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When planned change is canceled, managers may be tempted to reverse their organi-
zation’s strategy. Our longitudinal case study documents an organization’s canceled
merger effort and a failed attempt to return to the organization’s widely accepted
premerger strategy. We trace the failure to contradictions in symbolic change manage-
ment. The phenomenon of change reversal draws attention to the historical continuity
of “sensemaking” and raises caution about the popular view that managers need to
destroy organizational meaning to facilitate the realization of strategic change.

Reversal of planned change is a relatively unex-
plored topic in management research. Yet the phe-
nomenon would appear to be relevant. Organiza-
tional change always entails difficulties and
uncertainty, and thus many planned changes are
canceled (Greenwood & Hinings, 1988). Failed
mergers and acquisitions alone are a relatively
common event. For example, in recent years sev-
eral established airline carriers attempted to refash-
ion themselves as low-cost carriers (e.g., United
attempted Ted, and Delta began Song) only to re-
vert back to their original strategy. Mergers can be
canceled because, for instance, of disagreement be-
tween parties (an example is the IBM-Sun Micro-
systems merger in 2009) or antitrust regulators’ in-
terventions after substantial premerger preparation
(GE-Honeywell and Microsoft-Yahoo mergers are
examples).

The strategy and organizational change litera-
tures suggest that reversing change is an essentially
unproblematic outcome of canceled change. Green-

wood and Hinings (1988) stated that cancellation of
a radical change (an “aborted excursion”) would
lead an organization to revert back to its previous
interpretive scheme in a fairly nonproblematic
fashion (illustrated by Fox-Wolfgramm, Boal, and
Hunt [1998]). Other prominent views in the man-
agement literature also imply that changes are re-
versible. The literature on exploration and experi-
mentation (Levinthal, 1997; March, 1991) and work
on “real options thinking” (Adner & Levinthal,
2004; McGrath, 1999) both rely on the assumption
that top management can reverse an organization’s
direction.

Taking issue with this established view, we show
that deeper understanding of change reversal is
important for theory and practice. We present a
longitudinal case study of a Nordic public sector
organization facing a prospective merger that was
canceled after a considerable period of preparation.
The top managers of our case organization re-
sponded to the cancellation by attempting to re-
verse the change process, formulating and commu-
nicating a strategy essentially similar to the
premerger strategy. The staff rejected managerial
efforts to reverse the change, even though the pre-
merger strategy had been widely accepted. The ex-
isting change management literature provides little
guidance for explaining why reversal succeeds or
fails. Although a few pioneering studies have re-
ported failed change efforts (Labianca, Gray, &
Brass, 2000; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2003; Nag, Corley,
& Gioia, 2007; Vaara & Monin, 2010), the resolution
of cancellations, including reversal, remains by and
large an uncharted territory.

Our results highlight the influence of past organ-
izational “sensemaking” as the core explanation for
the outcome of change reversal. We illustrate how
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the strategies communicated by managers persist as
“residuals” in the minds of individual employees,
becoming part of what we call an organization’s
“sensemaking history.” These residuals explain
how past managerial interventions constrain future
symbolic actions. Of particular relevance is the
managerial practice of organizational “sensebreak-
ing,” by which we mean the symbolic destruction
of previous strategies to make room for new ones.
An understanding of the sensemaking history in an
organization is needed to fully explain the success
and failure of strategic change efforts.

REVERSAL OF STRATEGIC CHANGE AND
ITS MANAGEMENT

Most organizations undergo constant gradual
changes. These periods of adaptive change tend to
be punctuated by more radical changes (Tushman
& Romanelli, 1985). Strategic change represents a
radical organizational change that is consciously
initiated by top managers, creating a shift in key
activities or structures that goes beyond incremen-
tal changes to preexisting processes (Rajagopalan &
Spreitzer, 1997). Following Gioia, Thomas, Clark,
and Chittipeddi, we conceptualize strategic change
as a process that involves “either a redefinition of
organizational mission or a substantial shift in
overall priorities and goals to reflect new emphases
or direction” (1994: 364).

The cognitive literature on strategic change high-
lights the layer of interpretive change in which
meaning is destroyed, created, and reconstructed
around the change endeavor. The cognitive argu-
ment is that radical change requires a shift in the
underlying cognitive template shared in the organ-
ization, its interpretive scheme. The term “interpre-
tive scheme” captures central assumptions and

beliefs about an organization that define and legit-
imize its visible aspects, including its activities,
structures, and expressed goals (Bartunek, 1984;
Greenwood & Hinings, 2006; Ranson, Hinings, &
Greenwood, 1980). These assumptions and beliefs
are held by not only the top managers but also a
significant body of middle managers and staff (Ba-
logun & Johnson, 2005; Labianca et al., 2000).

The interpretive layer interacts with a structural
layer in which routines, systems, and practices are
created, destroyed, transformed, and reroutinized
(Cooper, Hinings, Greenwood, & Brown, 1996). Fig-
ure 1 illustrates these layers. Planned change pro-
cesses may exhibit varying interactions between
the two layers; some change episodes begin with a
structural transformation followed by a more inter-
pretive process (e.g., Corley & Gioia, 2004), and in
others (e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), structural
changes follow interpretation. Sometimes the inter-
pretive and structural layers interact throughout
the process (e.g., Balogun & Johnson, 2004).

Sensegiving in Strategic Change

Contemporary change management literature
tends to argue that instituting changes to an organ-
ization’s interpretive scheme represents the most
important and challenging aspect of change man-
agement (Pfeffer, 1981; Pondy, 1983; Ranson et al.,
1980; Schein, 1996). The managerial communica-
tion of new beliefs and meanings to staff has come
to be known as “sensegiving” (Fiss & Zajac, 2006;
Gioia et al., 1994; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Labi-
anca et al., 2000). Managers typically embark on
sensegiving either as a part of planned change ef-
forts (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) or in response to
“sensegiving imperatives” (Corley & Gioia, 2004),
which are occasions when a staff relies on its man-

FIGURE 1
The Interpretive and Structural Layers of Radical Change
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agement to provide meaning during a change pro-
cess. Sensegiving imperatives arise when organiza-
tions encounter “meaning voids” (Figure 1)—when
prevalent meanings are challenged through a vari-
ety of conditions, including perceived external
threats to a present strategy or organizational iden-
tity (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006), ambiguity regarding
organizational identity in the early stages of an
organization’s life (Corley & Gioia, 2004), and ten-
sion among powerful stakeholder groups (Maitlis &
Lawrence, 2007).

Since strategic change depends on the cognition
of organizational employees, the impact of mana-
gerial sensegiving efforts is measured by their effect
on employee sensemaking (Balogun & Johnson,
2004; Gioia et al., 1994; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991).
A new interpretive scheme forms through sense-
making processes that negotiate a synthesis of the
present and new strategies (Balogun & Johnson,
2004, 2005; Bartunek, 1984; Burgelman, 1983; Jar-
zabkowski, 2008; Lovas & Ghoshal, 2000). Al-
though middle managers can at times drive strate-
gic change (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, 2005;
Burgelman, 1983; Floyd & Lane, 2000; Mantere,
2008; Wooldridge, Schmid, & Floyd, 2008), the lit-
erature broadly suggests that top management
sensegiving often plays the central role in guiding
planned change efforts and directs the employee
sensemaking processes constituting the shared in-
terpretive scheme (Fox-Wolfgramm et al., 1998;
Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996;
Isabella, 1990; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006).

Managerial sensegiving is successful when its
recipients construct a shared interpretive scheme
congruent with the goals of the managers. Many
studies have documented the practices of sensegiv-
ing, yet scholars have limited knowledge of staff
reception of these efforts (Bartunek, Rousseau, Ru-
dolph, & De Palma, 2006; Ford, Ford, & D’Amelio,
2008; Sonenshein, 2010). The change literature
commonly frames the reception of managerial
change efforts with the concept “resistance to
change.” The extent of such resistance is predicted
to be positively related with the extent to which
change recipients need to revise organizational
meaning (Labianca et al., 2000; Maitlis & Lawrence,
2003; Piderit, 2000). That is, excessive deviance
from preexisting beliefs (Labianca et al., 2000), or-
ganizational identity (Fox-Wolfgramm et al., 1998),
and tacit knowledge (Nag et al., 2007) can some-
times explain failed change. Although “resistance
to change” is a potentially problematic label that
overattributes change agency to top management
(Ford & Ford, 2008; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Weick &
Quinn, 1999), it helps capture the important notion
that organizational meaning “persists” as organiza-

tion members tend to hold on to meanings that are
central to their organization.

Organizational Sensebreaking as a Facilitator
of Change

Managers do not merely communicate new
meaning during times of change. They may also
intentionally undermine existing organizational
meaning to clear the way for change. Indeed, the
change literature often underscores managerial ac-
tivity intended to disconfirm the status quo and
help an organization “unlearn” deeply ingrained
assumptions and beliefs that would hinder the ac-
ceptance of change (Lewin, 1951; Pratt & Barnett,
1997; Schein, 1980).

To capture the intentional managerial efforts
aimed at creating a meaning void for individual
employees, we turn to the concept of sensebreak-
ing, a managerial practice of destroying meaning
(Pratt, 2000). The intent of sensebreaking is to cre-
ate a meaning void in its recipient. Such a state
increases receptiveness to managerial sensegiving,
which then “serves as a response to sensebreaking,
providing the organizationally sanctioned an-
swers” (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008: 343). In
Pratt (2000), the target of sensebreaking is meanings
central to an individual’s identity. We employ the
concept of organizational sensebreaking in the con-
text of strategic change (Figure 1) to capture the
managerial act of destroying the organizational
meanings underlying an established interpretive
scheme. A number of empirical studies (e.g.,
Chreim, 2005; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Nag et al.,
2007) have hinted at a similar managerial practice.
Extending Pratt’s theorization, we view organiza-
tional sensebreaking as focusing on the central as-
sumptions and beliefs in an organizational inter-
pretive scheme, rather than on individual identity.
The destruction of meaning resulting from organi-
zational sensebreaking, undermines the meaning-
fulness and desirability of an organization’s inter-
pretive scheme rather than an individual’s identity,
elaborates the deficits of the present organizational
interpretive scheme, and creates a drive to adopt a
new meaningful conception of an organization
rather than of an individual’s self. Individual
sensebreaking is used when organizations seek to
obtain new loyal members (Pratt, 2000), but organ-
izational sensebreaking is practical when organiza-
tions need to reestablish the commitment of their
members to a new strategy.

