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Abstract: Collective, coordinated action allows a group to achieve results that
are beyond the sum of individual efforts. How do executives help people to
take coordinated actions? How do they influence the sense-making of the
people to ensure that the group is able to act as a collective? To answer these
questions, I carried out an in-depth study of a CIO’s sense-giving tactics and
identified how his sense-giving facilitates and triggers collective, coordinated
action. Accordingly, this sense-giver creates both shared understanding and
shared faith through specific micro-tactics, to increase ‘collective action
potential’, which he then transforms to action by using specific triggering
tactics. I abstract the sense-giving tactics used by the CIO and explain
their theoretical mechanisms. Thus, I extend research on sense-giving and

coordinated action.
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1 Introduction

Strategy implementation is often about making people take novel, coordinated action. It
is insufficient that the (top) members of an organisation have an idea for a new strategy;
the organisational members need to take collective, coordinated action that shapes and
makes the strategy. This importance of implementation, and the lack of research thereof,
has recently been brought up by both strategy process (e.g., Hutzschenreuter and
Kleindienst, 2006) and strategy-as-practice (e.g., Jarzabkowski, 2008; Johnson et al.,

2003) scholars.

Research on sense-making and sense-giving provides a useful theoretical starting
point for understanding coordinated action as a part of strategy process and practice. It
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has been suggested that to be able to act as a collective group (Hargadon and Bechky,
2006; Weick, 1993), people need to relate to one another (Weick and Roberts, 1993) in a
way that allows mutual prediction of each other’s actions [Weick, (1979), ch.4]. This
means that they need to have compatible understanding of the situation in which they are
acting. In addition, people need to have faith in their actions (Weick, 2006) and trust each
other (Dirks and Ferrin, 2001; Quinn and Worline, 2008), as the level of effort depends
on a belief that effort leads to success. Once these conditions are met, people are likely to
take coordinated action and shape the evolving situation (Weick, 1995) (i.e., shape and
make the strategy).

Collective action is often difficult to maintain and establish, however (e.g.,
Weick, 1993). Balogun and Johnson, for example, recognised how middle managers’
sense-making diverged during an organisational restructuring (Balogun and Johnson,
2004), resulting in unintended difficulties (Balogun and Johnson, 2005). Maitlis (2005)
found that a series of consistent actions only emerged when multiple parties were part of
the sense-making process and that wide participation depended on perceptions of need
and resources (Maitlis and Lawrence, 2007). It has also been recognised that the
sense-giving processes can become framing contests between different managers, where
the one who is able to impose his or her frame to others will have the biggest influence on
decision-making (Kaplan, 2008).

Managers and executives use various sense-giving (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991)
tactics during framing contests. The tactics include inspiring metaphors (Hill and
Levenhagen, 1995), adapting explanation style and displayed emotions (Rouleau, 2005);
using specific framing language (Fiss and Zajac, 2006), economic justifications for social
issues (Sonenshein, 2006), sense-breaking (Pratt, 2000), narratives (Brown et al., 2008;
Dunford and Jones, 2000; Steuer and Wood, 2008), and crediting (Foldy et al., 2008) or
discrediting (Kaplan, 2008) constituents. However, these scholars have not linked their
investigation and theorisation of the sense-giving tactics back to the idea of coordinated
action. How do sense-giving tactics facilitate coordinated action? Why is a certain way of
framing necessary for coordinated action? What triggers coordinated action once people
start framing issues similarly?

I start filling in the above identified gap by developing an empirically grounded
model of action facilitating and triggering sense-giving. Accordingly, a sense-giver first
creates potential for coordinated action by making people frame the situation in
adequately similar ways and by making people believe that the possible coordinated
action will result in positive outcomes. Once there is enough compatible understanding
and mutual faith, the sense-giver can then trigger specific coordinated actions that help to
shape and make the new strategy.

