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Abstract 
Organizational change often creates uncertainty for managers who are expected to provide 
direction, maintain coordination and keep everyday work moving while broader conditions 
remain unsettled. This study examines how managers make sense of and give sense to 
uncertainty during organizational change. Drawing on a qualitative and inductive research 
design, the study is based on 28 semi-structured interviews with managers across different 
organizational contexts. The analysis follows the Gioia methodology and uses sensemaking 
and sensegiving as the main interpretive lens. 

The findings show that managers do not experience uncertainty as a broad or abstract 
condition. Instead, uncertainty becomes visible through concrete organizational problems 
related to responsibility, authority, priorities, decision-making and the translation of broader 
change into everyday work. Three closely connected dimensions capture how managers 
handle uncertainty in practice: interpreting uncertainty, communicating uncertainty and 
working with uncertainty. The study shows that managers often make sense of uncertainty 
and give sense to it at the same time, while also trying to keep work moving under 
incomplete clarity. Rather than eliminating uncertainty, managers often organize around it by 
creating temporary structures, provisional priorities and workable directions that make 
coordination possible. 

The study contributes to research on uncertainty and organizational change by offering a 
more concrete understanding of what managers become uncertain about in practice and how 
they handle it. It also contributes to sensemaking and sensegiving research by showing that 
these processes often unfold in parallel under continued operational pressure. 
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Introduction 
Managers are expected to provide direction, coordinate work and keep work flowing on a 
day-to-day basis. When managers must deal with organizational change, these daily tasks 
become more difficult, as previous routines, responsibilities and expectations no longer offer 
the same degree of guidance. This makes it harder for managers to decide how work should 
proceed in practice (Milliken, 1987; Allen et al., 2007). This reduced guidance is especially 
demanding because managers are not only expected to implement change but may also 
experience uncertainty and competing demands themselves as change unfolds (Xaba et al., 
2023). 
 
The presence of uncertainty in relation to organizational change is well acknowledged 
(Milliken, 1987; Bordia et al., 2004), yet multiple forms of uncertainty may arise during 
change. For example, uncertainty may concern what is changing, what consequences the 
changes may have and how organizational actors should respond (Bordia et al., 2004; 
Milliken, 1987). Research has shown that responses to change are shaped by different 
dimensions of uncertainty (Townsend et al., 2018; Yin et al., 2024). This suggests that 
uncertainty during change is better understood through the specific questions it raises within 
organizations, such as what the change means and how it will unfold, rather than as a 
generalized condition. Although managers appear to be centrally positioned in the handling 
of uncertainty during organizational change, less is known about how they actually interpret, 
communicate and work through uncertainty in everyday practice (Rouleau, 2005; Lüscher & 
Lewis, 2008; Kieran et al., 2020). 
 
As change occurs, managers may have to cope with unclear areas of responsibility, shifting 
priorities, unsettled decision-making, changing expectations and uncertainty about how to put 
broader change into practice on a daily basis, all of which, to different degrees, support or 
hinder the ability of people to do their work (Allen et al., 2007; Maitlis & Christianson, 
2014). Furthermore, uncertainty is linked to role expectations, evaluation and job stress and, 
as a result, becomes particularly important when there are fewer clearly defined roles or less 
certain lines of responsibility during periods of change (Keeley, 1977). Under such 
circumstances, communication becomes a central aspect, not simply in terms of generating 
more information about what is going on. What matters most is whether communication 
helps organizational members develop an understanding that they can work with when trying 
to make sense of events. This is important because the quality of communication influences 
openness to change and how uncertainty is experienced by organizational members in 
practice (Allen et al., 2007; Gifford et al., 1979). When formal communication does not 
provide clear answers to key questions, organizational members may seek out other types of 
cues and construct their own informal explanations of why things are happening. In some 
cases, members may also rely heavily on rumors and local interpretations to make sense of 
events. In these cases, uncertainty is not only a psychological state for organizational 
members, but also a practical problem of organizing because it affects coordination, 
interpretation and action (DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998; Bordia et al., 2004). 
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This is especially important for managers, who often act as intermediaries between strategic 
direction and local implementation (Allen et al., 2007; Hope, 2010). Organizations often 
expect managers to make uncertain situations workable in practice, even when broader 
conditions remain unsettled (Power, 2007). Managerial uncertainty handling is therefore not 
only about reducing uncertainty, but also about enabling action under conditions where 
certainty is unavailable (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Maitlis, 2005). Research has shown that 
managers influence how change is understood across organizational levels through their 
interpretations and positioning during change processes (Hope, 2010). 
 
Allen et al. (2007) and Maitlis and Christianson (2014) show that uncertainty during 
organizational change matters for how change is interpreted, communicated and acted upon, 
and that managers are central in that process. Xaba et al. (2023) further show that managers 
may play an active role in interpreting and supporting change even when change itself 
generates tension and uncertainty. At the same time, Lüscher and Lewis (2008) and Abreu 
Pederezini (2017) leave more room for further research on how managers themselves handle 
uncertainty in everyday work while broader organizational conditions remain unsettled and 
while employees still require direction, coordination and workable interpretations in practice. 
Rouleau (2005) and Kieran et al. (2020) similarly point toward the importance of examining 
how managers make sense of and give sense to uncertainty as part of ongoing organizational 
work during change. 

The purpose of this study is to examine how managers make sense of and give sense to 
uncertainty during organizational change. This leads to the following research question: 

How do managers make sense of and give sense to uncertainty during organizational 
change? 

This study is delimited to managers’ experiences of uncertainty during organizational change. 
It focuses on how managers interpret and communicate uncertainty in relation to ongoing 
work and coordination. The study is based on interview accounts from managers across 
different organizational contexts and focuses on recurring patterns in how managers make 
sense of and communicate uncertainty, rather than on comparing sectors. 

Literature Review 
Uncertainty in organizational change  

Uncertainty has long been treated as a defining feature of organizational life (Downey & 
Slocum, 1975; Weitz & Shenhaav, 2000). Earlier research framed uncertainty as a 
fundamental feature of the environments in which organizations operate rather than as an 
unusual disturbance (Weitz & Shenhaav, 2000). Research on organizational design, 
information processing and managerial interpretation has, in different ways, shown that 
uncertainty becomes consequential through how organizational actors perceive and work with 
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their environments (Downey & Slocum, 1975; Weitz & Shenhaav, 2000). In the context of 
organizational change, uncertainty becomes particularly important because change can 
disrupt the frames through which work, direction, and coordination are usually understood 
(Allen et al., 2007; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998). 

Milliken (1987) distinguishes between uncertainty about what is occurring, uncertainty about 
what it means and uncertainty about how to respond. This is useful in organizational change 
because change weaken earlier assumptions about cause and effect and make it harder to 
interpret events and decide what to do next (Milliken, 1987). Related distinctions appear in 
organizational change research that differentiates between uncertainty about strategic 
direction, structural arrangements and job-related consequences, and suggests that these may 
be addressed, at least partly, through different managerial interventions (Allen et al., 2007; 
Bordia et al., 2004). 

More recent research has strengthened the argument that uncertainty should not be treated too 
broadly. Studies have shown that people react differently depending on whether uncertainty 
concerns what the change is, what value it has, how it will unfold, or what impact it may have 
(Yin et al., 2024). Other research has argued that uncertainty is often used too loosely and can 
become conflated with related conditions such as ambiguity, complexity and equivocality if 
not specified more carefully (Townsend et al., 2018). Across these approaches, uncertainty 
during change refers not only to not knowing what will happen, but also to not knowing how 
to interpret what is happening and what is required in response (Milliken, 1987; Bordia et al., 
2004). 

The difference between Milliken’s (1987) account and change typologies can be clarified by 
their analytical focus. Milliken emphasizes the interpretive demands of uncertainty: actors 
must work out what is happening, what it means and what course of action it calls for. 
Change typologies such as Bordia et al. (2004) and Allen et al. (2007) instead emphasize the 
organizational issues around which uncertainty tends to cluster during change, such as 
direction, structure and work consequences. These are not competing perspectives. Rather, 
they illuminate different but complementary aspects of uncertainty in organizational change. 
This matters for managers because they are not simply asked to reduce uncertainty as an 
abstract aim. They are expected to provide direction in ways that take account of changing 
conditions and of how others are affected by them. Hartmann (2005) similarly shows that 
uncertainty may have multiple origins and may influence different forms of behaviour within 
the same organization. This supports a more practical understanding of uncertainty as 
something that affects ongoing work rather than as an isolated quantity. 

