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Abstract 

Despite the ongoing attention on sensemaking, the processes of sensemaking need further explo-

ration. This article examines the intertwining sensemaking processes of middle managers drawing 

on a case affected by the COVID-19 outbreak, a major and rare, unplanned event triggering sense-

making across an organization. We zoom in on middle managers’ sensemaking processes of crea-

tion, interpretation and enactment to explore how middle managers develop meanings about dis-

tance managing through these processes. We do so by applying temporal bracketing strategy when 

analyzing our data and organizing the data in first and second-order analysis, further developing 

overarching dimensions. The uncovering of sensemaking processes provides insight into how mid-

dle managers’ sensemaking processes triggered by rare events unfold as collective sensemaking 

occurs as well as extend further understanding of the processes involved in sensemaking. 
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Introduction 

Sensemaking initiates when individuals face a disruption in their activities and their perceptions 

deviate from the norm (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking is an unfolding, active, 

social process, where organizing occurs through experiencing uncertainty while simultaneously 

(and retrospectively) searching to understand what is happening. Through the process of sense-

making, individuals engage in an ongoing reflective activity to understand novel, uncertain and 

confusing situations (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Rare events such as COVID-19 are potential 

triggers for sensemaking (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015; Weick et al., 

2005) as they interrupt the everyday practice (Christianson et al., 2009). Rare events also bring 

uncertainty on how to proceed with regular activities due to no comparability to past experiences 

of an organization (Lampel et al., 2009). When facing an interruption, individuals extract and in-

terpret the cues within their environments, then use them to generate an understanding for ordering 

and making sense of the experience to resume the disrupted activity and move forward (Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014; Weick et al., 2005).  

In early 2020, the spread of COVID-19 and the following worldwide lockdowns forced organiza-

tions to move knowledge workers into mandatory home-working arrangements. Organizations 

experienced a swift change in their work processes, bringing new challenges to employees and 

managers. While employees experienced challenges working from home and needing to balance 

private and professional life (Kniffin et al., 2021), managers struggled with supervising over a 

greater distance than they were used to (Ipsen et al., 2020). Due to the need to work from home, 

digital technology became the main component of everyday management practice. Computers, 

phones, tablets, and digital platforms for collaboration facilitated supervision and communica-

tion, thus engaging managers in distance managing.  

Despite the call by Beck and Plowman (2009) for more research on the role middle managers take 

in influencing how organizations interpret rare events, scholars are yet to investigate how creation, 

interpretation and enactment processes intertwine throughout middle managers’ sensemaking in a 

virtual environment (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). Therefore, in the context of the aftermath of the 

COVID-19 outbreak, this study aims to answer the following research question: How do middle 
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managers make sense of distance managing through the interrelated sensemaking processes of 

creation, interpretation, and enactment during a rare event?  

Our research involves an in-depth qualitative study of a large pharmaceutical company in Den-

mark. The case involves thirteen middle managers with varied experience in distance managing 

from May 2020 to December 2020. We draw on six rounds of semi-structured interviews (recorded 

and transcribed verbatim), interview notes, and publicly available documents. To turn the corpus 

of data into more tangible connected blocks and aid sensemaking, we use temporal bracketing 

(Langley, 1999). Moreover, we generate first-order (based on informant terms) and second-order 

analysis (based on theoretic themes and dimensions) building towards data structure, to achieve a 

systematic presentation of the data (Gioia et al., 2013). 

This study contributes to both research and management practice, as it offers valuable insight into 

how middle managers’ sensemaking processes triggered by rare events unfold as collective sense-

making occurs (Christianson et al., 2009; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) in a virtual environment. 

Studying sensemaking through rare events illuminate weaknesses and, due to the unpredictable 

nature of rare events and lack of preparation involved, it allows learning and transformation 

through reflection, actions and novel routines (Christianson et al., 2009). This study also contrib-

utes to a broader understanding of COVID-19 effects in organizations and outline potential con-

sequences to sensemaking in virtual settings. 