This model highlights two important themes for strategic sense-giving. The first is
that common understanding and faith in the strategy should not be goals per se but that
sense-givers should instead appreciate the instrumental value of these, in the process of
making people take coordinated action. The second key insight comes from the word
coordinated, in coordinated action. People need to be able to work together and take
actions that are mutually reinforcing. This means that their trust and faith in each other
matters in the process.
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2 Theoretical background

2.1 Coordinated action

When different individuals act, they produce some outcomes that may or may not be
compatible and mutually reinforcing. Coordinating actions refers to activities that ensure
that the actions of each individual are in line and thus ensures that the collective actions
and outputs are better. In simple tasks, such as producing similar technological
components, coordination can be relatively simple and achieved by technical
specifications and simple rules. (e.g., Thompson, 1967) However, in more complex
situations, where there are many interdependencies between different individual actions
and the situation may require dynamic adaptation, coordination becomes more difficult
(e.g., Gode-Sanchez, 2009; Rico et al., 2008; Weick, 1993).!

At the same time, as coordination is more difficult in more complex and dynamic
situations, the benefits of successful coordination are also higher. A collective of people
that can take mutually reinforcing actions can handle complexity that is beyond any
single individual’s comprehension (e.g., Spender, 1996; Weick, 1979; Weick and
Roberts, 1993). Thus, the collective is able to do things that have superior value, which
may then be rewarded generously.

2.2 Necessary conditions for coordinated action

The idea of an adaptive collective has triggered many researchers to investigate the
necessary conditions for successful coordinated action. I will discuss this research in two
parts. First, I will discuss how shared understanding between people, whether explicit or
implicit, helps people to know what to do and how they should do it and thus improves
coordination. Second, I will turn to the more affective side of coordinated action and
discuss how faith in action and trust in other members ensures that effort is put into the
action, thus facilitating the achievement of collective, coordinated action.

2.2.1 Shared understanding

Shared understanding consists of two elements. First, people need to roughly know,
explicitly or implicitly, what they are trying to achieve as a collective (Senge, 1990). This
ensures that each individual can roughly deduce what he or she should do to support the
collective outcome and can anticipate what others are doing. Furthermore, by fixing the
ends, people can save their limited cognitive resources for discussing the means and thus
further ensure the smooth flow of actions (cf. March and Simon, 1958/1993).

Secondly, it helps if people understand what others are doing and how they are likely
to react in evolving situations. They may not need to know the details of each sub-
process, but they still need to roughly know how different individuals are likely to react
to different contingencies (e.g., Huber and Lewis, 2010; Montague, 2006). When they do
know, they can adjust their behaviour accordingly, without having to communicate all the
details and reasons with others (this reduction in communication can save time and
resources). In addition to being able to predict how others will behave, this knowledge of
what others know and how they think can help in locating knowledge needed in some
specific situations (Faraj and Sproull, 2000).
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2.2.2 Trust and faith

The claim that shared understanding leads to coordinated action, as discussed above, is
based on the information processing paradigm: when people know what is going on and
how everyone is doing their parts, they can coordinate their actions and achieve superior
outcomes (cf. March and Simon, 1958/1993). The only problems that can arise, according
to this view, relate to issues of not understanding what one should do and how one should
do it and what others should do and how they should do it. However, a second aspect of
coordinated action relates to the word action, as people need not only know what to do,
but they also must do, and the quality of this doing is dependent on the level of effort
they put into the doing.

The level of effort put into action largely depends on a belief that effort leads to
success (Weick, 2006; Vroom, 1964). When people believe that they are able to achieve a
valuable outcome or goal, they will put in effort, whereas if they do not believe, they will
not put in much effort. Thus, faith in the action itself is an important aspect of acting, and
by extension, coordinated action [see Weick (2006) for a thorough discussion about
faith]. It is consequently not enough that people know what to do and how they should do
it, but they also must believe that they are able to do whatever they are supposed to do
and that this action will lead to valuable outcomes.

Secondly, when we are talking about collective, coordinated action, it is not only an
individual’s belief in his or her abilities and in the goodness of the goal that influences his
or her level of effort. Instead, because the outcome is achieved only if everyone in the
group is able to do their part, an individual’s level of effort will also depend on his or her
belief that the other members of the group will do their parts successfully. Thus, the
individual has to trust the other members of the acting group [see, e.g., Dirks and Ferrin
(2001) on research on trust in organisations].

2.3 Creating optimal initial conditions for coordinated action

I have now discussed the necessary conditions of successful coordinated action, without
paying much attention to the question of how. In this section, I address this question from
the perspective of managers and discuss what we know about how managers can create
these optimal conditions for groups that are about to start acting as a collective.