Organizational sensebreaking complements the
concept of sensegiving (Ashforth et al., 2008; Pratt,
2000) and captures the “destructive aspects of re-
organizing that must take place if change is to be
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successful” (Biggart, 1977: 410). Such destructive
aspects help secure acceptance for fundamental
changes in interpretive schemes (Bartunek, 1984;
Fiol, 2002) and help to undo previous sensemaking
(Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Gioia & Chittipeddi,
1991: 434).

Organizational sensebreaking has connections
with the related theoretical constructs of “un-
freezing” (Lewin, 1951; Schein, 1980) and “un-
learning” (Pratt & Barnett, 1997; Schein, 1980)
but maintains a meaning independent of them.
Organizational sensebreaking is directed specifi-
cally at the interpretations of change recipients,
whereas unfreezing addresses structural and in-
terpretive elements in tandem. Organizational
sensebreaking achieves change specifically by
destroying organizational meaning, but unfreez-
ing characteristically involves a wider range of
targets, such as the feelings of safety and control
of change recipients, as well as a variety of struc-
tural factors (Schein, 1980). Sensebreaking and
unfreezing can be conceived of as managerial
change tactics intended to launch the process of
unlearning (Pratt & Barnett, 1997).

Understanding Change Reversal

Following the interpretive perspective on strate-
gic change, we conceive change reversal as an at-
tempt to reinstitute a prior strategy as a basis for an
organization’s interpretive scheme. Reversal chal-
lenges the existing planned change literature in an
interesting way. The established view suggests that
reversal is unproblematic, even trivial, as it re-
quires no great leap beyond existing organizational
meanings; organization members are merely ex-
pected to return to what they already know (Green-
wood & Hinings, 1988).

On the other hand, reversal does represent a mo-
ment of discontinuity with a trajectory of already
initiated change, as organization members are ex-
pected to abandon nascent changes in meaning
structures. The interpretive literature has suggested
that during the initiation of planned change, organ-
ization members formulate “expected schemas”
(Labianca et al., 2000: 238–239) before structural
changes are routinized. Expected schemes also give
rise to a new interpretive scheme, albeit an imagi-
nary one that is untested in experience. This sug-
gests that in reversal situations, although organiza-
tion members are not expected to embrace novel
meaning, they are expected to let go of expected
schemes, meanings that exist in nascent form (Fig-
ure 1).

Reversal thus raises the question, How do nas-
cent, expected schemes influence sensemaking

when managers seek to reverse change? If organi-
zation members retain expected schemes, reversal
may not be as unproblematic as the change litera-
ture predicts. This is the area to which we contrib-
ute with our empirical analysis. As we report find-
ings from a longitudinal case study of a canceled
merger and its aftermath, we explain why the re-
versal failed, expanding on interpretive theory re-
garding the management of change. By focusing on
a case in which change reversal was associated
with significant negative consequences, we are able
to elaborate theory (Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski,
1999: 163) around the acceptance and rejection of
symbolic management of strategic change.

EMPIRICAL SETTING AND METHODS

Our case organization, a governmental organiza-
tion we refer to as “the Office,” appeared appropri-
ate for our purposes (initially, to study the cogni-
tive and symbolic management of strategic change),
as it was about to undergo a planned strategic
change effort. The organization had recently been
confirmed as a party to a merger with parts of its
parent organization. In line with recent research on
strategy process and strategy-as-practice, we tried
to capture the roles of staff and middle managers
alongside that of the top management in strategic
change processes (Balogun & Johnson, 2004, 2005;
Mantere, 2005, 2008; Mantere & Vaara, 2008; Whit-
tington, 2006; Wooldridge et al., 2008). We sought
to gain a rich understanding of the case from the
perspectives of the various involved parties and
observed the subjects over a long period of time.
Fortunately, the Office management allowed us rel-
atively unlimited access to a wide range of their
operations.

Data Collection

At the beginning of the research project, we1

gained full access to all the data available to the
Office staff and an open invitation to all the events
in the organization. The rich data we collected
included observation, documents, and individual
and group interviews. We triangulated these data
sources to build a detailed timeline of key events
central to the change endeavor. Table 1 presents
this timeline.

Site visits. Observation played a fundamental
role as we developed our understanding of the

1 “We” refers to the first author and to a colleague who
chose not to be an author but has read and commented on
this article.
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TABLE 1
Timeline of the Case Organization and Data Produceda

Time Event History and Preliminary Observations Data

1995–2000 The office is founded by merging four separate units (IT, accounting,
office service, statistics).

Top management strives to build “synergy” and “clarify the Office’s
identity.”

6 annual reports

Jan. 2011–Dec. 2002 The minister announces that due to EU policy, the Office will undergo
a major reorganization, possibly a merger. The minister assures that
jobs will not be lost and organization will stay in the same geographic
location.

Worries are expressed in the intranet forum regarding the fate of the
organization and its members, there is a perception the reorganization
is beyond the control of the Office stakeholders.

The executive team writes an official declaration to the Ministry: the
Office’s expertise must influence the merger process.

38 top management meetings
9 internal bulletins
10 entries in intranet discussion
1 annual report

Researchers enter the organization at this point
Jan.–Feb. 2003 A steering group for the merger starts to prepare the organizational

change effort. The Office’s top management and personnel are
represented planning of the merger.

Speculation in the national media regarding the merged organization
being relocated to unknown geographical location.

Discussion in the intranet discussion forum subsides. Interviews show
the personnel preparing for the merger in an optimistic spirit.

25 interviews: 5 executive team
members, 5 middle managers, 15
personnel members

5 entries in the Office’s intranet
discussion forum

3 internal bulletins
4 top management meeting minutes

March–May 2003 The Office staff conducts an internal staff personnel questionnaire. IT
shows that while some staff members remain concerned about the
continuity of the organization, most recognize the potential of the
merger in building a stronger and more meaningful organization.

An information session/strategy day regarding the merger for all
personnel is held in May.

Internal questionnaire, n � 93
(qualitative and quantitative)

3 internal bulletins
10 top management team meeting

minutes
2 change planning documents
3 researcher field notes

June–Sept. 2003 Executive director resigns and temporary internal replacement is
appointed for a year.

A senior Ministry official is appointed as the leader/negotiator for the
merger.

The executive team notes in their meeting minutes that the atmosphere
in the merger planning committee has been “constructive.”

2 researcher field notes
2 internal bulletins
7 intranet forum entries
12 top management team meeting

minutes

Oct. 2003 Politicians in the national parliament lobby for geographic relocation of
the forthcoming merger organization.

The topic is discussed in the national news. The ministry sternly
opposes the relocation.

Policy documents for the new organization are finalized and personnel
transfers prepared.

An open discussion seminars for organization’s members, focused on
the issue of merging organizational cultures and operations.

An open information seminar. The chief aide to the minister presents
the potential relocation as a threat which the ministry is doing their
best to counter.

Hectic activity around creating structures and working policies for the
new organization.

8 researcher field notes
5 meeting memos
5 supporting documents
6 internal bulletins
4 top management team meeting

minutes

Nov. 2003 National parliament interferes in the merger preparation, seeks to
relocate the organization.

The minister withdraws the Merger.
Minister announces his resignation.
Office Christmas party.

17 researcher field notes
2 meeting memos
3 supporting documents
3 Office intranet forum entries
6 internal bulletins
1 top managements meeting minutes

Dec. 2003 An open party called a “wake” is held to commemorate the merger
cancellation. The minister, key persons, and a considerable part of
the staff participate.

Information session to the personnel; the temporary director note that
development efforts started in the merger preparation will continue,
and “Office will continue on its journey towards change.”

IT unit director champions the view that the office is not “fit to survive”
without radical changes.

9 researcher field notes
3 meeting memos
5 internal bulletins
4 top managements meeting minutes
1 annual report (2003)

(Continues)(Continues)
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changes unfolding for the members of the Office.
As soon as we gained access to the Office, we
attempted to identify and attend as many key
events as possible so as to engage with locally
meaningful practices (Van Maanen, 1979). The
two researchers, often together, made a total of 78
visits ranging from an hour to a whole day in
duration. Each visit was recorded in field notes
on the same day (Bernard, 2002). The context of
researcher visits to the Office ranged from vision
creation workshops and strategy roll-out sessions
to team meetings and key social events, such as
the Office Christmas party and a sports and rec-
reation day. Most of our visits were nonpartici-
patory, focused on observation. We did, however,
want to create a sense that we were contributing
members of the Office community, building rela-
tions of trust with our informants that would
prompt them to freely share information and in-
terpretations. This goal meant that upon request,

one of us acted as a facilitator in meetings that
allowed the Office personnel to discuss the
merger and its aftermath. The most unorthodox
participation situation involved the first author
playing cocktail jazz in a duo at an Office social
function. This intimate access enabled us to wit-
ness the emotional atmosphere and other infor-
mal aspects of the merger process.

We took steps to remain impartial to the inter-
ests of any stakeholder and to avoid influencing
the change process. These goals led us to under-
take the following practices (Bernard, 2002: 348 –
353): First, one of the researchers remained a full
observer in those instances that one of us partic-
ipated. Second, we sought to retain impartiality
in our observations by noting our own suspi-
cions, feelings, and assumptions in a separate
diary section of the field notes to minimize po-
tential for subjective bias, keeping separate sub-
headings for what we categorized as personal and

TABLE 1
(Continued)

Time Event History and Preliminary Observations Data

Jan. 2004 Dissent among the top management team. The temporary executive
directory quickly starts to prepare a new vision for the organization. IT
unit director resists and wishes to start the process by formulating the
unit’s own vision first.

Personnel development seminars, originally intended to facilitate pre- and
post-merger integration, are not cancelled but go on as planned.

10 researcher field notes
7 meeting memos
1 strategy document

Feb.–March 2004 Office executive team formulates a new vision and strategy continued by
units, but vision work is soon halted to await selection of the new
executive director. The IT unit director is the only member of the
executive team to apply for the post.

