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Purpose: This study examines the challenges that reorganisation brings to supervisors, to their 

sensemaking, how they are supported and how they can support the organisation. 

Theory: The theoretical frameworks used in this study are the job demand-control-support model 

and sensemaking. The first theory examines the level of job-related demands, the ability 

to control one's own work and received support and the combined effects. The second 

theoretical framework, sensemaking, is used to understand how supervisors have 

understood and made sense of the change, their role in the change and the changes 

consequences. These theories are tools to understand how supervisors perceive their role 

and influence in organisational change.   

Method: The study applies qualitative research design with semi-structured interviews. The sample 

consists of 13 interviews with supervisors from four countries and different levels from 

Nordic multinational case company. 

Result: The results show the importance of combining planning with communication to enable 

sensemaking in the different layers of the organisation. The results were congruent with 

the job control-demand-support model. Increased control and demands caused stress and 

adverse effects on supervisors, which were also alleviated but not removed even with 

versatile support. Supervisors played a key role in sensegiving towards the organisation. 

Still, their ability to sensegive was interlinked to their sensemaking of the change process 

that depended significantly on the input received from leadership.   
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background 

Successful businesses rely on the hands of their employees, and the employees rely on their 

supervisors and management to provide them with tools and support to perform their best.  

Organisational change studies (Kotter, 1996; Ling et al., 2018) have pointed out that change 

agents and good leaders play critical roles in successful outcomes. Supervisors work as change 

agents in organisational change settings, and addressing that change can be a necessary 

challenge that nevertheless fosters complexity and brings out the unexpected or unwanted. 

Willingness and ability to change have become crucial aspects of the modern business 

environment. Further, pressure is coming internally from demanding employees who value 

work-life balance, personal growth, and well-being, in addition to more traditional investors' 

pressure to grow and make financial profit in a changing and technologically developing 

environment (Singh & Ramdeo, 2020). 

2015 European Working Conditions Survey found that in Finland, 40%, Sweden, 42%, 

Norway, 32% and Denmark, 46% of organisations were undergoing a restructuring or 

reorganisation at the workplace that substantially affected their work during the last three years. 

Nordic countries scored highest in the European comparison, and in Nordics, slightly higher 

figures were received if examining only high-skilled clerical occupations (Eurofound, 2015a). 

These figures reflect the post-financial crisis but the pre-pandemic environment. Still, the 

recovery from pandemic restrictions has primarily started to lift and are not so visible anymore 

in daily operations or mainly in the business environment during the research. 

In the Eurofound Survey conducted in 2013, respondents were asked about organisational 

changes and how they affected the coordination and allocation of work. The survey found that 

33% of respondents had undergone a change process in the past three years. Specifically, 42% 

of these changes involved a shift in the use of technology, while 18% were related to 

modifications in working time arrangements (Eurofound, 2015b). 

Though change has become a usual state and a way of working, it does not mean that all change 

is successful and leads to positive outcomes. Many internal and external factors, such as 
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employee attitudes, defence mechanisms, sensemaking abilities, and things outside the 

organisational system that influence organisational performance or prompt a need for change 

influence the process and outcome and can change the course (Singh & Ramdeo, 2020). When 

leading and participating in change, questions of how, why, and when are essential to keep in 

mind. Success in previous change projects, restructuring phases, and the normality of 

continuous development may lead to a false security that new projects and changes would result 

in successful results and outcomes. Confidence can lead to a lack of effort or monitoring of 

different influenced parties and reactions that result from the change process and lead to 

problems and unwanted side effects (Kotter, 1996). This study examines the internal factors 

that influence organisational change from the perspective of supervisors, how supervisors were 

working on supporting the organisation and their teams, how the supervisors perceived the 

change, and if they have acted as a critical piece to contribute to a successful change process. 

1.2 Study Context 

This thesis examines a medium-sized Nordic multinational company, MNC, and its supervisors 

in Sweden, Finland, Norway and Denmark. The MNC operates with software solutions and 

consulting and, in the past 30 years, has had a merger and large partnerships with solution 

providers guiding its business in new directions. The MNC has undergone a significant 

organisational change in its structure and working methods. The study focuses on how the 

supervisors have supported the change process and, on the other hand, how the management 

and other internal stakeholders have supported the supervisors in the process. The research 

examines how the supervisors face the situation, how they make sense of their work and 

position during and after the organisational change and how they make the change possible 

while supporting and being supported simultaneously. As change is a constant state of the 

modern business world, the research aims to discover important lessons for the organisational 

setting to learn for future change processes and ways of supporting supervisors and them 

supporting the change. 

The case organisation aims to change the structure from a country-based setup to a one-

company model where people work across borders in business units related to their technology 

or customer segment. Studying the supervisors' experience during the reorganisation will 

provide good information for future reference on aspects that have been managed well and what 
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points of view should be included when reorganising teams and operations across countries. 

Additionally, valuable information is received on where future change processes could be 

improved regarding support, communication and scheduling the change. 

Even though the case organisational change should not cause any worry or stress for the 

employees as there are no redundancies or significant changes of positions or job descriptions, 

there may still be stressors and uncertainty on how future roles within the teams and in the 

company will be. In general, research often points to change as a potential cause of stress, 

emphasising a need to manage change resistance even when all parties see the reason and goal 

for change as positive (Singh & Ramdeo, 2020). Following Karasek and Theorell (1990) and 

how they identified a lack of control in ways of working and the use of one’s skills as primary 

work-related risk factors for well-being, it may be stressed that it is vital for management to 

recognise that organisational change can cause feelings of loss of control. 

In these types of organisational changes, supervisors become change agents providing support. 

In connection with organisational change, such support refers to communication and the ability 

to coach and implement the new strategy and vision. Communication is examined, for example, 

on the availability of enough information from the management level to supervisors and the 

line employees regarding the change process, outcome, timing or communication, clarity, 

source of information and connection to each person’s role. Support also refers to available 

training material and when supervisors would be provided tools for communicating the change, 

the new vision, new ways of working with the new structure and conversational skills and 

hearing the employees' concerns and ideas (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). 

As mentioned, the study focuses on supervisors, as they are the guiding force managing and 

leading the employees, supervising and implementing ways of working and being the bridges 

of communication and guiding between top management and all other employees. Supervisors, 

at best, are leaders who, instead of traditionally from a management perspective, control, 

maintain, and focus on systems and structures can be leaders who focus on the people, inspire 

trust, align people and establish direction that the team and organisation commit to, in 

comparison to just planning and presenting it (Kotter, 1996; Cameron & Green, 2012). 

Supervisors’, who act as leaders, can influence the team to engage and behave similarly to 

supervisors' behaviour, and their affective state can also reflect their team members’ state. 

During change, committed supervisors' support critically influences employees’ commitment 
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to the organisational change. Similarly, supervisors who are supported, onboarded to change 

and committed by the top or other organisational stakeholders adopt the change agenda and 

vision, enabling them to bring it efficiently forward (Ford et al., 2020). 

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions  

The paper examines organisational change and how supervisors supported, perceived, and made 

sense of the change. This study examines an organisational change where teams and supervisors 

and reformed team structures are from different countries, and supervisors balance cultural 

differences, distance and keeping day-to-day operations running. 

The focus of the study is on examining whether supervisors felt supported. At the same time, 

they conducted their day-to-day work, supervised their team, and did their best to support the 

team and its reorganisation and understanding of the change. Regardless of the support the 

supervisors received, they had to respond to their teams and support them further. Therefore, 

receiving and giving support do not require each other but greatly support one another in 

performance, internal credibility, and working efficiently.  

The interviews plan to get a broad overview of how supervisors perceive the change, what they 

feel they can and have influenced, and how they received and hoped to receive help and 

assistance from the organisation to support change, new teams and communication in general. 

The paper aims to uncover the challenges the reorganisation brings to supervisors and how they 

can manage and support their teams and the organisation to overcome them. How can 

supervisors influence the way the line employees face the change of structure, change of 

supervisors and if there is uncertainty that could be managed and communicated to make the 

process easier for all parties. Additionally, the research aims to examine the influence of 

organisational restructuring on supervisors’ ability to manage and be part of the change process. 