The basic idea in sense-making is that people take action, extract cues, interpret these
cues and then take more actions and enact their understanding to their environment
(Weick, 1995). Thus, the interpretation can become self-fulfilling, as the other actors in
the situation tend to react to the first person’s action (Weick, 1979). For example,
if I interpret your neutral words as hostile, I may reply in a hostile way, to which you
would again react in a hostile way. Thus, my interpretation becomes reality because of
my own actions. In a similar way, if a person thinks that others are cooperative, he or she
may act in ways that reinforce this belief and thus make an acting group more
cooperative.

The interpretation of the cues is always influenced by the interpreter’s mental model
and identity (but the cues also influence the mental models and identity) (Gioia and
Thomas, 1996; Nag et al., 2007; Weick, 1988, 1995). Thus, it can be argued that
influencing these mental models and identities before the actual acting starts to take place
can have crucial effects for the success of coordinated action. There is also ample
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empirical support from various settings that interpretations can become self-fulfilling and
influence the actual doing of things (e.g., Doz, 1996; Livingston, 2003/1969; Tierney and
Farmer, 2004).

Research on sense-giving has investigated the various ways people try to influence
the sense-making of others (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991). In general, all studies revolve
around the idea of showing some kinds of cues to others, while hiding other cues, as cues
are the fuel of sense-making (Weick et al., 2005). Specific tactics recognised include
using specific emotional tone (Rouleau, 2005), narratives (Boudes and Laroche, 2009;
Brown et al., 2008), metaphors (Hill and Levenhagen, 1995), crediting constituents
(Foldy et al., 2008), and emphasising some justifications over others (Sonenshein, 2006).

Some studies have also created models that describe how some outcome state can be
achieved in several stages. For example, Pratt (2000) discussed the creation of strong
organisational identification. First, the potential members’ current identities should be
broken by sense-breaking tactics, such as dream building that makes people realise the
inadequacies of their present situation. This makes people more open to new influences,
and sense-givers can then use tactics like positive programming and creation of cohesive
small groups to make the people identify with the organisation. My goal in this study is to
create a similar sense-giving model for facilitating and triggering coordinated action.

3 Data and method

The overall methodological approach of this study is qualitative theory elaboration
(Lee et al., 1999), where data provides inspiration and reality checks for conceptual
theory development (Siggelkow, 2007; Vuori, 2009). I started with the general theoretical
framework of sense-making and sense-giving when I entered the field. As I collected and
analysed the data, my focus moved towards coordinated action as the key outcome of
sense-making and sense-giving.

3.1 Research site and data collection

I carried out about 100 days of observation in a large European company that provides
manual and technological services for both firms and individuals. During this time, I
carried out 19 interviews, had hundreds of informal discussions, and went through a large
number of company documents and presentations. This long stay at the organisation
provided me with a good contextual understanding of the issues discussed in the
organisation as well as the different styles and cognition of different people.

My key focus evolved to be on the CIO of the company, and the sense-giving model
built in this paper is based on a microscopic focus on the CIO’s sense-giving tactics in
seven separate meetings. However, it should be noted that the extended observation and
informal discussions provided important inputs for the analysis of these seven meetings
(cf. Rosen, 1988).

I was a silent observer in the seven meetings and made detailed, near verbatim notes
of the meetings (55 hand-written pages). In addition, I interviewed three participants of
the meetings, who worked near the CIO, and had several discussions with the CIO about
the meetings as well as about his sense-giving tactics in general.



6 T. Vuori

3.2 Data analysis and model development

I started the data analysis by reading my field-notes and writing codes next to the
sentences in the notes [Strauss and Corbin, (1998), ch.8]. These codes varied from short
ones, such as ‘accepts’, to longer ones, such as ‘starts to describe a goal but interrupts
himself and goes back to the history and present’. It should be noted that my coding was
informed by the general principles of sense-making and sense-giving at this phase of the
analysis, as my goal was theory elaboration.

