and crash simulations (Bailey, Leonardi and Barley, 

2012). Reliable alignment or agreement between the physical and symbolic is sought as 

symbolic representations may guide work with physical objects and processes, or symbolic 

representations may replace work with physical objects and processes ((Bailey, Leonardi 1 

Barley, 2012; Bechky, 2003; Boland, Lyytinen and, Yoo, 2007; Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009 

etc.). Given this, deviations between the physical and symbolic may have substantial, negative 

organizational consequences. For example, approving a building plan that does not represent 

the dimensions of the actual building site may make it impossible to add needed parking 

places during the building process (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009).  

Misalignment between the symbolic and physical may be the result of different 

interpretations of the symbolic or actual discrepancies between the physical and symbolic. 
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Multiple interpretations of symbolic representations may appear to create a misalignment 

between the physical and symbolic. For example, engineers and assemblers read drawings 

differently they hold, respectively, schematic versus spatio-temporal conceptualizations of the 

symbolic representation (Bechky 2003). Addressing such discrepancies depends on creating 

common ground in a way that aligns the symbolic and physical for each occupational group. 

However, when misalignment stems from an actual difference between the physical and 

symbolic, workers face the problem of understanding the source of the difference and finding 

ways to realign the physical and symbolic. We refer to these challenges as representation 

problems.  

Representation problems are characterized by an observed discrepancy between the 

symbolic representation of an object or process and the physical object or process. In the 

opening excerpt, the engineer observed that the simulated airbag force was stronger than the 

physical airbag force. He studied first the crash simulation program and then the physical 

crash, identifying a problem with the dimensions of the physical passenger assist bar that sits 

above the airbag (Bailey et al. 2012). As a result of this investigation, he returned to the 

computer simulation and modified the appropriate parameters, realigning the symbolic and 

physical. As symbolic representations are increasing the result of computer simulations or 

computational models, solving a representation problem likely requires changing parameters 

in a simulation or altering programming scripts that produce the representation. 

However, this solution - modifying the parameters and programming that generates 

symbolic representations to align the symbolic with the physical – may not be feasible for a 

few of reasons. First, the parameters and programming that produce the symbolic 

representation may not be accessible. For example, when scientists study Mars through videos 

generated by an intelligent camera, they cannot change any parameters inside the camera as it 

is on Mars (Vertesi, 2012). Second, changing the parameters and programming that produce 
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the symbolic representation is not a possible solution if workers do not have the skill and 

knowledge to modify it. This may happen when the workers who move between the symbolic 

and physical are not the same workers responsible for creating or manipulating the symbolic 

representation. For example, Orr’s technicians observed that the photocopier display did not 

indicate that a launched self-adjustment procedure was running. They tried through a few 

interventions to understand what the machine was doing. Eventually they agreed that the 

procedure was running but that the subsystem used by engineering for development work was 

preventing the correct display. Unable to fix this discrepancy, they referred the problem to the 

engineers (Orr, 1996 p. 97).  

When workers are unable to modify the parameters and programming underlying the 

symbolic it is, at least for them, a “black box”, the sense given by cybernetician Wiener: “A 

piece of apparatus…which performs a definite operation … but for which we do not 

necessarily have any information of the structure by which this operation is performed.” 

(Wiener, 1961 p.xi note 1). Examples of what we call black-boxed representation problems 

can be found across the literature although they have not been analyzed as such. For example, 

in analyzing the crash of the AF Flight 447 from Rio to Paris in 2009, Oliver, Calvard and 

Potocnik (2017) describe a representation problem. The airspeed reading was different from 

the actual plane speed (as the plane was already stalled). Even though the pilots realized that 

there was a representation problem, reprogramming the automatic pilot was not an option. 

(Carlsson, 2021) describes a representation problem related to an urban planning simulation. 

He explains that while a digital mapping software provided a visual representation of a human 

perception of a new building, it did not include particular features revealed only through real 

human observation of the urban environment. Although urban planner engineers identified 

this discrepancy they were unable to integrate the necessary parameters in the digital mapping 

software.  
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Workers who encounter black-boxed representation problems need a means of 

aligning the symbolic and physical despite not having access to the technologies that produce 

representations so that they can accomplish their work and produce valued organizational 

outcomes such protecting investments in scientific research and equipment (Vertesi, 2012), 

building aesthetically pleasing cities (Carlsson, 2021), producing accurate diagnoses 

(Lebovitz, Lifshitz-Assaf, Levina, 2022), and saving human lives (Oliver et al., 2017).  

Without access to the digital production of symbolic representations other avenues are needed 

to realign the symbolic and physical. In some situations, there may be no time or choice but to 

ignore the symbolic and work with the physical. For example, in the case of the plane crash 

(Oliver at al., 2017), the pilots abandoned the automatic pilot and attempted to straighten the 

plane manually without reanalysing the symbolic. In less extreme circumstances, workers 

need to find ways to alter the symbolic representation and re-represent the physical without 

access to the black box that produces the representation. Three-dimensional renderings, 

computer simulations, machine-learning recommendations, satellite images, and other 

representations have to be reimagined and remade in relation to the physical without access to 

the technologies that created the original representations. How do workers craft realignments 

between the black-boxed symbolic representations and physical objects or processes so that 

they can accomplish their work?   

In this paper, we examine how workers who machine industrial molds solve black-

boxed representation problems. Drawing on an eight-month ethnographic study, we detail the 

practices workers use to navigate discrepancies between machine simulations and designer 

drawings of the mold they are assigned to produce, and the physical material and tools at 

hand. The workers we study do not have access to the technologies and knowledge through 

which the symbolic representations are generated, yet they find means of reimagining and 

altering these representations so that they can do their work. We show how workers, through 
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“ground truth” practices understand the consequences of the representation problem and 

develop a working alignment between the symbolic and physical. Ground truth, a term widely 

used in geographic information system (Pickles, 1995),  is the reckoning of data collected at 

distance (usual via satellites images) with measurements made on the ground. While not 

officially recognized by the organization studied, the creation of ground truth helps to keep 

the production running. In work environments where technologies are increasing complex and 

intelligent, being able to solve representation problems without access to the internal 

machinations of the technology generating the representation, may be an important skill to 

acquire.  
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The “real deal”: Authentication processes in early-stage climate technology ventures 
 

Page 2 of 6 

Overview 

A surging number of founders are seeking to build large-scale, transformative businesses 

to address Net Zero climate change goals, creating a tension for potential early-stage investors: 

how can they best identify those founding teams suited to creating successful ventures that address 

this complex challenge? Historically, early-stage investors and venture accelerator programs 

evaluated entrepreneurs and founding teams based on their track record and perceived legitimacy 

(Aldrich and Fiol, 1994; Zimmerman and Zeitz, 2002; Bitektine, 2011) as a method to overcome 

nascent ventures’ “liability of newness” (Stinchcombe, 1965). Yet, with many early-stage 

accelerators moving to an even earlier stage in the venture creation process – with some 

programmes accepting potential founders before either an initial idea or team is formed – these 

first evaluations are now being made by potential co-founders, investors, and other gatekeepers 

based on little more than the perceived identity of the founders themselves. Research on the impact 

of founder identity has found that it plays a significant role in shaping ventures’ development 

(Fauchart and Gruber, 2011; Gruber and MacMillan, 2017; Powell and Baker, 2017; Grimes, 

2018), influencing the overall growth process through dimensions including opportunity 

identification and pursual (Mathias and Williams, 2017; Wry and York, 2017, 2019) and the 

shaping of external perceptions of the venture by investors (Navis and Glynn, 2011). The degree 

to which founders’ identities are perceived to be in alignment with that of their venture is thus 

critical when evaluating the likelihood of future success. This also poses an intriguing dilemma 

for gatekeepers when evaluating founders and teams at an especially early stage. In seeking to 

better understand how early-stage ventures develop in the high potential, high-growth space of 

climate technology (“climate tech”), we therefore explore the multi-stage processes for how 

founders seek to convey their identity and that of their new venture through evolving performances 

of authenticity. 

 

Methodology 

Over the course of an 18-month ethnographic study (2020-2022) of an international, early-

stage climate tech accelerator headquartered in the UK (“GreenTech”), the authors conducted 

inductive research examining how founder participants in a single accelerator cohort 

communicated and performed authenticity via a multi-stage process (covering from before 

admittance to the program through their exit). The accelerator was originally designed to occur in 
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person via three phases over eight months, from March 2021 through November 2021. However, 

due to the impact of ongoing COVID-19 restrictions, the program structure was altered to include 

an initial seven-week virtual component alongside ongoing hybrid engagement events held at the 

accelerator’s headquarters and later, external event venues with the accelerators’ funding partners. 

This unique format supported the creation of the exceptionally rich data set outlined below.  

As the core ethnographic fieldwork, the first author engaged in daily participant 

observation of scheduled events and workshops throughout the cohort’s program. During this time, 

the author conducted regular semi-structured interviews with founders (n=59), the management 

team, mentors, and GreenTech staff (n=10). Informational observations and conversations were 

documented within the virtual, hybrid, and in-person sites during formal events, casual drop-ins, 

and informal after-hours sessions. These observations and interviews were further supported 

through archival research and additional documents provided by the GreenTech team, which 

included but were not limited to publication materials, management team notes, and records 

concerning the management team’s evaluation of potential founders’ initial applications to the 

accelerator. Finally, a significant volume of several thousand additional digital artifacts (ranging 

from chat logs to emails, inter-team texts, and multi-media materials) generated through founder, 

management team, and staff interactions during national “lockdown” periods (due to COVID-19 

restrictions) were also included. Data collected during virtual and hybrid events was in dual form, 

i.e., both handwritten notes and on-screen recordings (approx. 200 hours). 

 
Findings & Contribution 

In analyzing the evolving process for how founders participating in the GreenTech 

accelerator program sought to convey their identity and that of their new venture, we identified 

two main authentication processes that took place: first, for the purposes of team formation based 

on perceptions of shared values, beliefs, and goals; and second, for satisficing specific gatekeepers’ 

expectations as ‘legitimate’ entities to acquire needed venture resources. Both processes remained 

ongoing throughout the study as venture teams sought to (i) develop functional teams and (ii) gain 

access to networks, mentors, and successful pre-seed funding rounds. As the first of these 

processes initially took place entirely via virtual media, the authors note how the use of digital 

artifacts to signal otherwise unobservable attributes about the founder (Spence, 1973) both 

supported and hindered performances of “authentic” identity. In multiple cases, this led to teams 
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breaking up and re-forming with other founders once in-person contact had been established, as 

initial virtual portrayals were found to be incongruous with founders’ in-person experiences of 

each other. The second of these processes relied on a combination of unique, accelerator-supported 

learning routines coupled with the rapid integration of feedback, which together enabled founders 

and their teams to adapt how they signaled their authenticity for different gatekeepers at 

progressive stages of their venture’s development. This second process surfaced a high-level of 

nuance and sophistication in how founders expressed portrayals of selected forms of authenticity 

– including consistency (between internal values and external expressions), conformity (to 

expected categorical norms), and socio-temporal connections (Lehman et al., 2019) – depending 

on the specific context and predicted legitimation demands of each gatekeeper.  

In deriving theoretical insights from our findings, we make three contributions to the 

literature on early-stage venture development, accelerators, and authenticity. First, we offer a 

conceptualization of the process through which early-stage founders engage in performances of 

authenticity throughout venture formation and early-stage growth as a way of signaling legitimacy 

via an “authentic” identity when a track record is otherwise “too short” or not available. Secondly, 

we note that this process of authenticity portrayal as an signaling mechanism may be of particular 

interest to scholars seeking to understand how marginalized or other minority groups may 

successfully gain entry to existing entrepreneurial ecosystems without needing to rely on resources 

that may be difficult to acquire, including strategic partnerships and network-ties with high-status 

groups (Podolny, 1993; Gulati, 1999; Hallen, 2008; Hallen and Eisenhardt, 2012; Ozmel, Reuer 

and Gulati, 2013). Third, we provide further nuance into the role of accelerators as unique sites of 

entrepreneurial learning processes that seek to “solve” the problem of bounded rationality, building 

on the recent work of Hallen et al. (2020).  Finally, we offer one of the first studies (to the best of 

our knowledge) in the management literature to shed light on the early-stage processes of climate 

tech-focused ventures. Understanding this phenomenon is of increasing scholarly and practitioner 

importance given global multi-stakeholder efforts to address Net Zero climate change goals, 

including significant venture capital funding from private investors and larger firms alike. 
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In this paper we investigate the limits and opportunities of creating organizational inclusivity 

in the context of a low-wage service sector organization by applying a processual boundary 

work lens (Langley et al., 2019; Langley & Tsoukas, 2019). Service sector industries have 

increasingly become a central source of jobs and productivity (measures) in the Global North 

(Davis, 2017). They are characterized by a disproportionally high employment of women, 

ethnicized minorities and migrant workers at lower hierarchy levels (e.g., Andersson et al., 

2019; Jacobs and Padavic, 2015; Wright and Clibborn, 2019). At the same time, organizational 

inclusion research (e.g., Shore et al, 2018) has rather neglected this heterogeneous and 

particularly vulnerable group of workers and focused on work contexts dominated by 

professional occupations (van Eck at al., 2021).  

Against this background, based on ethnographic fieldwork data in a Dutch aircraft cleaning 

company (CleanCo), we analyze the everyday modes of boundary work and their processual 

interrelatedness present in this low-wage service sector organization. Bringing a processual 

boundary work lens and issues of inclusion and exclusion together is particularly fruitful as 

drawing a boundary is in its core sense an act of inclusion and exclusion: it means to cut through 

the ‘thicket of the social’ and differentiate one side that is made explicit (the included side) 

from its counterpart (the excluded side), which often remains implicit (Luhmann, 1993). 

However, not the boundary in itself is necessarily a ‘problem’ for the creation of inclusivity  as 

becoming ‘more inclusive’ – measured by the advancement of historically disadvantaged 

groups – can imply to draw boundaries more strictly, for instance, when implementing 

preferential treatment or anti-harassment rules (Dobusch & Dobusch, 2019). Rather, it is 

important what rationale is fueling the drawing of boundaries: Is it built on a binary logic or a 

rationale that allows for multiple equal options? And is it in its consequences rather disjunctive 

or conjunctive? (Lamont & Molnár, 2002) 

By taking a processual boundary work lens we can investigate exactly how boundaries are 

drawn or reworked by management and cleaners, how processes of their interrelatedness unfold 

and what the related inclusion-exclusion configurations imply for the creation of organizational 

inclusivity. Furthermore, this theoretical lens allows us to do justice to the specific contextual 

conditions in service sector organizations, namely their highly dichotomous structure and how 

the distinction between management/professionals and service sector workers is produced, 

uphold and potentially reworked. Thereby we don’t a priori strip the service sector workers off 

their agency, but we can empirically investigate how they can (not) engage in boundary work 

and thus influence the creation of organizational inclusivity themselves. 

Our analysis shows that on the one hand, CleanCo’s management tries to broaden its 

organizational boundaries by including migrant and disabled cleaners in their workforce in 

order to expand its pool of potential workers. At the same time, it keeps a system of two-class 

– permanent vs. temporary – workers in place. Cleaners react to CleanCo’s efforts of 

broadening the access to the workforce by reinforcing the boundaries between 



experienced/permanent and unexperienced/temporary staff. The also enacted boundary work 

based on cleaner’s membership in ethnic affiliations does not counteract the boundary work 

related to worker’s status but rather introduces additional fragmentation and hierarchization. 

Consequently, the types of inclusivity that – nevertheless – emerge through the processual 

interrelatedness of boundary work is first and foremost available for the group of 

experienced/permanent staff. 

By reconstructing the modes of boundary work, their interrelatedness and the thereby resulting 

inclusion-exclusion configurations it becomes apparent that organizations cannot be judged as 

‘either inclusive or not’. Rather, the creation of certain types of inclusivity is an ongoing, 

multipolar process where different modes of boundary work can reinforce or weaken each other. 

This also means that the creation of inclusivity cannot be confined to the area of official 

‘diversity and inclusion management’ (see also Ortlieb et al., 2021), but is to a large extent 

constituted by the constantly produced working and employment conditions co-constituted 

through boundary work. 
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ABSTRACT 

 Countries including the United Kingdom have invested millions of dollars in public 

support for the creation and growth of entrepreneurial ecosystems: concentrated regional 

environments with numerous and varied entrepreneurial actors, support organizations, 

specialized programming, and physical space aimed at encouraging rates of venture creation 

(Stam & van de Ven, 2021). There is longstanding taken-for-grantedness embedded in this 

approach, stemming from prior success in regional agglomeration in sectors as varied as silicon 

microprocessors and computing–the original focus of Silicon Valley–to pharmaceuticals on the 

US east coast (Porter, 2000; Saxenian, 1994). In response to the perceived benefits of 

agglomeration, entrepreneurial ecosystems have become an increasingly important policy focus. 

Following these developments many studies have emerged around the concept of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems characterizing the early stage organizing (Thompson, Purdy, & Ventresca, 2018), the 

emerging sociocultural interactions (Hannigan, Briggs, Valadao, Seidel, & Jennings, 2021; 

Spigel, 2017),  and the constituent elements (Stam & van de Ven, 2021) of ecosystems, among 

other aspects. A common understanding has developed, however, that these ecosystems are 
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complex institutional fields (Thompson et al., 2018) governing social and material interaction 

around entrepreneurial activity.  

In this study, we seek to develop a nuanced view of how entrepreneurial ecosystem 

interventions are designed and implemented to maintain the institutional environment. We do 

this by first addressing an underdiscussed paradox that emerges as entrepreneurial ecosystems 

grow arising from the law of requisite variety as introduced by Ashby (1961) such that “the 

variety of a system must be able to regulate the variety with which it is confronted” (Poulis & 

Poulis, 2016: 504).  First, entrepreneurship has become an increasingly complex activity with 

numerous expectations from stakeholders and plentiful associated processes, the variety of 

supports has increased to match this complexity. But second, as the scale of the ecosystem 

increases, the rising number of actors, organizations, and associated programmes can result in 

overlap and overlap. If the anticipated outcome of entrepreneurial ecosystems is to improve the 

rate of productive entrepreneurship (Stam & van de Ven, 2021), then this rise in variety with 

associated rise in complexity could limit the success of such ecosystems as actors struggle to 

make sense of the supports available around them.  