6 researcher field notes
1 meeting memo
5 strategy document

April 2004 External candidates appointed as executive director.
The top management team reaches consensus about strategy under the

leadership of the new executive director.

4 researcher field notes
1 meeting memo
1 strategy document

May 2004 New executive director addresses the personnel.
New executive director starts vision work from scratch.
New minister is appointed.

3 researcher field notes
1 meeting memo

June–Dec. 2004 New executive director host a strategy away-day for an extended
executive team, containing staff representation. A vision and strategy
are formulated on an incremental basis. A balance is struck between a
proactive view on strategy and incremental development of services for
the parent organization. Researcher field notes shows that the top
management team finds unity in the new strategy formulation. Strategy
implementation work in units with executive personnel participation.
Researcher field notes report that personnel is hesitant about the new
strategy.

15 researcher field notes
2 meeting memos
1 supporting document
2 strategy document

Jan. 2005 Focus group interviews conducted by the researchers, with the intent of
accessing the different stakeholder views on the whole transformation
effort. The top management team members frame the merger effort as a
learning experience with the positive outcomes. The staff focus group
express frustrated, cynical views.

3 group interviews: Old executive
team members (4), personnel (4),
development people (4) New
executive director interview

1 researcher field note
2 meeting memos
1 annual report (2004–05)

a Total data used in the analysis: 3 transcribed group interviews, 26 transcribed individual interviews (25 � 1), 78 researcher field notes,
73 executive team meeting minutes/memos, 24 other meeting minutes/memos, 9 supporting documents, 8 strategy documents, 9 annual
reports, 39 internal bulletins, 25 intranet forum entries.

The entire chronology of the case has been offset by a specific integer between –36 and �36 months in the interest of securing the
anonymity of the case organization and the informants.
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factual observations. Writing down our own emo-
tional responses allowed us to work through
them in analyzing the data. Third, we conducted
a wide round of interviews before engaging in
any participation (see Table 1). Finally, and most
importantly, we relied on a number of other
sources beyond our observations in our interpre-
tation of what happened (see below).

Public and nonpublic documents. We secured
permission to download a large portion of the
entire Office intranet, containing, for instance, ex-
ecutive team meeting minutes and a discussion
forum. The Office had a very active internal com-
munication policy, which meant that the intranet
contained frequent internal bulletins. Many of
these were focused on the merger. We also archived
a large body of published materials (see Table 1 for
a longitudinal representation and total number of
different types of documents).

Individual and focus group interviews; unoffi-
cial discussions. Our sampling strategy was pur-
poseful, as our intent was to elaborate theory from
a rich set of qualitative data (Patton, 2002). As most
of the formal interviews were conducted either
prior to or after our observations, we wanted to use
them to ensure that we would get a well-rounded
picture of the change effort, including both poten-
tial resistant voices and those who championed the
change. In conducting the first set of interviews at
the Office, we used the maximum variation sam-
pling strategy (Patton, 2002: 234–235), trying to
capture the central themes relevant to the merger
effort throughout the organization, its hierarchy,
and its functions. A total of 25 semistructured, in-
dividual interviews were conducted at the start of
our study in January and February 2003 (Table 1).
After the whole executive team (five people) had
been interviewed, we sought a roughly equal num-
ber of interviews in the four main Office units
because we were aware of the differences between
these units that could be relevant to our aim of
understanding strategic change throughout the or-
ganization. Those differences seemed likely to lead
to different reception by unit members of top man-
agers’ change management efforts. We made sure to
include middle managers as well as operative em-
ployees of both sexes from all four units. We
wanted access to those who were active in manag-
ing change because of their formal positions as well
as those who were more likely to be change recip-
ients. The individual interviews lasted from one to
two hours and were tape-recorded and transcribed
verbatim. The interview protocol contained a num-
ber of questions regarding the Office’s future, strat-
egy, and the interviewees’ own work roles in this
context. Nevertheless, we encouraged the inter-

viewees to pursue any topics they regarded as rel-
evant. Appendix A presents excerpts from our in-
terview protocols.

Throughout our data collection period, we con-
ducted many informal discussions with Office
stakeholders, supplementing our perceptions of
what took place. When the data collection neared
its conclusion in January 2005, we sought conclu-
sive views on how the Office’s members made
sense of what had transpired during the merger and
reorientation. To capture main themes across the
organization, we organized three focus group inter-
views, one for the executive team, one for the or-
ganizational developers and middle managers, and
one for the operational personnel. In total 13 peo-
ple attended these three focus group interviews; all
four units were represented. As we had come to
know the Office personnel, we were able to sample
a heterogeneous variety of voices, involving both
change agents and recipients from different parts of
the organization. The interviews lasted some
two hours each and were also taped and tran-
scribed verbatim. These interviews were more
loosely structured, as they were based on the criti-
cal incident technique focusing on what the inter-
viewees regarded as key events during the recent
history of the Office. We asked participants to con-
clude their interviews by creating a timeline of key
events on a flip chart. We also interviewed a re-
cently appointed executive director regarding his
perceptions of the organization’s past and future
soon after he had started in the position (see Ta-
ble 1).

Data Analysis in Three Rounds

Our analysis followed the principles of
grounded theory, progressing from a very de-
tailed, empirical reading to greater generality. It
progressed in three rounds. Strauss and Corbin
(1990) suggested that grounded theorizing begins
with a fine-grained reading of the data, a practice
that they call “microanalysis.” We began our
analysis by writing a detailed account of the
change effort from the viewpoint of Office stake-
holders, using Atlas.ti software to catalog and
temporally order the data and consulted pub-
lished official sources to construct an event his-
tory of what had transpired. We coded what ap-
peared to be important events in the merger
process and integrated the views of different
stakeholders by using nonpublic texts and inter-
views. As the richness of our data allowed for
triangulation, we augmented, criticized, and
structured the public view with these documents.
Table 1 represents this first round of coding.
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During the second analysis round, we began to
theorize on the basis of the longitudinal account
that we had written. Again, we used the Atlas.ti
program to code and access the data. We compared
the two change episodes (merger preparation and
postmerger sensemaking), coding instances of man-
agerial sensegiving and respective employee re-
sponses. To help tease out relevant passages in the
texts, we used a few rough codes, such as “positive
sensemaking response” or “negative sensemaking re-
sponse” to collect passages of text that contained ev-
idence of staff sensemaking. We created two corre-
sponding rough codes for accessing management
sensegiving. After identifying organizational sense-
breaking as a phenomenon of interest, we contrasted
it with positive sensegiving, creating two correspond-
ing rough codes. We proceeded by analyzing the con-
tent of the four rough codes, coding the texts con-
tained in all these four rough codes in an inductive
manner, creating a large set of largely empirical
codes. Strauss and Corbin (1990) labeled the practice
of creating a large set of data-based codes “open cod-
ing.” Our first-order categories, presented in Figure 2,
are examples of these open codes.

During the third analysis round, we moved on to
axial coding (Strauss & Corbin,1990), a practice of
structuring the data into theoretical categories and
more general aggregate dimensions (see also Corley
& Gioia, 2004). The data structure in Figure 2 dem-
onstrates the outcome of this process of theory elab-
oration. During this stage, our analysis became
more theory-driven, as we were intent on discover-
ing the theoretical contribution contained in our
empirical results.

Concluding the third round, we integrated all
of the previous rounds into a temporal explana-
tion of sensegiving success and failure at the
Office, introducing the theoretical vocabulary
into a longitudinal framework. Although our ac-
count of events at the Office is one of many
potential interpretations (Van Maanen, 1988), the
rigorous practice that we followed in producing
and analyzing the data helped us avoid “fitting
the data to illustrate a theory” (Wodak, 2004:
200). We constantly interrogated our theory as
well as our data throughout the process (Locke,
1996). Table 2 demonstrates our coding through a
number of examples from the text.

In addition to triangulating data types, we also
triangulated analysts, since only the first author
had been involved in the production of the data.
The two coauthors questioned, challenged, and in-
terrogated his in-depth knowledge of the Office. We
used our first draft of this article to test our inter-
pretation of the events with the Office quality man-

ager, our original contact, and took her comments
into consideration.

REVERSAL OF STRATEGIC CHANGE AT
THE OFFICE

The Office is a subsidiary to a national ministry
in northern Europe. Its function is to produce
support and expert services for its parent organ-
ization, which we will call the Ministry. The
Office was founded as a part of a larger institu-
tional reform of the Ministry’s administrative
sector, with the intent of allowing the Ministry to
focus on policy making rather than implementa-
tion. Its official tasks were to coordinate the im-
plementation of the Ministry’s policies and pro-
vide support services for the Ministry. The Office
consisted of four units: information technology
(IT) services (operating and organizing the IT sys-
tems for implementation of policies), statistics
(maintaining relevant information for the Minis-
try), accounting (financial and human resources
services for the Ministry as well as for the Office
organization), and administrative services (mail
carriers, chauffeurs and porters).

The Office had been created as a “governmental
office for tomorrow,” a force to challenge the bu-
reaucratic thinking so endemic to governmental
agencies with the innovative use of IT and flexible
organizing methods. The top management in the
Office had constantly communicated this strategy
(Strategy0) to the staff throughout the Office’s eight-
year life span. Most of our informants prided them-
selves on the fact that the Office’s “progressive
culture” distinguished it from that of its parent, the
Ministry.

Our main motivation for building the Office was
that we were building something completely differ-
ent. No such organization had been seen within
government. [The Office] was to be the “governmen-
tal office of tomorrow.” (Office executive director, in
an annual report)

Our empirical analysis elaborates two episodes
of externally imposed challenges to the prevailing
strategy that necessitated a radical change (Balogun
& Johnson, 2004; Barr, Stimpert, & Huff, 1992; Bar-
tunek, 1984; Gioia et al., 1994; Gioia & Chittipeddi,
1991). In both episodes, the managers responded
with a combination of organizational sensebreaking
and sensegiving.

The first episode was triggered by a merger an-
nouncement that undermined the interpretive
scheme of the independent Office with four sepa-
rate but synergistic units, striving for a progressive
and nonbureaucratic culture, and its strategy as an
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independent “office of tomorrow.” As a response,
the top management dismissed the prevailing strat-
egy (Strategy0) that positioned the Office as an in-
dependent service innovator and developed a new
strategy whereby the Office would realize its true
potential through membership in a more meaning-
ful organization (Strategy1). Management commu-
nicated this new strategy to the staff. The staff
eventually accepted these strategy communica-
tions, which facilitated radical changes in the or-
ganizational interpretive scheme.