Uncovering the processes of sensemaking: creation, interpretation and enactment 

When facing an interruption in a usual activity, individuals seek to make sense of what is happen-

ing. Sensemaking is an ongoing process of organizing lived experience and seeking to restore 

experienced interruptions. Sensemaking essentially means to make sense (Weick, 1995), where 

individuals actively structure the unknown, thus creating sensible events over time. Largely, to 

make sense means uncovering ways individuals cope with interrupted situations. It is a retrospec-

tive process, where actions become visible after their completion and the sense is made by revis-

iting the lived experience. According to Weick (1995), individuals are always slightly behind their 

actions or actions are slightly ahead of them (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). While studies empha-

size the retrospective nature of sensemaking, individuals also tend to project past events into the 

future by reinterpreting the past events and meanings of them, based on which they construe a 
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future i.e. engaging in prospective sensemaking (Ganzin et al., 2020). Sensemaking is also social 

and interactive, identity-conscious (i.e. focused on individual’s self-perception and or perception 

of others), narrative and enactive process (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015), which aims at restoring 

sense, reducing or eliminating the interruption that triggered it in the first place (Dwyer et al., 

2021). Research perceives sense as initially created in people’s minds, conveyed through language 

and exchanged socially, and thereafter acted upon (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2020). 

Literature tends to explain sensemaking through the cognitivist and intellectual lens emphasizing 

cognition, language and thinking processes while neglecting the bodily senses, emotions and feel-

ings. Similarly, many studies associate the definition of interpretation the same as sensemaking, 

thus turning sensemaking into a purely cognitive process. Other studies focused on the outcomes 

of sensemaking rather than on the processes involved in the making of sense (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 

2015; Schildt et al., 2020). Yet, these processes illuminate what elements individuals notice, how 

and how they act on them (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015), and through these interconnected and co-

occurring processes, coherent understandings and shared meanings develop among individuals in 

organizations (Schildt et al., 2020).  

Sandberg & Tsoukas (2015) question the separation of these three processes as focusing on each 

process alone might eliminate important features of sensemaking. They argue that by detaching 

the sense from action and creation from interpretation might reduce the holistic nature of sense-

making. Following the authors definition, we acknowledge creation as the middle managers’ initial 

reaction to an interrupted activity and the development of an understanding; interpretation as the 

middle managers’ more profound evaluation of the initial understanding from their lived experi-

ence; and enactment as the action pursued by middle managers’ based on their interpretation.  

Creation in sensemaking 

The cycle of sensemaking begins with the creation process, as a response to ambiguity. The crea-

tion process refers to the initial sense (or potentially nonsense) developing around an interrupted 

situation where individuals experience unexpected contradictions (Schildt et al., 2020). 

It involves noticing, extracting and categorizing cues and observations from their lived experience 

involving both individuals’ conscious as well as unconscious assumptions and anticipations 

(Weick, 1995). The cues are atypical, unusual things/instances happening in the environment, 
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which bring individuals to recognize that something is amiss. The cues may emerge through textual 

information, interactions and conversations, events, general experiences, as well as things (Dwyer 

et al., 2021). Once individuals extract what they concentrate on, they begin questioning themselves 

as well as others, thus opening up to multiple interpretations eventually shaping their own (Dwyer 

et al., 2021; Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015; Weick, 1995). That is, individuals form and connect the 

discrepancies, observations and beliefs into plausible and more organized stories (Dwyer et al., 

2021; Schildt et al., 2020). 

Interpretation in sensemaking 

The interpretation process in sensemaking occurs when the initial sense that developed through 

the creation process, develops into a more detailed, complete and organized narrative of the inter-

rupted situation (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). The individuals elaborate on the cues and reach a 

more profound assessment of the initial sensemaking.  

When interpreting cues, individuals rely on their interpretive frames, which bases on their previous 

experience, identity and culture (Dwyer et al., 2021). Due to people having different experiences 

of socialization, their interpretive frames may acknowledge different cues within the same envi-

ronment. While differing interpretations can disturb sensemaking and sharing, at the same time, 

engaging various interpretative frames may highlight cues that otherwise would stay invisible, thus 

missing important elements in restoring the ambiguous situation. While the interpretative frames 

are based on past experiences, cues are found in the experience of the present moment, by tying 

the two, meaning is created (Dwyer et al., 2021; Weick, 1995). 

Enactment in sensemaking 

Action following the interpretation i.e. the enactment process is where the individuals act upon the 

more developed sense i.e. the established interpretation that they generated of the interrupted sit-

uation in order to restore it and enact order in the environment (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; 

Weick et al., 2005). 