 Resolving the complexity can appear to be counterproductive to the at times messy and 

complex processes of innovation and venture creation (Hargrave & Van De Ven, 2009; Seo & 

Creed, 2002). Variety is beneficial to innovation and entrepreneurial outcomes, however, can 

come at the expense of an increasingly complex system which requires significant effort to 

negotiate and find the requisite supports. Yet at the same time, there is a growing discourse and 

“rationalized myth” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) which has brought attention to developing efficient 

and processualized institutional environments to spur and accelerate the pace of innovation and 

venture activities, prompting significant divergence in how entrepreneurial ecosystems can be 
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best maintained. Thus, we ask how do field configuring actors maintain institutional incoherence 

to support entrepreneurial activity?  

We conducted a 25-month longitudinal case study of Hygieia–one of twenty ‘University 

Enterprise Zones’ in the UK which received government funding to help spur entrepreneurial 

and innovation activity–to explore how this tension is managed. The first author observed over 

40 project meetings, several key field configuring events and workshops, and conducted 28 

interviews to reveal the practices and challenges that faced when attempting to bring clarity to 

the ecosystem. Our inductive study surfaces a four-stage process model (Langley, 1999; 

Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & Van de Ven, 2013) describing how entrepreneurial ecosystem 

interventions are designed and implemented. Importantly, we observe how they maintain 

institutional incoherence, which we define as the cognitive complexity faced by field actors 

arising from variety, overlaps, and contradictions resulting from organic and irrationalized 

growth and maintenance of the institutional environment. Our findings highlight how, at first, 

such actors engage in resolving institutional incoherence, by at first projecting a vision of a 

coherent and navigable institutional environment and bridging various disparate organizations 

into a cohesive system. However, they turn to accommodating incoherence by explicitly inviting 

the broader ecosystem and co-creating a material as they realize the need for a multivocal and 

multi-actor approach to developing the ecosystem. Over time, perpetuating institutional 

incoherence resulted as competition for attention arose between the new initiative and the 

existing ecosystem. We surface the narratives which are used to make sense of each stage, 

invoked by metaphors of ‘the plantation’, ‘the garden’, and ‘the jungle’. Over time, this latter 

narrative justifies institutional incoherence as one essential property of the successful ecosystem, 

and thus despite perpetuating the very challenges they sought to solve, the initiative was 
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celebrated for maintaining the ecosystem. We surface a decoupling between the projected need 

for a rationalized and processualized ecosystem from the ongoing work that maintains a level of 

institutional incoherence.  

Our findings and emergent theoretical model thus add not only to the growing 

conversation surrounding entrepreneurial ecosystems, their growth, and maintenance, but 

moreover situate this within the ongoing conversations which challenge the myths of 

rationalization particularly regarding entrepreneurship. We introduce the concept of institutional 

incoherence to understand the emergent tension between rationalization of entrepreneurial 

ecosystems and the complexity arising as they grow (Townley, 2002). In this way, we seek to 

develop how when attempting to develop requisite variety (Ashby, 1961; Poulis & Poulis, 2016) 

for complex organizational activity including entrepreneurship and innovation, there is an 

increased likelihood of overlapping and at times contradicting institutional values and systems 

supporting these activities (Ostrom, 1995). However, at times, there is tremendous value for this 

incoherence as it affords field actors the opportunity to continuously mobilize networks and 

attract resources for the ongoing development of the ecosystem. We also join the conversation on 

institutional work, specifically with respect to institutional maintenance (Lawrence, Leca, & 

Zilber, 2013; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006) and develop how field actors engage with and push 

back against attempts to resolve institutional incoherence (Hargrave & Van De Ven, 2009; Seo 

& Creed, 2002).  
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Introduction & Framing  
 

All over the world, scientists and governance systems are currently challenged to assess 

and strategically communicate information towards the public to contain the ongoing pandemic.  

Spurred by the global outbreak in 2020, affecting all areas of social and economic life (Brammer 

et al., 2020) the interest of organization and strategy scholars into the topic of crisis and crisis 

management has recently rekindled (e.g., Lee et al., 2020; Wenzel et al., 2021). From a process 

perspective crisis are defined as “Processes extended in space and time, where a “triggering 

event” is the result of a long period of incubation; that is, crises occur in phases” (Williams et 

al., 2017: 237). Thus, crises are complex in their nature (Bundy & Pfarrer, 2015), leading 

organizations to respond to these complex environments by “creating internal complexity”, for 

example in form of increasing communication density/frequency (Schneider, Wickert, & Marti, 

2017). 

Much of the literature has focused on strategic crisis responses from an external 

perspective and thus, focuses on “[…] how stakeholders perceive and react to crises and how 

organizations influence these perceptions.” (Bundy et al., 2017, p. 1672). Organizational crisis 

response strategies can be understood as a “[…] set of coordinated communication and action 

used to influence evaluators’ crisis perceptions” (Bundy & Pfarrer, 2015, p. 346; emphasis 

added).  

Although inherent to their conception of strategic responses to crisis, little attention has 

been paid to understand strategic communication, which is the purposeful use of mission-

oriented communication (Frandsen & Johansen, 2017; Hallahan et al., 2007). Thus, it has 

overlooked how institutions “do things with words” an idea originated from Austin´s (1962) 

Speech Act Theory (SAT) and expressed by the concept of performativity. Performativity refers 

to language as action that not only describes but also constitutes, thus performs, social reality 

(Bencherki, 2021; Kornberger & Clegg, 2011). SAT distinguishes three acts of doing by saying 

something (see table 1) that equally apply to all speech acts (Schützeichel, 2015).  

In this research endeavor we examine how the Robert Koch-Institute (RKI), a central 

provider of information during the COVID-19 pandemic in Germany, strategically 

communicates to control, prevent and detect further threats imposed by the crisis to ensure 

public (i.e., stakeholder) safety.  

Following up Lee´s (2020; p. 801) recent call for the advancement of the crisis 

communication literature towards a perspective of “proactive strategies with stakeholder-

focused communication.” and the further advancement of a process-perspective of crisis 
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(Williams et al., 2017), we attempt to understand how organizations strategically communicate 

to elicit behavioral impact on stakeholders in times of crisis by drawing on the speech act theory 

and the concept of performativity.  

 
Methodology  

Case and context. The RKI is a federal institution, namely a business unit of the German 

Ministry of Health, which is in charge of monitoring, detecting, preventing, and controlling 

infectious diseases (RKI, 2020). Its main tasks are scientific investigation, epidemiological and 

medical analysis, and evaluation of diseases with high risk, high prevalence or high public or 

health policy importance (RKI, 2020) and not the legal enforcement of such policies. 

With the outbreak of COVID-19, the RKI has been in the center of attention in Germany 

as its mission is the containment of the pandemic. Initially only informing the professional 

public and responsible authorities, the RKI increasingly communicates information directly 

towards the public (see figure 1). Through its advisory role in policy, the RKI is instrumental 

in laying the groundwork for decisions such as the implementation and duration of lockdowns 

(newspaper article) and hence can be considered the central actor in the daily communication 

of information regarding the pandemic towards the public. 

 
Data collection and analysis. For our empirical investigation, we draw on various data 

to analyze the strategic communication from a from a longitudinal perspective (see Table 2).1 

Our primary source of data were video recordings from the RKI’s press conferences and 

briefings, the daily situation reports issued by the RKI and other documents, such as the RKIs 

journal publications. Moreover, we followed the German media coverage of the RKI, 

subscribed to newsletters, and monitored the RKI’s Twitter account.  

We pursued an abductive approach of data interpretation and analysis (Sætre & Van de 

Ven, 2021). Although our analytical process evolved organically, we can group our process of 

analysis into seven steps (see table 4). Step two and three of our analysis resulted in the creation 

of figure 2, 3 and 4, representing the course of the crisis and the communicative actions taken 

by the RKI.2 We temporally bracketed and visually mapped (Langley, 1999) our data according 

to the “retrospective phasing of the pandemic” (journal publication) by the RKI.  

 

 
1 Table depicts collected data from February 2020 to December 31th 2020. Data collection is still ongoing.  
 
2 The figures currently only show phase 1 and 2, as they mark the first episode where a Covid-19 “wave” (i.e., a phase with high Covid-19 
activity) and is followed by a “summer plateau” (i.e., a phase with low Covid-19 activity during summer months) as it allowed us to compare 
strategic communication under a high and lower levels of uncertainty 
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Findings & Contributions  

First, we observed that communicative activities in general decrease when uncertainty 

seems to decrease as seen at the end of phase 1 (i.e., density of PB & PC decreases; see figure 

3) and within phase 2 (see figure 4). Additionally, the intend to perform a communicative act 

seems to be triggered by certain events (e.g., case numbers exceed a certain threshold).  

Secondly, we observed that the RKI initially communicated according to Habermas´s 

rationality theory: “the unforced force of the better argument” (Allen, 2012) and thereby built 

on the illocutionary force (see table 5). According to Habermas, with each speech act validity 

claims are made, which are claim 1) of truthfulness with respect to intentions of the speaker, 2) 

to truth of propositional statements made, 3) of correctness in relation to socially recognized 

rules and norms (Schützeichel, 2015, pp. 105).3 Throughout, the crisis we have observed that 

the RKI increasingly build their communication on the perlocutionary force as the constantly 

generated knowledge and the politic forces damage their previous validity claims. As the RKI 

cannot enter the public discourse it is not able to “repair its validity claims” and thus, 

degenerates its communicative culture.  

Our first contribution pertains the literature of crisis management and communication. 

By conceptualizing crisis communication as a form of strategic communication, we open up 

the field of strategic communication to establish itself within organizations research. 

Furthermore, we show how organizations strategically communicate to elicit behavioral impact 

on the stakeholders to control the crisis (see figure 5) and how this may also lead to unintended 

effect if the organization cannot maintain its validity claims. 

We further contribute to the research on genres of organizational communication 

(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Orlikowski & Yates, 1994; Yates & Orlikowski, 1992) and in 

particular to strategic communication (Wenzel & Koch, 2018) by introducing “press 

statements” as a genre of strategic communication that is a socially recognized form of re-

occurring communicative actions that are purposely enacted (Orlikowski & Yates, 1994). 
 

  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
3 Translated from German into English  
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Table 1 
Act Meaning Examples  
Locutionary  Refers to the propositional content; 

saying something (Habermas, 1981; 
Schützeichel, 2015)  

“The sun is shining.” 

Illocutionary  
Categorization into 5 
types Searle (1976)  

Acting by saying something 
(Habermas, 1981; Schützeichel, 
2015).  

“The sun is shining, put 
sunscreen on”! 

o Representatives/ 
Assertives 

Commit the utterer to the truth of the 
expressed proposition (Schützeichel, 2015). 

 “believe” or “conclude” (Liubertė & 
Dimov, 2021) 

o Directives Attempts of the speaker to get the hearer to 
do something (Searle, 1976) 

“insisting”, “inviting or suggesting to 
do something” (Searle, 1976: 11) 

o Commissives Commit the speaker to a future action 
(Searle, 1976) 

“promise” or “intent” to do something 
(Bencherki, 2021; Liubertė & Dimov, 
2021) 

o Espressives Expressing psychological state about 
something (Searle, 1976) 

expressions, such as “apologies, 
“congratulations” (Bencherki, 2021; 
Liubertė & Dimov, 2021) 

o Declaratives Changes how people and things are related 
(Bencherki, 2021) 

by performative verbs such as 
“pronounce” or “declare” (Liubertė & 
Dimov, 2021) 

Perlocutionary  An effect is achieved through acting 
by saying something. (Habermas, 
1981; Schützeichel, 2015)  

“If you don´t put sunscreen on, 
I will not let you go outside.” 

 
Table 2 

 
Data collected from February 2020 till beginning of 2021 

 
Table 3 
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Table 4 

 
 

Table 5 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 4 
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Organizations are constituted by paths – “a coherent, time ordered sequence of actions or interactions 
in the workflow” (Goh and Pentland, 2019:1901) – that represent performances of organizational 
routines. These performances are both “effortful” and “emergent” accomplishments (Pentland and 
Rueter, 1994; Feldman et al., 2016). Whereas effortful accomplishments refer to agents constantly 
adjusting actions to implement, reproduce and replicate the espoused routines (e.g., Bertels et al., 
2016), emergent accomplishments refer to agents altering the pattern of actions in such a way that a 
change in routine occurs. Changes may emerge through the application of new opportunities, 
objectives, or ideals (e.g., Feldman, 2000).  
 
Both effortful and emergent accomplishments draw on cognition. Specifically, agents are involved in 
reflexivity-in-action (Yanow and Tsoukas, 2009), reflective and experimental spaces (Bucher and 
Langley, 2016), reflective talk (Dittrich et al., 2016) to cognitively make decisions on both the 
ostensive and performative aspects of routines. However, in line with process theorizing, most actions 
that agents perform are not grounded in cognition, rather they are grounded in habit/routinization 
(Cohen, 2007). This is in line with some studies describing the performances of routines as a 
combination of agents’ mindful (i.e., cognitive) and less-mindful (i.e., habit/routinized) behaviors 
(e.g., Howard-Grenville, 2005). Mindfulness “is conceived as involving attentiveness of individuals 
and their ability to respond flexibly to contextual cues […] and it has two components: high levels of 
attention to errors, unexpected events, and the numerous cues surfacing from the organization’s 
environment and its own processes; and the ability to effectively respond to such cues in a flexible 
manner” (Salvato, 2009:385). A less-mindful behavior is conceived as “one requiring little attention, 
intention, or thought” (Laureiro-Martinez, 2014:1111) with agents performing “intelligent habits,” 
described as patterns of actions processed following “acquired predisposition to ways or modes of 
response” (Dewey, 1922:32). Knowing how agents move from mindful to routinization along the 
effortful and emergent accomplishments of routines is crucial to “understanding the human mind in 
action, and the limits to individual decision-making, allowing a potential renewed source of 
inspiration for Routine Dynamics” (Lazaric, 2021:260). Therefore, the objective of this research is to 
investigate how agents combine reflective, mindful actions and decisions with routinized, mindless 
ones while performing organizational routines. We introduce the concept of attention from cognitive 
neuroscientists (e.g., Ocasio, 2011) to investigate how cognitive resources to process information 
play a role while agents combine mindfulness and routinization. As a result, we will contribute to 
better understanding the processing of effortful and emergent accomplishments. 
 
To address this research question, we intend to draw on field and/or lab experiments analyzing the 
agents along the production process of manufacturing plants. Production processes represent routines 
as they are constituted by coordinated agents (i.e., shopfloor employees) that enact patterns of actions 
over time drawing upon the guidance of artifacts (e.g., machineries, raw materials, tools). Through 
repetition and/or automation, these routines apparently show great stability with agents committed to 
routinization. However, the patterns of operational actions generally vary because of errors or 
incremental improvements fostered by agents (Furlan et al., 2019). When committing an error, 



frontline employees face three possible scenarios: they either do not notice the error and move it 
further into the process with the result of manufacturing defected products or they notice the error 
and work around it to quickly solve the problem, thus reducing variation in patterning. When errors 
are noticed, agents might also think to possible improvements that avoid the same errors keep 
recurring. The first two scenarios determine the processing of varied patterns of action that agents 
may perform with more or less mindfulness. As a result, variations in operational routines may or 
may not be performed as mindful, effortful accomplishments. The third scenario represents agents 
who perform emergent accomplishments to change the patterns of actions. In this case, we may 
arguably suggest that improvements involve reflective, mindful deliberation. However, as recent 
studies demonstrate, it would be too simplistic to argue that agents performing routines shift from 
mindful to routinized behaviors and vice versa (Laureiro-Martinez, 2014), suggesting that the 
interplay of mindful and less mindful behaviors is complex. We believe that an experimental design 
would help to analyze how agents combine different behaviors while performing coordinated actions. 
We also believe that attention determines the prominence of mindful behaviors over mindless ones 
and vice versa and their interactions.  
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A growing body of literature within organization and management studies, and beyond, 

recognizes that orchestration capabilities are important for firms aiming to pursue an effective 

ecosystem strategy in order to generate value and create competitive advantage (Helfat & 

Raubitschek, 2018; Linde, Sjödin, Parida, & Wincent, 2021; Marheine, Engel, & Back, 2021; 

Schreieck, Wiesche, & Krcmar, 2021). The aim of this paper is to problematize what these 

capabilities really are and what they could mean for a focal organization by exposing the onto-

epistemological status of the orchestration concept. The extended abstract precedes as follows. 

First, I place the concept of orchestration within a larger research setting. Then I present some 

problematic assumptions. Lastly, I provide a brief sketch of how understandings from process 

metaphysics can further elucidate the orchestration phenomenon.  

In the scholarly domain of strategic management, orchestration is a core concept within the 

dynamic capabilities framework (Pitelis & Teece, 2018; D. Teece, 2007; D. J. Teece, 2012) 

pertaining to functions of dynamic managerial capabilities (Helfat & Martin, 2015, p. 1284). 

Known as either “asset orchestration” (Augier & Teece, 2009; Helfat & Peteraf, 2009; Lessard, 

Teece, & Leih, 2016), or “resource orchestration” (Carnes, Hitt, Sirmon, Chirico, & Huh, 2021; 

Sirmon, Hitt, Ireland, & Gilbert, 2011) the idea is that managers in change-oriented firms can 

combine intangible and tangible resources, like individuals and technologies, across 

organizational boundaries into new products and services. In the literature on 

interorganizational networks, orchestration is known as “network orchestration”. The idea is 

that many contemporary interorganizational networks are intentionally initiated and managed 

by a key organizational actor – a hub firm (Jarillo, 1988). These networked forms of 

organization (Podolny & Page, 1998; Powell, Staw, & Cummings, 1990), known variously 

across the literature as strategic networks (Gulati, Nohria, & Zaheer, 2000; Jarillo, 1988), meta-

organizations (Gulati, Puranam, & Tushman, 2012), innovation networks (Dhanaraj & Parkhe, 

2006; Möller & Svahn, 2006) or more recently ecosystems (Adner, 2017; Autio & Thomas, 

2020; Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018) exhibits a set of challenges and opportunities for 

value production that a hub firm must mediate in the right way (Wareham, Fox, & Cano Giner, 

2014). The actual orchestration refers to how this hub firm is able to combine the dispersed 

resources and capabilities of the network members in a coherent system output (Autio, 2021; 

Dhanaraj & Parkhe, 2006).  

As can be deduced from the above, both the constructs of asset/resource orchestration and 

network/ecosystem orchestration refer to the same phenomenon: the combination of resources 

in the intent of generating novel organizational value. However, this also brings dilemmas in 

whether the concept of orchestration is related to theorizing governance structures, or 

innovation management, as it is related to both, the capacity of firms to combine and the 

capacity to produce novelty. This leads to inconsistent analytical scoping. It is claimed that 

orchestration is a dynamic process which is more apt at explaining dynamic managerial actions 

than other approaches to management (Dhanaraj & Parkhe, 2006; Sirmon et al., 2011). 