The second episode was triggered by an abrupt
cancellation of the merger at the very end of prep-
aration for it. The top management responded to
the aborted change by retracing their steps, discred-
iting the appeal of the merged organization (Strat-
egy1), and communicating a strategy essentially
identical to the one preceding the merger (Strat-
egy0). This was done to restablish the previous
scheme of the Office as an innovative, independent

organization. Unlike the outcome of the first epi-
sode, the outcome of management’s attempt to re-
verse the change effort was failure.

Episode 1: Initial Success in Planned Change

When we entered the Office (see Table 1), Ministry
decision makers had just announced a forthcoming
merger. The first official sign of the merger was given
to the Office when the Ministry announced in Janu-
ary 2001 that it was forming a planning committee to
prepare organizational changes in the Ministry and
Office. Some of the Ministry’s functions would be
merged with Office functions. The new organization,
Agency, would be responsible for the realization of
all of the Ministry’s policies—a task that had formerly
been distributed among the Ministry and a host of
other organizations, including the Office. This meant
dismantling the interpretive scheme that the Office

FIGURE 2
Final Data Structure after Third Coding Round

Second-Order ThemesFirst-Order Categories Aggregate
Dimensions

Sensemaking
Dynamics around
Merger Strategy

Sensegiving

Meaning void

Sensebreaking

• Discrediting the individual Office as bureaucratic and
   outdated
• Highlighting faults in the master/servant positioning
   between the Ministry and the Office

• Lack of knowledge regarding job safety and relocation
• Contradictory rumors  regarding organizational future
• Emotional responses organizational future such as
   “panic” and “sense of terror” among staff
• Uncertainty about the Office mission
• Unclear power structure in the preparation of the
    merger
• Worries of retaining Office culture

• Framing the merger as a means of realizing the
   potential of the Office
• Framing the merger as a solution to problems
• Assurances of personal security (job security and no
   relocation)

• Discrediting the merger as a takeover attempt Sensebreaking

Contradictory
meanings

Sensegiving

Sensemaking
Dynamics around

Postmerger
Strategy

• Breach of positive expectations
• Idealization and glorification of the merged
   organization
• Contempt towards the old organization
• Confusion and conflict over organizational mission
   and values
• Frustration with preparation work already done

• Assurances of personal security (job security and no
   relocation)
• Framing the failed merger as a positive learning
   experience
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staff had accepted as the basis of their organization’s
operations.

Sensebreaking. The Office managers discredited
Strategy0 by questioning the very idea upon which
the Office had been built: delivering services to the
Ministry. They suggested that the Office had not
become the progressive entity that it was built to be
in the first place. Providing innovative services to

the Ministry meant that the most important cus-
tomers had been forgotten: the citizens. The Office
managers framed the merger strategy with an end-
customer perspective, focusing on the quality and
flexibility of the services delivered. They portrayed
the separation between the Ministry as a “strate-
gist” and the Office as the “implementer” as “old-
school thinking” that represented the very bureau-

FIGURE 2
Continued

First-Order Categories Secord-Order Themes Aggregate
Dimensions

Nascent freezing

Failure in
freezing

Cognitive Change
Process Outcomes

The Effect of
Sensemaking

History

Sensegiving
residual

Sensebreaking
residual

Old strategy no longer desirable
• Characterizations of the Office as a failed experiment;
   not worth salvaging
• Independence now seen as servitude to the Ministry
• Perceived contradictions in managerial
   communications:

• Disappointment over lost hope of more meaningful
   work and organization, envisioned in pre-merger
   management communication
• Unwillingness to let go of a more desired
    organizational mission, envisioned in pre-merger 
    management communication
• Resentment over having to accept more unstable
    organizational future than promised by management
    pre-merger

Lack of clear strategy:
• Work being “just work,” regardless of “what it says on
   the door”
• Increased antagonism and hostility between units
• Sense of organizational drift
Negative affect and cynicism towards the organization:
• Perceived inequality within the Office
• Perceived inferiority in relation to the Ministry
• Perceived futility of the change efforts
Lack of trust towards top managers
• Top management communication interpreted as all
   “rhetoric”
• The top management interpreted as incompetent and
   to have no real control over the future
• Speculation of “hidden motives” of the top
   management

Optimism:
• Staff talk of the Office “becoming whole” and more
   “vital” postmerger
• Staff talk of the Office being able to retain its culture
   postmerger
Staff engagement:
• Expression of positive emotion (anticipation,
   excitement) about the merger
• Perceptions of an energetic atmosphere in the merger
   preparation efforts
Regaining a sense of security & clarity:
• Accepted managerial promises regarding job security
• Acknowledged that the Office’s tasks will not vanish
• Understood the Office role in the merged organization
•  Planning perceived as comprehensive and 
     participative
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TABLE 2
Empirical Examples of Our Main Categories

Sensemaking dynamics around merger strategy
Sensebreaking What we have now is a really old-school bureaucracy. �IT unit vice-director interview,

February 2003
Meaning void [After hearing about the possibility of a merger] people started to panic, even the directors.

What would we become? What would happen to all the progressive stuff, the culture that we
had built together? �Administrative services unit middle manager in retrospect, focus group
interview, January 2005

It is imperative that Office representation and viewpoint be secured in the merger preparation.
�Excerpt from Office top management meeting minutes, February 2003

Sensegiving The organizational transformation [merger] is now in the offing. If I look at it from the
viewpoint of the Office’s mission, I see it as a very beneficial development. The Office’s tasks
will be [even more] central in . . . the whole task of implementing EU policy in this country
after the merger. �Executive team member interview, February 2003

[Executive director’s first name] submitted a White Paper to [ministry official in charge of the
merger], requesting that Office would have representation in the committees in charge of
preparing issues with impact on Office. . . . Even though the information session did not offer
much new information about the forthcoming merger, it was made perfectly clear that the
Office personnel stand united, willing to participate in the planning of our future together
[within the Agency]. –Internal bulletin reporting from an early Ministry information session
concerning the forthcoming merger, January 2001

Sensemaking dynamics around postmerger strategy
Sensebreaking Since the merger was first hinted at, the Office personnel has had to live with a noose around

their necks, uncertain about when they finally open the hatch and let them hang. �Retired
Office executive director, in the annual report for 2005

Contradictory meanings We are like an airplane flying without a direction. �Researcher field notes: Staff member in a
discussion about organizational vision, January 2004

We are in a rowboat with no oars, undecided about our direction . . . one would like to go to the
open water, but only after reflection about which boat and how. We are lost for how to go
there, our oars are missing. �Researcher field notes: Communications chief in a strategy
workshop, August 2004

Sensegiving The year 2003 was not lacking in drama. . . . The work conducted during the merger preparation
did not go to waste, however. It will come in handy as we develop the Office. –Executive
director, in the 2003 annual report

Cognitive change process outcomes
Nascent refreezing Look, our tasks will not vanish into thin air. [Office’s]tasks, I believe, will be part of the core

functions of the new organization. The new organization cannot cope without us. �Accounting
middle manager an individual interview, February 2003

Our job will continue in the new organization but personally I would also prefer that things
not remain the same. That there would be some changes in procedures within the new or-
ganization. . . . It really cannot get any worse, and it would get better if we would see
more eye to eye with them [the Ministry people in the new organization]. �Middle
manager interview, February 2003

Failure in refreezing At the end of the day, it makes little difference what the sign on the door says, whether it says
“the Office” or something else. �Accounting unit clerk, in focus group interview, January
2005

The effect of sensemaking history
Sensegiving residual There was a real sense of achievement in the merger preparation committee. We were really

going to make it happen. . . . However, I heard some background speculation even then that
the politicians were going to stone the effort to death. . . . �Staff focus group interview,
January 2005

People were rather cynical in that discussion [about the Office vision after the merger
cancellation]. It felt funny to talk about that after what had happened. �Accounting unit clerk
in focus interview, January 2005

Sensebreaking residual “We were supposed to be dead by now.”
“But my friend, this is an astral body.” �Researcher field notes: Managers debating about the

merits of the reversal strategy in a meeting, February 2004.
[The merger]came to nothing and we needed to return to the old way. Returning to the same

old felt like a kick in the face. �IT unit team leader in the staff group interview, February
2005.

182 FebruaryAcademy of Management Journal



cracy that the Office had been created to fight
against. The separation between “master and ser-
vant” had resulted in a rigid organization that hin-
dered serving the citizens.

[With the merger], we are trying to shake off the
old-fashioned bureaucratic cloak and don a more
customer-friendly one. (IT unit director interview,
January 2003)

In their communications, the Office managers
also emphasized that the relations between the Of-
fice and the Ministry had occasionally been prob-
lematic, motivating the merger as a solution to sev-
eral functional problems that had arisen from
overlap in processes.

[The merger] has advantages, no real disadvantages
. . . . We are trying to streamline our operations. We
are trying to collect them all into one organization to
be maintained, not like what we have now, that is,
processes going through several organizations. (Ex-
ecutive team member interview, February 2003)
The merger represents a promising development
after a number of years of taking baby steps in
the dark. (Statistics unit director interview,
January 2003)

Meaning void. The organizational sensebreaking
activities acted in tandem with the merger an-
nouncement itself, delegitimizing Strategy0 as out-
dated and nontenable. The merger announcement
itself had caused a number of concerns among the
Office staff. After encountering the first rumors
about the merger, staff members had been highly
concerned, a sentiment characterized in retrospect
with words such as “terror” and “panic.”

I remember the people being . . . how should I put it?
Quite terror-stricken, frankly. (Statistics unit middle
manager, in retrospect, in a focus group interview,
January 2005)
I still remember it like yesterday: I had just come
back from vacation, and was walking down the cor-
ridor. Down walks [colleague] and tells me that [the
Office] will be terminated! (Administrative services
unit middle manager in retrospect, focus group in-
terview, January 2005)

The staff had felt that their jobs were being
threatened by relocation or termination. As most
staff members outside the IT unit had little profes-
sional training and long work histories at the Of-
fice, job loss was a real threat. The looming merger
threatened the very existence of the Office, under-
mining the existing interpretive scheme and creat-
ing a sense of need for a new strategy. The prospect
of a merger created anxiety among employees as it
threatened the continuity, predictability, and con-
trol of the employees’ lives, key aspects of psycho-
logical security (Erikson, 1968; Giddens, 1991).