Also, the case study will uncover some challenges supervisors face in organisational change, 

how they perceive the change process, and the result when considering their position in the 

company and the organisation's future goals. 

The main research questions are: 

●        How can supervisors support the organisation in change? 
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●        How can supervisors be supported in the organisational change process? 

o What do supervisors need and hope for? 

The study will apply a qualitative research design and was conducted as a case study by semi-

structured interviews with supervisors from all Nordic countries with team sizes ranging from 

a few employees to around twenty-person teams. The initial implementation of the 

organisational structures change had happened three months before the interviews but 

continued to show its shaping to final form even during the interview period. 

This master thesis proceeds in chapter two by presenting previous studies regarding change 

communication in organisational change, change obstacles and supervisors as change agents 

and their role in organisational change. Then, in chapter three, selected theories will be 

presented, starting with examining the concept of sensemaking and then the demand-control 

model, adding to its social support dimension. Chapter four presents the methodology, timing 

and reliability aspects of the research and interviews, as well as the chosen method of analysis 

and presenting target organisation, limitations, and ethical considerations. Then, in chapter five, 

results and empirical findings from the interviews are presented in themes that arise from the 

interviews, leading to discussion and analysis in chapter six. The paper concludes by presenting 

findings, recommendations, and suggestions for future research. At the paper's end are 

references and an interview guide. 

2 Previous Research 

This chapter examines previous research done in sensemaking and how the job demand-control-

support model can be used to understand the needs of supervisors and employees in change. 

The Chapter also reviews organisational change, change communication and change agents' 

roles from relevant perspectives. This chapter presents previous research on change resistance, 

how it can be alleviated with different means of support and communication and how 

supervisors can embed change. The chapter will provide insights from examples on 

understanding how the case study supervisors have experienced and perceived their position in 

change and what aspects could have been helpful in change management. These studies provide 

further insights and a foundation of how supervisors navigate organisational change.   
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2.1 Sensemaking in Uncertainty 

Regarding social aspects and their influence on sensemaking, Weick et al. (2005) suggest that 

various social factors, such as discussions with parties directly or indirectly involved, received 

coaching, mentoring, and encouragement or discouragement to act, influence the process. 

According to Weick et al. (2005), Sensemaking is about understanding the situation and acting 

according to the presumed circumstances. Their research has an example of a medical case 

where a nurse, after examining a patient, finds cues to understand the case and proceeds to act 

by talking to a physician to take action. The talk leads towards shared understanding and action 

on the case. Weick et al. (2005) describe talk and action in sensemaking as cyclical occurrences, 

where either can happen before the other on several occasions and work as the starting point. 

From a leadership and strategic perspective on sensemaking, Weick (1995) uses the example 

of a military unit finding their path out of the Alps using a wrong map as a possibility of finding 

a correct direction and getting to the desired outcome without proper background information. 

In this case, even a faulty input of information, be it a wrong map or an old strategic plan, can 

lead to wished outcomes as they both give direction and orientate. Weick (1995) explains that 

a strategic position where the supervisors are uncertain of where they are supposed to be going 

can still work if the supervisor can boost confidence and get the energy moving forward. An 

active and purposeful movement towards the goal provides sufficient foundation for receiving 

more input as there are cues that unravel throughout the path and build up the confidence and 

vision of the correct path on where to head, regardless of whether the original input of 

information would not have provided the wished outcome (Weick, 1995). 

Kieran et al. (2021) case study research on HR's influence on the sensemaking process 

highlights the connection between sensemaking and strategic change. Effective sensemaking 

allows organisations to understand the external environment, identify strategic opportunities 

and threats, and align their actions accordingly. HR can contribute to strategic change by 

enabling sensemaking processes that inform and guide decision-making. Kieran et al. (2021) 

suggest several sensemaking practices that HR can implement within organisations. These 

practices include promoting diverse perspectives, encouraging dialogue and reflection, 

fostering experimentation and learning, and leveraging technology for sensemaking processes. 

Their research concluded that for sensemaking, establishing structured and regular 
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communication with supervisors serves as a consistent and recurring platform for engaging in 

sensemaking activities in the organisation. 

2.2 Using the Job Demand-Control-Support Model to Support the 

Change Process 

Häusser et al. (2010) reviewed the job demand-control-support model and found that job 

satisfaction correlates well or partially with the job demand-control model. Also, additive 

effects in the job demand-control model were found in 57% of reviewed studies on emotional 

exhaustion. Additionally, regarding general psychological well-being, they found that in 

practice, the best support is in additive effects of the job demand-control model, found in 60% 

of reviewed studies, but support rates when adding social support dimension to gain additivity 

effects were lower, but still in 50% of the studies they reviewed. Longitudinal and cross-

sectional studies found equal results. In concluding comparisons of the model with and without 

social support, both models support the purpose equally well when considering stochastic issues 

and social supports' potential negative impact on leading a person under change due to needing 

help leading to reduced self-esteem and well-being, for example (Häusser et al., 2010). 

Shanock and Eisenbergers (2006) study found that positive perceived organisational support 

and perceived supervisors’ support positively influence performance and job satisfaction. 

Karasek and Theorell's (1990) review of US studies showed that supervisor support correlates 

most with job satisfaction and low psychological strain. In the workplace demand-control 

model, social interaction was shown to influence health and behaviour significantly. In their 

WHO study, Harnois and Gabriel (2000) describe job stress as one of the most common work-

related health problems in the EU and a cause of poor health, mental health problems, lower 

performance and commitment, and absences. Additionally, unclear tasks, lack of decision-

making, job insecurity and unrealistic demands can cause stress to some people. 

When investigating job demand and job control as independent variables, Wu et al. (2023) 

found that social support can mitigate the adverse effects of high demand and low control 

burnout and stress. Different studies they reviewed stated that having either high support or 

control is more effective in alleviating adverse effects of job demand, or conversely, having 

both support and control high is most effective in coping with stress caused by job demand (Wu 

et al., 2023).  Supervisors' support of change-related stressors alleviates emotional exhaustion 
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and change-related cynicism that employees may face in organisational change. High 

supervisor support could lessen the negative consequences even with high change-related 

stressors. Therefore, support from the top down can be seen as an integral role in assisting the 

organisation to cope with change and stress caused by it (Day et al., 2017). 

Day et al. (2017) found that job control relates to burnout from several perspectives. Levels of 

job control moderate the influence of stressors on professional effectiveness. Organisations and 

supervisors can benefit from providing higher levels of control to individuals' work by allowing 

flexibility in working times, planning their work, and workplace in addition to work content-

related control and freedom. In a change setting, giving employees and supervisors a discussion 

forum and the ability to participate in the change process and implementation provides control, 

or a sense of it, increasing the benefits of perceived high control. Demerouti et al. (2001) found 

that active zone jobs with high levels of control and high demand lead to increased motivation 

and learning and high strain. Their study said that the high strain could have been population-

specific, or the demands were too high to create extreme stress peaks to cause adverse effects.  

2.3 Supervisors Embedding Change 

Supervisors need skills to align and motivate people and set direction instead of bare planning, 

controlling and organising (Cameron & Green, 2012). Regular conversations with subordinates 

regarding ongoing steps in change and development of the new organisation and any issues or 

worries are strong mergers of commitment of the team to new goals and processes to get there 

(Cornelissen, 2011). Many researchers (Goleman, 1998; Singh & Ramdeo, 2020; Ling et al., 

2018; Cameron & Green, 2012) pinpoint differences between supervisors and leaders and the 

emphasis on change management falls to promote soft leadership skills that enable the 

organisation as a social organism to work together to a common goal. 

Schein (2010) presents six primary embedding mechanisms supervisors with a leader mindset 

can use to teach their organisations to think, behave and perceive based on their convictions. 