Acting on interpretations is ongoing and individuals revisit the interpretations depending on its 

outcomes and consequences (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). By acting on interpretations, individuals 

and groups try to fix the interrupted activities or uncertain situations. However, they may come 

across new observations leading to a recurrent cycle of sensemaking, where they interpret the new 
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observations, act on them and engage in these processes until reaching restoration. As a result, 

they engage in a continued dialogue between the actions and their outcomes and reflection. 

Middle managers 

In this study, we explore the sensemaking processes of middle managers as they operate as the 

mediators between the top management and their teams (Beck & Plowman, 2009; Maitlis & 

Sonenshein, 2010). As such, middle managers are located close to various interpretations of 

emerging events across an organization, thus engaging in both sensemaking and sensegiving (Gi-

oia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). By participating in decision-making pro-

cesses at multiple organizational levels, middle managers can influence the interpretations and 

play a role in which interpretations are adopted across an organization.  

 

Methodology  

Process research 

We follow a process approach to study sensemaking over time (Abdallah et al., 2019; Langley et 

al., 2013) and study in-depth a large Danish pharmaceutical company during the COVID-19 out-

break in 2020, from May 2020 until December 2020. Process research explores how and why in 

that particular way events evolve, develop, change, progress or end over time, thus producing 

know-how as opposed to know-what knowledge (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013). At the core 

of process research is change, becoming and unfolding, emphasizing the time aspect. Process re-

search explores what happened, why, when, who was involved, what did they do, thus involving 

events, activities and choices. It aims capturing patterns in events and situations, and seeks con-

ceptualizing them. 

While process research deals with exploring events, it specifically seeks to detect patterns in event 

sequences leading to a specific result or outcome. There may be different levels of events e.g. a 

transition, a decision, a meeting, a conversation and so on, involving interpretations, feelings, re-

lationships, reactions and other eclectic elements. Capturing these elements and analyzing process 

data in general is challenging due to its continuous state of becoming and unfolding. Its messiness, 

fluidity, and the dynamic character contributes to the difficulty separating event sequences and 

uncertainty what to include and exclude when studying a process (Langley, 1999). 
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In addition, there are different approaches to engage in process research, for example, by drawing 

on processes surrounding the change in things, i.e. substantive metaphysics, or by focusing on the 

unfolding of the processes themselves, i.e. process metaphysics (Langley et al., 2013). In this 

study, we follow the second approach and emphasize unfolding ongoing processes of middle man-

agers’ sensemaking formed through experiences, interactions and activities rather than the change 

in material things. In doing so, we seek to acknowledge linkages and constructions of these pro-

cesses and understand how these processes shift continually overtime. 

Research setting: The Danish context 

We conducted this research in 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic. We accessed the company 

in May 2020, when the company was engaging in the first opening after the first lockdown. Fol-

lowing the case during the outbreak of COVID-19, as the reactions to it were unfolding, allowed 

us to explore the impacts of COVID-19 on middle managers’ well-being and performance over 

time. We could thus follow the unfolding sensemaking processes that thirteen middle managers 

went through as they dealt with the challenges posed by the pandemic for seven months.  

In Denmark, the government announced a national lockdown in the middle on March 12, 2020, 

issuing interactional restrictions that, among other measures, instructed employees and managers 

of knowledge-intensive organizations to work from home. As a result, the majority of knowledge 

workers in the public and private sectors in Denmark embraced telework, i.e. started working from 

home. This shift was a part of the Danish strategy for closing the labor market due to the outbreak 

of COVID-19. Overall, the closing (or lockdown) in Denmark was less extensive than in other 

European countries as Danish government did not enforce curfew, yet recommended social dis-

tancing and home working arrangements as much as possible (Bredgaard et al., 2020). 

From March 2020 until May 2021, Danish workplaces experienced five subsequent states: (1) from 

lockdown and individuals needing to work from home, to (2) first opening after lockdown, (3) the 

Danish government issuing new restrictions, (4) the second lockdown and (5) the second opening 

of the workplaces and the society in general, as summarized in Figure 1. In this study, we focus 

on three of the stages i.e., first opening, new restrictions and second lockdown. 
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Stages First lockdown First opening  

after lockdown 

New re-

strictions 

Second  

lockdown 

Second opening i.e. reopening 

  

Timeline 12th of March – 

April 2020 

April 2020  

– June 2020 

August 2020 – 

December 

2020 

December 2020 

– February 

2021 

March 2021 – 

May 2021 

June 2021 –  

August 2021 

Charac-

teristics 

Closing of busi-

nesses, schools, 

restaurants,  

department 

stores and  

service provid-

ers. 