There was a clear sense that a new direction was
needed, and many of the employees looked to the
top managers to provide it.

Our future is shrouded in a veil of black magic. It is the
practitioners of this black art who refuse to reveal the
future of this organization (Anonymous comment on
intranet discussion forum, January 2001)
The state has started to implement an aggressive re-
gional policy that involves relocating offices outside
the capital area. All new governmental offices will be
transferred outside the capital, including the new of-
fice [the merged organization] (Anonymous
comment).
If they relocate us [outside the capital area], how
many of you would go? (Anonymous comment)
You should not jump to conclusions based on what
you may have read in the papers. Our internal com-
munications channels continue to be the most reli-
able sources of facts. The merger preparation com-
mittee has its next meeting on Thursday. Why don’t
we continue this discussion after the meeting? (Of-
fice communications officer responds, using his
own name)

Although the merger announcement had al-
ready undermined the tenability of Strategy0, the
managers’ intentional use of derogatory labels
such as “old-school” and “bureaucracy” further
discredited the established interpretive scheme
and motivated a drive for new meanings (cf. Pratt,
2000), extending the meaning void perceived by
the staff (Corley & Gioia, 2004). Consequently,
the staff looked to managers to provide them with
meanings.

Sensegiving. Sensebreaking was used to build a
foundation for prospective, positive sensegiving
that depicted a desirable future for the Office as a
part of the Ministry. The new strategy was por-
trayed as a solution to preexisting problems em-
phasized in the related sensebreaking efforts. The
Office as a part of the Ministry would finally be
free of the many conflicts between separate or-
ganizations (Office interunit tensions, tensions
between the Office and its parent). The progres-
sive way of thinking about a governmental
agency would be to frame it as a single, customer-
focused organization, built to serve the end cus-
tomer, rather than another agency in the service
of further administration.

It is the modern way to look at an organization from
a customer’s perspective. (Ministry nonpolitical ex-
ecutive director in an Office internal bulletin, Janu-
ary 2003)
The [merger] is a development that I have been
trying to accomplish for a number of years now.
. . .It is the sort of arrangement that will allow us to
realize some of the crucial promises inherent to this

2012 183Mantere, Schildt, and Sillince



organization, but it will allow us to continue work-
ing on the basis of our organizational culture. (Ex-
ecutive director interview, February 2003)

Despite the beneficial changes foreseen in the new
organization, both the top managers and many staff
members saw that the Office would not be dissolved
within the new organization, but that its functions
and culture would be continued within it.

I at least am confident about the future, as this
[merger] gives us the opportunity to retain our
organizational culture . . . to continue developing
our organizational culture and whatever is associ-
ated with that. (Executive director interview,
February 2003)

The management addressed uncertainty regard-
ing individuals’ personal circumstances by empha-
sizing the continuity of individual jobs, depicting
the forthcoming Agency as an increasingly vital
organization in which everybody would have a
role. The minister (the political leader of the Min-
istry) formally announced that no jobs would be
lost or relocated in the merger effort, reducing anx-
iety related to personal security. This created an
environment in which staff started to think about
their desired future.

Nascent refreezing. The managers were eventu-
ally able to resolve the personal breach in security
among the staff, as well as the strategic ambiguity.
Through persistent negotiations with the Ministry
leadership, the Office’s top managers were able to
secure representation for both themselves and staff
on the relevant subcommittees in charge of the
merger preparation effort. This created a founda-
tion for the credibility of a new strategy for which
the Office could claim ownership.

The strategy that top management communi-
cated in response to the sensegiving imperative
facilitated staff sensemaking, which in turn be-
gan the transformation of the Office interpretive
scheme toward a prospective one. Some concerns
were still occasionally voiced, but the staff had
started to regard the new strategy promoting a
new, unified, customer-focused organization as a
compelling vision of the future. The new organ-
ization would have a more discernible and mean-
ingful mission.

We will get new people from the Ministry and the
old Office will become a much larger and more vital
organization. (Office clerk in an individual inter-
view, February 2003)

Our prow is pointing at the right direction, we
have a chance of creating a much more meaningful
organization. (IT unit specialist interview, Febru-
ary 2003)

After the [official merger announcement in Febru-
ary 2003], people really started to get onboard.
They had started to see [the merger] as an oppor-
tunity to finally put certain things in order. (IT
unit team leader in retrospect, focus group inter-
view, January 2005)

The acceptance of the shared vision also meant
the resolution of ambiguity within the organiza-
tional interpretive scheme. The merged organiza-
tion would be a way of resolving tensions between
subunits and the somewhat troubled relations with
the Ministry.

Our competence will play a key role in crafting the
new organization. (Statistics unit clerk interview,
February 2003)
I think the answer [to looking at the merger] is
focusing on our core competence. . . . I believe that
a key problem in the Office has been that the four
units are so different from one another. (IT specialist
interview, February 2003)

During our on-site visits, we sensed a general
spirit of optimism among the staff and a feeling that
the merger would be a step forward. We saw the
staff engage with the effort and shift from anticipat-
ing the merger to preparing for it. The merger plan-
ning committee started its work. Rumors and angry
exclamations subsided in the intranet. Our field
notes show that our informants often felt the work
was “hectic” as the merger preparation subcommit-
tee formulated the detailed rules of procedure typ-
ical for a new governmental organization. Yet, al-
though it was a lot of work, the preparation for the
merger in the committee was conducted in a coop-
erative spirit.

I find this whole ordeal [the merger preparation]
quite exciting, really. It will be interesting to see
what we will become. (Accounting unit clerk in an
individual interview, February 2003)

Refreezing is a process that is finalized only
after organization members have had experience
of both the structural and interpretive elements
of change (Figure 1). This means that at the Of-
fice, freezing of the merged organization was nas-
cent. The merger preparation subcommittee had
crafted a detailed plan of the structure of the
Agency, pending the official launch of the
merger. Both the management and the prepara-
tion subcommittee had communicated actively,
and there had been a number of preparation
workshops at which all Office staff members had
had the opportunity to discuss the merger (see
Table 1 for more details). This suggests that many
of the change recipients had built an “expected
schema” (Labianca et al., 2000) of the forthcom-
ing change. No structural changes had yet been
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implemented, however. The change agents and
recipients as yet had only experienced the change
through expectation and anticipation.

Episode 2: Reversal

In a swift series of events, the merger effort was
canceled after almost a year of formal preparations,
less than a week prior to the planned launch of the
new organization in late November 2003. The cause
of the cancellation was an unexpected turn of
events in the national parliament, beyond the con-
trol of the Office or the Ministry. Recognizing the
importance of the cancellation, we spent every
minute we could at the site, witnessing in person
the key events, such as the merger effort wrap-up
cocktail party officially (and ironically) labeled
“the wake” and the Office Christmas party, which
took place right after the announcement.

The cancellation challenged the more or less es-
tablished interpretive scheme and thus represented
a second episode of change for the Office’s top
managers. Their response was to retrace their steps,
discrediting Strategy1 and reverting to Strategy0. In
other words, they chose to give sense to the aborted
change by reversing back to the previous scheme.

Sensebreaking. The Office top management
framed the merger cancellation as a fortunate out-
come: the Office was able to continue finding its
own path. Even if unexpected, the outcome had
restored the Office’s ability to retain its autonomy
and to realize its original promise as a progressive
and nonbureaucratic organization. In his first
speech after the cancellation, at the Christmas
party, the temporary executive director expressed
the sentiment that Ministry officials had thrust the
merger upon them against their will. He celebrated
the fact that the Office had escaped the merger
unscathed.

People are dressed well, which marks this as an
important event for them. The different units seem
fortified around their tables. All of a sudden, it feels
like there are a number of identities at the Office. . . .
[In his speech, the Office executive director makes a
joke:] “The Office is a cat that was supposed to be
made into a doormat for the new organization and,
yet, the cat has somehow landed on its feet.” . . .
When I approach them, people do not wish to talk
about the merger, whereas before the cancellation,
everybody wanted to share their views with us. (Ex-
cerpt from researcher observation notes at the Office
Christmas party, November 2003, right after the can-
cellation announcement)

The director’s speech was part of a second im-
portant sensebreaking attempt, aimed at discredit-
ing the recently established scheme of the Office as

a part of the Agency that the staff had begun to
identify with. The founding of the Agency, if it had
been realized, would have meant the death of Of-
fice as the staff knew it.

Contradictory meanings. The news of the can-
cellation suddenly invalidated Strategy1, the foun-
dation of the organizational interpretive scheme
developed during merger preparations, and then
managerial sensebreaking discredited Strategy1.
The cancellation and sensebreaking appeared to be
intended to create a meaning void, just as with the
previous episode. Yet the staff seemed to cling to
contradictory meanings, and the effects of sense-
breaking were far less successful than in the first
episode. No “sensegiving imperative” in which the
staff was open to and expectant of managerial
sensegiving resulted; instead the staff was reluctant
to address any new strategy.

The merger preparation effort was a frustrating ex-
perience: you work like hell and then they pull the
rug out from under you and say “April fools!” (IT
unit team leader in focus group interview, Janu-
ary 2005)
I wish I could to do the job I was hired to do in peace
for a change, without being constantly harassed by
this or that organizational change initiative. (Ac-
counting unit middle manager in focus group inter-
view, January 2005)
It is exasperating to return to the previous stage in
our development. Finding a way back is tricky, es-
pecially if you want to frame this search as “strat-
egy.” (Accounting unit director in a strategy meet-
ing, March 2004)
Q: How would you characterize this feeling [after
the cancellation]?
A: Well . . . uncertainty, uncertainty, uncertainty.
(Statistics group clerk in a focus group interview,
January 2005)

Sensegiving. The official communications by the
executive director framed the cancellation of the
merger as a fortunate event and the whole merger
process as a meaningful learning experience for the
organization—one that would lead to a substan-
tially improved partnership between the Office and
the Ministry.