Communication, credibility and interpretation 

Allen et al. (2007) found that uncertainty is related to openness to change, while Bordia et al. 
(2004) showed that managerial strategies can influence how uncertainty is experienced. 
Research has also examined how uncertainty develops through informational and interpretive 
processes. DiFonzo and Bordia (1998), for example, show how organizational members build 
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explanations under uncertainty and engage in rumor-related activity when official 
explanations do not provide plausible or sufficient information. Rumors can therefore be 
understood as attempts to build an account that allows action to continue by creating 
plausible meaning. DiFonzo and Bordia (1998) further note that rumors are more likely to 
emerge when uncertainty is high, the issue is salient, and authoritative communication does 
not settle key questions, especially those concerning consequences and expectations. Informal 
communication can therefore function as collective interpretation work, where organizational 
members compare cues, test explanations and assess credibility. For managers, this is 
especially important because they are not only sources of information, but also 
credibility-bearing actors whose accounts may stabilize or destabilize interpretations 
depending on how they are received (Allen et al., 2007; DiFonzo & Bordia, 1998). 

This becomes especially relevant when organizational members receive competing or weakly 
supported accounts. Continuing uncertainty may then persist not because information is 
entirely absent, but because organizational members must still decide what sources to believe 
and what information can be treated as actionable (Bordia et al., 2004; Maitlis & 
Christianson, 2014). During organizational change, this may become particularly difficult 
because the criteria used to judge performance, responsibility and appropriate conduct may 
themselves be shifting. Research also suggests that uncertainty is shaped by the quality and 
content of organizational communication, which reinforces the point that uncertainty is tied 
not only to events themselves but also to the communicative conditions around them (Gifford 
et al., 1979). 

An additional line of research within communication studies treats uncertainty management 
as an interactive process in which people interpret ambiguity, assess credibility and regulate 
their responses in situations that remain unclear (Bradac, 2001; Brashers, 2001). This work 
suggests that uncertainty is not removed simply by giving more information. Rather, it is 
managed through communicative processes that shape what information is seen as believable 
and plausible (Brashers, 2001). In organizational change, Allen et al. (2007) found that 
employees who experience communication as timely, accurate and meaningful report lower 
levels of uncertainty. Communication therefore matters not only because information is 
transmitted, but because it shapes how change is understood and acted upon. 

Managers and the practical handling of uncertainty 

At a managerial level of analysis, uncertainty often appears as a practical problem of 
sustaining coordination, direction and continuity despite ambiguity (Abreu Pederezini, 2017). 
Process-oriented studies show that managers may operate under conflicting requirements, 
where the demands associated with change cannot be satisfied through planning alone 
(Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). Senior managers, for example, may be expected to provide 
certainty while at the same time trying to understand changing and unpredictable conditions 
themselves (Abreu Pederezini, 2017). Both accounts suggest that managers encounter 
uncertainty not simply as something to communicate away, but as something to navigate 
through ongoing judgments about what can credibly be said and what actions can be 
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supported even when conditions remain unclear (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Abreu Pederezini, 
2017). Research on middle managers further suggests that such sensemaking work may also 
be shaped by organizational positioning and political dynamics, rather than being a purely 
neutral process of interpretation (Hope, 2010). 

The relationship between uncertainty and managerial work becomes clearer once uncertainty 
is viewed not merely as an environmental condition, but as something organizations 
increasingly expect to make operational. Power (2007) shows that uncertainty becomes 
subject to management once it is incorporated into frameworks of interpretation, 
accountability, and intervention. At another organizational level, earlier research also shows 
that uncertainty may shape supervisory appraisal practices and intensify role conflict, 
especially when there is a high level of uncertainty in the supervisor’s own position (Keeley, 
1977). These studies move the discussion away from uncertainty as a general condition and 
toward uncertainty as a challenge managers must navigate in relation to responsibility, 
authority and evaluation. 

Managers may need to articulate priorities before they are fully defined, clarify areas of 
responsibility while change is ongoing and maintain progress in their area of work without 
having full clarity themselves. Research on middle managers involved in strategic change 
points in this direction by suggesting that managerial work involves ongoing interpretation 
that supports both alignment and execution (Kieran et al., 2020; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). 
Related work also suggests that middle managers do much of this through everyday routines 
and interactions, where broader change is interpreted, adapted, and made meaningful in local 
practice (Rouleau, 2005). Thus, managers appear to be centrally positioned in handling 
uncertainty in practice. However, important questions remain regarding how they do so in 
everyday organizational work. 

This literature provides only limited explanation of the dual challenge managers face during 
organizational change. Research on middle managers has shown that they may experience 
uncertainty, dissonance, and competing priorities while also needing to support and interpret 
change for others (Xaba et al., 2023). Managers must make sense of changing conditions for 
themselves, including what those conditions mean for their own role, while at the same time 
helping others navigate the change process. They must often do this before complete clarity 
has emerged. The literature therefore says less about how managers handle uncertainty while 
organizational conditions are still unsettled and while coordination must nevertheless 
continue. This study addresses that gap through qualitative interviews with managers from 
different organizational contexts, with the aim of examining how they make sense of and give 
sense to uncertainty during organizational change. 
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Theoretical Framework 
This chapter draws on sensemaking and sensegiving as the interpretive lens for understanding 
how managers handle uncertainty. The framework is later used in to analysis the empirical 
data and to examine how managers construct meaning for themselves while also attempting 
to shape how others understand changing conditions as uncertainty unfolds.  
  

Sensemaking 
Sensemaking refers to the ongoing process through which actors interpret events 
retrospectively in order to make then understandable nad thereby guide further action (Weick, 
1995) especially in ambiguous situations (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Weick (1995) treats 
uncertainty as distinct occasions for sensemaking, arguing that ambiguity arises when several 
interpretations are possible at once, whereas uncertainty arises when no clear interpretation is 
available. The definition of uncertainty as merely the lack of information is therefore not 
emphasized in the concept of sensemaking. On the contrary, sensemaking considers how 
actors create meaning from events to act (Weick, 1995). Sensemaking consists of several 
mechanism through which actors interpret events and construct a understanding of what is 
happening, one of the primary mechanisms for creating meaning is cue extraction (Weick, 
1995; Maitlis, 2005). Actors select certain features of their environment as cues and consider 
them as signals of what is important, what is changing, and what is at risk (Weick, 1995; 
Maitlis, 2005). These cues are associated with interpretive frames and narratives that provide 
sufficient clarity so that actors can act in a coordinated manner (Weick, 1995; Maitlis, 2005). 
Cue extraction is especially important during periods of change since change disrupts which 
cues are accessible and which are considered credible, thus altering the way in which actors 
previously assumed to have interpreted their environment (Brown et al., 2015; Maitlis & 
Christianson, 2014). 

Another fundamental aspect of sensemaking is its focus on the plausibility of interpretations 
rather than on the accuracy of those interpretations. Accounts produced through sensemaking 
are typically used as "good-enough" explanations that allow actors to justify their decisions 
and continue to organize under time constraints and ambiguity (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & 
Christianson, 2014). Therefore, this perspective is especially relevant to managerial actions 
during change since managers frequently need to allocate resources, prioritize tasks, and 
coordinate interdependent activities without having the opportunity to determine in real-time 
what interpretation will ultimately be correct (Weick, 1995). Thus, plausibility is not just a 
cognitive short cut for decision-making. It represents a pragmatic criterion for maintaining 
coordination and accountability while the situation is unresolved. Furthermore, plausible 
accounts assist organizational actors to develop common expectations, assign responsibility 
and create momentum while interpretations continue to be subject to revision (Lüscher & 
Lewis, 2008; Maitlis, 2005). This rationale assists in explaining why uncertainty persists even 
after additional information has been provided. Additional information can increase the 
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number of cues, but it does not guarantee to solidify interpretation when there are conflicting 
cues or when prior frames no longer fit (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

Finally, sensemaking is closely related to issues of identity and legitimacy, especially in terms 
of managerial roles. Weick (1995) posits that sensemaking is based on identity formation. 
Therefore, actors' interpretations are developed from their self-identity and the claims they 
believe they can make regarding their roles. Therefore, in change contexts, managers are 
likely to have to construct accounts that are both plausible and consistent with their role 
expectations and the demands of organizational legitimacy. Maitlis (2005) views 
sensemaking as a social process in which actors negotiate what is acceptable, believable, and 
reasonable, and therefore, identity and accountability concerns are embedded in the 
sensemaking process itself. For managers, this creates heightened interpretive pressures, such 
that accounts must facilitate action while remaining credible to multiple stakeholders. This 
view is aligned with process research that portrays managerial change work as involving 
conflicting expectations, for example projecting direction while continuing to address 
ambiguity (Abreu Pederezini, 2017; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). 

The final key component of sensemaking is enactment. According to Weick (1995), 
interpretation is integrated with action. Actors simultaneously create the environments they 
later interpret through their actions. During organizational change, enactment illustrates that 
sensemaking is not merely an ex-post facto justification for past action. Sensemaking also 
encompasses acting in a way that tests and validates interpretations, produces feedback, and 
generates new cues. Managers and employees may experiment, modify procedures, and 
respond to emergent consequences and these actions provide feedback to evolve accounts of 
what the change is and what it entails (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1995). 
Therefore, enactment is critical for understanding uncertainty because it explains why 
meaning can change over time. As actions produce new results and new information becomes 
significant, previous interpretations may be revised, contested or discredited (Weick, 1995; 
Maitlis, 2005). 