The first tool is what supervisors pay attention to, measure and control regularly. This creates 

the foundation for the awareness of what is happening in the organisation and how supervisors 

should proceed to support and communicate. However, the process must be consistent to 

produce consistent communication based on connected observations. Consistency creates 

security and confidence for both the supervisor and the team. Secondly, supervisors’ reaction 
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to organisational crises and critical incidents shows underlying beliefs that lead the supervisors 

and help the organisation in often emotional shifts through the crisis. How supervisors deal with 

crises often reveals how important they keep people and other critical aspects of the 

organisation’s functions. Next, the embedding mechanism, how supervisors allocate resources, 

how they recruit, promote and excommunicate, as well as reward and handle status allocation, 

bring out similar value aspects that surface during crises and make it visible to the organisation 

what is trusted, valued, and focused on and can create certainty and trust when decisions are 

well reasoned and consistent. Following, supervisors’ deliberate role modelling, coaching, and 

teaching is a solid visible communication method, how they bring out values to the organisation 

and especially to the newcomers and continuously embed the culture with an example. Next, 

supervisors’ way of allocating rewards and status is a way of teaching the organisation from 

performance appraisals in the forms of rewards and punishments that carry a message of actual 

results of anyone’s actions in the organisation, not just espoused or published values and career 

paths. Lastly, supervisors recruit, promote and excommunicate. Selection of new members to 

the organisation can cause unconscious biases towards the candidates that share common style, 

assumptions and beliefs with the hiring person or current organisation. These basic assumptions 

also show in promotions and ex-communications on fired personnel or people who are moved 

to less critical tasks within the organisation (Schein, 2010). 

These embedding mechanisms are interlinked, reinforce, and interact with each other if they 

are utilised several times. For newcomers in an organisation, consistent communication and 

implementation of these mechanisms onboard them to the culture and vision of the organisation 

(Schein, 2010). Different levels of support can enable supervisors to become leaders and 

strengthen the mechanisms to implement embedding mechanisms. Shanock and Eisenberger 

(2006) examined perceived organisational support and perceived supervisor support. They 

found that the support the supervisors received from the organisation reflected positively on the 

support subordinates received from the supervisors and reflected positive relationships between 

subordinates and supervisors. Additionally, subordinates who perceived to receive high 

organisational support performed more extra-role tasks, such as aiding colleagues, which 

increased the overall level of support within the organisation. Shanock and Eisenberger (2006) 

found consistency in the trickle-down effect of support from higher levels to subordinate levels 

in boosting performance and relationships throughout the organisation, emphasising the 
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importance of supporting supervisors and their roles as support givers (Shanock & Eisenberger, 

2006). 

2.4 Attitudes Towards Organisational Change 

There is extensive research on employees’ attitudes towards organisational change, and Choi 

(2011) reviewed 56 articles on the topic. The findings indicate that commitment and openness 

to change are related to employee involvement in decision-making, the change process and 

training. These actions have also negatively affected cynicism regarding organisational change. 

Company-level commitment to change is crucial for lasting effects in the business setting. 

Kotter (1996) points out that many organisations have fallen back to old ways of working after 

significant organisational change processes due to a lack of commitment to the change process 

and not ongoingly making it consistent with the organisation's culture and by not addressing 

issues that arise. 

Heyden et al. (2016) examined the difference between middle and top managers' influence on 

employee experience. Emotions such as uncertainty, loss of control and fear of failure can be 

alleviated and counteracted with accurate information, and are empowered, involved and 

convinced of the individual and organisation's ability to manage change. Top and middle 

managers have distinctive strengths and weaknesses in change-agent roles. Heyden et al. (2016) 

concluded that managers' most substantial influence comes when middle managers who are 

closer to employees and core technology initiate the change. Top managers contextualise the 

change process with redistribution and allocation of resources, giving the most substantial 

support to employees.  Middle managers play a key role, but when only the top management 

leads and plans the change, there were no weak or strong results in Heyden et al.'s (2016) 

research. 

Parke and Seo (2017) examined organisations' affect climate, the shared emotional experiences 

on organisations' practices and environment, and concluded that the climate correlates to 

organisations' ability to achieve strategic outcomes. Affiliation, a sense of belonging and a good 

shared emotional environment strengthen the ability to reach organisations' targets. Therefore, 

the affected climate also influences organisations in change and how employees engage in it. 

Ling et al. (2018) found that collective identity and self-efficacy correlate with change 

leadership and commitment to change, which of the latter is in the centre when examining 
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received, given, hoped and missed support from and to supervisors. Commitment is also 

boosted when employees believe they can cope and benefit from the change process and when 

the purpose of the change initiative is consistent with the organisation’s goals and vision (Choi, 

2011). 

2.5 Change Communication as Means of Support 

Research shows that change communication in the organisation is an important support method. 

Communication and conversational skills are important to leadership and a supervisor’s toolkit. 

Leadership presentation of the change creates only the beginning of a process that requires 

acceleration, continuation and implementation of leadership actions. How supervisors, as 

leaders, can influence the organisation is a widely researched area, and many aspects are 

influential (Cornelissen, 2011). Schein (2010) offers the simplest explanation of how leaders 

get their messages across the organisation: charisma. However, his analysis points out that even 

with sizeable historical evidence, charisma is not a reliable mechanism to embed ideas, and 

there are ways to transmit messages across and support organisations. 

Cornelissen (2011) emphasises the importance of management communication in realising 

changes and helping employees understand and implement the change. Supervisors’ self-

reflection on communicating with others and marketing the change internally helps deliver an 

honest and passionate commitment to change ideas. Communication is, at best, professionally 

performed and motivating and works as a drum to engage the organisation levels to raise 

commitment and support for the change process and future vision.  Additionally, Goleman 

(1998), in his ground-making research on emotional intelligence, explains that transformational 

leaders foremost inspire and show strong belief in the vision, and their way of bringing up the 

vision is emotionally stimulating and intellectual. This brings out more significant effort and 

performance from the organisation, which is more committed to emotionally satisfying and 

engaging goals contrary to pay and promotions (Goleman, 1998). 

3 Theory 

As theories guide the analysis of the supervisor’s role in supporting and managing 

organisational change, this study draws on sensemaking and demand-control-support theories. 

Sensemaking theory provides a foundation for understanding how the supervisors have 
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understood the task and information given to them and how they ongoingly structure the process 

in their minds to support their teams and the organisation (Johnsen & Porathe, 2021). 

Additionally, aspects of sensegiving are examined to understand how supervisors have 

supported the organisation and enabled subordinates' sensemaking process (Weick, 1995). The 

second theory, the job demand-control-support model, gives a foundation to understand the 

position of the supervisors regarding their job demands, what is expected of them and what they 

expect from themselves, and job control regarding managing the organisational change, running 

day-to-day operations and reorganising the teams. The support aspect gives a foundation for 

understanding their experience of seeking and giving support and potentially not getting enough 

support. The job demand-control-support model is also closely linked to well-being and stress 

and helps the research understand the health perspective of the reorganisation (Karasek & 

Theorell, 1990). 

Using a combination of sensemaking theory and the job demand-control-support model gives 

us a theoretical perspective to understand how supervisors perceive their position in the 

demanding environment and how they have sought and provided support to each other and their 

teams while trying to make sense of the process, outcomes and their work. 

3.1 Sensemaking 

Sensemaking will be a key component when examining the supervisor’s interpretation of the 

organisational change process and how they have been involved in the process. As self-

explanatory sensemaking seems, from literally being from “the making of sense”, Johnsen and 

Porathe (2021) point out that even as a cognitive concept, it goes beyond just interpreting and 

understanding. Sensemaking is a process where the person involved actively seeks to construct 

the situation and try to make sense of it potentially while simultaneously taking part in the 

situation. It is present before and after decision-making and is a combination of action and 

interpretation instead of the influence of choice evaluation. Weick et al. (2005) add that 

sensemaking is not about getting to the truth but about continuously reshaping the evolving 

story so that it gets more complete, combines more of the obtained data and is more resilient to 

criticism. In their research, Weick et al. (2005) state sensemaking as more future and action-

oriented, more macro and closely tied to organising and behaviourally defined, and more 

emotion-focused with sensegiving and persuasion. 
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Maitlis and Christianson (2014:67) define sensemaking-based themes in their extensive 

literature review as follows: 

“A process, prompted by violated expectations, that involves attending to and bracketing cues 

in the environment, creating intersubjective meaning through cycles of interpretation and 

action, and thereby enacting a more ordered environment from which further cues can be 

drawn.” 