After I had coded each sentence/paragraph in my field notes and interview transcripts,
I moved on to recognise more abstract categories in the data [Strauss and Corbin, (1998),
ch.9]. T grouped similar codes together, started calling these groups categories, and
named each category. I also combined some of the categories to form more categories at
even higher levels of abstraction. The hierarchical structure that emerged is presented in
Figure 1. Three key categories that ultimately emerged, after tens of iterations, are
‘building understanding’, ‘building faith’, and ‘triggering coordinated action’.

Figure 1 Coding and categorisation

- Draws present situation

- Describes present situation . —
- Further explains the problem Loglcgl )
- Sharpens the idea description

- Explain how a thing works

— Building

- Explains the motive of another person — .
- Predicts how people will behave underStandmg
- Explains how one should play with L Stakeholder
people R
- Explains how a 3rd person will view the views
issue _J
- Explains why some people are goodto ~ )
work with
- Talks (good) about people —_
- Tells that a non-trusted person will not — Crediting people
participate
- Tells who participated in an earlier
meeting and committed — oy .

: I . — ~— Building faith
- Reinforces the right interpretation
- Explains why the idea would be good
(after decision) : B
- Stabilizes the idea —  Savoringthe idea
- Emphasizes that the arrived solution is —
the best possible

- Proposes an action

- Concrete next steps Concrete next steps Triggering action
- Concrete deadline
- Asks for a concrete action

Once I had coded about ten pages of the field notes, I started writing memos and drawing
diagrams to develop my theoretical ideas [Strauss and Corbin, (1998), ch.14]. 1 kept
writing and drawing these until the end of the research process. Thus, the memos both
helped me to focus my open coding and model development and were influenced by my
developing ideas.



Strategic sense-giving at the micro-level 7

A coherent theoretical idea started developing during the coding, memoing and
diagramming process. As my understanding developed, I went back to the data to look at
specific, theoretically relevant instances. I then used these instances to further develop
my theoretical model until the analysis of new instances no longer provided new insights
[Strauss and Corbin, (1998), ch.10, p.13]. Thus, I ultimately arrived at the model
presented below.

3.3 Ensuring trustworthiness

In addition to strict accuracy in data collection and analysis, I took additional means to
ensure trustworthiness (Shah and Corley, 2006) of my study. First, I asked the CIO and
his colleagues to comment on the earlier versions of this paper, which ensures that the
data I am using accurately describe the events as perceived by the people investigated.
Second, I presented my findings to several audiences and asked for their feedback. This
helped me to refine the internal logic and analytical generalisability (and face validity) of
my findings.

4 Findings

I discovered that the CIO investigated in this study used a refined set of tactics to
facilitate and trigger coordinated action (Figure 2). He first created adequate levels of
understanding in the people who were to take part in the coordinated action and increased
their faith in the idea and in their ability to implement the idea together. The use of these
tactics resulted in ‘action potential’, which the CIO then turned into coordinated action by
using specific triggering techniques.” Below, I will go through each element of the model
in detail, reflect it back to the literature on sense-making and sense-giving, and explain
how the model and its components are analytically generalisable to other settings.

Figure 2 Sense-giving can facilitate and trigger coordinated action

Building Triggering
understanding -Concrete next
-Logical description steps
-Stakeholders views

Coordinated
action

"Action
potential”

Building faith
-Crediting people
-Savoring the idea

4.1 Building understanding

Understanding of a situation provides logical reasons why some things should be done
and why they should be done in a certain way. The understanding, then, both motivates
the actions to be taken and guides which kinds of actions are to be taken. Two key tactics
of increasing understanding that that facilitates action were recognised.
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4.1.1 Logical description

The basic idea of this tactic is to describe the situation in a logical way, demonstrating
how the proposed action would improve the situation. Components of the logical
description include presenting how the current situation is a logical consequence of
events that have taken place in other locations or in the past (cf. Brunninge, 2009) and
how the proposed future action/goal would be the logical continuance of the development
of things. As an example, the CIO described the conditions of the company and then
logically deduced a preferred solution:

“I think that, realistic for you, when one thinks us as a company, around the
Baltic Sea and those others are small. A solution is needed where the near
regions around Finland, and all of them are quite small ... Therefore, the
[global] model won’t suite us. Few users elsewhere. And our culture isn’t
mature enough, for example, English language is a problem. [continues the
description and ultimate arrives at a conclusion that a certain way is to be
preferred].” [Meeting: Re-calibrating collaboration with company Y]