However, the underlying onto-epistemological assumptions does not back this claim.  

If we were to construct an overall framework, it would appear as if orchestration happens when 

the components that make up a system are out of tune and need to be harmonized by a capable 

actor. This could be interpreted as the boundary conditions for the theory: at one point in time 

resources are misaligned, and we see a certain mode of coordination (governance structure). 

Then, they are aligned and we see another mode of coordination. As such, we only see 

orchestration as the capacity to combine what is already given, not the capacity to produce 
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something new. Ontologically it is assumed that the world is stable in terms of being 

predetermined and consisting of discrete entities. Epistemologically it is assumed that 

knowledge can be derived a priori based on how such entities appear in relation to each other.  

A hub firm is always a hub firm based on essential predispositions connected to superior size 

and/or reputation that gives institutional legitimacy (Hurmelinna-Laukkanen & Nätti, 2018). 

An entrepreneurial manager doing the orchestration in this hub firm is always an entrepreneurial 

manager based on essential predispositions connected to charismatic qualities, personal 

contacts and superior knowhow knowledge (D. J. Teece, 2012, 2014). The “orchestra” on the 

other hand is always a context characterized by resources that may be heterogeneous, but that 

nevertheless are relatively more interdependent than independent from each other, adhering to 

the logics of contingency theories within organizational science (Donaldson, 2006). The result 

is then that the social agents that comprise the orchestra are not only reified to generic notions 

of perfectly envisioned resources that is right there for the taking, but also that such agents do 

not have any real causal capacity themselves. Put differently, while it is recognized widely that 

especially ecosystem orchestration takes place in settings with autonomous actors (Autio, 2021; 

Dattée, Alexy, & Autio, 2018; Jacobides et al., 2018; Wareham et al., 2014), this independence 

is not really enabled in the current theoretical framework of orchestration.  

The suggestion of this paper is to separate the concept of governance – the way governance is 

understood in conventional organizational science as the rule-regulated, hence structural, 

design of managerial decision-making responsibilities (Coase, 1937; Klein, Mahoney, 

McGahan, & Pitelis, 2019; Williamson, 2005) - from that of orchestration based on thinking 

from process metaphysics. By applying the concept of virtuality and pure becoming (Bergson, 

1911; Deleuze, 1994) orchestration and governance are construed as two distinctive processes, 

the former as intensive, and the latter as extensive (DeLanda, 2013). The core point is that as 

an intensive process, orchestration produces governance but is not cancelled out at the point of 

equilibrium, but instead persists as a line of flight that has the capacity to transform a governance 

arrangement (DeLanda, 2013; Deleuze & Guattari, 1988). This implies that orchestration is no 

longer defined at the point of and as organizational forms of governance, but instead as the 

tendency and possibility of governance. Thus, the ontological status of the orchestration concept 

is that it is always happening outside, but at the same time, right next to formal organization.  

Let me elaborate. The process of orchestration can only be probed and experienced as 

qualitative differences, whereas an actual organizational governance structure can be discerned 

as a distinctive social entity clearly separated from other governance structures: that type of 

manager is in charge of that type manager in that type of organization. Orchestration is more 

fluid – relatively more informal than governance. It is leadership and culture more than 

management and organization (Alvesson, Blom, & Sveningsson, 2016; Spoelstra, 2018), but 

not simply that. It is the forces and action potential that is generated when ideas and discourses 

of irrational and rational decision-making heuristics meet to produce organizational and non-

organizational outcomes that could not be envisioned beforehand, nor by the actors involved or 

the ones observing. It is the underlying messy negotiations and political behavior that leads to 

a modification of an innovative disruptive technology by an entrant to accommodate the needs 

of incumbents (Ansari, Garud, & Kumaraswamy, 2016). What must be preserved in such a 

framework is that orchestration only happens in pure interactions between at least two 

autonomous social agents with the same causal capacity to affect one another. Only then can 

orchestration be seen for what it truly is with the possibility of producing novel and unexpected 

outcomes. 
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GENERAL TRACK 

In this paper, I study an organizational separation phenomenon through two sequences of 

divestiture alternatives, such as equity carve-out and spin-off, from a process perspective. 

ABSTRACT 

I investigate two divestiture governance sequences, such as equity carve-out and spin-off. The 

case history in which a divesting firm first anchored a divestiture decision but then postponed 

it, changed restructuring form and made adjustments in the separation agenda is an illustration 

of the dual-track divestiture phenomenon. This vagueness behavior is entangled with strategic 

ambiguity and uncertainty about which divestiture type to undertake. When strategic 

ambiguity permitted flexibility in interpretations, it has also led to the abandonment of the first 

divestiture alternative – equity carve-out – and, in the following, to the extension of the time 

frame for a divestiture duration. Consequently, a shift from one divestiture type to another 

permitted divested entity to decrease progressively its degree of interdependence from the 

former parent firm and, hence, to develop a certain degree of autonomy. Therefore, this 

research adds to the persistent call for studying divestitures from a process perspective, and it 

generates a dual-tract divestiture alternatives’ evidence: deliberate divestiture decisions 

precede emergent sequences of several divestiture types. 

KEYWORDS 

Divestiture, Equity carve-out, Spin-off, Strategic ambiguity, Autonomy, Interdependencies 
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT  

Divestitures are complex processes involving full or partial reallocations or sales of assets, 

business units, product lines, segments, divisions, or subsidiaries by the corporate parent firm 

via selloffs, spin-offs, equity carve-outs, or buyouts (Brauer, 2006, 2009; Corredor & Mahoney, 

2021). This continuum of different divestiture alternatives can propose a more precise solution 

to a particular strategic intent (Bergh & Sharp, 2015; Brauer, 2006; Corredor & Mahoney, 2021; 

Lee & Madhavan, 2010; Moschieri & Mair, 2008; Prezas & Simonyan, 2015). Previous research 

has identified that firms can divest through sequences (Reuer & Shen, 2004), like equity carve-

outs1 followed by spin-offs2. Divestiture can be also partial, and in some cases, separation can 

be followed by integration of the divested subsidiaries back, which provide a source of 

corporate renewal for parent firms (Friesl et al., 2019). 

These complex sequences of divestiture implementation are probably linked to the 

landscape of potentially disruptive and hard-to-implement events (Tanriverdi & Du, 2020). 

Divestitures’ multifaceted nature is largely explained by existing interdependencies between 

divested activities and remaining operations (Karim, 2006), their historical connections 

(Feldman, 2014), their origin and the level of integration within the firm (Shimizu & Hitt, 2005) 

and the common firm’s resistance to relationships’ termination (Khanna et al., 2018). Even 

though, divesting enable firms to renew their resources and capabilities base (Friesl et al., 2019), 

due to the bundle of shared resources and highly entangled practices within the organizational 

system (Wiedner & Mantere, 2019), the change originated from divesting can be highly 

disruptive. And what follows, the divested entities should sometimes develop a certain level of 

autonomy to succeed in organizational separation projects (Wiedner & Mantere, 2019).  

When firms deliberately choose a particular strategy (e.g., diversification, reorientation or 

refocusing) but remain indefinite about the ways of strategy’s implementation, then we link 

this vagueness to the firm’s intention to follow with several implementation mechanisms. 

Brauer (2006) pointed out that divesting firms consider an array of divestiture alternatives for 

businesses to-be-divested simultaneously, labelling these “dual-tract divestitures”. In this 

context, the strategic ambiguity may be the most evident, as stakeholders develop an 

understanding that the divesting firm’s management is not capable to take a tangible decision 

(Scandelius & Cohen, 2016). 

On the one side, strategic ambiguity is an inherent part of strategic change (Abdallah & 

Langley, 2014). It is associated with the deliberate use of ambiguity in statements that leads to 

possible multiple contested interpretations of events (Jarzabkowski et al., 2010; Scandelius & 

Cohen, 2016) and messages (Eisenberg, 1984). The ambiguity enables collective action but can 

cause a passivity (Denis et al., 2011; Jarzabkowski et al., 2010), help to reduce unnecessary 

conflicts (Eisenberg, 1984), and reach a construction of a consensus and commitment (Abdallah 

& Langley, 2014).  

On the other side, the degrees and levels of autonomy have an important consideration in 

organizational combinations (Zaheer et al., 2013), more importantly in addressing the 

coordination-autonomy dilemma during the post-acquisition integration period (Graebner et 

al., 2017). However, in case of the organizational separation, a certain level of autonomy should 
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be also constructed. Hence, the autonomy loss in acquisitions and the autonomy recovery in 

divestitures are somehow opposites.  

Unique data collected within this explorative project help to illustrate one important 

divestiture sequence, which was not previously discussed in the research. Data on the case 

were collected during the divestiture organizing in a real-time setting. The primary data sources 

include 15 semi-structured interviews with all representatives of spun-off entity's functions that 

were managing spin-off organization. The secondary data sources (>1000 pages) include 

various press releases, spin-off and transfer agreements, reports from the executive boards, 

firms’ annual and audit reports, financial databases with real-time market data, and public 

webcast and online events organized by parent firm and divested entity. Given that divestiture 

deals are often connotated with failure, the access to real-time and many knowledgeable 

informants is unique. The data were analyzed with process research techniques (Langley, 1999; 

Langley et al., 2013) to understand development change dynamics in this divestiture case. The 

narrative is represented in two phases: the first one stands for the equity carve-out period, and 

the second – for the spin-off period. These periods are divided into three episodes each.  

The findings illustrate that spin-offs can follow ineffective equity carve-out caused by 

strategic ambiguity. The shift from one divestiture mode to another causes the evolution of 

the required degree of autonomy that divested unit should build to operate independently 

from its former parent firm. Hence, this research is answering the following question: “how does 

the transition from interdependence to autonomy unfold in divested entities facing high levels of 

strategic ambiguity?” This research contributes to a better divestiture duration understanding, 

whereas strategic ambiguity postpones the divestiture process and allows to development of 

necessary autonomy levels as a part of the targeted objective in organizational separation 

projects. 

The research illustrates that firms are not deciding on one divestiture alternative but are 

rather adapting to changing market conditions and simultaneously organizing to pursue 

different options: the dual-track strategic mechanisms. This dual-track nature implies the 

higher levels of strategic ambiguity both in narratives firm takes and in actions managers are 

required to make. In such a stance, the level of strategic ambiguity has rather a positive impact 

on the divestiture process and hence on autonomy creation. In the studied case, the spun-off 

entity benefited from the changes in the external environment and ended up with 

organizational separation in two steps. In addition, the distinct phases gave more time for 

organizing and implementing a divestiture.  

REFERENCES  

Abdallah, C., & Langley, A. (2014). The double edge of ambiguity in strategic planning. Journal 

of Management Studies, 51(2), 235–264. https://doi.org/10.1111/joms.12002 

 
1 Equity carve-out is the divestiture type where parent firms sell partially or completely common stock 

of the business unit through an initial public offering (IPO) to outside investors. 
2 A spin-off is a separation of an asset, a business unit, division, or subsidiary in the form of the pro-rata 

distribution of its shares to the corporate parent firm’s existing shareholders. 



Application – The General Track – 13th International Symposium on Process Organizational Studies 

4 
 

Bergh, D. D., & Sharp, B. M. (2015). How Far Do Owners Reach Into the Divestiture Process? 

Blockholders and the Choice Between Spin-Off and Sell-Off. Journal of Management, 

41(4), 1155–1183. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206312456705 

Brauer, M. (2006). What Have We Acquired and What Should We Acquire in Divestiture 

Research? A Review and Research Agenda. Journal of Management, 32(6), 751–785. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206306292879 

Brauer, M. (2009). Corporate and Divisional Manager Involvement in Divestitures—A 

Contingent Analysis. British Journal of Management, 20(3), 341–362. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2008.00588.x 

Corredor, S., & Mahoney, J. T. (2021). Multi-business Firms’ Corporate Renewal Decisions: 

Divestiture Governance Mode Choice of Corporate Spin-Offs and Equity Carve-Outs. 

Strategic Management Review, 2(2), 235–280. https://doi.org/10.1561/111.00000027 

Denis, J.-L., Dompierre, G., Langley, A., & Rouleau, L. (2011). Escalating Indecision: Between 

Reification and Strategic Ambiguity. Organization Science, 22(1), 225–244. 

https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1090.0501 

Eisenberg, E. M. (1984). Ambiguity as strategy in organizational communication. 

Communication Monographs, 51(3), 227–242. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03637758409390197 

Feldman, E. R. (2014). Legacy Divestitures: Motives and Implications. Organization Science, 

25(3), 815–832. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2013.0873 

Friesl, M., Garreau, L., & Heracleous, L. (2019). When the parent imitates the child: Strategic 

renewal through separation and reintegration of subsidiaries. Strategic Organization, 

17(1), 62–94. https://doi.org/10.1177/1476127018794850 

Graebner, M. E., Heimeriks, K. H., Huy, Q. N., & Vaara, E. (2017). The Process of Postmerger 

Integration: A Review and Agenda for Future Research. Academy of Management 

Annals, 11(1), 1–32. https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2014.0078 

Jarzabkowski, P., Sillince, J. A., & Shaw, D. (2010). Strategic ambiguity as a rhetorical resource 

for enabling multiple interests. Human Relations, 63(2), 219–248. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709337040 

Karim, S. (2006). Modularity in organizational structure: The reconfiguration of internally 

developed and acquired business units. Strategic Management Journal, 27(9), 799–823. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.547 

Khanna, R., Guler, I., & Nerkar, A. (2018). Entangled decisions: Knowledge interdependencies 

and terminations of patented inventions in the pharmaceutical industry. Strategic 

Management Journal, 39(9), 2439–2465. https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2923 

Langley, A. (1999). Strategies for Theorizing from Process Data. The Academy of Management 

Review, 24(4), 691. https://doi.org/10.2307/259349 

Langley, A., Smallman, C., Tsoukas, H., & Van de Ven, A. H. (2013). Process Studies of Change 

in Organization and Management: Unveiling Temporality, Activity, and Flow. Academy 

of Management Journal, 56(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2013.4001 

Lee, D., & Madhavan, R. (2010). Divestiture and Firm Performance: A Meta-Analysis. Journal of 

Management, 36(6), 1345–1371. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206309360931 

Moschieri, C., & Mair, J. (2008). Research on corporate divestitures: A synthesis. Journal of 

Management & Organization, 14(4), 399–422. https://doi.org/10.5172/jmo.837.14.4.399 

Prezas, A. P., & Simonyan, K. (2015). Corporate divestitures: Spin-offs vs. sell-offs. Journal of 

Corporate Finance, 34, 83–107. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcorpfin.2015.07.017 



Application – The General Track – 13th International Symposium on Process Organizational Studies 

5 
 

Reuer, J. J., & Shen, J.-C. (2004). Sequential divestiture through initial public offerings. Journal 

of Economic Behavior & Organization, 54(2), 249–266. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2003.06.003 

Scandelius, C., & Cohen, G. (2016). Achieving collaboration with diverse stakeholders—The role 

of strategic ambiguity in CSR communication. Journal of Business Research, 69(9), 3487–

3499. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2016.01.037 

Shimizu, K., & Hitt, M. A. (2005). What Constrains or Facilitates Divestitures of Formerly 

Acquired Firms? The Effects of Organizational Inertia. Journal of Management, 31(1), 50–

72. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206304271381 

Tanriverdi, H., & Du, K. (2020). Corporate strategy changes and information technology control 

effectiveness in multibusiness firms. MIS Quarterly, 44(4), 1573–1617. 

https://doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2020/14223 

Wiedner, R., & Mantere, S. (2019). Cutting the Cord: Mutual Respect, Organizational Autonomy, 

and Independence in Organizational Separation Processes. Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 64(3), 659–693. https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839218779806 

Zaheer, A., Castañer, X., & Souder, D. (2013). Synergy sources, target autonomy, and integration 

in acquisitions. Journal of Management, 39(3), 604–632. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206311403152 

 



 1 

13th International Process Symposium 

Organizing on the Precipice: 

Process Studies in Extreme Contexts 

25-28 June 2022, Rhodes 

 

 

From sharing knowledge to learning to collaborate: portrait 

of a frontier organisation in the field of rare disabilities in 

France 

 

 

 

  



 2 

Research context: The recognition of rare disabilities is the fruit of a long militant work, 

initiated in 1968 by a couple of parents whose daughter was born with deafblindness. The 

association they developed did a great deal of work to identify and gather testimonies in order 

to assess the need for equipment and to obtain, from the public authorities, the creation of 

specialised establishments for these situations (Winance & Bertrand, 2007). Finally defined by 

the French law in 2005 as “the rare and simultaneous association of sensory, motor and 

cognitive deficits and/or psychological disorders”, situations of rare disability combine the 

scarcity of the public (less than 1 case per 10,000 people) and the scarcity and complexity of 

the technicalities of care: both for diagnosis, functional assessment and the development of 

support projects. The national recognition of severe epilepsies as a 'rare disability' in 2012 

opened up the possibility of funding a National Resource Center NRC 'Handicaps Rares et 

Epilepsies Sévères' (7 persons in 2020) and integrating severe epilepsy as the 4th field of action 

for the Rare Disabilities Regional Teams (ERHR). Severe epilepsies are pharmaco-resistant and 

not stabilised, the seizures and associated disorders reduce the possibility for people to mobilise 

their skills, creating situations of great complexity due to chronic and evolving pathologies.  

 

Research objective: Langley et al (2019) highlighted the need for research that studies several 

boundaries at the same time as well as boundaries of a different nature (symbolic, social, 

material or temporal), that analyses the interactions between them and between different levels 

(that of everyday micro-interactions and the more collective or strategic one), incorporating 

issues of recursivity and reflexivity. Zietsma & Lawrence (2010) have argued for more research 

that studies both practice work and boundary work. Our 3-year action research with the French 

National Ressources Center on Severe Epilepsies and Disability (CNR) provides us an 

opportunity to address such an agenda. We were contacted by the CNR in December 2018 to 

accompany them on a new initiative. Their request was twofold: on the one hand, to produce a 

diagnosis to prepare for the evaluation that is part of any medico-social experimentation and, 

on the other hand, to accompany the deployment of the project. Our intervention was structured 

around the principles of action research (Greenwood and Levin, 2007). It is an opportunity to 

study a collective that has been deliberately set up, but which is based on voluntary 

participation, defined by a common problem rather than by a shared practice, and which is at 

the same time inter-professional, inter-organisational and inter-category (users and 

professionals, workers in daily contact with patients and coordinators in charge of cases, etc.). 