Sensemaking is fundamentally social, and frequently marked by ambiguity (Maitlis, 2005). 
Even though meaning appears to be constructed "inside individuals' minds," sensemaking 
processes are influenced by social interaction, communication, and shared experiences within 
an organization (Maitlis, 2005). In the context of change, ambiguity may increase because 
multiple interpretations of the same events may exist simultaneously, and an organization 
may lack a fixed reference point for determining which interpretation should guide future 
actions (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Ambiguity is important because it 
clarifies that uncertainty is not only due to a lack of knowledge about future outcomes. It is 
also due to multiple, partially incompatible accounts of what is occurring and what should 
occur. If cues are ambiguous or contradictory, sensemaking may remain indeterminate, and 
organizing may depend upon temporary and revisable agreements rather than a stabilized 
consensus (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). This offers a basis for understanding 
why uncertainty persists and why meaning stabilization becomes a managerial activity, rather 
than an automatic result of providing information. 
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Recent developments further reinforce the open-ended and processual character of 
sensemaking. Holt and Cornelissen (2014) argue that sensemaking should not be limited to 
post-hoc cognitive labeling. They identify sensemaking as a practical engagement with 
ambiguity that includes experience, emotion, and coping, and therefore extend the way in 
which sensemaking may be conceived in organizational life under uncertainty (Holt & 
Cornelissen, 2014). The consideration of affective and moral implications of change, rather 
than purely informational gaps, adds to the cues that are selected and the interpretations that 
become plausible or legitimate (Holt & Cornelissen, 2014). 

In addition, Colville et al. (2016) describe sensemaking as an ongoing achievement in 
dynamic settings, and therefore emphasize learning and adaptation as continuous revisions, 
rather than as closure. Their description supports the idea that meaning making does not 
necessarily resolve uncertainty definitively. Rather, sensemaking can be seen as a practical 
process through which organizations can maintain action by continuously developing and 
adapting interpretations in response to changing cues and evolving consequences (Colville et 
al., 2016; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). For purposes of studying managerial accounts, these 
perspectives support the idea that sensemaking can be considered as an ongoing process of 
constructing and revising plausible interpretations under conditions of potential ambiguity 
and when organizing continues to rely upon continued sensemaking (Weick, 1995; Maitlis, 
2005). 

Sensegiving 
Sensegiving refers to attempts to influence how others understand events, situations, and 
organizational changes (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). If sensemaking concerns how actors 
interpret ambiguous conditions for themselves, sensegiving concerns how managers try to 
shape the interpretations of others. In the context of organizational change, this may involve 
clarifying what the change is, why it is happening, what matters most, and what should 
happen next (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Thurlow & Helms Mills, 2009). For this study, 
sensegiving is relevant because managers are not only making sense of uncertainty for 
themselves. They are also often expected to provide direction and support to others while the 
situation is still developing. 

One important practice within sensegiving is framing, which is the practice of highlighting 
certain aspects of a situation while downplaying others in order to make the situation 
understandable and manageable (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Thurlow & Helms Mills, 2009). 
In this process, managers may connect selected cues, interpretations, and priorities into 
accounts that help others understand what the change means. Narratives are closely related to 
framing because they provide a storyline that links past conditions, present disruption, and a 
possible direction forward (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis, 2005). In organizational 
change, such framing work may help reduce interpretive drift by giving people a more shared 
understanding of what is going on. At the same time, framing also has political implications 
because it shapes what is emphasized, what is treated as relevant, and which interests become 
more visible than others (Hope, 2010; Brown et al., 2015). 
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Sensegiving is not simply a matter of managerial intention, it is also shaped by context. 
Maitlis and Lawrence (2007) argue that sensegiving depends on triggers and enablers such as 
perceived gaps in understanding, the availability of discursive resources, and access to 
forums where meaning can be negotiated. This is important because it shows that managerial 
influence does not depend only on the quality of the message. It also depends on whether 
managers have sufficient authority, whether alternative accounts are circulating, and whether 
there are opportunities for interaction through which interpretations can be developed and 
stabilized. Sensegiving should therefore be understood as a situated social process rather than 
as a one-way transfer of meaning (Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). 

A further aspect of sensegiving is legitimation. During organizational change, managers may 
need to justify decisions, explain trade-offs, and sustain commitment even when outcomes 
remain uncertain and existing routines no longer provide a stable basis for evaluation (Gioia 
& Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). In this sense, legitimation is not only 
rhetorical. It is part of how managers attempt to stabilize meaning and maintain action under 
conditions where others may be unsure whether the organization is still moving in a credible 
direction. This is particularly relevant to the present study because managers may need to 
produce accounts that are plausible and legitimate enough to support ongoing work even 
when full clarity is lacking (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

Sensegiving also often involves translation across audiences. Organizational change is rarely 
addressed to a single uniform group. Different groups may have different roles, concerns, 
interests, and expectations. Managers may therefore need to translate broader organizational 
change into accounts that are meaningful in local practice (Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis & 
Christianson, 2014). This is not only a matter of passing on information. It also involves 
interpretive redescription, where managers change what is emphasized, what is framed as 
relevant, and how responsibilities are understood in order to make change workable in a 
specific setting (Schildt et al., 2020; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). 

Taken together, sensemaking and sensegiving provide a framework for analyzing how 
managers handle uncertainty during organizational change. Sensemaking helps explain how 
managers interpret uncertain conditions for themselves. Sensegiving helps explain how they 
try to shape how others understand those same conditions. In the analysis chapter, these 
concepts are used together to examine how managers interpret uncertainty, communicate 
under uncertainty, and attempt to make uncertain conditions workable in practice. 

 

Methodology  
Research Design 
This study used a qualitative and inductive research design to examine how managers make 
sense of and give sense to uncertainty during organizational change. A qualitative approach 
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was appropriate because the study aimed to explore how managers experienced, interpreted, 
and dealt with uncertainty in their everyday work. Rather than treating uncertainty as a fixed 
variable, the study focused on how it was understood and managed in practice. Qualitative 
research is well suited to this purpose because it allows the researcher to examine context, 
interaction, and participants’ own accounts of their experiences (Silverman, 2022). 

The study was guided by an inductive logic. The aim was to build an empirically grounded 
understanding of recurring patterns in how managers handled uncertainty across different 
organizational settings. This was particularly relevant because the study sought to capture 
variation in managerial work while also identifying shared patterns across contexts. 

The cross-context design was a strength of the study. By including managers from different 
sectors and organizational settings, it became possible to examine whether similar forms of 
uncertainty handling appeared across varied forms of work rather than being limited to one 
specific organizational environment. The purpose was therefore not to compare professions 
or sectors as such, but to study a shared managerial phenomenon across different contexts. 
This made it possible to strengthen the analytical relevance of the findings by showing how 
similar patterns could recur despite differences in setting (Thomas, 2006). 

Setting of the Study 
The study was carried out as a cross-context qualitative inquiry based on managers working 
in different organizational settings. The empirical material included respondents from sectors 
such as automotive engineering, battery operations, construction, factory production, 
healthcare, logistics, finance, public administration, technical municipal operations, project 
and investment management, and corporate legal work. Although the settings differed, all 
respondents held managerial or managerially related roles in which they were responsible for 
interpreting and handling uncertainty in ongoing work. All the chosen respondents had 
experience of some form of organizational change, the form of which might have taken place, 
the intensity and the scale might differ across all the respondents.  

The sample included 28 respondents in roles such as team leader, manager, supervisor, 
project leader, task-force leader, business owner, and specialist with managerial 
responsibility. An overview of the respondents and their positions is presented in Table 1. The 
purpose was not to compare sectors directly, but to study a shared managerial phenomenon 
across different contexts. The variation in setting made it possible to identify recurring 
patterns in how managers described uncertainty, communication, authority, priorities, and 
direction. In this sense, the cross-context design was used to increase analytical richness 
rather than to produce sector-by-sector comparison (Thomas, 2006). 

Data Collection 
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. This method was appropriate 
because it made it possible to explore how managers described uncertainty, how they 
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interpreted unclear situations, and how they tried to create enough clarity for others to keep 
working. Semi-structured interviews also allowed follow-up questions while keeping a 
common focus across interviews (Silverman, 2022). 

The interviews began with broader questions about role, background, and work context, and 
then moved toward more specific questions about what uncertainties managers were facing, 
how the situation was understood, how communication was handled, and how uncertainty 
was dealt with in practice. Respondents were also encouraged to describe concrete examples 
from their work. This kind of structure is useful when the aim is to generate detailed accounts 
rather than brief answers to fixed questions (Kvale, 2006). 