 

Public and  

private sector  

encouraged to 

work from 

home unless 

critical work 

function  

requiring pres-

ence, social dis-

tancing. 

Gradual open-

ing in three 

phases.  

 

Phase 1:  

opening of 

schools, pri-

vate hospitals 

and service 

providers;  

 

Phase 2:  

opening of  

restaurants and  

department 

stores;  

 

Phase 3: open-

ing of indoor 

sports activi-

ties.  

Knowledge 

workers still 

work from 

home, some 

organizations 

experiment 

with hybrid 

work model. 

Requirements 

for medial 

mask usage in 

public 

transport,  

closing restau-

rants, cafes and 

bars after 10 

PM.  

 

Allowance of 

gatherings of 

maximum 10 

people. 

 

Knowledge 

workers  

returning to 

work from 

home offices. 

Lockdown from 

16th of Decem-

ber until 7th of 

February 2021. 

Schools,  

department 

stores, service 

providers clos-

ing.  

 

Knowledge  

workers advised 

to work from 

home (e.g., law-

yers, real estate 

agents,  

accountants 

etc.), while  

service  

employees sent 

home with a  

salary  

compensation. 

 

Gradual open-

ing, returning 

to office work  

divided in 3 

phases. 

Restrictions  

extended until 

6th of May with 

some  

exceptions e.g., 

reopening of 

outdoor cul-

tural institu-

tions, sports, 

shopping cen-

ters. 

 

From 21st of 

May reopening 

majority of  

businesses,  

education,  

cultural activi-

ties.  

 

Returning to 

work, phase 1 

(May): 20% 

capacity of 

knowledge 

workers al-

lowed. 

Requirements 

for COVID-19 

passport in 

most places 

and  

medical masks. 

 

Returning to 

work Phase 2 

(June): 50%  

capacity al-

lowed in of-

fices. 

Requirements 

for COVID-19  

passport in most 

places + mask 

 

Phase 3 (Au-

gust): 100% ca-

pacity  

allowed in  

offices.  

Requirements 

for COVID-19  

passport in  

indoor cafes,  

restaurants, at 

events.   

 

Figure 1. COVID-19 stages in Denmark. 
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The case company  

In this study, we investigated a large Danish pharmaceutical company, selected based on criterion 

sampling strategy suggested by Patton (1990). The criterion sampling strategy suggests choosing 

cases based on a previously defined criterion. In our study, when selecting the case we focused on 

size (large, 250+ employees), location (within Denmark), domain (knowledge-intensive organiza-

tion), and additional aspects (engagement and focus on distance management due to outbreak of 

COVID-19 and accessibility for six months at a minimum). 

The company involved in this study places high importance on employee well-being, mental health 

and the workforce having good working conditions. The company has a specific function dealing 

with health and safety function aiming to ensure a sound workplace. During the outbreak of 

COVID-19, through the health and safety function, the company provided guidance and different 

tools to support employees and managers. The managers received guidance on how to manage 

from a distance. The guidance surrounded advice for sustaining mental health and well-being dur-

ing COVID-19, while practicing good leadership simultaneously.  Specifically, the advice for man-

agers included tips for working remotely, on enhancing mental health and tips for dealing with 

anxiety and concerns. Furthermore, the company advised managers to have regular one to one 

discussions about tasks and new ways of working, mental well-being, emotional and work condi-

tions with all employees they lead at least on a weekly basis for 10 to 15 minutes each time during 

the lockdowns. Additionally, the managers were to map out all employees and their life situations 

and the managers were to seek addressing mental health issues, aligning expectations and engaging 

and focusing on well-being in their teams. This advice applied to managers of different levels. 

Respondents: middle managers 

In this study, we investigate sensemaking processes of thirteen middle managers. From the thirteen 

middle managers that participated in the interview rounds, seven participants were first-line man-

agers with direct reports ranging from six to nineteen, and six participants were second-line man-

agers with two to twelve direct reports. Participation in the interview rounds was voluntary. During 

the interviews, we asked the middle managers about their and their teams’ experiences when work-

ing from home. 
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Data collection 

This study is a part of a larger research project where we focus on five stages of COVID-19 af-

fecting workplaces and the society in general (the stages presented in Figure 1). In this study, 

however, we investigate three of the stages i.e., first opening, new restrictions and second lock-

down. Within this frame, we draw on six rounds of semi-structured interviews, field notes and 

publicly available documents. The authors involved in this study all participated in the develop-

ment of the interview guide as well as interpretation of the findings. 