This collective deploys an IT platform in a field where practice is more oral than written and 

the use of IT is not very central to daily life. 
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Data collection: our research has been conducted in two phases. 

- 2019, first phase, we carried out and shared with our partners a diagnostic work, in an 

approach combining in-depth interviews, documentary work and monitoring of the life 

of the community over time. At the end of 2019, an internal project manager is recruited, 

end of the consultant's mission; 

- 2020/21, second phase, following the arrival of the new project leader and the Covid 19 

pandemic, this phase is marked by an intensification of the collaboration with the project 

leader who invests in our work, translates it into tools and enriches it;   

From 2019 to end of 2021, we participated, observed and analysed the following events: 

- Two 2-hour scoping interviews with the Director of the NRC and the external consultant 

in knowledge management, who is leading the project, in February and April 2019; 

- Participation in the plenary meeting in May, making contact with the fifty or so people 

present, contacted by email to carry out open-ended interviews; 

- Observation of the two working groups (called circles) active over the period, 

participating in the remote meetings and collecting the electronic messages exchanged),  

- 15 in-depth interviews, from June to September, respecting the diversity of the 

collective, lasting from 1h30 to 2h30, in the workplace of the employees and in public 

premises (or cafés) for the families, recorded and transcribed: 

- Restitution and exchanges, with the director of the CNR and his team during a seminar 

in their premises over two half-days in July, then with the board of directors in October; 

- Documentation work on the field of rare disabilities (8 study reports). 

- Participation or observation of all the meetings, from March 2020 to December 2021 – 

50 meetings of 1 to 3 hours duration, recorded. 

 

Each of the two phases of the research resulted in a 40 pages report, compiled in a final report. 

Report 1 on the diagnosis of the CoP focuses on the issue of diversity: diversity of members, 

which is expressed by the diversity of registers (expertise and knowledge, experience and know-

how, existence and suffering) and the variety of difficulties encountered, diversity of 

expectations and visions, diversity of needs (to be informed, trained, reassured, recognised), 

which are reflected in the methods of participation and contribution. It proposes a cross-cutting 

reading in terms of the logics of action and shared issues, albeit in a differentiated manner by 

the different categories, and identifies the obstacles. This report is full of verbatim reports, and, 

in this respect, it will be an important tool for the project leader to take up her position and one 
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of the bases for the collaboration we establish with her. The report 2, known as the observation 

report, is oriented by the question of evaluation, it analyses the contribution of the operations 

to the results observed and the expected impacts. It concludes with a self-diagnosis and 

questioning grid that was co-constructed. 

 

Data analysis 

The analysis we develop in this article mobilises all these elements to propose a global analysis 

of practices and boundaries as well as the work of the actors to modify them, including recursive 

and reflexive aspects. It is organised in the form of a storyline that tells how the system evolved 

from the injunction to share knowledge to the organisation of collaboration. The results are 

presented by period (before 2019, 2019, 2020, 2021) and according to five axes: 

1. Work on practices 

- At the strategic level, the CNR aims to respond to the mutualisation injunction, which 

is its raison d'être; the CoP mechanism, both by the promise it offers and by the response 

it receives, enables it to carry this project collectively; 

- The transformation of practices, formulated by the expression 'relational virtuosity', is 

also the goal at the level of the micro-interactions that make the quality of the life course.  

2. Boundary work 

- At the strategic level, the question of categories (types of stakeholders, patients, care) is 

at the very heart of the construction of the field of rare disabilities, as shown by the 

historical work of Winance & Bertrand (2017); 

- On a day-to-day basis, the integration of members of different social categories 

(families, professionals, experts, institution management, coordination actors) is a key 

issue for the system to exist, to interest and include participants. Quality of experience 

with tools (more or less user-friendly) and interactions (more or less dialogic) are key. 

3. Boundaries 

- Does the CNR construct new borders? of what nature? through what practices? and how 

do they relate to existing borders? 

4. Practices 

- Does the CNR encourage new practices? of what nature? with what effects on the 

system and its boundaries? 

- How working remotely interfered? 
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But they weren’t creating segregated work spaces. They created a safe space for 

Black employees to be able to talk about trauma resulting from events surrounding 

BLM. That was separate to the working environment and there if they wanted to use it. 

- Participant (News Reporter) 

 

Research question: How does the public react when organizations engage with social movements?  

In the past, organizations have been able to shrug and say, we are only providing shareholder returns. 

Now, even capitalism itself accepts a wider role as a good citizen. Organizations are increasingly and 

publically engaging with social movements that strive for racial justice as the extreme consequences of 

systemic inequalities become more apparent even to those who are not directly affected. Yet we still lack 

theory on what leads the public to support or contest these organizational initiatives over time. In this 

paper, we examine how members of the public (i.e., Twitter users) question and evaluate organizational 

conduct, in the form of organizational protection for a subordinated racial group. This is important 

because the public represents an increasingly powerful constituency of diverse opinions, which may 

include internal and external stakeholders. We use grounded theory to analyze public discourse in 

response to organizational provisions of safe spaces for Black individuals.  

A common way that organizations have engaged with Black Lives Matter is by publically declaring the 

provision of safe spaces for Black employees and consumers. Examples of these safe spaces include 

online support groups for Black employees and designated housing for Black students. However, this 

provision of safety has proven controversial as members of the public contest this form of organizational 

conduct (DeRuy, 2016; Garton Ash, 2016; Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018). Such controversy reveals an 

unexplored theoretical problem – what happens when organizations bring safe spaces to this forefront. 

Safe spaces are havens outside the direct control of dominant groups (Boyte & Evans, 1986; Fantasia & 

Hirsch, 1995; Gamson, 1996; Polletta, 1999; Vaccaro & Palazzo, 2015). While authors have argued that 

safe spaces may not be completely isolated from the dominant groups (Gamson, 1996; Rao & Dutta, 

2012), they have not explored in-depth how exposure to a public arena influences contestation or support 

of the space.  

In an observational study design, we use Twitter, one of the most popular social media sites in the world, 

to develop theory on the public’s response to the organizational provision of safe space. Spanning the 

complete Twitter archive from 2006 to 2021, we searched for English language tweets about safe spaces 

for Black individuals. We then pulled any Tweets that responded to the initial Tweets with response 

numbers ranging from 2801 responses to zero responses. We chose a subset of central texts to analyze 

more deeply (Vaast & Urquhart, 2017).  The central texts include all conversations with at least 100 

tweets that discuss the organizational provision of safe spaces for Black individuals. This resulted in 11 
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conversations containing 5389 tweets from 2019-2020. This concentration of Tweets aligns with the rise 

of Black Lives Matter across the globe. They represent discourse around various organizational 

initiatives, including retail, government, new and media, higher education, and a public library. We use 

grounded theory to analyze the Tweets through iterations of bottom-up coding (codes emerge from the 

data) and top-down coding (codes emerge from the literature).  

Our findings suggest that a social problems lens is appropriate for understanding relationships in the data. 

A social problem is "the activities of individuals or groups making assertions of grievances and claims 

with respect to some putative conditions" (Spector & Kitsuse 1977, p. 75). Blumer (1971) argues that 

social problems must acquire legitimacy, a respectability that makes the problem worthy of public 

attention. The construction of social problems makes salient issues of winners and losers (Goode & Ben-

Yehuda, 1994) as various social problems compete for public attention (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). 

In the data, we uncover patterns in how Twitter users support or contest organizational engagement in 

Black racial justice initiatives. These patterns reflect constructions in the public consciousness that 

question the legitimacy of the social problem; challenge the key actors in the social problem; and 

evaluate the organizational response to the social problem. Thus, we extend theory on social problems by 

revealing predictable relationships that constitute social problems construction in response to proposed 

organizational solutions to these problems. We also contribute to safe space literature by exposing 

consequences of when organizations violate a key characteristic of safe spaces (i.e., by diminishing their 

relative isolation from the dominant group).  

I mostly need feedback on analyzing the data from a process perspective rather than be so content-

oriented. I believe a patterned process is embedded in the conversations; processes that reveal themselves 

as conversations unfold. Thus, reliable scripts may emerge in conversations from which I can categorize 

different actors and actions as well (Barley, 1986). I think there is a great opportunity to use social media 

to study process in extreme contexts but to my knowledge, limited templates exist for doing so.  
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Answering the calls for financial sustainability in extreme contexts:  

The case of social organisations in Lebanon 

 

 

“In Lebanon, we don’t have a lot of time and we don’t have the luxury of time with everything 

that is happening every month. We’re living just to see what’s happening the next week.” 

Johan, project leader in an incubator 

 

“Since the beginning of the crisis, at the end of the summer of 2019, the country's GDP 

has more than halved, its national currency is in free fall, while the prices of goods and services 

continue to explode.”1 Within a few years, because of successive and persistent crises, the 

Lebanese context became extreme. As it is often the case when institutions are unstable and 

have limited capacity to provide basic support,  the crises spurred a resurgence of solidarity 

initiatives (Mair, Martí, et Ventresca 2012) mostly launched by established NGOs and nascent 

grassroots organisations. Such initiatives aim at addressing both the urgent and the long-term 

needs triggered by the current context.  

The smooth running of activities is ensured and often conditioned to the ability of this 

kind of organisations to attract resources. Access to funding has been highlighted as one of the 

most pressing challenges for the financial sustainability of social organisations (Martin and 

Osberg, 2007). Thus, as they need to sustain themselves in the long term,  social organisations 

combine two missions: financial profit and social impact (García-Jurado, Pérez-Barea, et Nova 

 
1 Hage Boutros P. (2021, November 19th) Radiographie des facteurs qui favorisent actuellement l’inflation au 
Liban, L’Orient-le jour. https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/1283016/radiographie-des-facteurs-qui-
favorisent-actuellement-linflation-au-liban.html 
 

https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/1283016/radiographie-des-facteurs-qui-favorisent-actuellement-linflation-au-liban.html
https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/1283016/radiographie-des-facteurs-qui-favorisent-actuellement-linflation-au-liban.html
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2021). In context of high uncertainty, where projections seem to be irrelevant, I question how 

Lebanese social organisations make sense and address the need for financial sustainability.  

Building on a qualitative study of social organisations in Lebanon, I tend to explore this issue. 

Lebanon has been recently shattered by several critical events (October 2019 protests, Covid-

19, August 2020 blast in Beirut and the current recession). The raising precarity in the country 

has revived the third sector and the country witnessed an increase of solidarity initiatives. Based 

on 30 interviews with actors in social organisations, I retrace in the following sections the 

different struggles they encounter when it comes to financial sustainability. 

 

Hard times make projections difficult, still social organisations need to sustain 

The economic crisis and the currency devaluation have handicaped social businesses: 

“The only problem that we’re having, and really this is getting a lot of problem for the start-

up, is the dollars thing. Because they put their prices for… let’s say today they put their prices 

for 15 thousand LBP, and then in a month the dollar is 20 thousand LBP. […] So, if they’re 

getting paid in Lebanese Pound and they need to pay their employees in dollars like they used 

to do, it’s a very, very hard… » 

 Johan, project leader in an incubator 

In such situations it becomes difficult to make any predictions in terms of cost as they depend 

on the fluctuation of the LBP. Interviewees expressed the struggle of dealing with such 

uncertainty and how it makes financial sustainability difficult to reach: 

 “The fluctuations of the currency it’s crazy, so you needed to come up with a model that is 

based on dollars which is hard. But for us to be able to build for sustainability in the future… 
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Like can you imagine? To buy your variable cost basically, so whenever you want to buy your 

raw materials again the prices have changed so much, so like how can you do this? So, we 

had to fix our prices in a way, and this why we stopped selling, we stopped selling for 4 

months now, because we couldn’t handle what’s happening in Lebanon” 

 Boushrah, Tea producer 

To avoid losses, social entrepreneurs maintained their production activities but stopped the 

selling. They hold their selling as if they hope that the currency rate gets better or in the wait of 

finding a better and more profitable solution. Thus, the economic situation turns social 

organisations into an unfortunate posture: “Now, everything is dry. That’s why we need help” 

mentioned Jihanne, the owner of an upcycle/recycle shop. The context drastically damaged the 

economic situation of social entrepreneurs. Jihanne, owner of recycle/upcycle shop explained 

that she had to charge less and less the people who sell in her warehouse. At some point the 

situation became so difficult for everyone that she stopped asking people for money. 

In such context the need for sustainability do not lie in the scope of the organisation but is 

extended to the whole society. Jihanne mentioned that she “wanted people to recycle/upcycle 

whatever is around them because the environment is becoming so polluted with all the new 

stuff, this is one, and second of all to empower the community, empower women, and empower 

students to do something”.  

Thus, despite unfavourable market conditions, entrepreneurs lead their efforts to reach financial 

sustainability motivated by social/human responsibility. The survival of their business is a 

condition to the survival of the stakeholders:  

“Now I have a challenge, which is going regionally, because you know like the situation in 

Lebanon is really bad, and in a way to be sustainable, and to you know keep up with the 
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responsibility towards the women and the farmers, we need to scale up to new market.” 

Boushrah, tea producer. 

The quest for sustainable solutions become an act of solidarity. The social entrepreneurs 

mentioned the human responsibility they have towards the people with whom they work. 

Sustainability is not a question of profit per se but a necessity to ensure the survival of a group 

of people in an extreme context.  

Avenues for financial sustainability 

As of today, two options are offered to social entrepreneurs to increase chances of survival. 

After the 4th of August Blast, the country received a lot of money from governments, 

governmental organisations, companies, and individuals around the world to support social 

organisations working in Lebanon. Thus, the first option for social entrepreneurs has been to 

reach out grants. They are often in dollars and offers time to breath to social organisations.  

“This is how if you want the embassies are helping the startups, and the startups are helping 

Lebanon. If 15 startups, each one of them is able to employ two people, this is 30 employees 

created. With only two people per company, which is nothing, but two people, when you’re 

saying the ratio of 30 people, this is 30 people that we’re employing and maybe you’re paying 

them in dollars. Even the salaries are less than expected, even the salaries are lower and 

everything, but today if you’re getting paid in dollars at least you can sustain yourself and 

your family, in Lebanon.” 

Johan, project leader in an incubator 

 Yet if grants sound promising, the process to apply to such funding is not simple:  

“Another problem, I am not familiar with how to apply for grants. For example, today they 

sent me, some people sent me that the Australian embassy has this initiative where you have 
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to apply, and you can get a grant. But I don’t know how to fill these papers, I don’t know.” 

Jihanne  

Thus, if money is available, it is not accessible to any social organisations. The second option 

then will be to reach out to external investors and markets.  

“We can help them with is like to teach and to give them the knowledge on how they can reach 

out to external investors, how they can start opening up to other countries, and to expand their 

services to other countries. […] if they’re selling it to an international, they’ll pay in dollars 

and if they pay in dollars, then are able to sustain themselves more” 

Johan 

The aim remains the same, to sustain, Lebanese social organisations need to earn dollars. Then, 

they will not suffer from the fluctuation of the Lebanese pound. In the best-case scenarios 

where, social organisations managed to get some dollars, the question of sustainability remains: 

“The only problem is for this is, these entrepreneurs that we are helping to go access other 

countries, because if they want to stay here, fine, they will sustain themselves, but for how 

many years? “ 

Johan 

 

The literature in Social Entrepreneurship has addressed the tension between social and 

commercial goals highlighting the possible mission and revenue drifts as well as the trade-offs 

made by social entrepreneurs to satisfy multiple stakeholders (Ebrahim, Battilana, et Mair 

2014). Yet few has been said about the topic in extreme contexts. In this working paper, I tend 

to explore how social organisations make sense and deal with financial sustainability. I am 
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particularly interested in highlighting the tension between the long-term approach of the 

concept of sustainability and the short-term solutions acknowledged by entrepreneurs to 

increase chances of organisational survival. At this stage of the research project, I am looking 

for a theoretical framework which will fit with my initial findings and help me precise my 

contribution.  
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"SHOWTIME" was the codeword passed over the radio. "Roger. Showtime," 

was the response from the lead pilot. As local coffee and dessert was served and 

our negotiation reached its climax, the two FA-18 Hornets turned from their holding 

pattern high in the sky, began their descent toward the sea, and increased speed 

toward the objective. Only twenty-eight seconds until they would be 'feet dry' over 

land, and two more seconds before they would be screaming 500 feet overhead our 

lunch meeting in the warlord's compound. The most important phase of operation 

SUMMON THUNDER1 had begun. It had taken many months of planning, 

preparation, and rehearsal to account for and coordinate the multitude of activities 

that would unfold that day – all to influence a powerful figure and organization in a 

lawless land of several others. Would it send the message we intended? Would it be 

perceived as we expected? Would it achieve its intended strategic effect? 

 

 Beyond mere synchronization of activity in time and space, this vignette briefly 

illustrates the immense complexity that can be involved in organizing. As a U.S. 

Army Special Forces (SF) officer responsible for planning, coordinating, and 

executing operation SUMMON THUNDER, I had to consider the aim of the mission 

and its desired effects on the warlord and the future actions of his forces, but also its 

relation to and effects upon other individual actors, organizations, and social systems 

in the immediate vicinity and surrounding regions. Examples of these effects 

included how other warlord factions might respond to this show of force with their 

own actions; levels of trust for international non-government organizations (NGOs) 

and their operations; the perceptions and actions of regional governments and their 

military forces; and perceived threat and its potential effects on local farming, 

business, schooling, and religious practices (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990; Reckwitz, 2002; 

Rouse, 2007; Schatzki, 1996, 2002; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012). Even 

practices such as water gathering, goat herding, meal preparation and consumption, 

family and social gathering, travel, and religious observances of members of warlord 

factions as well as non-combatant local civilians would likely be affected. These 

could be considered ‘strategic’, ‘long-term’, or ‘second- and third-order’ effects and 

might result in lethal or non-lethal outcomes for combatants and non-combatants 

 
1 This is a representative ‘semi-fictional’ (Whiteman & Phillips, 2008) operation compiled from a 
number of actual military operations.  
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alike (U.S. Department of the Army, 2014). This complex mission was one of many 

during my career, meaning that my own professional practices (e.g. providing 

terminal guidance for fast attack aircraft, negotiation with a warlord, following 

culturally appropriate eating practices, security procedures in high-threat meetings, 

and leadership of an SF team) entailed organizing activities that involved many other 

practices. Not only did I need knowledge and competence within my own ‘practice 

world’ (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020) but I also needed at least some understanding of 

many other ‘practice worlds’ far outside my own.  