From a methodological point of view, the interview was treated as a focused research 
interaction rather than as an equal conversation. As Kvale (2006) notes, research interviews 
are shaped by the researcher’s purpose and involve unequal roles, since the interviewer sets 
the direction and is responsible for the interpretation. This fits the present study well because 
the aim was to gather managers’ accounts of uncertainty in relation to a specific research 
focus. 

The interviews were conducted digitally from February until April. Participants were 
recruited through direct email contact, contact with municipalities, snowballing, and direct 
outreach through LinkedIn. A total of 28 interviews were conducted, and most lasted 
approximately 25 to 35 minutes. Some interviews were conducted by one author, while others 
were conducted by both authors together. All interviews were audio recorded with 
participants’ consent and later transcribed for analysis. 

Participation was voluntary, and respondents were informed about the purpose of the study, 
the use of the material, and their right to withdraw. Because the interviews concerned 
potentially sensitive experiences of uncertainty, instability, and managerial responsibility, 
confidentiality was treated as especially important. All interviews were anonymized and are 
referred to in the thesis through interview codes. Making these procedures clear is important 
for the trustworthiness of the research (Shenton, 2004). 
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 Table 1. Characteristics of the respondents included in the study.. 
 

 Data Analysis 
The coding and presentation of findings followed the Gioia methodology. In this approach, 
the early coding remains close to the participants’ own language, and the progression from 
first-order concepts to second-order themes and aggregate dimensions is shown through a 
data structure (Gioia et al., 2013; Gioia, 2021). The study aimed for analytical understanding 
rather than statistical generalization. At the same time, the design has limitations. The study 
is based on interview accounts rather than direct observation, which means the analysis 
concerns how managers described and understood uncertainty rather than independently 
verified behavior. In addition, the cross-context design gives breadth, but it does not allow the 
same depth within one organization that a single-case study might have provided (Shenton, 
2004). 

The interview material was analyzed through an iterative coding process following the Gioia 
methodology (Gioia, 2021). After transcription, the interviews were read several times to 
build familiarity with the material and identify recurring issues, concerns, and ways of 
describing uncertainty. In the first stage of the analysis, coding stayed close to participants’ 
own language and descriptions. This first-order analysis aimed to preserve the participants’ 
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own terms instead of applying abstract theoretical labels too early, which is a key element in 
the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013). 

The coding and analysis were done manually. The two authors first coded the material 
individually and then discussed the emerging concepts together. Initial coding was done 
interview by interview. After that, the first-order concepts were compared across interviews. 
At this stage, similar concepts were discussed, refined, and grouped where appropriate to 
create a clearer and more coherent set of recurring first-order concepts. This process is in line 
with inductive qualitative analysis, where repeated reading, close coding, and gradual 
category development are used to identify the main patterns in the material (Thomas, 2006). 

In the second stage, the first-order concepts were grouped into more abstract second-order 
themes. At this point, the analysis moved from the respondents’ specific descriptions toward 
broader patterns across the material. In the final stage, these themes were further condensed 
into aggregate dimensions, and the links between the different analytical levels were 
organized into a Gioia data structure. The final analytical structure is illustrated in Figure 2. 
Gioia et al. (2013) argue that the data structure is important because it makes the move from 
raw data to conceptual interpretation more transparent. Gioia (2021) also emphasizes that this 
structure helps show that the analysis has progressed systematically. 

Although the analysis was inductive, it was not atheoretical. Sensemaking and sensegiving 
informed the broader theoretical interest of the study, but they were not applied directly in the 
earliest stages of coding. The analysis first stayed close to the participants’ own descriptions, 
and only later were the emerging patterns related more clearly to the theoretical framework. 
In line with qualitative ideas of trustworthiness, the aim was to make the analytical process 
transparent enough for the reader to follow how the findings were developed from the 
material (Shenton, 2004).  

Ethical reflections & Limitations 
The study was conducted with attention to informed consent, confidentiality, and the handling 
of potentially sensitive material. Since the interviews concerned uncertainty, organizational 
change, responsibility, and decision-making, participants could describe situations that were 
sensitive for themselves or their organizations. For that reason, confidentiality was especially 
important throughout the study. 

Before participation, respondents were informed about the purpose of the study, that 
participation was voluntary, and that they could withdraw at any time. All interviews were 
conducted with consent. The material was anonymized, and respondents are referred to 
through interview codes rather than by name. Identifiable organizational details were limited 
where necessary in order to reduce the risk of recognition. Recordings and transcripts were 
handled only for research purposes. 

A further ethical consideration concerns representation. The study is based on managers’ own 
accounts, which means that the analysis focuses on how they described and understood 
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uncertainty rather than on verifying events independently. Care was therefore taken not to 
make claims beyond what the interview material could support. 

The study also has limitations. First, it is based on interview accounts rather than direct 
observation. Second, it focuses only on the managerial perspective, which means that 
employees’ or senior managers perspectives are not included systematically. Third, the 
cross-context design provides breadth and makes it possible to identify recurring patterns 
across settings, but it limits the depth that might have been achieved in a single organization 
or through a longitudinal study. 
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Figure 2. Thematic analysis of data using Gioia method (2021)  
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Empirical findings 
This chapter presents the empirical findings from interviews with managers working across a 
wide range of organizational settings, including automotive engineering, battery operations, 
software development, construction, logistics, production, finance, healthcare, legal work, 
municipal operations, project environments, and voluntary associations. Although the 
contexts differed in structure, pace, and formal authority, the interviews showed several 
recurring patterns in how managers described uncertainty during organizational change. 
Uncertainty was not presented as a simple lack of information that could easily be resolved. 
Rather, it appeared as something managers had to interpret, communicate, and work through 
while ordinary organizational demands continued. 

The findings are organized around three aggregate dimensions. The first concerns how 
managers interpreted uncertainty while trying to understand shifting expectations, signals, 
and responsibility structures. The second concerns how managers communicated uncertainty 
to others in ways that could create enough direction without overstating clarity. The third 
concerns how they worked through uncertainty in practice by prioritizing, structuring, and 
stabilizing work while pressure remained high.  

Interpreting uncertainty 
A recurring feature across the interviews was that managers were rarely in a position where 
they could first step back, understand the change, and only then respond to it. Instead, the 
managers described how they tried to understand uncertainty while already being responsible 
for people, delivery, and the continued flow of work. In many accounts, uncertainty was 
experienced through the need to provide direction before the broader situation had fully 
settled. 

C1 described this in relation to a situation where others were already looking to him for 
guidance while the wider organizational picture was still unclear: 

“I mean, at the same time as people are looking at me to be the one to turn to, I’m still trying 
to understand what’s actually going on myself (laughs)...” 

A similar experience appeared in C2’s account from the battery area, where he was still 
relatively new in role while the wider organization was shifting around him. In the interview, 
he described how uncertainty became heavier as he was trying to understand the 
organizational structure at the same time as it was changing. 

As C2 put it: 

“Honestly, listen man, I was still trying to figure things out, you know? And at the same time, 
a lot around me was shifting. Sometimes it was just crazy.” 
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The same tension was visible in very different settings. C12, who had moved from corporate 
engineering into running his own factory and company, described the same basic problem in 
entrepreneurial form. There, uncertainty touched market direction, staffing, operations, and 
his own founder role at once, but the managerial challenge remained similar: other people 
still needed direction before he had full clarity himself. 

C12 described the issue as follows: 

I’ll tell you one of the hardest things, yeah. It’s when you’ve got people around you who need 
direction, but you don’t even know what the hell the next step is yourself. 

Several other interviews echoed this pattern. C10 explained that function-level employees 
still needed guidance even when the organizational meaning of the change had not yet been 
translated clearly enough into daily development work. C11 described something close to 
build milestones, where cross-functional movement could not stop simply because ownership 
and planning assumptions were still shifting. C20, working at head office level, described 
how she often had to make broad change understandable to local managers before the 
practical meaning was fully settled. In quieter strategic settings, C18 and C22 described 
trying to support decisions while the wider decision frame itself was moving. What recurred 
across these accounts was that uncertainty was not experienced as a pause before action, but 
as a condition managers had to work within while direction was already expected from them.  

Alongside this, managers described uncertainty as something they interpreted through signals 
beyond official communication. Very few interviewees said that formal updates alone were 
enough to understand what was going on. Instead, they read the situation through repeated 
questions, weak points in coordination, changes in tone, delays, contradictions, and what kept 
resurfacing in the work. 

C8 explained this from a construction perspective in a very concrete way. In his account, 
uncertainty became visible less through official statements and more through the practical 
effects it produced. 

This also came through in C8’s account: 

It shows up in different ways, in delays it shows up in people planning wrong and people or 
specially management getting irritated and you know money not being allocated to some 
departments, money getting wasted and you know management can be stressed you know and 
it shows! 