Semi-structured interviews served as the primary source of data. Our aim with the semi-structured 

interviews was to explore the invisible aspects of the middle managers’ outer and inner worlds and 

clarify the interpretations of their lived experiences (Schultze & Avital, 2011). As a result, captur-

ing both the retrospective and instantaneous accounts of the respondents’ experience (Gioia et al., 

2013). 

Starting from May 2020 until December 2020, we held six rounds of interviews with the thirteen 

managers, in each round having between 10-13 interviews using Microsoft Teams platform. At the 

end of round six, we had conducted 68 video interviews. We recorded the video interviews and 

later transcribed verbatim using a transcription service Otter.ai and double-checked the transcripts 

for accuracy. In total, four interviewers were involved, and the interviews were conducted in a 

rotating manner so each interviewer would have the possibility to get insight into each participants’ 

situation. We conducted the interviews in English and each interview lasted between 15-40 

minutes.  

For conducting the interviews, we used an interview guide and took field notes during the inter-

views. After the interview round three, we altered our original interview guide due to the shift 

from home-working arrangements to hybrid-remote way of working (i.e., where some employees 

were working from home, whereas others were back to working from the office) which followed 

from the reduction of new COVID-19 cases in Denmark. During the remaining rounds (3-6), we 

used the revised interview guide. In addition, in each interview round we invited an additional 

theme to capture diverse focused aspects of manager experience. 
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To supplement the rich and diverse data collected via interviews, we noted the reflections from the 

interviews including observation notes (i.e., reflections to the questions from the interview guide) 

and inference notes (i.e. facial expression, body language, voice tone) (Djamba & Neuman, 2002).  

Additionally, we followed the developments on COVID-19 and the information provided by the 

Danish authorities using platform coronasmitte.dk, press releases published by the Ministry of 

Justice, available reports on COVID-19 effects on workplaces (e.g. Bredgaard et al., (2020); Bred-

gaard, Hansen, Kylling, et al., (2021); Bredgaard, Hansen, Larsen, et al., (2021). We also used 

documentation on distance managing and well-being provided by the case company. 

Data analysis 

For analyzing our data, we used qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti and applied temporal 

bracketing as our analytical strategy as well as performed first-order and second-order analysis, 

resulting into overarching dimensions. 

Temporal bracketing  

For structuring our process data and transforming the messy data into connected blocks, we apply 

temporal bracketing as a strategy for performing process analysis and aiding sensemaking (Lang-

ley, 1999). Our choice in applying temporal bracketing strategy to the analysis is due to that this 

strategy allows zooming in on eclectic data facilitating the extraction of interpretations, interac-

tions, emotions and variables.  

Temporal bracketing is a strategy that facilitates structuring of the description of events according 

to temporal breakpoints i.e. phases (Langley, 1999). The division in phases structures the data 

drawing a distinction between the involved activities. Each phase involves a continuity in certain 

activities, while shifting from one phase to another entails discontinuity of an activity or a shift 

into other activities. Actions in one phase affect the actions in the following phases and the division 

in phases give comparable units of analysis that taking together allow exploring the contextual 

effect on the involved processes. 

Our approach to temporal bracketing divides the data from the six rounds of interviews into three 

phases that follow the external situation occurring in Denmark and affecting workplaces and the 
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society in general (as presented above in Figure 1). These phases are as follows: (1) the first open-

ing of the workplaces and the society after lockdown (between April 2020 and June 2020); (2) the 

new restrictions issued to the workplaces and the society by the Danish government (between Au-

gust 2020 and December 2020), and (3) the second lockdown (between December 2020 and March 

2021) (Bredgaard et al., 2020). In each successive phase, we examine sensemaking episodes as 

well as sensemaking processes i.e. creation, interpretation and enactment in depth. 

First-order and second-order data 

The development of categories was inspired by Gioia et al., (2013), where we coded our data in 

first and second-order, later developing overarching dimensions.  