Triggers for sensemaking are situations that interrupt ongoing activity, are ambiguous and make 

people realise their lack of current understanding of the situation and uncertainty on how to 

proceed. For organisational sensemaking, the triggers can be planned or unplanned, and minor 

or major events can be expected. Sometimes, cues for sensemaking are not noticed and do not 

trigger sensemaking when accommodation, normalisation or explaining the situation is used 

instead. Routine work and lack of deliberation in action in organisations can make sensemaking 

immanent and common routine action and not actively and consciously engage people in the 

sensemaking process (Johnsen & Porathe, 2021). 

Weick et al. (2005) guide the sensemaking process by stating that it starts with the presence of 

chaos. Maitlis and Christianson (2014) start more calmly, focusing on the trigger for 

sensemaking, which are events, issues or situations with ambiguous meanings in their cues for 

interpretation and that have or may have uncertain outcomes. These cues interrupt the ongoing 

way of working and interpreting the world and create uncertainty. 

According to Weick et al. (2005), sensemaking begins with noticing and bracketing, where 

different clues are observed using different senses and sources of information and past 

knowledge and experience. Bracketing focuses on self-determined aspects evaluated to hold 

more value and importance on the matter. The early steps of the sensemaking process include 

undifferentiated and unprocessed raw information and labels and conceptualising it so that it 

becomes a more common form and simplified information for the individual. Further 

sensemaking steps are labelling and categorising the experiences and information. Labelling is 

the process of differentiating, identifying and classifying information and regularising and 

routinising it to form patterns and to be able to categorise the information further. Labelling 

disregards differences among actors and enables the generation of recurring behaviour patterns 

that appear systematically with the selected actors. Labelled information forms categories 



18 

 

flexible to adjustments as they are socially formed and adapt to local circumstances. 

Additionally, the categories are not fixed with a certain number of characteristics or strict 

definitions of features. Still, a flexible amount of experience features may result in categorising 

information in the same box (Weick et al., 2005). There are differentiating opinions on when 

sensemaking takes place, whether, according to Weicks (1995), classic work on sensemaking 

is retrospective, or newer studies by Maitlis and Christianson (2014) state it can additionally be 

future-oriented and prospective. The retrospective point of view relies on the perspective that 

mistakes are made “now” and has hindsight of past actions to reflect and see the mistakes only 

afterwards, not whilst acting (Weick et al., 2005). A future-oriented point of view suggests 

“future perfect” thinking, where a desired event or act is expected and acts like the future has 

already happened. To act in the now from a future-oriented point of view, the situation is 

interpreted from the retrospective of the future (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

Assuming the coexistence of ignorance and knowledge, adaptive sensemaking respects and 

rejects the past by using old knowledge and allowing it to be rejected or shaped ongoingly. The 

changes and development through time reveal correct actions and reject old correct assumptions 

to be inaccurate in the present (Weick et al., 2005). 

The act and development of sensemaking are “acting thinkingly”, where simultaneously 

knowledge is interpreted with trusted frameworks while distrusting the same frameworks by 

testing it against new ones and to new interpretations (Weick et al., 2005). Action is also 

important as it creates more stimuli and cues that can be used in sensemaking. When used more 

deliberately, actions can also be used to test the prior sensemaking and whether earlier 

understanding was accurate. Lastly, actions shape the environment by altering what people 

encounter and changing the situation that initially created sensemaking, so the current act on 

the environment presents differently. This is especially interesting for an organisational setting, 

where people in key roles, for example, in this case, supervisors and the management who 

provided the organisation with the change plan, create the environment they find themselves in 

and create the version their subordinates and others in the organisation see (Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014). 

Even if it is possible to make sense of anything, an infinite number of factors can influence 

sensemaking (Johnsen & Porathe, 2021). Maitlis and Christianson (2014) point out that 

emotions are increasingly seen to influence the sensemaking process in ways it forms, occurs, 
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concludes and accomplishes to be understood. According to Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010), in 

change and crises, emotions are often stronger and more negative, and the arousal of these 

emotions can trigger the nervous system to decrease cognitive information processing capacity. 

That, in turn, decreases the ability to sensemaking. Additionally, felt emotions can influence 

interpreting negative emotions as a sign that the change process is counterproductive to their 

well-being (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; Johnsen & Porathe, 2021). 

On organisation level sensemaking, Maitlis and Christianson (2014) identified three essential 

aspects of what a sensemaking process can accomplish: strategic change, learning and creativity 

and innovation. First, sensemaking assists strategic change by enabling sensemaking of the 

current situation and circumstances and the opportunities that can be interpreted and framed to 

align with strategic goals. Organisations can identify strategic alternatives by generating and 

evaluating various strategic alternatives in response to the current situation by considering 

different perspectives, analysing, and developing potential courses of action. The last step 

sensemaking accomplishes in strategic change is implementation and evaluation. After 

identifying strategic alternatives, organisations need to implement the chosen strategy and 

iterate potential adjustments and adaptations for successful strategic change (Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014). 

The second outcome of sensemaking, learning, happens through the sensemaking of past 

experiences, successes and failures, reflecting on the outcomes, identifying patterns, and 

learning from them. Through learning from past experiences, organisations integrate individual 

and collective experiences and share the knowledge, facilitating organisational learning and 

improving future performance. Sensemaking enables organisations to apply new knowledge, 

improve processes, and adapt to the changing environment through a continuous organisational 

learning process (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). 

Thirdly, sensemaking helps organisations achieve creativity and innovation by recognising 

novelty, integrating diverse perspectives, and implementing and adapting creative ideas. It 

involves identifying and understanding new information or perspectives that deviate from 

existing patterns. This requires questioning assumptions, reframing problems, and embracing 

new possibilities. Through sensemaking, organisations integrate diverse perspectives and 

knowledge to generate creative solutions by connecting seemingly unrelated information and 

leveraging collective intelligence. Sensemaking also enables organisations to implement and 
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refine creative ideas or innovative practices through experimentation, iteration, and feedback 

loops for successful implementation and continuous improvement (Maitlis & Christianson, 

2014). 

These definitions and sensemaking conceptualisations have helped this research examine how 

supervisors have made sense of, perceived, acted, and rationalised the organisational change 

process, how their sensemaking could have been supported further, and what factors influenced 

it. 

Sensegiving 

Sensegiving is particularly important in the context of organisational change, as it helps 

individuals and groups make sense of new and unfamiliar situations and uncertainty and 

respond appropriately according to the input received from supervisors (Lüscher & Lewis, 

2008). In an organisational setting, people share experiences but might make sense of 

experiences very differently. For an organisation to coordinate action and work, it is not 

necessary to share meanings but have a minimal shared understanding and make equivalent, 

rather than shared, meanings (Johnsen & Porathe, 2021; Weick et al., 2005). From a leadership 

perspective, supervisors are not simply sensegiving meaning to passive recipients. Still, 

subordinates and all individuals, per se, engage in an individual sensemaking process when 

adopting or rejecting information. Sensegiving is defined as an attempt to influence 

sensemaking towards preferred outcomes (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Johnsen & Porathe, 

2021). 