The Office will continue on its journey towards
change. The development efforts that we started
during the merger preparation will continue to-
wards a single outcome—more meaningful collabo-
ration between the Office and the Ministry. (Execu-
tive director, speech, December 2003)
Let us continue to look at the future with curiosity
and resolve. We should continue developing the
organization and our jobs within it. (Ministry exec-
utive, speech, November 2003)
The Ministry sees us in a completely different light
today [after the merger effort]. There is little left of
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the way they used to toss us around like a rag doll.
What the [merger effort] did for us is that we now
have a mature relationship. (Executive team mem-
ber in an informal discussion, January 2005)

A new executive director was appointed to the
Office to replace the previous one, who had left
before the merger. The new executive director com-
municated a strategy that was strikingly similar to
the one promoted by his predecessor almost
ten years previously. From the first communica-
tions to the staff, the new director founded the
Office strategy as the path of a “governmental office
of tomorrow,” supporting the Ministry in the im-
plementation of its policies in innovative ways.

The new director launched a strategy process
involving participative formulation of a new vision
and strategy as well as the creation of a “balanced
scorecard” with a set of measurements and tools to
implement the strategy.

The key objective for the Office, stated forcefully by
[the new executive director] at the strategy away-
day, was “proactive future creation,” that is, more
long-term planning. The away-day participants
greeted this warmly. There was wide consensus that
the Office should have a common direction. (Secre-
tarial minutes from the first strategy away-day orga-
nized by the new executive director, August 2004)

What the top managers offered in official com-
munications to replace Strategy1 was in essence a
return to Strategy0: the Office would continue as an
autonomous entity, consisting of four separate
units, aiming at providing innovative service to the
Ministry, which was exactly how they had framed
the organization before the merger announcement.
There would be no radical change to replace the
merger. Instead, the Office would gradually de-
velop its operations, and “continue on its journey
towards change.”

The Office provides services, it does not do politics.
We don’t make decisions, we serve [the Minis-
try]. . . . In my view the internalization of this service
role is vital for all of the Office’s staff. . . . We cannot go
against the will of the Ministry. But we should actively
try to influence the will of the Ministry, push for the
right things, make sure they understand to want the
right things. (Interview with the new executive direc-
tor, February 2004)

Failure in refreezing. We observed all of the
official strategy process events during the six
months following the strategy away-day. During
this time, the management and staff discussed the
postmerger strategy (i.e., engaged in sensemaking)
to work out its implementation across operations.
Our field notes show that we became more and
more aware that the staff had not accepted the

second strategic change and did not reenact the
premerger interpretive scheme in their sensemak-
ing. Although the executive participants at the
strategy away-day had felt that it was a step for-
ward, operational units and teams generally met
strategy implementation with a sullen lack of en-
thusiasm. Corridor discussions with the staff con-
firmed that they did not think highly of the new
strategy.

Our vision is like the one where you were the first in
class in the whole of Europe and you excelled in
doing nothing. (IT unit team leader during an unof-
ficial discussion, February 2004)

Our suspicions were confirmed during the focus
group interviews that we conducted at the conclu-
sion of our data collection period; indeed, we were
even surprised at the negative attitude the staff
members showed toward the strategy, their manag-
ers, and the organization. The top managers were
united in voicing the opinion that the merger effort
had made the Office a better organization—that is,
more focused, with a clearer sense of purpose—but
the staff responses were largely indifferent to the
organizational future save for how it affected them
personally. The staff’s negative attitudes went be-
yond just dismissal of Strategy0 and the interpre-
tive scheme that it had been supporting. The staff
started to question whether it was even relevant
that they worked at the Office and not some other
organization. For many, the reversal strategy had
reinforced a sense of doubt about the organization’s
capability to influence its own fate.

Q: When you think back on the last couple of years,
what do you think were the key incidents?
A: The first thing that comes to mind, I’d say the key
incident was this [merger effort] when the whole
future of the Office hung in the balance—and now
we live like nothing happened, “Let’s see what
happens next.” (Staff focus group interview,
January 2005)

Altogether, the staff appeared to have little, if
any, hopes for the Office. The staff had seen the
merged organization as something to strive for dur-
ing the merger preparation, and the old Office had
become increasingly meaningless for many of our
informants. At the same time, intraunit tensions
had come to the forefront. At the IT unit, the young
and well-trained workforce had become the merg-
er’s most enthusiastic champions. The cancellation
of the merger appeared to be a crushing blow both
to the unit’s director, who questioned whether the
Office was salvageable at all, and its staff members.

The Office, as it is now, is not fit to survive. (IT unit
director, November 2003)

186 FebruaryAcademy of Management Journal



Well, this is what happened and we cannot change
that fact. But I can promise you that we will go to [a
famous ski resort] for our next staff Recreation Day
to lick our wounds and plan for the future. (IT unit
director, addressing the IT unit staff directly after
the cancellation of the merger [excerpt from re-
searcher field notes])

Interunit tensions also escalated, as the IT unit
staff started to harbor suspicions that the other
units had never been truly committed to the
merger. The other units, on the other hand, blamed
the IT unit members for never being true members
of the Office:

The old ladies from [another Office unit] were no
doubt ravished by the charming minister who came
in and told them: “Ladies, you do not have to move
your office.” (Frustrated comment in the aftermath
of the merger cancellation by a [young, male] IT
specialist, November 2004)
I doubt that many of the boys in the IT unit have
ever realized that they work at an organization
called [the Office]. (Accounting unit [senior, fe-
male] clerk in an unofficial corridor discussion in
the aftermath of the merger cancellation,
January 2005)

Generally, it appeared to us that the staff felt
betrayed as a result of the change reversal. Even
though the merger cancellation was the doing of
extraorganizational forces, the staff’s comments of-
ten implied that the Office managers had breached
a “psychological contract”:

Where are these leaders of ours leading us? That
would be an interesting thing to know, really. . . . I
mean, yes, there is a lot of talk about values and the
staff being valued but where’s the proof of that?
(Statistics unit clerk, focus group interview, Janu-
ary 2005)
Well, I don’t know about the very top management.
For all we know, this can actually be the stage where
they are dissolving the organization.
Yes, which is the goal? To sustain and save the
Office? Or disband it? (Staff focus group interview,
January 2005)
The Office value statement reads: “We work to-
gether as equals.” Yeah right. (Accounting unit clerk
in a focus group interview, January 2005)
There is a lot of rhetoric going on about the value of
the employees or that employees are really impor-
tant. But then in practice, everybody’s effort isn’t
that important. � (Accounting unit clerk in staff
focus group interview, January 2005)

Sensemaking History: Sensegiving and
Sensebreaking Residuals

The staff’s response suggests a connection be-
tween the two change episodes. The top managers

seemed to underestimate the role of their previous
sensegiving, and in particular their previous sense-
breaking, in the staff’s subsequent interpretation of
the reversal. The merger preparation was still a
very recent memory, and meanings created by the
premerger situation lingered among staff members.
A residual of change sensemaking was left among
the staff, even if at the rational level, all stakehold-
ers had to acknowledge the cancellation as a fact.
This residual effect is coherent with previous evi-
dence that layers of previous interpretive schemes
exist as “sediment” in the shared cognitions of or-
ganization members, created during a history of
consecutive radical changes (Cooper et al., 1996),
and with the notion that organizations attend to
past processes of collective sensemaking (Isa-
bella, 1990).

We use the term “sensemaking history” to denote
the organization members’ recollections of the
sense they made of past managerial communica-
tions. Our analysis suggests that sensemaking his-
tory has two main effects in change reversal, which
we call “sensegiving residuals” and “sensebreaking
residuals.”

Sensegiving residuals. Sensegiving residuals re-
fer to the influence of past positive sensegiving on
the acceptance of managerial change efforts. At the
Office, the residue of positive sensegiving left many
staff members enthusiastic about the exciting pro-
spective future that had been propagated in the
managerial sensegiving (Strategy1) and unwilling to
abandon it. During the nascent process of refreez-
ing, the staff had engaged with the merger prepara-
tion, investing hopes and energies into the process
of creating a better organization. They had diffi-
culty accepting that the Office had been lucky to
escape the merger, as the top management now
suggested. Quite a few members of the staff were
reluctant to let go of the new strategy and face the
old organization again.

In the [merged organization], we would have been
part of something bigger and more meaningful. (Sta-
tistics unit clerk, in focus group interview, Janu-
ary 2005)
Question: how did you react to the cancellation?
There was an unpleasant feeling. People had already
committed themselves to the merger, in a way. (Staff
focus group interview, January 2005)
The whole process turned out to be the “emperor’s
new clothes” again. (Statistics unit clerk in focus
group interview, January 2005)
I suppose disappointment is a normal reaction [for
the cancellation]. It takes people a while to get back
on board, to start looking to the future again. (IT unit
team leader in a focus group interview, Janu-
ary 2005)
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We are now faced with the daunting task of re-
building the Office from out of the smoldering ruins
of the Agency. (Accounting unit manager in strategy
workshop, August 2004)

It seems the effects of sensegiving residuals were
amplified by the lack of real experience with the
postmerger strategy prior to its cancellation. Al-
though it may be easy to discredit established strat-
egies by drawing attention to their negative aspects,
in discrediting a strategy that was only expected
but never truly implemented, the Office managers
had to focus on generic and abstract elements of the
postmerger strategy—largely elements they had
framed positively in their prior sensegiving.

Sensebreaking residuals. Sensebreaking residu-
als refer to the influence of past organizational
sensebreaking on the acceptance of managerial
change efforts. They are particularly important for
understanding how sensemaking history influ-
enced the failure of the reversal at the Office. Man-
agerial sensebreaking during the merger prepara-
tions constituted a persistently negative framing of
the previous strategy, effectively preempting a pos-
sibility of return to it. Managerial sensebreaking
had intentionally damaged the appeal of the “gov-
ernmental office of the future” strategy, discredit-
ing this view as outdated and bureaucratic. The
staff thus found it difficult to reendorse it. They
did not want to become servants (or “errand boys”)
for the Ministry, even if they had accepted this
strategy before the merger was announced.