While this scenario might seem the exception, professional practices outside 

of Special Forces also likely require appreciation of a range of other practices. 

Examples include policing, governing, and large event management (e.g. the 

Olympic games). In these professions, a working knowledge of other practices and 

an ability to coordinate their involved activities is necessary. To plan, coordinate, and 

manage the Olympic games requires understanding a variety of practices. Not only 

do organizers need to understand and coordinate the different practices related to 

each Olympic sport such as warm-up and rehearsal areas and times, qualifying 

rounds, preliminary events, and final competitions, they also need to coordinate such 

things as lodging, meal preparation and consumption, physiotherapy and medical 

support, media access, and security. While many of these are distinct activities, 

many others are practices that Schatzki (2010) calls “interwoven timespaces [that] 

are a constitutive feature of social phenomena” (Schatzki, 2010: p.x) and comprise 

‘social organizations, events, and systems’. In order to demonstrate competency in 

the overall practice of Olympic event management, one must effectively grasp a 

number of other social ‘organizations, events, and systems’. These types of 

professional practices could be considered a type of ‘meta’ practice, constituted of 

and primarily focused on considering, enabling, and coordinating other practices. 

While the practice literature accounts for ‘bundles’ of practices and those that 

span several social practices such as cooking, communicating, and questioning (see 

Rouse, 2007; Schatzki, 1996, 2002, 2010; Shove et al., 2012), it has not been so 

clear about these meta-practices. This is problematic because there are likely 

important aspects of meta-practices such as how they are acquired, performed, and 

‘carried’ (Reckwitz, 2002) by practitioners over time that differ from less complex 

practices. Management and organizations studies would then benefit from a closer 

consideration of meta-practices and their effects. Thus the aim of my paper is to 
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consider whether there are indeed distinct meta-practices and if so, what 

characterizes them as such, whether they exhibit different aspects from other 

practices, and how are they acquired and carried across time and space. 
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Materializing safety practices in extreme contexts: Navigating risks to enact safety 

practices in an urban search and rescue task force. 

 

Large-scale extreme contexts, such as a global pandemics, tsunamis and hurricanes, 

environmental accidents, and terrorism, are significant organizational contexts that leave many 

confounding questions about organizational responses while simultaneously demonstrating the 

performance of resilience and reliability (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2015). Organizing in chaos 

foregrounds risk to human agency, design, and existence in organizational studies. As 

complexity and extremities rise, process organization studies are situated to explore and address 

this unique, high-stakes organizational context (Wieck, 1979; Langley & Tsoukas, 2017; Taylor 

& Van Every, 2000; Faraj & Xiao, 2006).  

In the wake of crises across the globe, extreme context scholars have engaged various 

sites of organizing to address organizing around risk, working in risky contexts, managing 

stakeholders in risky environments, and learning in risk contexts (see Hällgren et al., 2018). In 

this vein of scholarship, urban search and rescue units train and operate in risky, extreme 

contexts to relieve human suffering and restore order. This study examines urban search and 

rescue units and builds on other process studies that have examined improvisation of fire fighters 

(Bigley & Roberts, 2001), SWAT teams facing surprises (Bechky & Okhuysen, 2011), team 

coordination in health care (Valentine & Edmondson, 2015), and the Mann-Gulch wildfire 

(Weick, 1993). These process studies have developed insights in the becoming of organizing by 

highlighting risk midst the chaos of crises (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004).  

The underlying assumptions of organizing grounding this study are those within the 

Communicative Constitution of Organizing (CCO) movement. Cooren (2020) establishes the 

significance of the CCO movement as a lens study the processes of sensemaking and structuring 

of practices as the contexts in which humans and non-humans relate evolve, shift, and take away. 
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Humans are embodied becomings situated in relational contexts that include human and non-

human actants (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Cooren, 2004). In other words, actants are embodied 

meanings and identities, shifting and evolving in the chaos of life. Shifts and evolutions are not 

simply immaterial interpretations, but also encompass experiences of becoming entangled within 

discourse, structures, and matter (Orlikowski, 2007).  

In brief, this study seeks to understand the “processes of materialization” (Cooren, 2020, 

p. 2), where humans participate in “a multiplicity of forces” entangling with one another to 

construct organizational practices that aid in navigating risks (Putnam & McPhee, 2009, p. 203). 

Navigating this multiplicity of forces and risks using organizational practices that enhance or 

negotiate safety to perform reliably (Weick & Roberts, 1993) is constituted through 

communication, a situated, embodied process of meaning making where actors co-construct 

social realities as they navigate interpretations, expectations, and corporeal existences (Ashcraft 

et al., 2009). Using a CCO lens, this study aims to address the following interrelated questions 

(Taylor, 2009; Putnam & Nicotera, 2009): How does the urban search and rescue task force 

reliably enact safety in extreme contexts? How is safety embedded into the practices that 

enhance reliability and resilience? In considering safety, how does the organization manage 

feelings of danger? What role do gut-feelings play in the constitution of protecting self and 

others? 

To accomplish this aim, ethnographic methods are employed to develop thick description 

of an urban search and rescue task force enactment of safety (Geertz, 1973; Barton & Sutcliffe, 

2009). Literally diving into high risk, extreme contexts (Hällgren et al., 2018) of swift water and 

collapsed structure search and rescue trainings provide significant insight into how an 

organization charged with reliably saving lives materializes practices through simulation on the 
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precipice. Thus, data collection included participation in training simulations that are performed 

in near-real scenarios, such as swimming and rafting in swift water and breaching and entering 

small concrete tunnels in a man-made collapsed building. 
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Fast, Temporary Organizing in a Pandemic: An Army of Mask Makers 

Coordinating quickly in crises is a complex, fragmented process (Wolbers et al., 

2018). Nevertheless, an army of mask makers emerged within days of COVID-19 

lockdowns in the US to supplement the shortage of personal protective equipment (PPE) – 

an effort likened to the homeland efforts in the first two World Wars where homemakers 

went to work in factories and families scavenged their homes for scrap metal to donate. To 

illustrate, performer Kristina Wong organized the Auntie Sewing Squad that spanned 33 

states and operated for 504 days of the pandemic resulting in 350,000 masks donated to 

groups like health care workers, farm workers, incarcerated people, and others whose 

access to PPE was limited yet essential for health (Bahr, 2021 Oct. 29). Like Wong and the 

Auntie Sewing Squad, quilters donated fabric and elastic and/or their sewing prowess to 

produce masks with the support of Just Wanna Quilt podcast and affiliated Quilting Army 

social media groups sharing resources to design, construct, and distribute high-quality, safe 

masks (Just Wanna Quilt, 2021). Quilter and engineer Dora Cary of Orange Dot Quilts 

produced a mask tutorial YouTube video that has almost 1.5 million views and over 1,800 

comments from the time of its posting in April 2020, and other mask sewing videos like 

Hobby Lobby’s “DIY Fabric Face Mask” and Nanay Express’ “5 Minutes! FAST and 

EASY Way to Make a Face Mask” have 5 million or more views, which seems minimal 

compared to the 41 million views for Style by Radhika’s tutorial.    

 While research on fast organizing in high reliability and extreme contexts 

demonstrates the value of shared cognitive structures to address complexities and 

fragmentation, these studies tend to focus on military, emergency response, and the like 

that coordinate, plan, strategize, and/or train in sustained relationships.  This is not always 

the case with temporary organizing. Temporary organizing is not inherently tied to 

extreme, high-risk environments, but it is emergent as it is constituted through the 

communication of networked actors (Taylor & Van Every, 2000). Absent the intricate 



organizational designs, permanence, and hierarchies of traditional, long-term organizing, 

role-based coordination generates order for temporary organizations to fulfill their purposes 

(Bechky, 2006). Temporary organizations are emergent networked actors that 

communicate to coordinate for a temporally bound period to perform a non-routine task or 

produce a non-routine product (Bakker, 2010; Ludin & Söderholm, 1995; Packendorff, 

1995). Broader than a lone project, project-based temporary organizing is “embedded in a 

wider social context, which provides resources of expertise, reputation and legitimation 

necessary for project-based activity” (Pilbeam, 2013, p. 192). Temporary organizing arises 

in and out of crises in relation to projects like mask sewing.  Challenged by time 

constraints and uncertainty (Bechky, 2006), temporary organizations are comprised of 

skilled individuals working interdependently in a network of relationships to complete a 

project (Jones et al., 1997). 

With research shifting from a focus on why coordination dynamics cohere in crises 

to explain how coordination emerges and evolves during the crisis (Wolbers et al., 2018), 

this study fuses interests in fast and temporary organizing in the extreme context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  Given the need to understand fast, temporary organizing and how 

coordination processes are achieved despite the formidable challenges it faces, we posit the 

following research question: what enables and constrains fast, temporary organizing in 

crises? To address this question, we immersed ourselves in the emergent mask making 

organizing in the US by following the Just Wanna Quilt’s podcast, reading news accounts 

of homemade mask making, and interviewing mask makers and organizers via Zoom about 

their experiences coordinating sewing during the COVID-19 pandemic to supplement 

essential and frontline workers’ PPE needs during initial shortages in the US. Findings 

feature five overlapping sociomaterial practices: connecting (e.g. sewers to materials, 

patterns to people, organizers to needs), delegating (e.g. transportation, sewing, materials 

swap), patterning (e.g. safe patterns, wearable patterns, efficient patterns), improvising (e.g. 



customizing for elderly, children, and special needs), and individualizing (e.g. material to 

match hobbies). 

 Our analysis suggests that maker identity and social networks were entangled with a 

constellation of sociomaterial practices and relationships that enabled fast, temporary 

mask-making organizing (Orlikowski, 2007).  The temporal and spacial gaps presented by 

the crisis’ triggering event – onset of COVID-19 lockdowns – enabled makers the time and 

space to allocate to mass producing masks, bonnets, and gowns.  Furthermore, the creative, 

skilled practices associated with networked makers enabled adaptive, loosely coupled role-

based coordination.  We contend that situated sociomaterial practices and relationships may 

be leveraged to fill in gaps generated by crisis for fast, temporary organizing to enhance the 

resiliency of communities in crises.  

At the outset, we claimed that we were joining other researchers in the shift from 

studying coordination in terms of why to study coordination in terms of how, but in 

studying how, we quickly realized that who was just as valuable in understanding 

coordination for fast, temporary organizing processes.  Makers personal and communal 

identities situated them in a social network 1) equipped with the skills to perform the 

needed sewing practices, 2) experienced with sewing practices to experiment and adapt, 3) 

supplied with the equipment and space to enact practices, and 4) motivated to continue 

making in new, useful ways under pandemic conditions. Being makers – the who – answers 

the why and the how, subsequently demonstrating the value of layering identity and fast, 

temporary organizing research.   
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Building meaningful connections in online contexts became a necessity in 2020 when the covid-

19 pandemic forced people to rely on virtual means for their interactions. As Zoom Meetings 

became the common method of participating in work and school, institutions scrambled to create 

an enriching and meaningful environment for their members. This transition has been 

challenging, and work organizations have reported increased conflict and ‘zoom-fatique’ 

whereas educational institutions have experienced increased disconnectedness and attrition (e.g. 

Leal Filho 2021 et al; Galanti et al. 2021). These experiences have demonstrated that when the 

need to feel connected to others in professional contexts is not met, the negative impacts on 

employee’s well-being, productivity and sense of belonging are substantial (e.g. Shamsi et al., 

2021; Van Zoonen et al., 2021).  

 

In this study, we ask: How can individuals form meaningful connections in the context of fully 

remote professional environments? In particular, we focus on the processes with which gradual 

familiarity is created in online contexts. In the physical domain, we take the gradual nature of 

friendship building for granted; people run into one another in the midst of their daily activities 

and through repeated opportune encounters they begin to form deeper ties. This is challenging in 

online environments, where interactions are predominantly intentional and designed. There are 

few opportunities for people to “bump into each other” and engage in casual conversations in 

passing. While the importance of making meaningful connections in professional contexts has 

been effectively linked to several positive outcomes, such as motivation, learning, innovation, 

sense of belonging and professional identity formation (e.g. Hughes 2007; Delahunty et al 2014; 

Shamsi et al., 2021), there is still little understanding of the gradual processes through which 

such connections are made - particularly in the context of remote work.  

 

We examine these processes in the context of first-year STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Math) students within their first and entirely remote year of instruction on a 

university campus. Many of these students anticipated making friends en route to the dining hall, 

bumping into people on their dorm floor, and making connections with other students in the 

library rather than attending their first year of university on a laptop from their bedroom. We 

examine the mechanisms that enabled students to feel connected to other students, supported by 

the university, and experience an overall sense of belonging while coping with an unprecedented 

time in higher education.  

 

The study has been conducted as a qualitative, single-case study at a medium-sized public 

university on the West Coast of the United States. As most institutions, the University moved to 

online instruction in March 2020. All students interviewed for this study joined the university as 



first year students in Fall of 2020 and had exclusively experienced online instruction at the 

university at their time of interview. The students included biological and computer science 

majors. The data was collected between October 2020 and June 2021 by both authors. The data 

were video-recorded semi-structured interviews conducted remotely due to the Pandemic as well 

as 8 hours of classroom observation. Concretely, the empirical materials consist of 37 interviews 

lasting between 40 minutes and 1.5 hours as well as field notes from the classroom observations.  

 

The beginning of university marks an important transition for young adults, particularly in the 

American context, and this transition involves expectations of a rich, new social circle. 

Expectations, disappointments and successes related to this became the main thread in our 

interviews while the initial focus was more broadly in sense of belonging, self-efficacy, and the 

development of professional identity. Our data analysis followed abductive methodology 

(Dubois and Gadde, 2002) and was conducted through a detailed thematic analysis (Rice and 

Ezzy, 1999). We moved from open, in-vivo coding towards increasingly abstracted thematic 

categories. Throughout the process the two authors discussed emerging codes and insights as 

well as compared findings with existing theory.  

 

Our findings indicate that interpersonal relationships were gradually built through opportune 

encounters whilst in the process of regular work occurrences. In the context of our study, this 

meant that first, an opportune environment for connection needed to be created. This could 

entail, for example, small group discussions in a virtual classroom with ample space and time to 

interact and get “off topic”. Second, the students used this space to find commonality with one 

another; either through finding and engaging in shared interests outside of the university context 

or engaging in the process of “struggling together” around a shared academic hurdle. For 

example, one student shared how they saw a classmate reference a favorite anime series in the 

Zoom chat which allowed for an opportune encounter and point of connection over that shared 

interest when they were placed into the same group for an in-class activity. The student 

explained how important this “distraction” was toward making friends in that class and this small 

point of connection and similarity sparked a larger conversation that led to the students forming a 

study group and eventually becoming friends.  

 

Overall, our findings indicate that the way we think about creating spaces for socializing in 

online contexts may not be effective in supporting the gradual processes of connection building. 

Our study shows that while connecting with and feeling supported by others is critically 

important to the well being and productivity of students and professionals in remote contexts 

(Galanti 2021 et al; Phirangee and Malec 2017; Usman et al 2021), many overly orchestrated 

attempts to bring groups together are unsuccessful. We argue that the lack of process perspective 

(e.g. Langley et al.2013) in examining the relational aspects of remote work has led to an overly 

structural examination that is likely to miss essential aspects of the delicate and gradual 

processes involved.  

 

Meaningful interactions are created through opportune encounters where individuals feel 

comfortable enough to reach out on a point of commonality. It’s not only the occurrence of 

interaction that is critical to furthering that connection, but rather the type and context of 

interaction matters, as virtual education literature suggests (Peacock 2020 et al; Thomas 2014 et 

al). When thinking about how we can continue to operate in a work-from-home world, our study 



contributes to a gap in understanding in the organizations literature about the process of building 

and maintaining virtual connections. We argue that interpersonal relationships gradually built 

through opportune encounters whilst in the process of regular work occurrences is a valuable 

resource that creates many additional generative responses in online work communities (Faraj et 

al 2011). Many of the studies published about organizations coping with virtual work during the 

pandemic cite the importance of relational factors and social support from coworkers (van 

Zoonen 2021 et al ; van Zoonen 2021 et al) but as they are primarily survey based and 

quantitative, they do not provide insight on the intricacies of how those connections are built or 

maintained through a processual lens.  
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Radical Newness from Liminality: 

Rethinking Strong Process Ontology to Explain Creative Processes 

Introduction 

Since the turn of  the century significant progress has been made regarding the cardinal question 
of  creativity research, namely how something new (and valuable) comes into the world? Ar-
guably most important progress has been made in the following three areas:  

• Creativeness has come to be understood as attributed output quality: output  is evaluated for 1

its fusion of  newness and value as well as its potential to surprise (Amabile, 1996; Simonton, 
2011) and, if  so, is awarded the attribute creative. This evaluative judgment and, by extension, 
the attribute creative is radically contingent and inescapably preliminary in nature (i.e. bound 
to a specific reference group at a certain time and place, and forever open to revision).  

• The role of  the individual mind has been reassessed. Cognition is now understood as both 
embodied (Gomila & Calvo, 2009; Kühnel, Bledow & Kiefer, 2022) and (socially) embedded. 
Consequently, creative agents are distributed multiples (i.e. networks), comprising human ac-
tors and non-human actants (Burt, 2005; Callon, 1984; Latour, 2005; Perry-Smith, 2006). Yet, 
the individual mind remains integral to creativity because curiosity motivates most creative 
endeavors (Amabile, 1996; Arikan, Arikan & Koparan, 2020) and, after all, every idea must 
be recognized and communicated (i.e. explicated or demonstrated) by some-one (Maturana 
& Varela, 1984). 