By sensegiving, supervisors provide information and frames that enable organisation members' 

sensemaking by communicating a clear and compelling vision for the change, articulating its 

benefits, and addressing any concerns or resistance that may arise (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007; 

Weick, 1995). Effective supervisors facilitate sensemaking by promoting open communication, 

creating opportunities for dialogue, and encouraging reflection and learning about the 

organisation's goals, values, and assumptions (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). In times of 

change, individuals may experience confusion, anxiety, and uncertainty about their roles, 

responsibilities, and the organisation's future. Sensegiving can help address these challenges by 

providing a shared understanding of the change, its foundation, and its implications and can 

contribute to creating a shared organisational culture and identity (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). 
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Maitlis and Lawrence's (2007) research presents triggers and enablers associated with 

stakeholders’ and supervisors’ sensegiving in organisations. Stakeholders in the case would 

present other than supervisors, such as individual employees and support functions inside the 

organisation. For stakeholders, sensegiving was triggered by something they perceived as 

important to themselves or to the group they aimed the sensegiving. These perceptions of 

importance include beliefs that the issue affects organisational performance, stakeholders' 

everyday experience of work, or stakeholders' compensation or security. Additionally, 

stakeholders are triggered to sensegiving when they perceive a lack of competence from their 

supervisors regarding a specific issue. That can manifest as stakeholders perceiving poor 

decision-making processes or outcomes and lacking supervisors’ expertise in the area. Maitlis 

and Lawrence (2007) also found three key enablers for stakeholder sensegiving: possessing 

relevant expertise, often based on their professional background and training. The second 

enabler has a legitimate basis for sensegiving based on formal authority or responsibility and 

devotion to organisational involvement. Legitimacy provides stakeholders with an acceptable 

foundation to contribute their perspectives. Thirdly, stakeholders require opportunities to 

engage in sensegiving behaviour. The opportunities can arise through regular and ad hoc 

meetings and requests. These occasions prompt stakeholders to provide their input and shape 

the decision-making process. 

For supervisors, sensegiving was more triggered by something they perceived as ambiguous 

and unpredictable. On the organisation member level, sensemaking is triggered by confusing 

or unexpected events that cause uncertainty or ambiguity (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). In 

contrast, complex sensemaking environments trigger supervisors’ sensegiving process to 

construct narratives that assist stakeholder groups in making sense of the uncertain 

environment. Supervisors’ opportunities for sensemaking are created by environmental 

complexity, and supervisors are motivated to engage in sensegiving when they perceive issues 

as ambiguous, unpredictable, and involving numerous, diverse stakeholders. Supervisor 

sensegiving is enabled by supervisors’ issue-related expertise or when the organisation already 

performs strongly in the relevant issue domain (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). 

Maitlis and Lawrences' (2007) research points out that for any party to participate in 

sensegiving, there is a need for contextual understanding to participate, considering the specific 

organisational context, roles, and structures. In addition, they highlight the importance of 
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practical and political tensions associated with sensegiving as an influence strategy. It is a 

situated practice influenced by the relational identities of actors and the social and technological 

contexts in which they operate. Common enablers for supervisors and stakeholders are 

conversational ability and capacity to construct and articulate the case forward and having 

organisational processes that facilitate sensegiving, such as opportunities for shaping 

interpretations and organisational performance. As an example of hierarchical action in an 

organisation, stakeholders expect supervisors to fulfil the sensegiving role. When supervisors 

lack competence or understanding in specific issues, stakeholders perceive a sensemaking gap 

that, as mentioned, triggers their sensegiving process (Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007). 

3.2 Job Demand-Control-Support Model 

Karasek and Theorell's (1990) job demand-control model can be used to predict various health 

and behavioural consequences. The model is two-dimensional, with low and high levels of 

control and low and high levels of psychological demands, presented in four segments. The job 

demand-control model and its subsequent version, the job demand-control-support model, are 

means to explain the occurrence of mental strain, stress and health impairment in the work-life 

context (Häusser et al., 2010; Demerouti et al., 2001). 

Figure 1. Job Demand-Control Model based on Karasek (1979) 
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Karasek and Theorells (1990) job demand-control models demands are psychological demands, 

stressors that cause stress levels and alertness. Control refers to decision latitude and constraints 

that narrow the optimal course of action and preferred methods of working most efficiently to 

avoid high levels of stress and high strain. The relevant segment for the case study lies in the 

high psychological demands sector in low and high control levels. Where both demand and 

control are high lies the active zone, where, according to Swedish and American population 

studies, workers are most active in their leisure despite their heavy work demands and stressful 

jobs. The studies predict that the psychosocial outcomes related to learning and growth are 

optimistic and favourable to high productivity, and the active zone, as such, is a desirable 

environment for work. More frequent than average, yet up to a limit, extreme peaks of 

stimulation and stressful situations are the most challenging jobs, where higher levels of job 

satisfaction are present. This is due to many stressors pushing for action through problem-

solving combined with a small number of obstacles due to low control and high freedom. 

Learning, iterating, and developing ways of working in demanding tasks is also possible with 

the given freedom. Naturally, the zone has limits; for example, fatigue or extreme peaks of 

stimulation can exhaust and push the individual over the limit regardless of control, and the 

third dimension is social support (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). 

Working in an area with high psychological demand and low control is defined as a high-strain 

jobs. This is where harmful psychological reactions such as fatigue, depression and physical 

illness are most common. Residual strain and stress factors are of higher altitude and 

uncontrollable, which can lead to longer psychological strain experiences that take longer to 

recover. Lack of control over stressful situations can extend the fight or flight natural reaction, 

which is energy draining and prevents optimal response to situations due to environmental 

constraints. It is important to note that freedom in control does contain not only the freedom of 

action and ways of accomplishing formal work but also the freedom to participate and engage 

in informal rituals such as different kinds of breaks from work and even fidgeting that can 

supplement a tension relief method during the workday (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). 

Karasek and Theorells (1990) research found that challenge is necessary for effective learning, 

that different levels of psychological demands moderate the process, and that it is a 

straightforward contributor to psychological strain. The other variable influencing positive or 

negative learning consequences would be different levels of control. 
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Positioning the case study organisation on the demand-control model, the most common 

occupation, electrical engineering, is placed very high on decision latitude and approximately 

3/4 on psychological demands, where 2/4 would be in the centre, not low or high (Karasek & 

Theorell, 1990). This lands to the active- sector, but due to organisational change possibly 

influencing the control personnel have to their work and in the organisation, the second sector 

of high-strain job is relevant, as the employees may temporarily feel like they will be more 

constrained in the change process, depending on if they are given the possibility to negotiate 

their future position and team, or if they are assigned to new roles or teams without having the 

actual ability to influence it. 

Support 

Karasek and Theorell (1990:69) state,” Social support at work refers to overall levels of helpful 

social interaction available on the job from both co-workers and supervisors.” There are 

diverse ways in which social relations influence well-being at work, such as working as a 

buffering mechanism between psychological stressors and harmful health outcomes, 

influencing basic psychological processes that maintain long-term health and mechanisms of 

learning. Social support can lead to active coping patterns affecting productive behaviour 

among supporting health through second-order effects (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). In the three-

way interrelated model, high social support moderates the negative impacts of high-strain jobs, 

where demands are high, and control is low. Additionally, increased control is best seen to 

buffer the high demands when there are high levels of social support (Häusser et al., 2010). 

Research also points out that lower rates of social support have additive effects on job-related 

and psychological well-being, meaning adverse impacts of unfavourable levels of demands and 

control are more prominent when there are lower levels of support (Häusser et al., 2010; 

Karasek & Theorell, 1990). 

4 Method 

This chapter presents the methodologies used in this research. First, the chapter presents the 

target organisation, and interviewees are presented in the anonymous description following the 

research design, data collection through interviews, method of analysis and limitations of the 

research. This study’s foundation is linked to the classic foundation of case study as 
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interpretative field research to address the complexities of organisational and managerial 

business issues (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). 

The interview guide was constructed using Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) job demand-control-

support model. The questions focused on the models’ key factors aim to investigate the levels 

of demand from the organisation, how supervisors handled it and how it was delegated among 

the organisation levels. Questions that focused on the control the supervisors had over the 

organisational change gained insights into how the change was led and whether the supervisors 

felt they could influence the outcome or how the change was implemented in their teams. 

Support layer questions gave essential insights into how the company provided tools and 

channels of support and whether they could alleviate the stress through support that the 

supervisors faced during the change. Overall, the interview guide gave a strong foundation for 

the information gathering. With the semi-structured interview model, the interviews also 

provided good insights into the surrounding topics of the change. 