We are back to being errand boys to the Ministry.
(Statistics unit clerk in focus group interview,
January 2005)

The organizational sensebreaking that was used
after the merger cancellation had more severe con-
sequences. The managers’ choice to discredit the
merger strategy by arguing that the Office had been
lucky to escape it gave rise to an explicit contradic-
tion in their communications. The employees’ sen-
timent was that the managers had lost control over
events affecting the organization. The clear contra-
dictions between consequent communications also
led employees to question the integrity, compe-
tence, and legitimacy of their managers (Neilsen &
Rao, 1987). Some employees began to question the
very possibility of a meaningful organizational
change at the Office (Reichers, Wanous, & Austin,
1997). The managers had undermined their credi-
bility as strategists and communicators.

They [the directors and the Ministry leaders] say
that the fate of the Office is in our own hands. . . .I
won’t believe it until I see some ink on the page.
(Administrative services unit clerk, focus group in-
terview, January 2005)

Question: Do you see that the choice is now in the
hands of the Office or can you influence what is
going to happen?
Answer: Well this is what they like us believe, but I
do question that very much. (Staff group interview,
January 2005)

I doubt if this constant chop and change will ever
end. (Administrative services unit middle manager,
focus group interview, January 2005)
It wouldn’t be the first time that they try to uproot
us and hurl us somewhere [discusses the possibil-
ity of the organization being relocated]. (Statistics
unit middle manager, focus group interview,
January 2005)

The management’s contradictory messages led to
two coexisting schemes, both of which had been
discredited and thus appeared undesirable to the
employees. Whereas successful strategic change es-
tablishes a “redefinition of organizational mission”
(Gioia et al., 1994: 364), the Office ended up in a
situation in which its mission was compromised.

The Office should never have been founded in the
first place. (Accounting unit clerk, focus group in-
terview, January 2005)

DISCUSSION

Strategic change efforts do not always turn out
the way they were planned. The little literature that
exists on aborted change suggests that unsuccessful
planned change leads to a largely unproblematic
reversal back to a previous interpretive scheme. In
the case we documented, we found this process to
be problematic and traumatic to the organization.
The top managers sought to reverse the change
episode, pursuing a strategy similar to the one pre-
ceding the merger announcement and urging the
staff to reincorporate what was essentially the pre-
merger interpretive scheme in their sensemaking.
The unwillingness of the staff to accept change
reversal resulted in a loss of managerial credibility
and trust in the managers. The organization was left
in a crisis state in which it had no broadly accepted
strategy.2

The key theoretical puzzle we present is this:
Why did the staff begin to make sense of the
changed organizational strategy in the first but
not in the second episode? At first glance, the

2 We asked one of our informants, an Office middle
manager, to read an earlier version of this article. Upon
reading the document, she expressed the sentiment that
after several years the Office still had not “recovered
from the identity crisis” that the merger cancellation had
caused.
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episodes appear strikingly similar in structural
terms. In both episodes, the organization faced a
significant change episode wherein extraorgani-
zational events created a need for a strategic re-
sponse by top management. In both cases, the top
management’s response involved a combination
of sensebreaking, in which the established organ-
izational strategy was discredited, and sensegiv-
ing, in which another strategy was presented as a
positive alternative. If anything, the strategic re-
orientation in the second episode (cancellation of
the merger) seemed inherently less radical than
that in the first episode (the merger). The man-
agement simply urged the staff to reenact the
strategy that they knew intimately and had pre-
viously been reluctant to let go, pending a major
managerial sensegiving effort. During initial
change, the organization faced the prospect of
significant structural changes, whereas at the
time of the reversal, very few actual changes had
been implemented, and current established rou-
tines and structures were to remain unchanged.
Thus, the failure in sensegiving during the sec-
ond episode cannot be attributed to the extent of
the change; one can even imagine that the can-
cellation would have induced a sense of relief
among the staff, who could return to the organi-
zation that they knew.

Sensemaking History in the Management of
Strategic Change

Change reversal is an extreme case that high-
lights a largely disregarded aspect of planned
change. Our findings underscore the residual effect
of sensemaking history on future change manage-
ment actions. Existing models of planned change
are focused on independent change episodes (Fig-
ure 1), whereas our study is based on a longitudinal
analysis that covers two sequential change efforts.
In our analysis, we found that prior change efforts
created sensebreaking and sensegiving residuals
that employees remembered and attended to when
making sense of subsequent contents of managerial
sensebreaking and sensegiving. In plain language,
what managers say and do today to change an or-
ganization, they will encounter in their change en-
deavors tomorrow. Figure 3 graphically depicts
these relationships.

The literature has suggested that the process of
sensemaking about change leaves a mark on organ-
izations: “History contains the cognitive logic that
facilitated organizational members’ understandings
and adjustment during change and that will most
likely guide their understanding of and adjustment
to events in the future” (Isabella, 1990: 35). Our

findings complement this view, noting that mana-
gerial sensebreaking and sensegiving efforts create
substantive commitments that hold a special im-
portance in the sensemaking history of an organi-
zation (Figure 3). Such commitments are particu-
larly relevant in terms of the perceived legitimacy
of future sensegiving efforts, as well as in terms of
the perceived trustworthiness and integrity of an
executive team (Neilsen & Rao, 1987).

Sensemaking history primes individuals against
contradictory suggestions. Figure 3 shows two of its
effects: the confounding influences of sensegiving
and sensebreaking. Sensebreaking residuals (recol-
lections related to past sensebreaking) confound
the acceptance of subsequent managerial sensegiv-
ing. Sensegiving residuals (recollections related to
past sensegiving) confound subsequent managerial
efforts at sensebreaking.

The Influence of Sensemaking History on the
Reception of Change

Is sensemaking history only relevant in rever-
sal settings, or do prior strategic change efforts
always influence the interpretation and accep-
tance of subsequent changes to some degree? Our
analysis suggests four factors that predict the
strength of sensegiving and sensebreaking resid-
uals during change episodes: the time elapsed
between successive change episodes, the extent
of organizational sensebreaking used, the extent
of realized structural changes during previous
change episodes, and the degree of staff accep-
tance and commitment to the previous change
efforts. The reversal context highlights these four
factors as an extreme case.

Elapsed time between episodes. It seems evi-
dent that the closeness in time of the two episodes
was significant in giving rise to the visible, con-
founding effect of sensemaking history at the Of-
fice. When change was reversed, the recollections
of previous strategies were still fresh in the memory
of organization members, clearly influencing their
interpretations and discussions. Indeed, for them,
prior changes represented recent history, and the
residuals of past sensebreaking and sensegiving re-
mained salient. Research has suggested that time
leads to organizational forgetting, which occurs, for
instance, through staff turnover (de Holan & Phil-
lips, 2004). Although people’s ability to recall most
events increasingly degrades over time (Chechile,
2006), some intensely emotional events are remem-
bered for very long periods and sometimes never
forgotten (e.g., Conway, Singer, & Tagini, 2004;
Shum, 1998). Since organizational change is often
associated with strong emotions, anxiety, and
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stress, sensebreaking and sensegiving activities
may be remembered for years (Huy, 2002). Past
negative emotional change experiences have the
potential to continue to haunt an organization for
long periods of time.

Overall, sensemaking history implies that “organ-
izational forgetting” (de Holan & Phillips, 2004) has
novel positive effects. Although in prior research,
forgetting and unlearning focus on letting go of
established knowledge (Lyles & Schwenk, 1992),
our findings draw attention to the benefits that
organizational forgetting of prior managerial com-
munications provides to managers. In the case of
sensebreaking, forgetting seems outright beneficial,
as memories of how managers discredited a prior
strategy serve little purpose. In contrast, repeating
prior sensegiving (and thus strengthening the
sensegiving residuals) can help sustain the desired
interpretive scheme until the beginning of the next
change episode.

Extent of organizational sensebreaking. Sense-
giving and sensebreaking residuals have different
implications for reversing change. Sensegiving
increases the range of options for future interpre-

tations of organizational strategy, and sense-
breaking diminishes this range. The use of organ-
izational sensebreaking creates “toxic strategy”
as it undermines strategies by attaching negative
meaning to them (see, e.g., Frost [2003] on “toxic
emotions”). This undermines the possibility of
reversing a change later. Sensebreaking residuals
limit the possibility of reconciling past and pres-
ent interpretations, as new strategies have to
avoid being associated with previous ones that
still carry negative meanings. Previous strategies
become “no-go zones” where their future sense-
giving is concerned. In contrast, sensegiving re-
siduals cause ambiguity, as organization mem-
bers have to reconcile multiple desirable
strategies, past and present.

Sensebreaking does not only inhibit a reversal
through its residual effect. Sensebreaking is also a
risk when used in the reversal itself. Recollections
of positive sensegiving may be remarkably fresh in
reversal cases. The use of sensebreaking to induce
change reversal can contradict sensegiving residu-
als (Figure 3). As our case illustrates, such contra-
dictions undermine the legitimacy of the proposed

FIGURE 3
Historical Contingency of Planned Change Management

Feedback loop: The effect of sensemaking history on sensebreaking and sensegiving
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strategy. Importantly, managers also risk their cred-
ibility when discrediting strategies they previously
urged staff to accept.

Extent of realized structural change. In the case
studied here, the lack of any significant structural
change was also a likely factor in the salience of the
sensegiving residuals. Although cognitive change
exists in interaction with changes in organizational
structures and practices, the reversal took place
before any significant changes in organizational
practices had taken hold. No “warts and all” every-
day life in the merged organization had been real-
ized; instead, the merger strategy mainly existed in
an anticipated, idealized form. Sensebreaking in-
fluences recipient sensemaking rather than simply
imposing negative attitudes, for example by draw-
ing attention to “comparisons between ideal and
actual” (Pratt, 200: 467).

This argument underscores the importance of La-
bianca and colleagues’ (2000) realization that
change preparations involve the construction of ex-
pected schemata. At first glance, one might be
tempted to think that change recipients will have
an easier time letting go of expected schemata than
realized ones, as the former have not yet been built
into routines and practices. Yet we have shown
how an expected schema carries the weight of pos-
itive emotions such as hope and anticipation. Hope
is a driver for internal motivation (Carlsen & Pitsis,
2009); having to give up hope may well partially
explain “demotivation” to reendorse a previously
accepted strategy in a reversal situation. Had the
merger been structurally realized, Office employees
would most likely have engaged in an evaluation
process that would have revealed the implications
and imperfections of the strategy (Labianca et al.,
2000). Consequently, managers would have had
more negative experiences to emphasize, leading to
a higher likelihood successful sensebreaking in the
second episode.