A similar pattern appeared in more analytical and corporate settings. C17 explained that in 
finance, the reports could still go out on time while uncertainty continued underneath through 
extra checking and process caution. C18 described how analytical work could still look 
controlled on the surface, even while people were putting a great deal of effort into 
understanding what the organization was trying to prioritize. C22 made a related point from 
legal work, explaining that a professionally calm surface should not be mistaken for real 
clarity. 
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C22 framed this carefully: 

I don't think anybody wants to air their problems out to the world if you know what I mean, 
but people should have in mind that it doesn't look sometimes as pretty behind the curtains as 
it probably portrays outwards 

C4 described reading the situation through gaps in the message itself rather than relying only 
on the message as stated. His account showed how managers watched not only what was 
said, but also what was avoided, repeated, or left hanging. 

C4 explained that: 

When you've been around for a while then I guess you can confidently interpret what is being 
said and why something is not being said so I guess you kind of read in between the sentences 
as well… 

Across different contexts, managers therefore described an active and ongoing effort to 
understand what was happening around them. They compared formal and informal signals, 
watched what kept recurring, and used practical disruption as an indicator of where the 
uncertainty was. These signals were treated as signs of what was unstable, unresolved or no 
longer working as expected in the organization.  

A further issue that repeatedly surfaced was unclear responsibility and authority. In many 
interviews, uncertainty was not only about future direction. It was also about where 
responsibility sat, who could decide what, and how questions were supposed to move now 
that the usual lines had weakened. In this sense, the interviews suggest both a broader 
uncertainty about what was going on in the organization and a more specific uncertainty 
about organizational means, that is, how responsibility, decision-making, and coordination 
were supposed to work in practice. 

C3 described this in a simple but telling way: 

When the ball is up in the air and no one wants to take it then it becomes kind of less clear 
about who is responsible for what if you understand, the communication tree if you can say it 
like that like it becomes kind of diffused. 

This same problem appeared strongly in technical and cross-functional settings. C6 explained 
that in urgent work, people cannot spend time guessing who holds the decision. C7 described 
having to create a temporary decision path precisely because authority was unclear, but the 
work still had to move. 

C6 put this more directly: 

“Yeah, sometimes the work is urgent, you don't have time to sit and wonder when a decision 
is going to come because deadlines are in your mind, sometimes it's about just doing rather 
than thinking, otherwise things can get stuck easily… 
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C7 described the same practical need: 

Something like, okay, this authority line is a bit unclear right now, but for this issue we go 
through this person and if it stalls i will just keep escalating the issue because that is what we 
are supposed to do as well, always escalate 

In public operations, C9 described responsibility uncertainty as a problem of interpretation as 
much as formal authority. The written routine may have changed, but the practical question 
remained who was expected to make the real call in a live situation. In construction, C8 
explained that unclear decision chains quickly landed in site execution rather than remaining 
an office issue. 

As C8 put it: 

If you get no answer, or a weak one, then it affects a lot like manpower, planning, machine 
times, these things cost a lot, and the mood of the personal as well you know it affects them 
because they also might feel stuck not being able to move forward. 

The same issue appeared in more formal decision environments. C19 described project and 
investment work where it was not always clear whether a project was still practically active, 
only formally alive, or already weakened by changed allocation logic. C22 made the 
accountability aspect especially visible when he distinguished participation from actual 
decision responsibility. 

C22 described the issue in a more formal way: 

Many people can be involved in a decision, but involvement is not the same as accountability, 
that is really important to understand… 

Across these interviews, uncertainty became visible through weakened ownership, blurred 
accountability and unstable decision paths rather than only through uncertainty about 
long-term outcomes. What was often uncertain was not only where the organization was 
heading, but how responsibility, escalation and decision-making were supposed to function in 
the meantime.  

The interviews under this first dimension therefore show that managers interpreted 
uncertainty through three closely connected experiences. They were often leading before full 
clarity existed, they read uncertainty through signals that extended beyond formal 
communication, and they repeatedly encountered blurred responsibility and authority lines 
while trying to understand what the change meant. 

Communicating uncertainty 
The second dimension concerns how managers communicated under uncertain conditions. 
Across the interviews, communication was not described as simply passing on information 
from above. Managers described communication as a matter of judgment: what to say, what 
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not to say yet, how to avoid creating panic or false certainty, and how to make an unclear 
situation workable enough for others. 

Several managers described a tension between calmness and overstatement. They wanted to 
create steadiness, but they also knew that people would quickly notice if a confident message 
did not match the reality of the work. 

C2 expressed this very clearly: 

I’ll tell you an important thing, people see body language as well, if you are calm then that 
can reflect on them as well, you if you try to give a message then act in panic then people will 
notice instantly that you are faking it. 

A similar distinction appeared in C13’s clinic-based account. She explained that staff needed 
grounded leadership, but that pretending to know more than she did would only create 
problems later. 

The same communicative challenge also appeared in technical and legal settings. C10 
explained that he tried to be structured rather than overly certain when the broader picture 
was still moving. C22 said something similar from legal work, where wording itself could 
shift the meaning of a message from general direction to something that sounded like actual 
approval. What mattered across these accounts was not only what managers communicated, 
but whether their communication appeared believable enough to support continued work.  

Several respondents also emphasized that unclear communication could become more 
consequential when people were already listening harder than usual. In these situations, 
silence, delayed communication, or overly broad wording often invited people to fill the gaps 
themselves. C11 described how build environments quickly became sensitive to vague 
communication because timing pressure stayed high. C14 said something similar in logistics, 
where employees listened closely for what changed operationally and lost trust when strategic 
language did not match the practical reality. C15 explained that factory employees noticed 
very quickly when management language and floor reality began to drift apart. 

Another recurring pattern was that managers often had to translate broad change into 
practical direction. This was one of the strongest themes across the interviews. Rather than 
simply repeating strategic language about restructuring, new priorities, or digital 
transformation, managers tried to convert uncertain change into something their teams could 
work from. 

C1 described doing this by returning to what remained stable in the work. As C1 put it: 

I don’t have the full future picture yet, but these are the deliveries we still own, these are the 
areas we still support, and until something officially changes, we keep working from that. 

C9 made a similar point in public-sector traffic coordination. In his case, formal routine 
changes were not enough on their own. Staff needed help understanding how those routines 
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should be applied in situations where responsibilities crossed functions and the written rule 
did not fully resolve the practical question. 

C9 explained that: 

If you give people a practical way to interpret and apply it, then they will also feel relief…, 
because you are removing that grey area and saving yourself from future headache haha 
(laughs) 

This same need for translation appeared in several other contexts. C10 said that broader 
organizational change had to be broken down into function-level consequences, interfaces, 
and dependencies. C11 described the importance of giving build teams clear next actions, 
owners, and escalation points. C20 explained that broad central messages had to be turned 
into something a local manager could use on an ordinary day. C21 similarly stressed that in 
technical operations, people need to know what the change means for process work, 
priorities, and escalation, not only that change is happening. 

C10 returned to this when he said: 

Okay, this broader part is still unclear, but this dependency is still real, this function still 
needs this alignment, this interface still matters, and this is how we should move forward now 

C8 made the same point from a more operational setting: 

...sometimes people just need actionable plans more than flashy statements, they need to 
understand the next 1-3 steps rather than trying to grasp the full picture. 

A similar communicative pattern also appeared in the newer interviews. C23, working in 
software development, described how technical changes became harder when there was not 
enough complete information about the new requirement. In that setting, managers and team 
leads became important because they provided the structure through which the change could 
be understood. C25, working as a digital product manager, similarly emphasized that buy-in 
depends on showing people why the change matters in their own work rather than assuming 
that one general message will work for everyone. 

In her interview, communication was most effective when it connected the change to benefits 
that specific stakeholders could see and use. C25 explained this in a very direct way: 

You have to think about that person or that role and what’s important to them and why should 
they care? 

Across these interviews, communication became useful when managers converted broad and 
unsettled change into local consequences, practical priorities and immediate direction. What 
these accounts shared was that managers made uncertain change manageable by translating it 
into forms that teams could act on in their own work.  
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Several managers also described the need to reframe, simplify, or restate the same change 
repeatedly. C25 said that even when she had been explaining the logic of a website change 
for months, some stakeholders only understood it once the results became visible. C27 
similarly described having to simplify technical aspects and focus on practical implications, 
because different people needed different levels of explanation. C28, in a voluntary 
association, also emphasized discussion and reinterpretation as necessary because board 
members did not always understand the same change in the same way. 

C27 described this simply: 

I simplified technical aspects and focused on practical implications. 

C28 described her own approach in a similarly direct manner: 

By discussing and interpreting each point of the description. 