• In explaining the emergence of  (valuable) newness, ontology has moved to the center stage 
(Garud et al., 2015; Peschl, 2020). Garud and his colleagues distinguish between three on-
tologies: First, a realist ontology that undergirds complexity theory (Holland, 1998; Kaufmann, 
1993) and views emergence as a non-linear causal effect—often in the context of, but not 
limited to aggregation.  Second, a flat ontology (i.e. plane of  immanence; Deleuze & Guattari, 2

1991) that undergirds Actor-Network-Theory (Callon, 1984; Latour, 2005). In this view, ac-
tors (and actants) mutually constitute each other (Latour, 2005) through interactions—prac-
tices of  so-called translation (Callon, 1984; see also Feldman & Pentland, 2003)—that can 
never be fully completed or exactly replicated. Here, newness emerges as a necessary and un-
intended side effect of  interaction (i.e. the social). Third, a process ontology draws on process 
philosophy (Bergson, 1907; Whitehead 1929; Rescher, 2000) that undergirds relational soci-
ology (Emirbayer, 1997) and addresses emergence two-fold: On the one hand, the world is 
understood as “already formed and continuously becoming” (Garud et al., 2009: 9). This 
makes emergence and, by extension, newness an axiomatic property of the world (as opposed 
to something that happens in or to it). On the other, emergence results from human agency 
(i.e. human judgment exerted in the presence) at the intersection of  a remembered or habitu-
al past and an imagined future (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). From the above it follows that 
human actors discover newness that emerges from non-linear causal effects, unintended con-
sequences of  human action, and a world in constant becoming (Chia, 2002). In addition, 
human actors create newness, that emanates from their imagination and, in particular, from 
futures they envision. 

Against this backdrop, this paper addresses the crucial and still unanswered question as to how 
the human mind can create something radically new (i.e. de novo creations, not contained in exist-



ing search spaces). By carving out a specific role for strong process ontology, this paper makes 
two contributions: It aims at closing a gap in explaining creative processes that yield radical new-
ness. In addition, it proposes a remedy for two apparent shortcomings of  strong process ontol-
ogy, namely that is seems curiously absent from every-day experience and, consequently, seems 
to lack relevance in every-day settings (where the amount of  change often seems negligible). 

Strong Process Ontology: The Notorious River 

“On those who enter the same rivers, ever different waters flow.“ Here, Heraclitus (app. 500 BC/
1979) distinguishes between substance (i.e. the riverbed) and process (i.e. the flowing of  ever dif-
ferent waters).  Further, he maintains that “we step and do not step into the same rivers; [that] it 3

is us and it isn’t”, thereby indicating that not only rivers but also beholders are in flux.  Since all 4

experience alters the backdrop (i.e. memory), against which subsequent experience is made, a 
person who steps into ‘the same river again’ is no longer the exact same person who stepped into 
‘the river’ earlier, how ever marginal or significant the difference. Heraclitus’ foundations for a 
(strong) process ontology—prominently summarized in “panta rhei” (“everything flows”)—hold 
significant lessons:  

• Every-thing (e.g. flowing waters, moving riverbeds, learning and aging people) is actually con-
stantly changing—although at potentially quite different pace. 

• The opposition of  substance (i.e. stability) and process (i.e. change) constitutes a duality (i.e. 
contradictory, yet potentially complementary, as opposed to dualisms (i.e. mutually exclusive; 
Farjoun, 2010; Fortwengel et al. 2017; Whitehead, 1929/1978).  5

• Wether something is a substance or a process, is a matter of  perspective (i.e. focus or scale; 
Rescher, 2000). With one fragment pointing from the river’s taken-for-granted sameness to a 
water flow comprised of  indefinitely many singularities, and another fragment insisting on 
the river’s and the beholder’s dual nature, Heraclitus indicates or is at least open to this view. 

• Process ontology challenges language. How can one refer by the same name (e.g. river, water, 
we) to that, which is no longer the same? 

The Paradox of  Some-Thing Radically New 

Jointly, strong substance ontologies and strong process ontologies reframe the cardinal question 
of  creative-process research—how something radically new comes into the world—in a paradox-
ical, yet illuminating way: Predicated on the notion of  substances with invariant attributes, strong 
substance ontologies presume a world of  stable matter, objects and categories. Consequently, 
they must reject the notion of  radical newness, since nothing new can ever enter into and alter a 
world-of-substance’s inherent rigid structures.  Interestingly, viewing “reality [as] indiscriminate, 6

fluxing, and ceaselessly becoming” (Chia, 2002: 5), strong process ontologies, too, must reject the 
question about radical newness.  However, they do so on different grounds because in a world in 
constant flow and continuous change, all there is, is transitory, unique and new (Langley & 
Tsoukas, 2017; Nayak, 2008; Rescher, 2000). So, with everything always in the process of  renew-
al, newness is ubiquitous, and questioning it is redundant. To conclude, strong substance and 
strong process ontologies ultimately corner the question about some-thing radically new between 
two rejections: the former for impossibility, since there is nothing new; the latter for meaningless-
ness, since all is being new and, anyway, there is no thing. 

2



Liminal Moments: Windows onto Strong Process Worlds 

Process and substance are best understood as a dualism, but this does not mean that radical 
newness emerges from a middle ground somewhere between stability and change. Instead, this 
paper suggests that the emergence of  some-thing radically new requires a fusion of  extremes: 
pairing the stability of  ‘thingness’ with the singularity of  ceaseless becoming. This requires actual experience 
that bridges strong substance and strong process worlds—which can be achieved by oscillating 
between them. Consider for example the hermeneutic cycle—observation|interpretation|action|ob-
servation—that undergirds humans’ being in and knowing of  the world (Neisser, 1976; Maturana 
& Varela, 1984). It forces human actors to repeatedly and fundamentally change their perspective 
(Neisser, 1976): from immersion that enables close-up sensory perception and empathic reso-
nance; to a critical distance, from which analytical and narrative categories can be extracted; and 
finally to getting physical and taking intervening action to reposition actors and reconfigure arte-
facts; only to the re-immerse oneself  to start all over with close-up sensory perception and em-
pathic resonance; and so forth. Each such transition provides an opportunity for experiencing a 
liminal moment—a ’zero state’ between perspectives, where the previous one no longer and the next 
one not yet governs experience.  This paper proposes that these transitory moments—when es7 -
tablished epistemic patterns temporarily loose their grip—bear a potential for opening windows onto 
a world in constant flux and ceaseless becoming, a world of  singularities according to strong process on-
tologies. In this view, creative processes comprise extended episodes, during which the world is 
perceived as more or less stable, punctuated by liminal moments, in which it is experienced in 
strong process terms—as constant flux and ongoing becoming. Transitioning from strong-sub-
stance to strong-process experience requires letting go and allowing oneself  to drift. Transition-
ing back is either triggered by an external stimulus (i.e. a call to order) or a process experiences 
reminiscent of  something relevant to the substance world. Evidently, in either world, the oppos-
ing ontology is marginally present, lurking in the background: no human experience, including 
strong-process experience, is never entirely without structure; and even strong-substance experi-
ence registers change, if  only as the ‘some-thing happening’ between two pints in time. Impor-
tantly, each transition to strong-process experience and back to the familiar and stable world 
bears an opportunity for some-thing radically new to emerge—for taking singular aspects from a 
world, in which nothing but newness is conceivable, and stabilizing them as a new some-thing in 
the structural world of  stable entities (Bauer & Eagen, 2010; see also Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). 

Contribution and Outlook 

Further elaborating on and extending the above, the full paper aims at three theoretical contribu-
tions:  

• It demonstrates that a strong process ontology is not only more rigorous than a strong sub-
stance ontology—since process can account for substance (i.e. a super-slow process), while 
the reverse leads into aporia (e.g. the ancient Greek ‘unmoved mover’). It is also highly rele-
vant (for explaining and shaping creative process that yield radically new results), and it is an 
integral part of  every-day experience (although frequently remembered as a kind of  absence, 
since in a strong process world both the stable environment and the beholder with his or her 
individual ego and identity dissolve into flux). 

• It proposes an answer to the heretofore open question as to if  and how the human mind is 
capable of  de novo creation (also demonstrating that a mere reference to spontaneous or 

3



stimulus-independent thought would not suffice; Fox & Christoff, 2018). Thereby, it con-
tributes to the literature on ontological explanations for the emergence of  newness, particu-
larly to process ontologies that view human actors’s capacity to imagine new futures as the 
locus of  creativity. 

• Finally, it addresses recent normative creative-process models, most importantly those in the 
tradition of  Osborne (1963; see also Isaksen & Treffinger, 2004; Parnes & Noller, 1972, 
1973) and, more recently, those under the umbrella of  Design Thinking (Bauer & Eagen, 
2010, 2013; HPI, 2010; Kelley, 2001). It shows that these models provide value, not only do 
due to their capacity for guiding search that results in incremental and semi-radical innova-
tion, but also because they serve as epistemic meta-models that arrange for numerous transi-
tions between a strong substance and a strong process ontology and, so, for numerous liminal 
moments laden with potential for radical newness.   
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Endnotes
 Assessments of  agents and processes as more or less creative are derivative of  output assessments:  a process qual1 -

ifies ex post as a creative process, if  and only if  its output is awarded the attribute creative, and the same goes for the 
potentially creative agent responsible for this process.

 Water serves as a classic example to illustrate the nature of  non-linearity: When two hydrogen atoms and one oxy2 -
gen atom enter into the chemical compound known as water, the transformation of  a mixture of  two gases into a 
liquid represents a non-linear effect that, like the properties of  water, cannot be predicted from knowledge of  the 
attributes of  the two gaseous substances. Similarly, if  the temperature of  water is altered in a continuous fashion (i.e. 
linearly) the effect appears to be a linear one (i.e. hotter or colder water) until either 0 or 100 degrees Celsius are 
reached and the same linear cause leads to a non-linear effect: it turns a liquid into a solid or gas, respectively. Again, 
neither the changing aggregate state nor the properties of  the resulting solid or gas are predictable from knowledge 
of  the properties of  (liquid) water.

 Three fragments jointly amount to Heraclitus’ (app. 500 BC/1979) famous river prominent metaphor:  3

“On those who enter the same rivers, ever different waters flow.“[B 12] 
“We step and do not step into the same rivers; it is us and it isn’t.” alternatively: “We step and do not step into the 
same rivers; we are and we are not.” [B 49a] 
“Everything flows.” [65 A 3]

 A secondary source, unfortunately, dominates common knowledge of  Heraclitus’ process philosophy: In Plato’s 4

Cratylus, the character Socrates argues: “Heraclitus says somewhere that «everything gives way and nothing stands 
fast» and, likening the things that are to the flowing of  a river, he says that «you cannot step into the same river 
twice».” Taken out of  context, this quote gravely oversimplifies and distorts Heraclitus’ process view.
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 The following selected fragments illustrate Heraclitus’ pioneering role in philosophizing duality (Heraclitus, app. 5

500 BC/1979) and laying the foundations for dialectical reasoning: 
“We step and do not step into the same rivers; it is us and it isn’t.” alternatively: “We step and do not step into the 
same rivers; we are and we are not.” [B 49a]  
“What opposes unites, and the finest attunement stems from things bearing in opposite directions, and all things 
come about by strife.” [B 8] 
“It is the same thing in us that is alive and dead, awake and asleep, young and old; the former are shifted and be-
come the latter, and the latter in turn are shifted and become the former.” [B 88] 
“God is day and night, winter and summer, war and peace, surfeit and hunger; but he takes various shapes, just as 
fire, when it is mingled with spices, is named according to the savor of  each.” [B 67] 
“Mortals are immortal and immortals are mortal, the one living the others' death and dying the others' life.” [B 62] 
“Changing it rests”; also: “It rests by changing.” [B 84a] 
“The way up and the way down is one and the same.” [B 60]

 Ultimately this is also true for a realist or a flat ontology that explains the emergence of  newness as the non-linear 6

effect of  recombining existing entities, or respectively, the unintended side effect of  repeating the already-known. In 
either case the question of  radical newness gets shifted to the epistemological level, in particular, to the question as 
to how a human mind can create a radically new category (as opposed to either press-fitting new and, by extension, 
unfamiliar experience into an already-existing category, or falling prey to a paralyzing shock in the face of  radical 
otherness (Heidegger, 1954).

 Also, frame breaking techniques such as Lateral Thinking (DeBono, 1971), TRIZ (Altshuller, 1999) or brainstorming 7

(Sutton & Hargadon, 1996) as well as mindless work (Elsbach & Hargadon, 2006) or other forms of  inducing incu-
bation periods (Gilhooly, 2016; Wallas, 1926) trigger undetermined ‘zero states’—with the previous train of  thought 
derailed, and the next one not yet underway (Deleuze, 1984; Heidegger, 1954).

6
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The contemporary form of international production system, often referred to as a global 

factory, is characterised by a global dispersion of production activities that are carried out both 

in house and through externalised contractual relationships, all coordinated by a multinational 

corporation (MNC) acting as a lead firm (Buckley 2009;Buckley et al. 2018). Impacts of such 

an internationalisation of production operations of MNCs, specifically on workers engaged in 

manufacturing the merchandise of MNCs, have been raised by activists, media and 

campaigners and have attracted scholarly attention (India Committee of Netherlands 

2016;BBC 2019;Sathish 2019;International Labour Rights Forum 2020); (De Winter 

2001;Crane and Matten 2010;Lund-Thomsen and Lindgreen 2014;Schrempf-Stirling and 

Palazzo 2016). CSR Codes of Conduct (CoC), among others, have emerged as a key non-

market strategy for MNCs to manage the impact of MNCs’ operations, particularly on factory 

workers (Kolk and Van Tulder 2010;Preuss 2010;Martinez and Kang 2014;Mellahi et al. 

2016;Beckers 2018;Hemphill and White III 2018) . CoC are formal statements that specify the 

ethical standards MNCs both hold and apply to their supplier factories or trade partners 

(Jenkins et al. 2002;Ngai 2005). Developed with an intent to remediate poor working 

conditions in the international production chain (Locke et al. 2009;Fransen 2012), CoC specify 

behaviour and actions that must be either adhered to (prescription) or avoided (proscription) 

by the factories (Fisher et al. 2013) and specify norms and rules by which to evaluate factory 

performance (O'Rourke 2003). 

 

Much of the focus of extant scholarship has remained on the antecedents and consequences, 

factors and determinants of adoption, design, development, and implementation of CoC, 

primarily from the perspective of the MNC and we hardly know about what goes on in the 

factories where the international CSR strategy to manage impacts on workers producing MNC 

merchandise is expected to be realised (Pisani et al. 2017;Babri et al. 2019;Jyoti 2020). 

Strategic work, it has been noted, is socially accomplished within particular spaces that are 

constructed through different orchestrations of material, bodily and discursive resources 

(Jarzabkowski et al. 2015). While perspectives on how strategic work of CoC may be carried 

out at the MNC firm have been discussed, little is known about how such work is performed 

by supplier firms who are expected to adhere to and work according to CoC. For instance, 

tracing the journey of a code from MNC head office to its subsidiary in China, Helin and Babri 

(2015) contend that the ethics of CoC may itself be negotiable and caution that CoC may be 

completely undermined when efficiency and contractual considerations become dominant. 

Examining strategic work during implementation of CSR codes not only highlights how CSR 

codes can ‘bend moral spaces’ by transforming meanings of ethics as the code is enacted but 

also draws attention to the ‘side-effects’ of the code (Jensen et al. 2009). These observations 

have crucial implications both for CoC as a strategy in pursuit of international CSR as well as 
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its intended outcomes for factory workers which have thus far remained underexplored (Jyoti 

2020).  

 

Drawing on an ethnographic study in a factory that implements CoC, this paper will examine 

how strategic work of MNC’s international CSR is performed as production operations are 

carried out for the MNC. The notion of an internationalised factory is proposed to refer to, 

describe, delineate and conceptualise the place where strategic work of CoC as an expression 

of international CSR is performed. An internationalised factory is a factory that produces 

merchandise for international brands in accordance with their specifications and carries out 

its operations so as to adhere to workplace practices and standards listed in the MNCs’ codes 

of conduct (CoC), which draw on widely accepted international guidelines and 

recommendations in pursuit of international Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Kolk et al. 

1999;Kolk and Van Tulder 2005;Locke 2013;Bartley and Egels‐Zandén 2015;Distelhorst et al. 

2015). Identifying the processes and practices entailed in making such a factory, the paper 

contributes to both IB and CSR scholarship. While we know that enactment of CoC is 

influenced by the country contexts and factories’ institutional and normative environments 

(Lamrad 2013;Bartley and Egels‐Zandén 2015), we do not yet know the processes and 

interactions entailed in becoming an internationalised factory.  

 

The paper argues that managerial agency in an internationalised factory plays a specific role 

in the performance of the strategic work of international CSR. Three specific ongoing 

processes of (Re)imagining, (Re)ordering and (Re)presenting constitute an internationalised 

factory. (Re)imagining refers to the cognitive and mental processes of the factory managers 

whereby CoC document accompanied by communications, actions and behaviours of MNC 

staff and their nominated representatives (auditors) are continuously interpreted so as to 

identify the characteristics of an internationalised factory. (Re)ordering refers to the spatial 

and temporal modifications in arrangements of people, machines, and objects in the 

enactment of the factory (re)imagined as an internationalised factory. Such a (re)ordering of 

people, places, positions and machines is captured through paperwork leveraging the staying 

capacity of documents (Cooren 2004) and specific spatial and temporal arrangements to 

(re)present the factory as an internationalised factory, particularly when the MNC 

staff/nominated representatives are visiting.  

 

The three processes correspond to three specific kinds of strategic work undertaken by factory 

managers and workers. By identifying the three distinct multimodal accomplishments 

(Jarzabkowski et al. 2015), enacted by factory managers, both collaboratively and privately in 

an internationalised factory, the paper draws attention to the role played by contractual actors 
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and partners in realising the international CSR strategy for MNC. Unless MNC include and 

take factory managers along in the design and development of their international CSR 

strategy, the realisation and enactment of their strategy will remain not only questionable but 

may generate outcomes that are contradictory to those which are desired.  
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The communicative constitution of organizations (CCO) is a powerful perspective for 
understanding organizational formation and continuance. It is also has tremendous potential for 
for understanding the entrepreneurship phenomenon due its processual and communicative nature 
and allowance for understanding dynamic and emergent phenomenon (e.g., Kuhn & Marshall, 
2019). When applying CCO to early phases of entrepreneurship when the formal organization is 
in the formation process, influences on entrepreneurial trajectories come from many different 
sources and spaces, often through advice from experienced self-identified entrepreneurs to venture 
members. Advice is a ubiquitous and understudied part of entrepreneurship, often assumed as an 
inherently beneficial interaction within a mentoring or coaching relationship. Tens of thousands 
of entrepreneurial support organizations (ESOs) have been set up around the world based on this 
premise (Bergman & McMullen, 2021). Using the CCO lens problematizes current understandings 
of advice and positions advice as significant in organizational formation and subsequent trajectory 
formation.  
 
Based on the Montréal school of CCO (Cooren & Taylor, 1997; Taylor et al., 1996; Taylor & 
Cooren, 1997), CCO is a practice-based perspective that draws primarily on speech act theory, 
semio-narrative theory and actor-network theory to explain organizing and organization. I will 
focus on two central of the perspective: the enrollment and submission of actors to narrative 
schemas through exchange, and the use of sociomaterial objects created in interaction to maintain 
relational structures.  
 