4.1 Target Organisation and Sample 

The target organisation is a multinational company, referred to as MNC. It has offices in 

Sweden, Finland, Norway, Denmark, and the United Kingdom, and personnel is distributed 

equally between the countries; generally, the teams and functions work entirely across borders.  

As a limitation, though, the study focused only on the Nordic countries as UK offices’ 

operations and customers are seen as more independent of the Nordics. The MNC has had 

organisational changes during the past few years when smaller-scale restructuring occurred. On 

the focus round of the reorganisation process, the MNC will transition from a closed region-

based setup to a one-company model with only one CEO managing all countries and business 

unit leaders who will lead functions instead of regions. The interviewed supervisors work in 

different organisational functions, teams and supervisory levels. All the interviewees have 

direct subordinates in the new organisation model.  

Invites to voluntary interviews were sent by email, and interviewees were informed that the 

responses would be anonymised and the identity of the organisation or the interviewed would 

not be identifiable from the research report. 13 of the 15 invited agreed to the interview, so the 

response rate can be determined to be 87%. Interviews were held in a one-hour-long online 

meeting. There was an option left to fill in questions after the interview if more questions had 
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arisen, but the interviews provided sufficient information, and the later contact was not 

necessary. 

The study consists of 13 interviews from four countries with a distribution of 2, 3, 3 and 5 

respondents from each country. Three of the respondents were female, and ten were males. 

Table 1. Respondents’ tenure 

Tenure Number of people 

0-4 years 6 

4-10 years 3 

10+ years 4 

  Table 2. Respondents' business units and amount of change 

Business unit / CEO Number of interviewed 

supervisors 

Amount of change in supervisors’ team 

BU 7 In the middle of the change 

Reference BU / RBU 2 The change had no or minimal influence 

Company-wide 3 No change in the team, but in the 

environment 

CEO 1 Changed from a team of specialists and 

supervisors to only lead management-level 

supervisors 

 

4.2 Research Design 

Yin (2009) and Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) present case study research as a method 

focusing on real-life context on contemporary phenomena with multiple empirical sources in 

context. Complexity and unclear boundaries between context and phenomena are distinctive 

characteristics that lead to choosing a case study. This study goes inside the MNC to examine 

the ongoing organisational change and supervisors’ participation in the ongoing process. The 

context of change and supervisors’ perceptions and actions is not straightforward. More 

variables influence the outcome than data points and different sources of information, and prior 

research with theoretical propositions is needed to create concise research (Yin, 2009). 

The study applied a qualitative research design, focusing on how supervisors and management 

can support and work towards organisational change. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to get on the topic information from the interviews and gain insight from indirectly 

relevant responses. The semi-structured interview allows the opportunity to ask follow-up 

questions on the predetermined topics and the use of both ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions (Eriksson 
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& Kovalainen, 2008). In addition, secondary data is received by observations made at company-

wide meetings that share information on the change process, as well as from accessing 

information and guidance provided to supervisors and from supervisors to subordinates in 

meetings and presentations on the goals of the change.  

4.3 Data Collection, Reliability and Validity 

The interviews were conducted via recorded video calls due to the long distance between the 

interviewer and interviewees in several Nordic countries. As the interviewer, I stayed in the 

question-asker role without guiding the discussion too much to enable interviewees to elaborate 

freely on topics they felt were important. This gave several topics more space that were repeated 

in different interviews. Specific elaborated discussions helped adjust the interview guide for 

later interviews to get essential points of view from the other respondents on whether they felt 

some matters were of similar importance or had not occurred to others. At the beginning of each 

interview, anonymity and a method of consolidation of responses were presented to create trust 

and ensure that the interviewees could trust that they could speak freely (Walliman, 2018). 

Interviews benefit the case by focusing directly on the studied topic and providing causal 

observations and explanations. As the organisational change is very recent in the studied 

organisation for the interviewed personnel, recalling the process should not significantly 

interfere with the results (Yin, 2009). Access to primary data from interviews and secondary 

data from company communications, policies and materials are deemed reliable, with openly 

granted access and broad support from the management team and the ability to participate in 

spectating discussions related to restructuring planning. 

Yin (2010) points out essential aspects of qualitative research. The focus in planning the 

interviews is on drafting good interview questions and preparing for the interviews to be a 

focused listener. This keeps the discussion on the topic but allows space for the dialogue to 

expand to open the possibility of out-of-the-box answers and learning the unexpected. For 

research reliability, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) point out that there are divided opinions 

on whether, for example, the accuracy of observation and interview count as evaluation criteria 

for reliability when examining the research. Focus is given to the validity of the research, 

meaning that the paper's purpose is to give an accurate and correct description and explanation 

with evidence on what has happened and how it has been perceived inside the organisation.  
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The interviews are conducted three months after the major announcement of the organisational 

change and implementation of the new structure in the business. This is something that 

influences the responses and needs to be considered. The long-term consequences of the change 

cannot be evaluated, how communication was settled and if security for the employees has been 

established throughout the change process. However, as recency is present, the sensemaking 

process of supervisors is ongoing, and it is easy to recall different thoughts they have had 

throughout the process that evolved with sensemaking throughout the process. Also, 

supervisors have started receiving feedback from their subordinates and implementing new 

structures. The interviewed supervisors are chosen from all four country offices. 

4.4 Analytical Approach  

Yin (2010) presents five typical phases the analysis of qualitative analysis usually follows: 

compiling, disassembling, reassembling, interpreting and concluding. The first three steps 

required active checking and rechecking of materials and consistent ways of working to ensure 

data accuracy and consistency so that precise analysis was possible. The last two steps 

summarised the research and gave insightful information directly derived from the interviews, 

other material and the whole research. 

The analysis process of the study followed the steps presented by Yin's (2010) model.  In the 

first stage, every interview was reviewed several times and notes with coding topics, keywords 

and phrases were made to conclude the data and observations. Supervisors’ experiences on the 

job demand-control model and different perspectives on it were used as coding themes. This 

way, a comprehensive image of the material and responses was created, and data from every 

interview was in a consistent format and coded with recursive material run-throughs. After 

compiling and disassembling with coding, patterns and themes were clarified. Data was arrayed 

in two-dimensional matrices to clarify data under each theme (Yin, 2010). Themes were 

selected based on relevance related to research questions, and the foundation for notes was 

based on the theoretical model presented earlier. 

On interpretation back and forth, reviews of preceding steps and arrays of data and raw data 

were made to help gain a complete, fair and empirically accurate interpretation that would bring 

value with its findings in addition to literature already existing on the topic (Yin, 2010). The 

study was finalised with concluding findings and capturing practical implications.  
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4.5 Limitations 

There are limitations in this case study. In the case of MNC, only supervisors from all hierarchy 

levels are interviewed across the four Nordic countries. As the sample in each business unit is 

small, individual attributes may have significantly impacted the overall picture. The focused 

organisational change that has taken place is very recent, and the long- and mid-term impacts 

of team restructurings and the new organisational model cannot be evaluated.  

4.6 Ethical Considerations 

The interviewed participants were asked to participate in the study voluntarily, and they were 

informed in the invitation that all responses would be treated anonymously, ensuring that the 

identity of individual respondents or the organisation would be anonymised in the paper. 

Among anonymity, the purpose of the research and the use of the interviews were explained. 

Most interviews were in English, but a few Finnish interviews were carefully translated to stay 

loyal to the respondents’ answers. 

Permission to record the interviews was obtained at the beginning of each session, and all 

respondents agreed. All interviews were held via Teams with minimised distraction. All 

interviewees were informed that they could continue the discussion if they had more input after 

the initial interview.  