This method of analysis enables a systematic approach to developing new concepts through per-

forming a first-order analysis and a second-order analysis (Gioia et al., 2013). The first-order anal-

ysis centers on respondents and their expression, while the second-order analysis revolves around 

theoretic concepts and dimensions. The combination of both includes the voices of respondents 

and researchers, thus allowing insight by establishing links between the data and the theoretical 

themes. Organizing the data into first and second-order analyses organize the data and assist in 

building a structured form of the data, thus establishing qualitative rigor. 

First-order analysis 

First, we analyzed the data focusing on the respondents describing their lived experience and this 

step provided 153 categories. Then, we narrowed the general themes by seeking similarities and 

differences between them, thus reducing to 25 categories to which we assigned labels and descrip-

tions, still keeping the language used by the respondents.  

Second-order analysis 

In the second-order analysis, we combined the respondent categories (first-order) with the theoret-

ical level of dimensions, seeking to uncover the emerging categories and seek to outline the con-

cepts that could provide a description and explanation of the studied phenomena.  

Our approach was to seek for processes of sensemaking i.e. creation, interpretation, enactment in 

the data as the purpose of this study is to unfold middle managers’ sensemaking. Similar as Rou-



13 
 

leau and Balogun (2011), we seek to understand the connections between the sensemaking pro-

cesses. Capturing these processes is a challenging task, as they tend to overlap. Rouleau and Ba-

logun (2011) looked at the linkages between interpretation and enactment by asking what, which 

provided with the action, whereas questioning why corresponded to acknowledging the interpreta-

tion behind the action.  Therefore, for understanding the connections between interpretation and 

enactment, we used the same questioning as the aforementioned authors. However, since we 

wanted to uncover the creation process as well, we searched for the initial sense i.e. what did the 

middle managers focus on/notice early on before building a thorough interpretation of the inter-

rupted activity. 

To uncover these three processes, we moved backwards i.e. by first outlining the action the middle 

managers took by asking “what did they do?”, then uncovering their reasoning behind taking this 

action by asking “why did they engage in this action?”. Furthermore, we strived to discover their 

initial realizations surrounding the interrupted situation before they established a thorough narra-

tive of the interrupted activity. 

Sensemaking  

processes 

Creating Interpreting Enacting 

Questions  

uncovering the  

process 

What was the initial 

sense of the inter-

rupted activity?  

 

What did the middle 

managers focused on 

and what did they no-

tice early on? 

 

 

What inner narratives 

got them to pursue the 

specific action? 

 

Why did they do it? 

 

How is the interrupted 

situation described? 

What actions did the 

middle managers 

take? 

 

What did they do? 

 

 

Figure 2. Sensemaking processes. 

 

Overarching dimensions 

After coming up with a set of concepts where we connect first-order and second-order analysis, 

we further refine the second-order themes even further into overarching dimensions, thus building 

towards data structure (Figure 3).  
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First order Second order Aggregate 

Getting to know each other 

better 

Enhancing team feeling Enacting  

Keeping teams’ energy levels 

up 

Being more organized when 

working virtually 

New normal 

Working from dawn to mid-

night 

Needing to listen more, asking 

questions and being more vis-

ible overall 

Being a manager Interpreting 

Needing to ensure clear com-

munication regarding expec-

tations 

Not knowing how employees 

are doing and coping 

Sensing Creating 

 

Lacking intuitive processes 

and seeing body language and 

behavioral responses to situa-

tions 

Getting back to office require 

getting used to noise 

Returning to old habits 

 

Figure 3. Data structure 

Preliminary findings 

Our initial interactions with the middle managers indicated that they already had engaged in all 

three sensemaking processes to understand the situation. Sensemaking started as the Danish gov-

ernment announced the lockdown. Within three hours from the announcement, top management 

reduced the uncertainty of the disruption by sharing guidelines on working from home, including 

information on how they can help their teams to cope with the situation. Throughout the creation 

process, middle managers combined the received guidelines with their understanding and experi-

ence and engaged in distance managing. Meanwhile, the middle managers also started interpreting 

what managing from a distance mean to them by thoroughly elaborating on pros and cons and 

sharing tips and tricks relating to digital technology and distance managing. While they recognized 

the benefits of the flexibility associated with working from home, middle managers struggled with 

grasping how their employees were feeling and whether they were engaging in work activities. To 

tackle this issue and to ensure social interaction, and keep-up the team spirit, the middle managers 
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pursued the enactment of activities e.g. virtual games and coffee check-ins, one to one meetings 

and group meetings. Through these social touchpoints, the middle managers explored how people 

were doing and decided whether follow up actions were necessary. Overall, through sensemaking 