In CCO, the coordination aspect of organizing is posited through a mutually beneficial exchange 
of action. Cooren and Taylor suggest that communicative action, speech acts, are best understood 
and analyzed by bracketing conversation into narratives (Cooren & Taylor, 1997; Taylor et al., 
1996; Taylor & Cooren, 1997). Speech acts are posited as functionally equivalent to parts of a 
narrative and that, according to Greimas’ semio-narrative theory, every narrative can be 
understood as a series of schemas embedded within each other (Cooren, 1999).  Each narrative 
starts with a problem in which an actor is enrolled to help solve the problem and the enrolled actor 
agrees to submit to the first actor’s schema in exchange for some benefit. The example used by 
Cooren (1999) is that Luke Skywalker enrolls the help of Hans Solo to complete his mission and 
Hans agrees because of the benefits he accrues (money) to performing this job. Hans Solo’s 
narrative schema is, thus, embedded within and submissive to the narrative and purposes of Luke 
Skywalker. 
 
The advice interaction seems like a natural fit to this conception of organizing. The entrepreneur 
has a problem, enrolls the advisor to help, and the advisor agrees to help because of some benefit 
to themselves, such as money or goodwill, and takes actions to advise the entrepreneur. In extant 
advice literature, advice is accordingly presented as advice seeking by the entrepreneur and then 
adequate receipt of advice.  However, with the ubiquity of entrepreneurship phenomenon and 
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ESOs, one can “flip the script” to look at a different narrative, the schema of the advisor. 
Particularly in high-tech entrepreneurship, enrollment in accelerators is expected as a means for 
extreme growth and scaling. These accelerators facilitate constant advice interactions, often 
without prompting from the venture members. In this case, the conversational structure changes 
from the entrepreneur requesting enrollment of advisor into the entrepreneur’s narrative schema 
to the entrepreneur submitting to the ESO’s narrative schema of which the advisor works on behalf.   
 
While advice is a significantly understudied phenomenon in the entrepreneurial context, advice 
from the advisor’s perspective is event less so (Blunden & Gino, 2018). This juxtaposition of 
schema brings into question some of the fundamental myths and beliefs of entrepreneurship, 
including the promise of social and economic emancipation. ESO’s are often tasked with shaping 
the ventures into organizations that can be easily funded by venture capitalists and, thus, grow 
exponentially. While ventures may get funded in this way, there is inevitably an isomorphism that 
takes place when entrepreneurs agree to submit to the advisor’s schema. The advisors, having 
greater knowledge and the promise of vast funds, manipulate the arrangement so that ventures 
agree to submit to the ESO schema. Questions inevitably arise about the nature of ESO and advisor 
schemas and to what benefit they get out of certain action and work by the entrepreneur.  
 
As a communicative practice, advice interactions not only structure relations, but also create 
sociomaterial objects, a text object (Taylor et al., 1996). This text-object becomes one of many 
entities of an assemblage that prompts or mediates coordinated action. Conceptualizing advice as 
text-object provokes interest into the qualities inherent to the text-object, such as the history and 
power dynamic of the particular advice text-object. Advice is provided with an intention to change 
in state or behavior in the future according to what the giver thinks is best for the recipient (Félix-
Brasdefer, 2021). Inherent to the advice text-object are experiences, judgments, future projections, 
and values. At the same time, advice embodies it the power structures of the message origin (e.g., 
neoliberal logics) and the asymmetrical nature of the interaction whereby the giver is positioned 
as more knowledgeable (Butler et al., 2010). Taken together, these characteristics position advice 
as likely to deliver an object with consequence. Additionally, the performative understanding of 
text-object allows advice to have agency that can result in unintended consequences. Actors can 
utilize, respond to, or react against the text-object within the assemblage without prescription.  
 
The CCO lens illuminates the powerful potentiality of advice and the ways in which 
entrepreneurial trajectories are broadened and/or constrained through the introduction of advice. 
Advice as text-object changes the scholarly frame and elicits questions regarding the uses, 
inadvertent, as well as deliberate, functions and consequences of advice. Research that black boxes 
advice or focuses on a singular dimension hides the processual, interactive, and problematic nature 
of advice and distracts scholar attention from the means, processes, and practices of 
entrepreneuring. 
 
 Keywords: advice, communicative constitution of organizations (CCO), entrepreneurship, 
sociomaterial, narrative schema 
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IF YOU BUILD IT, WILL THEY COME? 

INVESTIGATING HOW ORGANIZATIONS USE STRATEGY TO  

CONSTRUCT THE FUTURE 

 

Change is a fact of organizational life and organizations often manage change by 

managing strategy. Strategy has been considered by scholars as a firm’s realized position in a 

competitive market, achieved through crafting a unique market position, making bets and 

tradeoffs, and forming a fit among firm activities (e.g. Porter, 1980, 1996). Other scholars have 

added to our understanding of strategy by highlighting the importance of internal resources and 

capabilities (Barney, 1991; Deephouse, 1999), managerial cognition and attention (Gavetti, 

2011; Ocasio, 1997), and day-to-day practices (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Kaplan & 

Jarzabkowski, 2006; Orlikowski & Yates, 2002; Whittington, 2007). Here I consider strategy as 

the result of both conscious and unconscious processes that inform firm direction and action. As 

such, I understand strategies to be inherently future-focused: they help to articulate a set of goals 

and markers that an organization may meet at a later point. 

The “may” in the previous sentence is important: several scholars have also highlighted 

the precarious nature of strategy initiatives. Unstable environments affect the success of a firm’s 

strategy (Chandler, 1962; Porter, 1980). Similarly, strategy initiatives can be intentionally and 

unintentionally subverted by middle managers (Guth & Macmillan, 1986; Laine et al., 2016). 

Extant research also notes an additional core difficulty in creating and enacting strategy: the 

future is intrinsically unknowable, yet needs to be communicated clearly enough to motivate 

collective action and thus requires constant production and enactment. (Wenzel et al., 2020). 

Indeed, time stands as a key meta-dimension of management (Chen & Miller, 2015; Reinecke & 
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Ansari, 2014): to organize, actors are required to navigate differing conceptions of the past, 

present, and future and this can introduce overlapping instances of complicity, clashing, and 

alignment within organizational activities (Tavory & Eliasoph, 2013). Here I define future as 

projective representation(s) of an unknown (and unknowable) reality that can shape terrains of 

choice and action (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Mische, 2009). Constructing projections of future 

realities is particularly challenging and contested, as these typically involve “limited information, 

routinized decision-making heuristics, and exaggerated discounting mechanisms that strongly 

limit [actors’] ability to make accurate predictions, leading to seemingly irrational behaviors” 

(Mische, 2009: 699). Thus, while strategic action takes place in the present, it is informed by past 

and future orientations and focused on achieving a desired future state. As such, strategy 

becomes an important way that organizations work to construct a desired future. 

Recent scholarship has considered the relationship between strategy and temporality, 

looking specifically at history. For example, Suddaby et al. (2010) introduce the term rhetorical 

history to emphasize the invented history, tradition, and ritual that managers construct and use as 

a strategic device. There has been a similar turn toward examining the impact of the future in 

organization studies. Gioia et al. (2002) discuss the challenges strategic leaders face when 

predicting and projecting the future and argue that organization actors develop the ability to 

solve a future problem by manipulating the future perception of the present and the past. Kaplan 

& Orlikowski (2012) label this type of work ‘temporal work’, which they define as the practices 

involved in reimagining the future, rethinking the past, and reconsidering the present. They find 

that achieving coherence, plausibility, and acceptability within strategic accounts of action 

enable goal achievement and that breakdowns can similarly open progressive avenues of action, 

as actors become obliged to search for new interpretations and alternative action courses that 
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more effectively coalesce. More recently, practice scholars have unpacked how actors address 

events in the distant future through situated activity (Hernes & Schultz, 2020) and have explored 

future-making practices across the contexts of climate change, digital transformation, and post-

truth politics (Wenzel et al., 2020).  

While scholars have acknowledged how futures can draw boundaries around plausible 

actions and means for acting (Berkhout, 2006; Beckert, 2013), little research looks at how 

futures become constructed in organizations – an important question considering the implications 

of failed and successful strategies. Here I look specifically at this relationship between strategy 

and futures.  

To investigate, I adopt an inductive approach to study the implementation of an analytics 

initiative at a construction firm, named here as Concrete Construction Co (CCC). Data collection 

and analysis should be considered as ongoing, but preliminary results take seriously the temporal 

tensions that become folded together through situated action (Hernes & Schultz, 2020) and 

reveal three primary mechanisms - (1) mapping potentials, (2) assembling chronologies, and (3) 

shaping materiality – that enable organizations to construct futures. When mapping potentials, 

organization actors survey experience, project action sequences, and imagine actor roles to craft 

narratives of strategic action. When assembling chronologies, actors activate individual and 

collective memory alongside projective thought to construct temporal accounts that are 

collectively evaluated through a politicking process. When shaping materiality, actors create, 

alter, and cloak artifacts to influence and direct actor attention. I introduce the term temporal 

dexterity to describe an organization’s ability to work across these mechanisms and mobilize 

moments from the past and future into the present interaction to drive strategic action. Plainly, to 
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develop temporal dexterity is to develop the strategic use of time to influence agency, structure, 

materiality, and behaviour within organizations (see Figure 1).  

 This research aims for two primary contributions. First, it contributes to our 

understanding of how organizations use strategy to construct futures. Actors are constantly 

recalibrating their futures, as well as their perceptions of past and present, and require some 

measure of coordination to act strategically. Strategy helps to provide a unifying direction for 

actors, and the mechanisms identified herein offer a framework to help account for emergent 

disjunctures between actor groups. Second, I help explain how organizations can navigate 

change and maintenance processes. By developing temporal dexterity, organizational actors can 

connect temporal events across time for specific purposes.  

As data collection and theorization are ongoing, the findings and contributions surfaced 

here are tentative. I would like specific feedback on my theorization process: Does it link well to 

my empirics? How can I make my model more dynamic? How can I better represent 

complexity? Unpacking this link between strategy and future construction has important 

theoretical and practical implications, and assistance in this regard are most welcome. 
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Figure 1: A Theoretical Framework Explaining the use of Strategy to Construct Futures and the 

Enactment of Temporal Dexterity 
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What are the rituals by which people in organizations generate and sustain high-quality 

connections over time, and how are such rituals produced? In attending to these questions, I 

suggest that theory on interaction rituals (Collins, 2004; Goffman, 1967, 2003) is critical for 

understanding the nuances of how high-quality connections (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003; 

Stephens, Heaphy, & Dutton, 2012) between people at work emerge, are sustained, and 

fluctuate over time.  

I understand rituals as forms of organizational behavior that are highly expressive and 

charged with symbolic meaning, and that are carried over from one situation to another, but 

that nevertheless may be latent and emergent, rather than intentional. My attention to 

interaction rituals emerged as I observed and interacted with employees at Beechside 

residential nursing home and noticed an abundance of energy and intensely mutually focused 

behavior that ticked all the boxes in being characteristically of a high-quality connecting 

(HQC) nature. And beyond that, these same interactions had undertones and overtones 

reminiscent of ritual intensity, “as situated social interactions” that generated “high levels of 

mutual attention and emotional energy” among those interacting (Collins, 2004; Furnari, 

2014, p. 451), and were impelled by a co-produced urgency for betterment in the wider 

organization.  

During visits to Beechside (a pseudonym), I observed meetings and situations, and 

focused on how persons present during those encounters interacted. Observations, interviews 

and informal conversations garnered at various times over a four-year period (still open), has 

led to a wealth of empirical material. At the center, and orienting my exploration and 

interpretation of this material, is the phenomenon of high-quality connections (Dutton & 

Heaphy, 2003; Stephens et al., 2012). Prior empirical research on high-quality connections 

demonstrates a range of beneficial outcomes for people and organizations, including those 

related to the psychological wellbeing (Brueller & Carmeli, 2011; Carmeli, Brueller, & 

Dutton, 2009; Heaphy & Dutton, 2008; Ryff & Singer, 2001), increasing felt vitality (Shefer, 

Carmeli, & Cohen-Meitar, 2018) and thought-action repertoires (Fredrickson, 2001, 2013). In 

achieving better organizational performance outcomes, high-quality connections are 

evidenced in improving creativity (Carmeli, Dutton, & Hardin, 2015), innovative behaviours 

(Vinarski-Peretz, Binyamin, & Carmeli, 2011; Vinarski-Peretz & Carmeli, 2011), and making 

teams more resilient (Stephens, Heaphy, Carmeli, Spreitzer, & Dutton, 2013). Yet, what is not 

so clear in these studies, is how professionals can go about creating and sustaining higher-

quality interactions with others, and scholars suggest that, “we still know very little about how 
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high-quality relationships are created in organizations” (Carmeli et al., 2009). We extend 

understanding on how to foster high-quality interrelating dynamics (Lee, Mazmanian, & 

Perlow, 2020; Sundet & Carlsen, 2019), by honing in on the situational micro-processes that 

enable the ritualizing of high-quality connecting between employees in a nursing home.  

The microsociology of Goffman and Collins (Collins, 2004; Goffman, 1959, 1967), 

provides a lens through which persons are viewed as, “the precipitate of past interactional 

situations an ingredient of each new situation. An ingredient, not the determinant, because a 

situation is an emergent property”, because situations “ have laws or processes of their own” 

(Collins, 2004, p. 5). This lens is important in understanding firstly, how relationships in this 

nursing home were set in motion, on a trajectory from where people described the earlier 

situation as, “swimming in syrup … where the trenches [of conflict] were dug”, and onto a 

new path of leaving work at the end of the day feeling “pleasantly tired” and looking forward 

to coming to work the next day. Secondly, a ritual lens allows us to focus on the situatedness 

and history of high-quality connecting experiences, and the conduciveness and meaning 

generated in/by social interactions in those situations, “in ways that maintain social and 

emotional solidarity despite personality differences” (Rossner & Meher, 2014, p. 199). 

Furnari (2014) identified successful interaction rituals as a microlevel condition that enables 

the establishment of new practices, yet did not elaborate on how such interactions become 

successful rituals (Lee et al., 2020), or how they are sustained over time. Koschmann and 

McDonald (2015) point to the performative aspects of the agency of organizational rituals in 

influencing interactions beyond their immediate moments of enacting.  

In this working paper, I suggest that as a core group of people in the organization 

deliberately go about creating and maintaining symbolically rich practices, they pave the way 

for high-quality connections, and in so doing, lift the quality of relationship to bi-directional 

influence and togetherness. Early findings (see Table 1 below) have teased out five forms of 

rituals, which I have labeled, (i) venting-up and with, (ii) reflecting-for and with, (iii) talking-

in and about, (iv) lighting a candle, and (v) escorting out the dead body. 
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Table 1: Five forms of rituals 

 

 

In returning to the main question explored in this paper, about the ways in which 

professionals work together in organizations that generate and sustain high-quality 

connections over time, I propose that it is helpful to understand them as being a web of rituals 

that shape, and are shaped by, the people who are a part of them. The literatures on ritual 

theory and high-quality connections have much to offer each other, including how interaction 

rituals carry or do not carry high-quality connections from one situation to another. I am very 

keen to discuss my research project with scholars at the Pros conference and look very much 

Form of ritual Examples Purpose / impact 

Venting-up and with 

 

Creating arenas to let employees vent 

frustrations and bring up (often emotionally 

charged), things about their daily work, while 

encouraging others present to express their 

thoughts and feelings. 

To allow people to verbalize 

frustrations and have feelings 

validated, thus releasing tension 

and improving work practices 

Reflection-for and 

with 

 

Using a specified amount of time at the start of a 

management meeting to deeply reflect together 

on an important issue. For example, how best to 

support staff in challenges experienced during 

final moments with a dying resident. 

For the bettering of quality of 

service, supporting staff in their 

roles, and ensuring values are 

embedded 

Talking-in and about 

 

Verbalizing of values in the home, how they are 

reflected in doing elderly care, relating with 

next of kin, and being with each other as 

colleagues, and their combined striving for 

excellence 

Maintaining their joint goals, 

such as keeping salient the 

importance of relationships and 

ambitions for the quality of the 

home.  

Lighting the candle  

 

At the start of the management meeting, the top-

leader saying a few words, often deeply 

emotional and connected to their current 

situation. For example, “I light this candle to 

recognize the challenges we have, and that we 

are surviving”. 

Creating a “we” space for the 

management team members to 

support each other and bringing 

them into  

Escorting out the 

dead body 

 

This is open to all staff, particularly those who 

have had close contact with the deceased 

resident. Expression of emotion is normal and 

accepted. 

A mark of respect for the 

resident and their families and a 

much-needed closure for 

employees. 
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forward to all feedback and direction in developing interesting pathways that contribute to 

understanding the processes that link high-quality connections and ritual theory. I would 

welcome the opportunity to share more of this wonderful empirical material with you and to 

explore how the process of building high-quality relationships is continuing to develop at 

Beechside.  
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Undoubtedly, studies of adversity, crises, and emergencies have furthered the theoretical un-

derstanding of organizational action under pressing circumstances (e.g. Hällgren , Williams et 

al. 2017, Roux-Dufort 2007, Perrow 1999, Boin 2009). Much effort has been placed on individual 

organizations in terms of structural adaptation (Quarantelli & Dynes 1977, Greening & Gray 

2017) and purposeful action, covered in a plethora of academic and professional emer-

gency/crisis/disaster management literature1 (‘t Hart & Sundelius 2013, Frandsen & Johansen 

2020), and a wide range of specific issues such as sense-making (Maitlis & Sonensheim 2010, 

Weick 1988, 1995), leadership (Boin, Hart, Stern, & Sundelius, 2005, Demiroz & Kapucu, 2012; 

Kapucu & Van Wart, 2008; Rubin, 1985; Waugh & Streib, 2006), and communication (Coombs 

2015, Civelek et al. 2016, Sellnow & Seeger 2021, Schwartz et al. 2016). However, the response 

to extreme events, such as mass emergencies and disasters, typically involves a wide array of 

organizations—from the directly affected to emergency organizations. Since these organiza-

tions are in the same event, facing collective uncertainty and challenges, a primary objective 

in pressing circumstances is to collaborate to save lives and property and ensure that the con-

sequences of the disruption are kept to a minimum.  