The logical descriptions also often included synthesising fragmented information in a
logical way as the meetings went on. This, together with the other logical rhetoric, made
the organisational members view the CIO as a rational, task-focused, non-political
person:

“Sometimes he blows the whistle after a long conversation and says that ‘have I
understood it correctly that things are now like this and this, and if it is like
that, doesn’t it mean that we shall do like that’ [...] He does not start
politicking, but says things as they are and draws logical conclusions from
that.” [Interview transcript, sense-receiver speaking]

4.1.2 Stakeholders’ points of view

Describing how different stakeholders view an issue and are likely to react to new actions
constitutes the political component of the process of building understanding. The CIO
often described how different people viewed an issue that was talked about and how the
proponents of a new idea should therefore frame the issue.

“Person A and B and I were talking ... It seem to be a larger than life question
to person A ... It wasn’t about [logical reasons] but he just doesn’t want to
move because of comfort reasons. I don’t want to annoy him, but we can’t
follow his desires like this. .. Therefore, say that we are only planning” ...
“Let’s talk about plan. To have everyone in the same [space]. First everyone
will resist, and then notice that it is good.”

These kinds of stakeholder-viewpoint-related descriptions further created understanding
about the situation for the sense-receivers. Besides understanding the rational reasons
why they should pursue certain goals, they also came to share political reasons why they
should proceed in a certain way.

Having an adequately shared understanding of the basic logic of the situation — in
terms of both rational goals and political means — increases the probability the different
participants in the coordinated action are going to take consistent and mutually
reinforcing action. This makes the development and implementation of new strategic
initiatives more likely to succeed.
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4.2 Building faith and trust

Understanding what to do and how to do it is only one aspect of making coordinated
action possible. Faith is also needed because “success depends on the energy of the act;
energy depends on faith that we shall not fail” [Weick, (2006), p.1729]. I recognised that
the CIO increased the participants’ faith along two dimensions: he used ‘savouring’ to
amplify the participants’ faith in the idea itself; and he credited people who were to take
part in the coordinated action to increase the participants’ faith that the other members of
the coordinated action would do their part.

4.2.1 Savouring

The sense-giver and other meeting participants often continued to discuss why the idea
that was about to be implemented is good, even after they had decided to take action. For
example, after they had decided to suggest a collaboration project to Firm X, they still
continued to ‘savour’ the idea:

CIO: “[This will be good], yes, if we take the not the technology but the [core
idea].”

”

Another participant: “So win/win, they get [...] and we get [...]

There was no rational reason to continue discussing the reasons for the idea because the
goal of the meeting was to make a decision, and the decision had already been made.
However, it would not be smart to argue that the savouring was time wasted. Instead, it
further amplified the participants’ faith in the goodness of idea, thus increasing the
amount of energy they will put in the implementation of the idea. Savouring is therefore
an important component of action-triggering sense-giving.

4.2.2 Crediting people

The second aspect of increasing faith relates to people who are to take part in the
coordinated action. Because the success of an idea often depends on the actions of several
people in a mutually reinforcing and complementary way (rather than just the sum of
different participants’ efforts), the effectiveness of a first person’s action depends on the
actions of the other persons. Therefore, the people need to believe that others will do their
part well in order to have faith that their own, individual actions will lead to success. The
CIO often achieved this effect by crediting the people who were to take part in the
coordinated action:

“Start doing, I think it would be rather easy thing to do. They are really good
people in [Firm Z] ... They did the [product] so that they just came to present a
demo without us having asked ... If we did it with them, so that they would do
it [in a similar way].”

The key aspect of crediting people was therefore showing and describing in concrete
terms that the people who were to be participants in the coordinated action were both
competent and motivated.
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4.3 Triggering concrete action

The first two main tactics — building understanding and building faith — make people
more likely to take part in, put effort into, and succeed at coordinated actions. However,
this likeliness can be viewed only as the potential to act, as faith and understanding of a
situation do not induce people to take concrete steps. As the CIO explained:

“This is the typical way for me [being explicit about next steps]. I look at the
time and bring up the next steps. This way we can get things organized. What is
going to be done and by who. ... That someone takes the ball. Otherwise it
could happen that it all remains only at the level of thoughts. ‘Let’s get back to
it’, and then nothing happens.” [Interview with the CIO]

This triggering of coordinated action thus brings us back to the essence of sense-making.
Only actions make things move forward: “it is what they do, not what they plan, that
explains their success” [Weick, (1995), p.55]. These actions are often “micro-level
actions. They are small actions, but they are small actions with large consequences”
[Weick et al., (2005), p.419].