What also emerged from the interviews was that communication was not only about content, 
but about keeping people engaged enough to continue moving. C24 repeatedly returned to 
dialogue as a way of handling uncertainty. In her account, managers should not act as if they 
already have every answer, but should create enough openness that people can return, ask 
questions, and remain part of the process. C25 similarly described communication as 
something that must go both upward and downward if people are to understand why they are 
doing what they are doing. C27 also described the need for regular check-ins, practical 
clarification, and space for questions because uncertainty could not be removed through 
information alone. Communication therefore served not only to explain change, but also to 
keep people engaged, aligned and able to continue working while clarity was still incomplete.  

Taken together, the interviews under this dimension show that communicating uncertainty 
involved careful calibration and practical translation. Managers tried to avoid both raw 
uncertainty and false certainty. They turned broad change into manageable direction, adapted 
messages to different audiences, and often had to repeat or reframe the same issue several 
times before a shared understanding became stable enough to work with. 

Working with uncertainty 
The third dimension concerns how managers worked through uncertainty in practice. Across 
the interviews, uncertainty was not described as something that paused ordinary work. 
Delivery pressure, technical responsibility, deadlines, patient care, reporting, and operational 
flow continued while structures around them were changing. Managers therefore described 
uncertainty as something they had to work inside, not wait outside. 

A recurring feature across the material was sustained pressure. Organizational change did not 
reduce the demands on managers or teams. In many interviews, the same or higher pressure 
continued while the structure around the work became less stable. 
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C1 described this very directly: 

...the pressure doesn't go away because everything around us is changing. You can see it how 
you like but that's the thing when you are involved with many stakeholders. 

A similar issue appeared in C8’s construction interview, where the site still had to run while 
the broader setup was shifting. 

C8 described this clearly: 

The work is still there in the morning (giggles), people still want answers. Machines still cost 
money. Time still runs. Nothing stops. 

This pattern appeared across very different settings. C11 explained that build work still had 
its deadlines even when planning assumptions, authority, and coordination became weaker. 
C14 described a distribution environment where the customer does not care if the internal 
structure is messy because the routes still have to work. C17 similarly explained that finance 
deadlines do not move simply because the reporting process around them has become less 
clear. 

The same issue was also visible in municipal operations. C21 described a setting where the 
technical process still had to be protected while organizational and resource questions 
remained unsettled. In the interview, this supported the wider pattern rather than standing as a 
central quoted voice. 

This same issue also appeared in digital and software environments. C23 described added 
reporting expectations and shorter time limits around tasks, which increased the pace and 
made daily work more demanding. C25 described development work that was repeatedly 
affected by change initiatives, launches, system work, and stakeholder expectations at the 
same time. C26, working in embedded software and hardware, described a highly practical 
setting where change was often introduced through team feedback, process improvements, 
and quality demands rather than grand strategic announcements, but where the basic issue 
remained the same: work still had to continue while people were adjusting to new procedures. 
Across contexts, uncertainty therefore appeared not as a temporary interruption of work, but 
as something managers had to handle while ordinary performance demands remained in 
place.  

A second recurring pattern was that managers often responded by creating temporary 
structure. Rather than waiting until every responsibility, process, or rule had been fully 
settled, they defined short-term working paths that allowed the team to continue. 

C7 put this very directly: 

If you can at least give them a path, even a temporary one, people can work with that. 
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C12 described something similar from the startup and factory context, where he eventually 
had to make roles more explicit even before a full formal structure existed. 

C12 explained it like this: 

I remember making certain roles more explicit even before we had a full organized structure, 
…because of the fear that if we were not organized than things would fall apart. 

In more process-driven settings, this same logic appeared through temporary rules and safer 
working answers. C17 explained that in finance, when a changed reporting request was not 
yet fully confirmed as permanent, the team still needed a controlled way of handling it for the 
current cycle. C19 described doing something similar in project and investment work by 
distinguishing between what was confirmed, what was likely, and what remained open, then 
linking each level of certainty to a practical course of action. C28 also described the board’s 
attempt to create clearer role descriptions in order to avoid conflict and misunderstanding in a 
voluntary association that had previously relied on looser boundaries. 

C28 described the organizational need behind her board-level change as follows: 

We see it as a good change for the sake of… (organization blurred)...and avoiding internal 
conflicts and misunderstandings. 

These accounts suggest that managers often responded to uncertainty by creating temporary 
forms of order that allowed work to continue before final clarity had emerged. Rather than 
waiting for complete resolution, they introduced provisional structures that reduced drift and 
made action possible in the short term.  

Another recurring pattern in the interviews was prioritizing under uncertainty. Managers 
often described situations where not everything could remain equally important, even though 
expectations had not yet been fully reset. In these situations, part of the work was deciding 
what still had to come first and what could wait. 

C1 described this very clearly: 

...the feedback differs, i mean sometimes we dont know what factors are important, are we 
mainly being measured on budget now, or launch support, or factory readiness, or all of it at 
once. 

A similar issue appeared in C5, where uncertainty grew heavier when the team was unsure 
whether it was still expected to hold the same standards with weaker support and weaker 
structure. 

C5 described this tension as follows: 

Are we being told to hold the same standards with less support, or is something expected to 
change, even if no one says it directly? 
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This same kind of reprioritization was visible in C10’s account, where function development 
became more difficult because broader organizational changes had not yet been translated 
into stable function-level priorities. C14 described a logistics environment in which cost 
control, service stability, and operational resilience did not always point in the same direction. 
C19 described how a project could still be formally alive but practically constrained, which 
meant continuing some planning while holding back other commitments. 

C19 described this intermediate state in a very useful way: 

... It wasn’t dead, but it wasn’t moving properly either, so I had to talk about it more like, 
okay, this is still alive, but we can’t work with it as if everything is fully in place. 

Across these interviews, prioritization became a way of dealing with uncertainty because 
managers were forced to decide what still counted as most important before expectations had 
fully stabilized.  

The interviews also showed that working with uncertainty involved handling uneven team 
reactions. Managers rarely described one shared team response. Instead, they described 
mixtures of caution, frustration, silence, irritation, and short-term focus. 

C2 described a mix of reactions in the battery area: 

I mean it's a mix you know some people are more cautious some people are silent some are 
worried about their future some think about you know what is in it for me now, how does it 
affect me or does it even affect me you know so it's very individual. 

C3 explained that some people moved into what he described as survival mode. C8 described 
site workers as practical at first, but increasingly frustrated if unclear direction remained for 
too long. C13 described some clinic staff grounding themselves in patient work while others 
grew more stressed about continuity and capacity. C15 described factory workers becoming 
more careful with initiative when they were unsure whether they would be backed. C27, from 
an operations team, also described a mix of practical guidance and emotional support as 
necessary because people experienced the same change differently. 

C27 described that need very plainly: 

People needed both practical guidance and emotional support. 

The new interviews add to this pattern in a natural way. C23 described team reactions to 
change as partly positive and partly negative depending on whether the change created 
transparency or simply added unnecessary information and tighter reporting pressure. C24 
emphasized that some people are ready to change immediately while others need more time, 
more explanation, or more reassurance. C26 described how repeated improvements to 
working methods were generally accepted because they came from the team itself but also 
noted that some externally imposed changes could feel far more intrusive precisely because 
they did not come from the work itself. C28 described how board-level change in a voluntary 
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association could still create misunderstanding, ego clashes, and emotional tension unless 
people were given time, discussion, and calm leadership. 

C24 described this variation very clearly: 

Some people are ready to change directly. Some of them needs time to think and to see if it is 
possible to change. 

C26 made a closely related point in a different way: 

Changes should come from the heart of the team that is going to make it. 

Across the interviews, working with uncertainty therefore involved three closely connected 
managerial tasks. Managers had to keep work moving under sustained pressure, create 
temporary structure when the final one was not yet ready, and help people continue through 
mixed reactions to uncertainty without allowing drift, paralysis, or open instability to take 
over. 

How the dimensions are tied together 
The three dimensions did not appear sequentially in the interviews. Much of the time, they 
appeared at the same time. Many managers were trying to work out what was happening, 
provide information to others and maintain movement in their own areas of responsibility. 
This also meant that some of the same interview accounts fit under more than one dimension. 
A quote that illustrated how a manager was interpreting uncertainty often also showed how 
that same manager was communicating under uncertainty or trying to keep work moving in 
practice. 
 
Managers discussed using different ways to judge whether what they were seeing was just 
normal organizational turbulence or something more significant. These included repeated 
questions, conflicting messages, delays and noticeable behavioral changes or smaller signs in 
the daily work. While they were still trying to understand the nature of the change, people 
around them were already asking for answers, decisions still had to be made and the 
day-to-day work of the organization continued. For that reason, the dimensions are 
analytically separated in this chapter, but in the interviews themselves they were often closely 
intertwined. 
 