– creation, interpretation, and enactment allowed the managers to reduce the uncertainty caused 

by COVID-19 alterations to their work activities. Our findings also indicate that after the rare event 

triggered the initial sensemaking, middle managers engaged in multiple sensemaking episodes 

with overlapping creation, interpretation, and enactment over time, as the external circumstances 

kept changing. For example, we found separate yet overlapping sensemaking episodes as middle 

managers had to transition from distance managing the whole team to having part of the team 

working from the office and part still working from home.  

Organizational support 

While the organization provided tools, at the same time, we observed that the middle managers 

were left on their devices i.e. their personal support system relied on their spouses and families, 

they took courses in distance managing and e-leadership, lack time implementing initiatives. While 

the top management empowered the middle managers to experiment and find what works. At the 

same time, the middle managers sometimes felt clueless on how to deal with conflict situations 

and situations where they could not sense what is going on with their employees. 

Conclusions  

The purpose of this study is to extend the understanding of sensemaking processes i.e. creation, 

interpretation and enactment. Specifically, reaching the understanding of how middle managers 

engage in sensemaking during a rare event e.g. COVID-19. By doing so, we can become conscious 

of how meaning is created through the interplay of these processes and what are the sensemaking 

consequences in virtual environments. 

We conducted an in-depth qualitative study where we explored the sensemaking processes of mid-

dle managers in a large pharmaceutical company in Denmark. As our data sources, we used semi-

structured interviews, field notes and publicly available documents. For data analysis, we struc-

tured our data in three stages accordingly to the COVID-19 situation in Denmark (as outlined in 

Figure 1). We performed first-order analysis grounding on respondent terms and then continued 



16 
 

with second-order analysis, grounding in research, further we form these analyses into overarching 

dimensions. Sandberg & Tsoukas (2015) discussed the need to examine the processes involved in 

sensemaking, at the same time, warning that by focusing on the three processes separately, we 

might neglect the holistic nature of sensemaking. Therefore, when performing our analysis, we 

combined both the temporal strategy with the development of the data structure striving to capture 

both the sensemaking processes separately as well as sensemaking holistically. 

Our preliminary findings demonstrate that the first wave of COVID-19 and the consequent shift 

to distance managing brought unpredictability, a key element to rare events, turning the known 

practices into unknown. Resulting in triggering an intensive search for explanations and appropri-

ate steps forward i.e., initiating sensemaking (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) and the interrelated 

sensemaking processes of creation, interpretation, and enactment (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). 

Since we entered the case when middle managers had already been interpreting the situation, the 

middle managers had already established detailed narratives of what happened during the lock-

down, yet they were engaging in discovery on how to move forward. 

During the different stages, the top management instructed the middle managers to experiment 

with what works in terms of work models. While some of the middle managers took the freedom 

to experiment as empowerment and interpreted it as the organization trusting in them, others ex-

perienced aloneness in not knowing how to move forward and uncertainty on which work model 

to adopt when managing their teams’ virtually, from a distance. 

When performing analysis, we experienced difficulty separating the three processes involved in 

sensemaking as they were both overlapping, tied closely together, and at the same time, the exter-

nal circumstances kept changing, triggering respondents to engage in new sensemaking episodes.  

While we could detect action and link it to interpretation (i.e. capturing enactment) by moving 

backwards (following the outlined questions in Figure 2) and realizing the interpretations behind 

the actions pursued. However, we found separating interpretations from initial sense established 

as a bigger challenge. This may be due to researching a virtual setting as well as through semi-

structured interviews (as opposed to participant observation), where our respondents could filter 

information. Furthermore, accessing the research site more than a month after the Danish govern-



17 
 

ment announced lockdown, did not allow us to capture the initial sensemaking with middle man-

agers focusing on cues in the environment. Instead, we could capture these elements by their ret-

rospective accounts. 

By participating in the Paper Development Labs, we would like feedback on scoping the paper 

and on anchoring the findings in theory as well as on our approach to data analysis.  
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