5 Discussion

I started this paper by asking how executives can create a fertile ground for novel,
collective, and coordinated action. I recognised that to act as a collective, a group must
have some level of shared understanding, trust and faith. Then, I noted that research on
sense-making has recognised the importance of initial interpretations because they can
become self-fulfilling prophesies; I also noted that research on sense-giving offers some
methods for influencing these interpretations. However, no model that would describe
how executives can really do it had been recognised. Thus, I focused my research on
developing such a model.

I found that a sense-giver, who wants to create optimal starting conditions for
coordinated action, should increase the ‘action potential’ of the group by building shared
understanding and mutual faith and trust. Shared understanding can be created by
describing the situation and goal logically and by describing different stakeholders’
points of views and goals. Mutual faith and trust can be created by savouring the idea
and by crediting the different members of the group. The consequent action potential
can then be turned into action by using specific triggering tactics, such as setting clear
goals.

This paper contributes to research on strategy implementation and sense-giving. To
my knowledge, no prior study has investigated the process of creating a fertile ground for
novel, coordinated action (i.e., for new strategy execution). Instead, the vast majority of
sense-giving studies have focused on making the strategy accepted, in a cognitive sense
(e.g., Hutzschenreuter and Kleindienst, 2006; Weick et al., 2005). Thus, the focus has
been on whether people think that the new strategy is good or not, not on whether
people actually do the strategy collectively, as a result of sense-giving. As I shift focus
from this ‘thinking’ to ‘doing’, I extend research on sense-giving and strategy
implementation.

The focus on implementation brings up new themes for discussion in strategy
meetings that seem irrelevant from the point of view of mere acceptance. For example,
building faith through savouring, affer the idea has already been accepted, makes no
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sense from the rational-cognitive point of view. However, when we understand that
acceptance is not enough but that also actions matter, we can see how the savouring
increases the probability of effortful action. Similar points apply for the other tactics as
well — understanding others’ mental models and motives becomes necessary only when
we understand that situations evolve as people start acting, and they then need to be able
to predict what others will do to coordinate their actions; and the trust in others matters
most because it indirectly influences the focal person’s motivation to act and keep on
acting.

As this paper presents only preliminary findings from a work in progress, several
significant limitations should be mentioned. Regarding the theoretical grounding of this
study, I have left the research on strategy-as-practice outside the presentation of this
study. However, this stream must have a lot to contribute to the themes discussed in this
paper. Secondly, my empirical material is relatively narrow, focusing only on one
sense-giver. From the perspective that data provides inspiration for theory building
(Siggelkow, 2007; Vuori, 2009), this is not a problem, as only the logic and face validity
of the conceptual argument should matter. However, richer observations and comparative
studies might offer more insights and confidence in the workings of different tactics
(e.g., if we could compare several managers who use different tactics and combinations,
we could extract the most effective and efficient sense-giving tactics by using empirical
rather than theoretical justifications).

To conclude, I described how a sense-giver can create a fertile ground for novel,
collective, coordinated action. My findings are preliminary and offer ample opportunities
for future research.
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Notes

1

I have structured the theoretical background in a way that is consistent with my empirical
findings in order to make the paper more readable. However, the reader should understand that
this way of structuring the literature only emerged after I had developed my findings. (An
alternative structure would be general review on all related topics, but this would make the
paper harder to follow) As usual in qualitative research, the findings emerged abductively and
iteratively, wherein I move back and forth between literature, data, and my own theorising.
[see, e.g., Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991: footnote 1 on p.434) for additional justification for my
approach].

Note that my empirical evidence does not include the actual actions that followed. I observed
only the process through which the sense-giver created the ‘action potential’. The claim
that coordinated action resulted (or that its chances of success increased) because of the
sense-giving tactics is based on conceptual reasoning.