 

A fundamental requirement for collaboration is that the professional individuals must arrive 

at some level of understanding, situational awareness, that will guide further operations (van 

Lier 2013, Seppänen et al. 2013). Although the nature of situational awareness is uncertain 

there is a considerable agreement that situational awareness is about “the development of a 

dynamic mental model of one's environment” (Nofi 2000 p. 1). The situational awareness can 

further be shared, and more or less common (Ibid.).  

 
1 As some examples, see the 100 Best Crisis Management Books of All Time at https://bookauthority.org/books/best-
crisis-management-books. 



 

 

 

Situational awareness has mainly been studied among emergency professions (Danielsson et 

al. 2014, ) and aviation (Kaber et al. 2006, Salas & Dietz 2011), with applications in complex 

operations (Gilson et al. 1994, Stanton et al. 2001), and more recently concerning technological 

adaptations (Thombre et al. 2020, Franke & Brynielson 2014). However, a limitation in this line 

of research is the narrow scope of specific professions and operations. It is undoubtedly essen-

tial to understand the logic behind situational awareness for particular professions and single 

organizations, for example, in teams-operations (Maynard et al. 2018, Stout et al. 2017). At the 

same time, most disruptions, from regular small-scale emergencies to major disasters and ca-

tastrophes, involve a range of professions with many times differing understandings of the 

situation at hand (see Danielsson 2021, Oscarsson 2019, 2021). If differences in situational 

awareness between professions create barriers to collaboration, it is important—from an ana-

lytical point of view as well as a practical one—to improve our knowledge about the underly-

ing factors of these differences.  

 

The problem thus far is that situational awareness is mainly treated as a static concept. Despite 

the extreme volatility of emergencies and crises and their intensively changing character over 

time, there is not yet a conceptual model of how situational awareness comes about and what 

influences a changing awareness during a particular event. To this end, process theory can be 

particularly helpful. A processual perspective of professional situational awareness would im-

prove not only our knowledge about situational awareness per se but also the theoretical un-

derstanding of collaboration—in crises and in general.  

 

In this paper, I develop a processual model explaining the dynamic formation of professional 

situational awareness. Underpinned by a process view, the model is a layered combination of 

temporary organizational fields from new institutional theory (Palmer et al. 2008, Powell & 

DiMaggio 2012), professional logic and knowledge, organizational values, exemplified with 

empirical findings from an experimental study (Danielsson 2015).  

 

After presenting the conceptual model, I juxtapose it to organizational meaning structures, as 

presented by Hernes (2014, see also van Hulst et al. 2017). In this discussion, I elaborate on 



 

 

how rapidly becoming spatio-temporal orderings of different organizations in a crisis may 

clash, creating disparate and sometimes conflicting performative structures that may affect 

collaboration negatively. Even within an organization, such conflicts may arise in crises in re-

lation to professional experience and organizational history (cf. Bourdieu 1977). The discus-

sion is thus an attempt to deconstruct the physical event, pointing at the significance of the 

transcending associations in the situation (Hernes 2008, cf. Whitehead 1920). The professional 

awareness and organizational collaboration that occur in emergencies and crises operate un-

der heavy time constraints and between previously unknown others. For a deeper understand-

ing of meaning structures in relation to these factors, I discuss the applicability of Hernes’ 

(2014) five articulatory modes to crisis situations, namely intersubjective, practical, textual, 

material, and tacit. “Intersubjective articulation comprises oral and bodily gestures in social 

interaction; practical articulation refers to practice as in routine-based human activity; textual 

articulation refers to written texts; material articulation signifies the use of material objects; 

and tacit articulation resides in social knowledge of past articulatory work.” (Hernes 2014, p. 

123).  

 

In the remainder of the paper, I integrate the conceptual model of professional situational 

awareness with Hernes’ organizational meaning structures by applying a phenomenological 

perspective related to institutions (Meyer 2019). Most of the components in the conceptual 

model can sociologically be considered institutions. So can emergencies and crises. The latter, 

however, also act as catalysts for the creation of temporary organizational fields in which the 

meaning structures form. In terms of situational awareness and organizational collaboration, 

the interaction between institutions and meaning structures becomes vital because it allows 

actors “to take the perspective of significant and generalized others” (Ibid. p. 35, see Mead 

1965 and Berger & Luckmann 1967). By combining the endogenous process view of interac-

tions (Hernes & Weik 2007) with a phenomenological bridging between institution and spatio-

temporal ordering in crises sheds light on the dynamism of professional situational awareness 

and increases the understanding of the potentiality for organizational collaboration in emer-

gencies and crises. 
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Intrapreneurship is broadly viewed as revitalization and renewal of organizations that require 

innovation (Antoncic & Hisrich, 2001; Covin & Miles, 1999; Zahra & Covin, 1995; Cho & 

Pucik, 2005; Zahra, 1996). Intrapreneurship is enabled by an individual or individuals (e.g. 

champions) with new innovative product ideas within a corporate context (Jelinek & 

Schoonhoven, 1990; Shane, 1994). Prior studies focused on explaining the downstream stage 

of intrapreneurship, such as commercialization process in start-ups and spin-offs of existing 

organizations (Gómez, Salazar, & Vargas, 2020; Newbert, Tornikoski, & Augugliaro, 2020). 

Yet, scant attention has been paid to the role of the front-end innovation (FEI) in 

intrapreneurship (Akbar, Baruch, & Tzokas, 2018; Harvey, Cohendet, Simon, & Borzillo, 

2015).  

 The success of the FEI is the main predictor of revitalizing organizations with novel 

ideas and innovation (Markham, 2013). This early phase is increasingly receiving attention, 

because scholars are recognizing that it has a considerable impact on firm innovation and 

determines the ultimate success of intrapreneurship (De Brentani & Reid, 2012; Markham, 

2013). For instance, while prior intrapreneurship studies focus on investigating the conversion 

and diffusion process (i.e. downstream stages) (Honig 2001; Lampe, Kraft, & Bausch 2020), 
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idea generation process (i.e. upstream stage) has not been studied systematically. Indeed, only 

a few studies explored the early stage of intrapreneurship with a specific emphasis on creativity 

(Gielnik, Frese, Graf, & Kampschulte 2012; Menzel, Aaltio, & Ulijn 2007; Weinberger, Wach, 

Stephan, & Wegge 2018) and idea assessment (Girotra, Terwiesch, & Ulrich 2010).

 Nevertheless, limited attentions has been paid to the role of cross-functional 

integration in the FEI process. Indeed, cross functional integration is known as the knowledge 

transformation mechanism between different functions or teams to achieve new product 

development goals (Troy, Hirunyawipada, & Paswan 2008). This omission is significant 

because cross-functional integration in the FEI could serve as a premier mechanism for 

rejuvenating organizations, markets and industries to achieve competitive advantage (Antoncic 

& Hisrich, 2001, Covin & Miles, 1999, Cho & Pucik, 2005). Given the immense 

uncertainty during the FEI process, decision makers often adopt the cross-functional integration 

approach (Troy, Hirunyawipada, & Paswan 2008) that refers to the degree of interaction and 

communication between functions (i.e., departments) (Gatignon Gotteland, & Haon, 2015; Ho 

& O’Sullivan, 2020; Hoegl, Weinkauf & Gemuenden, 2004; Olson, Walker, & Ruekert, 1995; 

Troy, Hirunyawipada, & Paswan 2008).  

 Proponents of cross-functional integration argues that it improves horizontal 

communication, resolves conflict, stimulates creativity, and circulates tacit knowledge and 

information across different functional areas (Pérez-Luño, Bojica, & Golapakrishnan, 2019; 

Song, Thieme & Xie, 1998). In contrast, others postulate that cross-functional integration incurs 

significant costs to organizations as the result of information overlap, need for additional time 

and resources, delayed decisions, and work overload (Nakata & Im, 2010; Sethi, Smith & Park, 

2001). In response to these mixed views, we propose an alternative mechanism through which 

cross-functional integration affects FEI process. Specifically, drawing on Nonaka’s model of 

knowledge creation (Nonaka, 1994), we investigate how the processes of socialization, 



3 
 

externalization, combination, and internalization combine to create continuous dialogue 

between individuals from different functions to drive intrapreneurship.  

 To explore these issues, we conduct an in-depth study of a new product 

development project in bio-technology industry. We find that information exchange, interaction 

between different functions, and team engagement reduce uncertainty during FEI. Yet, we show 

that making employees to share information with their counterpart function is a complex issue 

that delays the decision-making process. Indeed, findings show that the employees’ willingness 

of creating knowledge (socialization) is crucial for idea generation.  In addition, we show that 

socializationis challenging under uncertainty, as the willingness to create and share knowledge 

between individuals is obscure. Therefore, the cross-functional integration needs the 

engagement of counterparts in order to enhance the access to knowledge and vitalize the 

knowledge exchange. Moreover, our findings show that users’ knowledge improves 

externalization and combination of knowledge by bringing more credibility to the newly created 

knowledge.  

Our primary contribution is to the intrapreneurship literature by drawing attention to the 

need for firms to consider the duality of cross-functional integration during FEI. One critically 

under-researched area in the literature is detailed micro-level evidence on how organizations 

adopting cross-functional integration are able to create tacit and explicit knowledge which in 

turn will generate innovation and rejuvenate organizations (Vaccaro, Veloso, & Brusoni, 2009). 

In response, we draw on Nonaka’s model of knowledge which is also known as SECI 

(socialization, externalization, combination and internalization) framework to unpack the 

dynamics of knowledge creation during the FEI process. Further, we speak to the knowledge 

management literature by highlighting the role of willingness to share the information in 

influencing formal and informal interactions facilitated by cross-functional integration, and vice 

versa. Specifically, we show that even though cross-functional integration is officially 
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deployed, some of the employees are hesitating to share information with their counterparts due 

to territory and legitimacy issues. This way, we provide a more nuanced understanding of the 

cross-functional integration and FEI process. 
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RQ: What can discourse and narratives about working practices that contribute to gender 

in/equality tell us about how norms emerge, persist or change?  

[What might this reveal about change or stability in gendered organizational and societal 

norms, and how could this affect the grand challenge of gender inequality?} 

I investigate changes to a specific flexible working practice, Working from Home 

(WFH), given Covid, will modify or replicate existing (discriminatory and gendered) 

norms. I study the general concept (norms), using a general construct (gender norms), in 

the specific instance of a gendered working practice (attitudes to flexible working, 

specifically, WFH). To document and analyze the emergence, stabilization and/or change 

of gendered WFH norms, I measure attitudes to WFH using (critical) discourse analysis 

in a dialectical approach (e.g., positive/negative; univocal/poly-vocal). My unit of 

analysis is a snippet of discourse about WFH. I temporally bracket my data (before, 

during, and after Covid).  

Why is my RQ important? 

Flexible work is a gendered working practice that has long been associated with women 

(see Padavic et al., 2020), and is undervalued relative to non-flexible work (see Goldin & 

Katz, 2016). One reason that women adopt flexible working more often than men do 

(Sullivan & Gershuny, 2016; 2018) is the disproportionate burden of caregiving women 

shoulder. The resulting unequal division of family labor spills over into the workplace, 

constraining women’s careers. This contributes to inequality through gendered outcomes, 

gendered processes and gendered access to opportunity. Scholars are increasingly calling 

for more research on the role of gendered norms in gendered processes in organizations 

(Fernandez-Mateo & Kaplan, 2018). 

 

I aim to contribute to conversations on: Social norms, stability & change. In general: 

Bicchieri et al., (2018). In organizations (Ewick & Silbey, 1995, 1998; Compliance with 

norms within organizations: Gray & Silbey (2014). Norm change in organizations 

(Barley, 1986; Kellogg, 2009; Sullivan & Gershuny, 2018); over time, in society (Clair et 

al., 2016). Gender inequality. In organizations (Fernandez Mateo & Kaplan, 2018): in 

occupations/markets (Blau & Kahn, 2017; Goldin & Katz, 2016); in society (Sullivan & 

Gershuny, 2016; 2018). 

What do I mostly need feedback on?  

I am unfamiliar with PROS and unsure if this research is better suited to the Thematic 

Track or the PDL (or both).  

As my research crosses temporal, disciplinary, level-of-analysis and scholarly 

conversation boundaries, it is hard to successfully bound a single paper. I would 

appreciate senior scholars’ advice on crafting a coherent, appropriately scoped initial 

paper; narrowing and appropriately bounding my RQ; and constructing the corpus/data 

structure. How do I theorize and develop a process research design well-suited to answer 

my RQ and pinpoint the scholarly conversation in which I can make a contribution?  
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Extended Abstract 

As Covid enveloped the US in March 2020, Florida State University, under pressure to 

respond, instituted a ‘temporary remote work agreement’ to remove a previous ban on 

employees’ working from home if the primary caregiver in the home. FSU reinstituted 

the previous ban as Covid numbers improved during summer 2020, but before a return to 

in-person schooling: “Effective, August 7, 2020, the University will return to normal 

policy and no longer allow employees to care for children while working remotely”. Dr. 

Jenny Root, an Assistant Professor at FSU, balancing a baby and a preschooler with her 

looming tenure application, had initially felt supported by her boss, but in the wake of the 

August pronouncement, was incredulous. She described feeling that her institution was 

telling her, mid-pandemic (but pre-return to in-school instruction for her preschooler, or 

to daycare for her infant): “Do your work, or watch your children. You cannot do both”. 

Her reaction exuded frustration and disbelief: “Well, what am I supposed to do with [my 

kids]?’” (WSJ, 20201). Dr. Root is not alone. World-wide, millions of women struggle to 

balance care and work as they shoulder a higher caregiving burden than male partners 

(Sullivan & Gershuny, 2016). Past research tells us that disasters and major events 

disproportionately burden women with additional caregiving (Peek & Forthergill, 2008; 

Morrow & Enarson, 1996). The additional caregiving burden during Covid burden 

contributed to over half of the jobs lost being women’s jobs (CNN, 2020). In this Covid 

‘she-cession’ (Bloomberg, 2020; NYT, 2020), with schools and daycares closed, and at-

home schooling requiring at-home parental oversight of children, the burden on women 

(Alon et al., 2020a; 2020b) increased in a way never seen before. Covid’s impact was 

greater than that of past disasters, as it was experienced globally and over several years. 

But the fact that it took a global pandemic to make salient gendered norms that prescribe 

caregiving for women as they proscribe it for men (Padavic, Ely & Reid, 2020) gives a 

sense of the strength of these norms. Is Dr. Root’s reaction, and more broadly, the ‘primal 

scream’ reaction of other mothers who have ‘had it’ with the impossible balancing of 

home and work under Covid (WBUR 2022a, 2022b) evidence that Covid has laid bare 

the reality of gendered division of paid and non-paid family labor? Has the extreme 

nature of Covid caregiving made suddenly salient gendered working norms that they had 

previously taken-for-granted? What will happen to these norms after Covid? How will 

organizations and society be affected, and what does this mean for gender in/equality? 

 

Method 

To investigate, I use the setting is the strategic and extreme case of WFH (flex-place), a 

more stigmatized form of flexible work than other forms (e.g., flex-time). Studying this 

context could broaden our understanding both of norms in general, and gendered norms 

that contribute to gender inequality. My ideal dataset would have included semi-

structured interviews and archival data before, during (and after Covid). While not 

possible to go back in time to interview workers pre-Covid, I leverage a July 2020 pilot 

study of 6 semi-structured interviews, supplemented with archival texts: social media 

postings, press articles and company emails that can be collected for the pre-Covid 

 
1 WSJ: https://www.thelily.com/florida-state-just-barred-many-employees-from-
caring-for-kids-while-working-remotely-moms-ask-what-am-i-supposed-to-do/ 
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period. Semi-structured interviews: with workers in professional occupations in which 

gender norms and gender gaps are likely to be strongest (e.g., in law, consulting and 

finance). I conduct these interview with a theoretically-saturated sample, and over-sample 

workers with (a) ‘ideal workers’: senior managers with no little or no history of WFH 

pre-covid (e.g., CEOs); and (b) ‘poor workers’ – workers with an extensive history of 

WFH pre-covid. Archival data: this sample is broader than the interview data and 

encapsulates organizational and societal conceptions of gender norms. It includes 

quarterly analyst calls with S&P 500 CEOs; publicly available company materials (e.g., 

reports; policies); general and business press articles and social media data (e.g., Twitter 

hashtags about WFH; posts about WFH).  

 

Analysis 

I adopt a longitudinal and processual approach (Langley, 1999) to identify change over 

time in discourse and narratives about WFH (Sonenshein, 2010; Vaara, Sonenshein & 

Boje, 2016). Changes to practices that may previously only been observable over decades 

(see Clair et al., 2016) happened in weeks and months during Covid. The fundamental, 

rapid and broad change to work could make changes to norms more visible, and easier to 

study. I use temporal bracketing: pre-Covid (2019); Covid period (2020-2022); post-

Covid period (2023+). My unit of analysis is a ‘snippet’ fragment of discourse about 

WFH, from which I construct a corpus from snippets (Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005). I 

analyze the corpus dialectically female-typing/male-typing; positive/ negative framing, 

support of/ resistance to WFH. I analyze the corpus using (critical) discourse (Fairclough, 

1985, 1992, 2000; Phillips & Hardy, 2002; Mantere & Vaara, 2008) and narrative 

analysis (Boje, 1995, Riessman, 1993; Czarniawska, 1997, 2004).  

 

Contribution 

I hope to make a contribution to the conversation on how norms emerge, change and 

stabilize. Studying gendered norms (about flexible working: WFH) could also build our 

understanding how norms affect gender in/equality in organizations (and in society), and 

contribute to the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal 5: Achieve Gender Equality and 

Empower All Women and Girls (UN, 2021: paragraphs 62 & 672, pp10-11)  

 

 

2 62. The socioeconomic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have adversely affected recent progress on gender equality: violence 

against women and girls has intensified, child marriage is expected to increase after declining in previous years, and increased care 

work at home is affecting women disproportionately. The pandemic has highlighted the need for swift action to address the gender 
inequality that remains pervasive globally and to get back on track for achieving gender equality. Women have played a critical role in 

the response to the pandemic as front-line health workers, caregivers, and managers and leaders of the response and recovery efforts. 

However, they remain underrepresented in critical leadership positions, and their rights and priorities are often not explicitly addressed 
in those efforts. The crisis presents an opportunity to reshape and rebuild systems, laws, policies and institutions in order to advance 
gender equality.  

67. The latest data collected on 90 countries and territories between 2001 and 2019 indicate that, on an average day, women spend 

about 2.5 times as many hours as men on unpaid domestic work and care work.  
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