Success of previous cognitive change episode.
Finally, the visibility of the change endeavor and
the success of managers in shaping employee
cognitions prior to the merger may be a further
explanation for the significance of the residuals
here. We observed an uncommon level of collec-
tive buy-in in the merger preparations as the re-
alization date was drawing near. The fact that the
collective disappointment was the greatest in the
IT unit, where the enthusiasm and buy-in were
the greatest, supports the view that residuals
have greater influence the stronger the employee
commitment to preceding change efforts. It has
been suggested that success in sensegiving may
lead to change recipients becoming “inoculated”
against contradictory views of their organiza-

tion’s interpretive scheme (Ford et al., 2008; Tor-
mala & Petty, 2004). The prior sensegiving related
to prospects of a merger created strong, positive
expectations that made employees reject the sub-
sequent contradictory sensebreaking.

Managerial Implications: Avoiding and Coping
with Residuals

Our findings related to change reversal have im-
plications for management of strategic change, par-
ticularly in contexts in which the risk that intended
changes might fail is high. There are two particular
ways for managers to avoid the kind of problems
we document. First, recent research suggests that
managers can avoid creating sensebreaking residu-
als by avoiding sensebreaking altogether. External
events make way for new meaning even without
managerial sensebreaking. Many empirical studies
have described sensegiving efforts in the context of
externally induced unfreezing (e.g., Corley & Gioia,
2004; Ravasi & Schultz, 2006). Other studies have
documented processes whereby organizations un-
dertake significant changes in the absence of top-
down destruction of central organizational mean-
ings (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Bartunek, 1984;
Chreim, 2005; Sonenshein, 2010; Ulrich, Wieseke,
& Van Dick, 2005). Previous research has shown
how competing beliefs and assumptions can coex-
ist (Cooper et al., 1996), and gradual shifts in inter-
pretive schemes have been documented (Chreim,
2005; Ford & Ford, 1994: 779; Reger, Gustafson, &
DeMarie, 1994: 571; Sonenshein, 2010). There is
even evidence that managers intentionally create
ambiguity through rhetorical strategies (Sillince,
Jarzabkowski, & Shaw, 2012), or through narratives
(Sonenshein, 2010; Vaara & Tienari, 2011), to por-
tray change to a wide range of staff members.

In our case organization, sensebreaking was used
as a catalyst for a process of unfreezing already
taking place. To facilitate change in the absence of
outright sensebreaking, managers could have cre-
ated “ambiguity by design” (Gioia & Chittipeddi,
1991): inducing the staff to discover for themselves
the advantages of the new scheme over the old one
in a sensemaking process (Balogun & Johnson,
2004, 2005; Maitlis, 2005). Such an approach es-
sentially triggers what has been characterized as an
emergent change process (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002;
Weick & Quinn, 1999). Although the resulting am-
biguity increases tension around the change epi-
sode (Mantere, Sillince, & Hämäläinen, 2007), it
also gives rise to equivocality regarding the inter-
pretive scheme, thereby allowing “a sense of con-
tinuity for some employees and a sense of change
for others” (Sonenshein, 2010: 34). This allows
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managers to hedge their bets and to “balance the
need to promote change with minimizing uncer-
tainty” (Sonenshein, 2010: 40).

Organizational sensebreaking thus represents a
choice for the management of strategic change,
rather than a necessity. Without it, employees may
remain attached to an existing strategy for a longer
time. Moreover, without the related motivational
drive created by organizational sensebreaking, they
may be less committed to the new elements of the
scheme and thereby to the change process (Fiol,
2001, 2002; Pratt, 2000). By choosing to forego
sensebreaking, managers may have to sacrifice
some of their staff’s immediate commitment to re-
tain more flexibility in strategic direction and im-
prove resilience to external shocks that disrupt
strategic initiatives.

Second, if managers expect interference from
sensemaking history, they may seek to formulate
strategies that are less likely to be interpreted
through the residuals of past sensebreaking and
sensegiving. Specifically, if a reversal is likely to be
resisted, managers may seek to avoid reversal as an
outcome of aborted change. At the Office, the re-
sponse to the merger cancellation could have been
a completely new strategy rather than a restatement
of the previous strategy. Although the cancellation
of the change effort was evidently not in the hands
of Office managers (it was instead imposed by the
Ministry), they still had greater leeway in choosing
how to reframe their strategy after the cancellation
than reverting to their previous strategy. Indeed,
the IT unit director challenged the executive team
and argued for instituting radical strategic change
that questioned the viability of the whole Office
organization. Such an alternative is aptly illus-
trated by the response of Carly Fiorina (the CEO of
Hewlett-Packard) when the planned acquisition of
the consulting services arm of Pricewater-
houseCoopers failed in November 2000. Less than a
year later, in September 2001, she announced
merger preparations were under way with Compaq
(a computer equipment manufacturer). In the eyes
of many commentators the decision to replace the
acquisition of an $18 billion consultancy business
with a merger with a $20 billion hardware manu-
facturer in less than a year seemed rushed and
illogical. Yet the potential problems of change re-
versal that we observed provide an explanation for
her decision to respond to failure with a novel plan;
pursuing change reversal may have resulted in
more significant problems. It can be argued that
Fiorina was exploiting “change momentum” (Dut-
ton & Duncan, 1987; Jansen, 2004; Miller & Friesen,
1980) by quickly formulating a plan that exploited
much of the employee enthusiasm and motiva-

tional drive that merger preparations had created.
The phenomenon of thus redirecting strategic
change processes appears to be a highly relevant
yet largely overlooked area of study.

Conclusions

We set out to explore the process of change re-
versal and to explain the negative outcomes of can-
celed change that we witnessed in our case organ-
ization. Our answer to this question was to
elaborate how sensebreaking and sensegiving resid-
uals, created during the preceding strategic change
episode, confounded the employees’ acceptance of
symbolic management efforts. Change reversal is a
largely understudied empirical phenomenon that
scholars have only begun to address, leaving nu-
merous questions for future research.

Our theorizing has been founded on a single-case
research design, which imposes certain limitations.
Our findings enrich theoretical understanding of
change reversal, yet their transferability needs to be
determined by future research in contexts beyond
ours. As a government organization, the Office
was not dependent on competitiveness for its sur-
vival. It seems likely that in business firms, per-
ceived competitiveness could greatly influence the
acceptance and rejection of strategic change efforts.
Furthermore, we witnessed a failure in reversing
the planned change. Future work is needed to il-
lustrate how managers might successfully cope
with reversed change projects. Although it is
known that some organizations are better able to
experiment with alternative strategies than others,
it is not yet known how successful organizations
cope with problems related to cognitive disconti-
nuities when they are engaged in planned change
endeavors that get canceled. The explanation for
successful experimentation and reversal may sim-
ply lie in the limited scope of the cognitive shifts
that do not disrupt the central interpretive scheme.
Some “strategic experiments,” however, are rela-
tively significant. For example, the telecommuni-
cations giant Nokia has in recent years attempted to
reinvent itself as a service portal, a music store, an
enterprise solutions provider, and a mobile gaming
platform—all of which clearly represent radical
“second-order” shifts (Bartunek, 1984; Gioia &
Chittipeddi, 1991).

Going beyond reversal contexts, our findings invite
further research on the influence of sensemaking his-
tory on the acceptance and rejection of symbolic man-
agement. Sensegiving residuals may provide a cogni-
tive explanation for the outcomes of sequential
strategic changes, such as the poor performance of
firms that conduct multiple acquisitions in a short
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time span (Laamanen & Keil, 2008). Relatedly, future
research could study rhetorical tactics for mitigating
sensegiving residuals; could the Office managers
have used rhetoric to mitigate the contradictions be-
tween their current and past change efforts and re-
tained the trust of their subordinates? The literature
on organizational memory (Walsh & Ungson, 1991) is
predominantly concerned with acquisition and reten-
tion of useful knowledge that influences organiza-
tions’ effectiveness, but our identification of sense-
giving and sensebreaking residuals as important
determinants in employee sensemaking suggests the
need to account for shared memory beyond instru-
mental processes.

Finally, the problems of organizational sense-
breaking that we have reported call for more atten-
tion to the practices that managers use to destabi-
lize the organizational status quo prior to planned
changes (Lewin, 1951; Schein, 1980). Organiza-
tional sensebreaking resonates with the story of
Hernán Cortés, a Spanish conquistador who burned
his troop’s boats after landing in Mexico to prevent
his men from staging a mutiny and escaping. Al-
though his contemporary countrymen celebrated
Cortés as a hero, his actions could also be charac-
terized as a reckless gambit. Ethical considerations
aside, the practitioner literature uses such stories to
suggest that “sometimes we only move forward
when there are no other options” (Parkin, 2004: 17).
Our study, in contrast, illustrates the risks of irre-
versible change. A selective sampling of successful
organizational change cases would recommend the
unfreeze-change-freeze model; stories of conquista-
dors who burned their boats, became lost in foreign
lands, and were vanquished are seldom told.
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APPENDIX A

Interview Protocol Excerptsa

Individual Interviews

• Have there been changes in your work lately? What
kinds of changes?

• How do you perceive the future of [the office]?
• In which other situations and with whom have you

discussed the merger?
• How is the [merger] present in your everyday work?
• What has according to your perception been done to

implement the [merger]?
• In your opinion, what is the single most important

thing that should be done to implement the [merger]?
• Do you feel that you have been given a sufficient

opportunity to influence the [merger preparation]?
• To the top management: what is the most important

thing that you have communicated to your organiza-
tion’s personnel concerning the [merger]?

• To the personnel: what has the top management com-
municated as the most central issue about the
[merger]?

Focus Group Interviews

• What has happened during the last two years?
• What did really change?
• How did it affect who you are as an organization?
• What were the key events in the change process? What

changes did these events bring about?
• Did you get the information you needed when you

needed it? How?
• Was there agreement/disagreement at a certain point?

Among whom?
• Were there big surprises at some point?
• How would you characterize the atmosphere of the

organization during the process? Did the atmosphere
change at some points?

• Who were the key people who participated in key
events?
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