As such, many managers communicated with their staff before they had fully worked out 
what was going on. The responses they gave during this period were usually not full 
explanations of the change. Instead, they often gave practical guidance that could help people 
manage the immediate situation. This could include what mattered right now, what still 
applied, who should be contacted and what needed to be done next. In several cases, the same 
empirical material therefore illustrated both interpretation and communication at once, since 
managers were still trying to understand the situation while already giving others enough 
direction to continue. 
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During this period, communication and the operational side of the organization were closely 
connected. If a manager could turn an uncertain situation into something workable for the 
moment, then the group could usually keep functioning. The uncertainty did not disappear, 
but it helped stop the whole situation from drifting. When this did not happen, uncertainty 
spread more easily through the organization. Employees began repeating the same questions, 
became more hesitant to act, interpreted things differently and sometimes lost confidence in 
the direction they were being given. This means that the material did not always divide neatly 
into one dimension at a time. The same quote could speak to how uncertainty was interpreted, 
how it was communicated and how it was worked through in practice. 
 
One final point that came through across the interviews was that managers often judged the 
seriousness of uncertainty through employee reactions. When employees reacted negatively 
to directions or became quieter, more frustrated, or kept returning with the same questions, 
managers often read this as a sign that more clarification was still needed. 
 
Employee reactions therefore worked in two ways. They were both a result of uncertainty and 
one of the ways managers judged whether uncertainty was still present. In that sense, the 
three dimensions should be understood as closely connected aspects of the same managerial 
work rather than as separate stages. 
  

Discussion  
The aim of the study was to investigate how managers make sense of and give sense to 
uncertainty during organizational change. The empirical findings show that managers do not 
encounter uncertainty as a broad and abstract condition. Rather, they encounter it through 
concrete organizational questions that affect coordination and action in daily work. The three 
aggregate dimensions, interpreting uncertainty, communicating uncertainty and working with 
uncertainty, can therefore be understood as three closely connected dimensions of how 
managers handle uncertainty in practice during organizational change. 
 
Managers did not often have the privilege of first making sense of change and then 
responding to it. Instead, they described trying to interpret uncertainty while already being 
responsible for people, delivery and coordination. This fits closely with the sensemaking 
literature, which argues that actors construct plausible interpretations when established 
frames no longer provide sufficient guidance for action (Weick, 1995; Maitlis, 2005). Instead 
of waiting for all available information before acting, managers seemed to be acting on 
partial data and using their best judgment. In that sense, the findings support the view that 
sensemaking is not a detached cognitive activity, but an ongoing practical effort to interpret 
evolving conditions in ways that make action possible (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 
 
The findings also show that managers interpreted uncertainty through signals that extended 
beyond formal communication. They described reading repeated questions, contradictions, 
delays, shifts in tone and disruptions in coordination in order to judge what was unstable and 
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what required attention. This can be understood through cue extraction, where actors 
selectively notice and interpret features of their environment in order to generate a workable 
account of what is happening (Weick, 1995; Maitlis, 2005). An important analytical point 
here is that the uncertainty being interpreted was often organizational in character. Managers 
were uncertain about what decisions rested with whom, which issue would be passed to 
whom or how to translate an organization-wide change into their own work. This supports 
earlier research on uncertainty during change showing that uncertainty influences how people 
interpret and act, but it also shows more concretely what managers become uncertain about in 
practice (Milliken, 1987; Bordia et al., 2004). 
 
The findings also show that these organizational aspects became uncertain because changing 
conditions disrupted previously more settled arrangements for coordination and 
interpretation. Roles became uncertain when responsibilities no longer mapped clearly onto 
existing expectations or when tasks crossed functions without stable ownership. 
Decision-making became uncertain when formal authority lines no longer fully matched 
where practical decisions were actually being made. Priorities became uncertain when 
broader change had not yet been translated into clear local expectations, leaving managers to 
judge what still counted as most important. In this sense, managers were not uncertain about 
organizational aspects in isolation. They were uncertain because change weakened the 
alignment between structure, responsibility, communication and daily work, thereby making 
ordinary coordination more difficult (Milliken, 1987; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Maitlis & 
Christianson, 2014). 
 
A further analytical point is that managers did not rely only on official information when 
making sense of change. In several interviews, they compared formal communication with 
what was actually happening in the work itself. This supports earlier research showing that 
uncertainty persists not only because information is incomplete, but because actors must 
assess which accounts are credible and which cues should be treated as meaningful (DiFonzo 
& Bordia, 1998; Bordia et al., 2004). When official communication did not settle practical 
questions, managers appeared to interpret the situation through disruptions, repetition and 
local reactions. The findings therefore suggest that sensemaking was embedded in operational 
life. Managers did not only interpret change through statements about change, but through 
how change began to reorganize work in practice. 
 
The second aggregate dimension, communicating uncertainty, shows that managers make 
sense of and give sense to uncertainty during organizational change through communication, 
rather than through a simple transfer of information. Instead, managers described 
communication as a matter of judgment. They had to decide what could be said, what should 
not yet be said, how to avoid creating panic and how to avoid sounding more certain than the 
situation allowed. This fits strongly with sensegiving, where managers attempt to shape how 
others understand change by framing events, clarifying significance and influencing what 
others treat as relevant or actionable (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). 
In the material, managers were not only trying to pass on information. They were trying to 
create enough direction for others to continue acting under incomplete clarity. 
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One important aspect of this sensegiving was practical translation. Rather than simply 
repeating strategic language about restructuring, priorities or transformation, managers often 
broke change down into next steps, dependencies, local consequences and workable 
short-term guidance. This suggests that sensegiving in this study often took a practical rather 
than purely symbolic form. Managers were translating broad and unsettled change into forms 
that could support local coordination. This aligns with the idea that sensegiving is situated 
and depends on available discursive resources, authority and the ability to make change 
meaningful in a specific context (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007; Thurlow & Helms Mills, 2009). 
In this study, the most effective managerial communication was not necessarily the most 
visionary, but the most usable. This is an important contribution because it shows that 
managers do not only communicate change. They translate uncertainty into something others 
can work with in everyday practice. 
 
The findings also show that communicating uncertainty involved a credibility dilemma. 
Managers were expected to provide direction even when they themselves lacked full clarity. 
This created a tension between avoiding raw uncertainty and avoiding false certainty. If 
managers communicated too little, others filled the gap with their own interpretations. If they 
communicated too confidently, they risked losing credibility when the situation shifted. This 
supports earlier research showing that uncertainty management is closely tied to credibility 
and to the reception of communication, not merely its content (Gifford et al., 1979; Brashers, 
2001). It also supports the theoretical claim that sensegiving is constrained rather than fully 
controlled by managers, since its effectiveness depends on whether others recognize the 
account as believable and relevant (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). 
 
The third aggregate dimension, working with uncertainty, extends the analysis further by 
showing that uncertainty handling was not only interpretive and communicative, but also 
practical. Across the interviews, managers described uncertainty as something they had to 
work inside, not outside. Delivery demands, technical responsibilities, deadlines, reporting 
and operational flow continued while structures around them were shifting. This supports the 
argument that uncertainty during change is not only a matter of perception, but a condition 
that directly affects organizing and coordination (Allen et al., 2007; Power, 2007). Managers 
were therefore not simply trying to understand uncertainty. They were trying to keep work 
functioning within it. This is important because it suggests that uncertainty did not become 
manageable by disappearing. Instead, it became something managers had to contain, structure 
and work around while ongoing responsibilities remained in place.  
 
This practical work often took the form of temporary structuring. Managers described 
creating short-term authority lines, provisional roles, temporary priorities and workable 
decision paths so that teams could continue moving before final clarity had emerged. This 
can be interpreted through enactment in sensemaking theory. Enactment highlights that actors 
do not only interpret environments, but also shape them through the actions they take, thereby 
generating new cues and new conditions for further interpretation (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & 
Christianson, 2014). The managers in this study did not eliminate uncertainty. Rather, they 
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enacted temporary forms of order that made the uncertainty more manageable. Seen in this 
light, managers were not resolving uncertainty in any final sense. They were organizing 
around it by creating provisional arrangements that made action possible even while broader 
uncertainty remained unresolved. This aligns with Power’s argument that uncertainty 
becomes organized once it is rendered into forms that can be handled through responsibility, 
intervention and action. This is an important analytical point because it shows that managerial 
uncertainty handling was not mainly about resolving ambiguity completely, but about 
stabilizing enough of the situation for work to continue. 
 
The findings on prioritization further reinforce this point. Managers often described not 
knowing what was now most important, what standards still applied or whether expectations 
had actually changed. This suggests that uncertainty was deeply tied to practical judgments 
about what should count, what could wait and what level of performance was now expected. 
That supports earlier work showing that uncertainty can intensify role conflict and complicate 
evaluation when lines of responsibility and judgment become less clear (Keeley, 1977; 
Hartmann, 2005). In this study, prioritizing under uncertainty was therefore not only a matter 
of workload management. It was also part of how managers tried to construct temporary 
order in a situation where organizational expectations had not yet fully stabilized. Prioritizing 
under uncertainty was therefore also one way of organizing around uncertainty, since 
managers had to establish temporary criteria for action before broader clarity had emerged.  
 