5 Empirical Findings 

The Nordic organisation consists of three business units focusing on different customer groups 

and a company-level function supporting and working across all business units. The 

organisational change profoundly influenced two business units that work with the same 

products and services but have divided customers between each other in a new way. The 

supervisors in these units will be referred to as BU supervisors. A third business unit called 

Reference BU, or RBU in future, works with different products and services and, therefore, was 

not directly influenced by the reorganisation of teams. It kept its structure, teams, and ways of 

working as before. Most change-related questions do not refer to RBU supervisors' answers, 

and they are specifically named when considered in the analysis of the results. The secondary 

data from company presentations and meetings are used to understand the supervisors' context 

and the changes their teams face. 
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Supervisors whose team worked on the whole company level were not, therefore, in the middle 

of the change and had either only their supervisor change or one or two employees leaving their 

team, and one became a supervisor themselves as the previous team supervisor changed 

positions.  

In the middle of the change, teams in the two similar business units had team members shuffle 

across teams, giving from two to nine team members to other supervisors and getting two and 

up to 14 more team members. Smaller teams change could have been only two people rotating, 

but bigger teams rotated around 6-10 people between supervisors.  

The interviews were held five months after the new CEO had stepped in and started the 

organisational change. During the interviews, four BU supervisors felt they were pretty ready 

to restructure their teams and only needed to repeat some communication, but things were 

mostly settled. The rest of them thought that they were only halfway through the change, and 

there was much planning, allocating and distributing work and customers still to be done, and 

they saw the process being ready after another half a year or more. All company-level 

supervisors felt that the change had gone through with them rapidly, considering that no 

significant structural changes involving them and planning were required. 

5.1 Responsibilities and Expectations 

Supervisors felt their most significant responsibility was to grow the business, provide results, 

make sales and keep customers happy regardless of the ongoing internal change. They also set 

up the new team, established new ways of working, and tried to get their team on board with 

the new organisation. 

All BU supervisors expressed that during the organisational change, their tasks as a supervisor 

had changed to involve much more coaching, explaining why we are doing the change and how 

it will and will not influence the work they do and support in getting used to the new supervisor. 

Additionally, to reorganise the team’s workload, they felt that they had to sell the change to the 

team while being diplomatic and convincing but keeping the business running.  

On the question of what is expected of you during this change process, one of the BU 

supervisors explained: 
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“Several aspects, from management to my own team, but if we look from the management level, 

the business needs to be rocking and growing, and we have business goals, and our hands are 

practically free to do what is needed. It becomes a liability. In practice, if we work within the 

business unit, we carry the responsibility for the fact that the business takes off.” 

On expectations from management, the supervisors knew their role descriptions and general 

expectations business-wise, and it was to deliver and focus on business continuity. Though the 

supervisors needed clarity on the expected soft results, the lack of process and goals in change 

made it difficult to assess what is exactly demanded from them on the soft side. Only two 

supervisors had set up dedicated discussion forums with their teams to discuss expectations 

towards supervisors, team, and teams’ future.  All supervisors, though, generally felt that they 

could influence the expectations of their supervisors, leadership team or team members. Also, 

all felt they could influence the outcome of what their team would become, but half felt that 

they could not influence the process, how things are structured, how the distribution work is 

done and on what schedule. Overall, there was high confidence in the business side 

expectations. Still, there was evident uncertainty on the how and the practicalities of running 

the change process from a day-to-day perspective.  

5.2 Supervisors Receiving the Change and Interpreting it 

Supervisors had mixed feelings and levels of understanding of the organisational change. There 

was variation in how they understood and perceived the process, outcomes, and how they 

should navigate with their teams in the change to reach the target given by the CEO.  

Across all respondents, there were mixed feelings of clarity regarding the goals of the 

organisational change, as they perceived it differently whether the goal was to organise like in 

the presented chart, fixed in own teams and business units or in a more profound way to set up 

working teams and how they will function together. There was also a critique of the new 

structure and whether it would fully support the organisation's strategy and effectiveness. This 

showed as two BU supervisors felt that they did not fully understand the goal and purpose of 

the change as the new structure enables silos as well, and the old structure did the job. All other 

respondents could see why the new structure would benefit the organisation, most strongly 

company-level functions. These expressions show that the supervisors were rushed in their 
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sensemaking process and had not had time to process the information and make sense of the 

new structures and what it meant for their team and their work. 

Few supervisors also expressed that the shared information should have preferably been shared 

several times so that personnel would have had more opportunities to digest and make sense of 

the information when seeing more actions occur and the end goal repeated. Only two of the BU 

supervisors felt confident communicating regarding the change even though they did not have 

the answers to all questions. However, they could lead it more with personality and being 

present and ensuring the team that the result will sort out and be positive. 

Summarising several supervisors' stress during the organisational change, one BU supervisor 

stated that the strategic aspects were explained well at the beginning of the change with 

organisational charts and graphs and that most understood the long-term meaning of the 

organisation needing to change its structure to support the business in the future better: 

“...but the implementation to this everyday work, what it means to me, what it means to my 

team, and to our customer, that concreteness is missing.”  

A typical response from all supervisors was that no milestones, schedules or goals were set 

regarding how to run through the reorganisation process and have teams up and running 

efficiently and fast. The expression was that milestones and steps would have clarified the 

change process to supervisors and teams and guided the restructuring process. This led to many 

of the supervisors feeling that they were given too much freedom on the end target, process and 

how and when the change period became very ambiguous, and supervisors felt uncertain about 

how to proceed and got more stressed. 

“Yes, I think so, a lot of, a lot of freedom, a lot of, how can you say flexibility to just get the job 

done, but not much guidance. So it has been, you know, we have this new organisation now. 

We have some targets. We have some KPIs. Please make it work. So it has been, it has been 

quite flexible. I would say flexibility is not always good. Right? Especially if you have no idea 

what you're doing. It can be, can be, it can be. Yeah, it adds an element of risk to it, that's for 

sure.” 

What had been set and had mutual agreement across all respondents that clear business key 

performance indicators and general growth targets were set and well communicated 
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individually and across the company. Half of the BU supervisors who had much structural 

change in their teams created milestones for their teams and their structuring work. Few 

expressed frustration with "no deadlines, no clear milestones, no clear process". Even during 

the interview, some felt it was still unclear what the schedule is and when the organisational 

change can be said to have finished on an overall level. 

Company-level supervisors felt they had more apparent operational milestones and deadlines 

and knew when certain things needed to be in place and set regarding their own units' work. 

Simultaneously, they did not know the schedule or steps that the business units in the middle 

of the change had.  

5.3 Supervisors Perceived Difficulties when Providing Support 

All BU supervisors stated that their teams had many questions and concerns regarding the new 

Nordic organisation, what the change means to them and their work. All BU supervisors also 

clearly said that the change required them to spend much more time coaching and supporting 

their teams, even if they could not answer all of their questions. The overwhelming amount of 

employee uncertainty that the supervisors faced with questions was presented in two BU 

supervisors’ responses from the technical and sales side when being asked if their subordinates 

had raised concerns or questions on the change process or the outcomes: 

“Oh, yes. Lots of questions. Hundreds. What is what? What will this mean to me? This change? 

Will I have a new manager, or will I not have a new manager? Should I be part of this team? 

Should I be part of this team? How will my accounts look like? I want to change accounts. Are 

you going to change the composition? Am I going to make the same amount of money as I did 

last year? Am I going to make more? Hundreds of questions, hundreds of questions.” 

“Yeah. Why? Why is it? How, what, why does it look like this? Why do we have different 

business units? Why do? Why are the technicians not in their own pool? Resource pool? Why 

is that? Why do we create new silos? Yeah, things like that.” 

Six BU supervisors felt that they were not confident in communicating the change process to 

their teams, especially in the early phases, as they did not know how things would settle and 

be. They were also figuring out the change process and had similar questions than their 

subordinates. Questions from subordinates were circling why the organisation is doing this, 
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why is the new structure like it is, why specific teams and roles are structured as they are and 

why there is no proper communication and information regarding the process, outcome and 

what actually should change and when everything is supposed to be in place. This reflects a 

need for more communication in the main channels that respond to many of these fundamental 

questions about the future and the process. Sensemaking was difficult for employees and 

simultaneously for the supervisors who seemed to be at the same stages in their sensemaking 

processes. 