Another significant pattern was that managers used employee reactions as part of their own 
uncertainty handling. Silence, repeated questions, frustration, hesitation and emotional 
responses were not treated merely as consequences of uncertainty. They also became 
indicators through which managers judged whether uncertainty was still unresolved. This 
adds an important relational aspect to the analysis. It suggests that managerial sensemaking 
was not only based on structural cues or official messages, but also on social feedback from 
those around them. In that sense, employee reactions became part of the cue environment 
managers interpreted, which again supports a view of sensemaking as social, recursive and 
embedded in interaction (Maitlis, 2005; Brown et al., 2015). 
 
Taken together, the findings suggest that the three aggregate dimensions should not be 
understood as separate stages. In practice, managers were often interpreting uncertainty, 
communicating with others and working with uncertainty at the same time. This is 
theoretically important because it supports the idea that sensemaking and sensegiving may 
occur in parallel rather than sequentially. Managers were not first making sense privately and 
only afterward shaping others’ interpretations. Instead, they were often doing both 
simultaneously while also trying to keep work moving. This parallelism is one of the clearest 
contributions of the study. It shows that managerial uncertainty handling during 
organizational change is best understood as a combined process of sensemaking and 
sensegiving in which managers interpret changing conditions for themselves while 
simultaneously attempting to shape others’ understanding of those same conditions under 
continued operational pressure while also creating enough temporary order around 
uncertainty for coordination to continue. In this sense, the findings suggest not that 
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uncertainty disappeared through managerial action, but that it was organized around in ways 
that made continued work possible  (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007; 
Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). 
 
A central contribution of the study is therefore that it specifies managerial uncertainty during 
organizational change more concretely than broader treatments of uncertainty as a general 
condition. Previous research has established that uncertainty is common during 
organizational change and that it shapes openness to change, information seeking and the 
perceived credibility of change-related communication (Allen et al., 2007; Bordia et al., 
2004). It has also distinguished between different forms of uncertainty by showing that 
uncertainty may concern what is happening, what it means and how actors should respond 
(Milliken, 1987). Recent work has argued that uncertainty during change should not be 
treated too broadly because people respond differently to different types of uncertainty, such 
as uncertainty regarding the change itself, its process or its consequences (Townsend et al., 
2018; Yin et al., 2024). The present study extends that line of argument by showing that, from 
a managerial perspective, uncertainty often clusters around authority, responsibility, 
priorities, decision-making and the translation of broader change into everyday work. The 
study therefore supports a narrower and more organizationally grounded understanding of 
uncertainty during change. 
 
A second important contribution concerns the role of managers in uncertainty handling. 
Existing research has shown that managers are important sources of interpretation and 
communication during change and that they shape how employees understand and respond to 
uncertainty (Allen et al., 2007; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). The findings in this study 
show more clearly that managers are not only interpreters for others. They also interpret 
unstable conditions while simultaneously guiding others through them. This sharpens earlier 
descriptions of managerial paradox during change, where managers are expected to provide 
certainty while operating under ambiguity themselves (Lüscher & Lewis, 2008; Abreu 
Pederezini, 2017). It also aligns with research on middle managers showing that they may 
experience uncertainty, dissonance and competing priorities while still being expected to 
support and interpret change for others (Xaba et al., 2023). The present study adds to that 
literature by showing more concretely what those tensions are about in day-to-day 
organizational practice. 
 
The findings also open a more political interpretation of managerial uncertainty handling. 
Managers in this study acted as interpreters and stabilizers, but previous research suggests 
that such sensemaking and sensegiving are not neutral. Hope (2010), for example, shows that 
middle managers’ sensemaking and sensegiving during change may be shaped by 
organizational positioning, influence and political dynamics. Although this study does not 
focus directly on organizational politics, some findings point in that direction. Managers were 
often deciding what to emphasize, what to postpone, what to continue and how to frame 
uncertainty in ways that others could work with. This suggests that managerial sensemaking 
and sensegiving during uncertainty are not only about understanding the present but also 
about shaping which account of the situation becomes workable and influential. That 
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interpretation does not replace the main focus of the study, but it deepens it by showing that 
the stabilization of meaning may also involve positioning, credibility and the unequal weight 
of different managerial accounts (Hope, 2010; Schildt et al., 2020). 
 
The cross-context design also adds analytical breadth. The study does not aim to compare 
sectors directly, but the recurrence of similar patterns across automotive, public operations, 
healthcare, finance, logistics, legal work, software, construction and nonprofit settings 
suggests that the phenomenon under study is not confined to one type of organization. What 
appears to travel across contexts is not a specific sectoral form of change, but a recurring 
managerial condition: being expected to create enough clarity, enough direction and enough 
temporary order while broader organizational conditions remain unstable. This supports the 
value of the cross-context design and suggests that managerial uncertainty handling may be 
analytically relevant across a wide range of settings. 
 
At the same time, the study has limitations. The data consist of interview accounts, which 
means that the analysis concerns how managers described and understood their work rather 
than independently observed behavior. The cross-context design provides breadth, but it also 
limits the depth that might have been possible in a single-case or longitudinal study of one 
organization. The study is therefore strongest when making analytical claims about recurring 
patterns in managerial uncertainty handling, rather than highly specific claims about sector 
differences or causal outcomes. These limitations do not undermine the contribution, but they 
do delimit it. 
 
The findings also point toward future research. One direction would be to examine more 
closely how uncertainty handling differs by managerial level, for example between senior 
managers, middle managers and team leaders. Another would be to use longitudinal designs 
in order to trace how interpretations gain or lose credibility over the course of one continuing 
change process. Future research could also examine more closely when temporary structures 
stabilize uncertainty successfully and when they fail, as well as how different forms of 
organizational change generate different kinds of uncertainty around responsibility, authority 
or priorities. 
 
For practice, the study suggests that organizations should not treat uncertainty handling 
mainly as a communication volume problem. More information is not automatically more 
clarity. What managers and employees in this study appeared to need was usable clarity: 
enough direction, enough translation and enough temporary structure to continue working. 
Organizations therefore need to recognize that managers are not only expected to 
communicate change, but also to interpret it locally and stabilize it operationally. Supporting 
that work may be just as important as designing formal change communication itself. In 
practical terms, this means that managers may need more than scripted messages. They may 
also need room to interpret, adapt and locally translate change in ways that preserve 
coordination under incomplete clarity. 
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Conclusion 
The objective of this study was to examine how managers make sense of uncertainty and give 
sense when uncertainty arises during organizational change. The results show that managers 
do not experience uncertainty as a broad or abstract condition, instead it becomes visible 
through organizational problems that affect coordination, direction, and the flow of work. In 
the empirical findings, managers described uncertainty through different ways such as 
unclear responsibility, shifting priorities, unstable decision paths, incomplete information and 
difficulty translating broader change into daily practice. This study therefore makes a claim 
that managerial uncertainty during organizational change is best understood through the 
specific organizational issues it creates, rather than as a general condition of unpredictability. 

The study answers the research question by showing that managers make sense of uncertainty 
by interpreting signals from both formal and informal sources. At the same time, they give 
sense to uncertainty by translating broader change into workable directions for others. This 
includes clarification about what continues to apply, determining the next steps, identifying 
priorities for what matters the most and try to provide enough direction without overstating 
certainty. In this way, managerial uncertainty handling was not limited to interpretation alone. 
It also involved communication and practical organizing aimed at keeping work moving 
under incomplete clarity. 

A central conclusion of the study is therefore that managerial uncertainty handling during 
organizational change occurs when they are making sense of their own experiences while 
simultaneously giving meaning to those experiences through the act of creating shared 
understanding with colleagues. Managers are not first making sense of change privately and 
then later communicating it to others in a separate stage. Rather, they often do both at the 
same time. While trying to understand changing conditions for themselves, they are also 
expected to help others continue working through them. This simultaneity is important 
because it shows that managers are not merely intermediaries passing on already-settled 
meanings. They are active interpreters and local stabilizers of uncertain organizational 
conditions. Their role is therefore both interpretive and practical. 

The study contributes to research on uncertainty and organizational change by moving from 
broad claims about uncertainty toward a more specific understanding of uncertainty in 
managerial work. It shows more clearly what managers are uncertain about in practice and 
why those uncertainties matter. The findings suggest that uncertainty becomes especially 
consequential when it affects responsibility, authority, priorities, and the coordination of 
everyday work. The study also contributes to research on how managers handle uncertainty 
during organizational change by showing that these processes are not only symbolic or 
sequential. In the context of organizational change, they are practical, overlapping, and tied to 
the ongoing stabilization of work under incomplete clarity. 
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