One BU supervisor, when asked whether they could answer the subordinates’ questions and 

support their team: 

“Eventually, yes. In the beginning, not at all; I had no idea….  And I think in the beginning, 

there was a lot of call it, sing and dance show, smoke and mirrors trying to direct their attention 

to something else, because I couldn't, I had no idea. So and I don't think, you know, I don't think 

it was very satisfactory for, for the people, for the subordinates that we didn't know. But we 

didn't know. And we made it quite clear that we don't know. We'll try to make the best of it. We 

understand why this is important. We fully support it. We just need to figure it out. You need to 

give us a little bit of time. And I think when you also kind of show people that you don't have 

all the answers, it's okay. As long as, eventually, you will come back with some answers right, 

then.. then it's actually quite okay. “ 

The common expression was that it was challenging to answer the team members' questions 

regarding the change, goal, what their workdays will look like and how they would organise 

implementation and schedule as they did not know the answers. Supervisors felt that the 

communication downwards to them had been too vague and on a higher level and had left the 

responsibility to figure answers to them. Buying time with the team members and trying to 

figure out solutions together without giving impressions or false information on the outcomes 

or steps was a straightforward stress-related matter that caused supervisors to balance what they 

could and should inform while simultaneously having pressure from uncertain subordinates and 

needing answers. 
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5.4 Supervisors’ Perception of the Level of Support 

With support given to supervisors, we refer to information giving, coaching sessions and any 

form of guidance that personnel have given each other to help them make sense, understand 

and perform in the changing environment. The general feeling supervisors had was that they 

had too much freedom to plan, decide and implement compared to receiving support that would 

have helped them plan and work and, therefore, have a more balanced level of control.  

Seven of all BU and company-wide supervisors felt they had received excellent and sufficient 

support from other supervisors, peers or HR regarding the change processes. Still, only one in 

four at the management level felt that the support from above was adequate in helping them to 

perform, plan and execute the change. The support most had received was more focused on 

processing feelings and expectations, but it was not giving concrete answers, and there was no 

foundation of structure to build on. The support was ad hoc suggestions and not strategic, which 

could have helped them build their team and distribute work in the long term. One expressed 

that they hoped for more support but could not name who could have supported them or have 

the answers to their questions, which was also congruent with others stating that there was no 

one coordinating the organisational change, but it was floating among them. 

When asked, “Do you feel like there is someone who could have supported you more? “ One 

BU supervisor replied: 

“I want to say yes, but I'm not sure who. I think it. I think it's several people that could have 

done more, but I'm not sure if the person was... or if that person had the information.” 

They also reflected that the cultural differences between the four countries made finding a 

solution that suited everyone difficult and that their approach would have only worked in one 

of the countries. The chosen solution would have likely caused more issues elsewhere as the 

working cultures have different discussion needs and require different ways of working and 

leading. Lack of direction, coordination and structure caused annoyance due to unnecessarily 

increased stress and uncertainty when things from the supervisors’ perspective could have been 

more thoroughly planned in advance and delegated more efficiently. However, when looking 

into the way things had been done and with the current stakeholders in the change process, the 
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same supervisor expressed more clearly that they wished the CEO had taken responsibility to 

coordinate and think more throughout the process: 

“I would have wanted more direction from the CEO because, in this kind of change process, 

they are the ones showing the direction in the end. They have chosen the way that they delegate 

the tasks to the heads of business units.” 

To gain insight on received and given support amongst the change, supervisors were asked what 

kind of support they thought other supervisors had received. All BU supervisors felt that support 

was similar among all supervisors depending on their needs. Still, company-level functions 

understood and felt that other BUs needed more support and were more prioritised. However, 

after more significant changes had been in place, they also received more time. 

All except one BU supervisor expressed that they would have wanted and needed more support, 

either from the CEO, someone who would have had the coordination responsibility of the 

change, someone with more change management experience, or an external person with a 

different point of view. The ones wishing for support expressed worry about the outcome and 

stress due to uncertainty caused by the lack of coordination and because they felt it was unclear 

whom they could turn to for the next steps.  

“I’ve received support but not answers. We have conversations, but those don't result in 

answers, and that is probably the problem. This whole picture is so that if you don't have the 

foundation, then you don't have the answers, and you throw answers ad hoc and suggest 

something. So there are discussions, but not proper answers so much.” 

One interviewee expressed that they felt they had to take actions they did not have the mandate 

to. Still, things would have otherwise been left undone or been too slow and heavy to involve 

separate people in conversations, as there was no straightforward process on how to proceed. 

“Because then you're taking a mandate that it's not given to you, but it was needed in such a 

situation that just Okay, cut the crap, let's move on. Let's do it. And I think at the end of the day, 

the result was okay and good.” 

The supervisor had taken a risk when taking more mandates by themselves, but clearly 

expressed that in an overall stressful situation, it was the best course of action they saw and that 
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in the end, the stress and pressure were alleviated by getting “okay” results, and not getting any 

negative feedback from their supervisors or peers when stepping in to take action they felt 

others should have taken. Simultaneously, they were not encouraged or given supporting 

feedback on having taken the mandate to get the job done. 

Regarding the support received, only one BU supervisor felt that they had enough competence 

to lead the change process in their team and unit. For many, it was an ongoing process of 

learning by doing. There were uncertainties about what and how to lead the change in the team. 

Lack of previous experience combined with the lack of coordination and structure increased the 

stress of the supervisors when believing in themselves to meet expectations. Company-wide 

function supervisors were more confident in their ability, as the change was more on a smaller 

scale and lower level of communication and change management skills were demanded from 

them. It was more of adapting to stakeholder business units' change and structure. 

Half of the BU supervisors said they had, in addition to internal parties, strongly leaned on 

external parties to support them, such as friends or professional coaches, to create more 

discussion and capacity to process the situation. All BU supervisors felt that HR had provided 

suitable support for managing discussions and processing emotions. Support from the HR was 

more focused on sensemaking of emotions and supporting supervisors sensegiving to their 

teams than on the practical level of change management. Sensemaking and support for handling 

social situations were raised as valuable support ways. They were appreciated during the 

organisational change and was one way of getting a feeling of encouragement on managing the 

period. 

5.5 Challenging Aspects of Supervisors’ Work on the Change 

Supervisors in the case study faced clear challenges regarding the change process or perceived 

lack of it. Not being able to implement actions as the direction was unclear caused the need to 

spend significant time working on solutions and finding answers. It required them to take time 

from their day-to-day, which increased workload and pressure. In the change process, 

supervisors needed to figure out answers to questions of what, why and when before being able 

to work on the change process and with their changing teams. More than half of BU supervisors 

stated that there is a lack of information on how the change will help different business units or 
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teams to work together, understand each other's needs and prioritise resources to achieve the 

organisation's goals and serve customers. 

Another example of supervisors being left alone during the change process was when three 

supervisors reflected on whether they knew how to implement change and guidance. Three BU 

supervisors stated no, they did not have the know-how to run a change process and that the 

process was time and workload-wise wasteful as it was uncoordinated. They felt someone 

should have held the responsibility to gather stakeholders in reorganising planning, dividing 

teams, and giving them more step-by-step instructions on implementing the change. Only one 

supervisor was confident in their change management experience, and the three were in between 

and learning by doing. 

Four supervisors expressed fear of people leaving due to the change process and primarily 

because it was too stressful, and the organisational restructuring end goal was unclear to all 

parties. This was emphasised among the supervisors who had difficulties understanding the 

purpose of the organisational change and had a hard time seeing the change as the right course 

of action. 

Workload 

Half the supervisors were stressed due to the heavy workload for teams and individuals, 

combined with restructuring work and daily business continuity. The supervisors also felt stress 

due to a lack of resources in their team's work and having to put their resources into figuring 

out reorganising processes more than they thought they should have. Feelings of concern, 

uncertainty and doubt were present in many responses. They reflected on how the change was 

communicated and the responsibility it laid to supervisors to come up with answers after the 

announcement and not be given time and information beforehand to make sense of the change 

and plan their work and new structures. 

BU supervisor, when asked if they feel that there are or were challenges or risks in the change 

process: 

“Yes. When people's work changes, or when it should change, but they don't know what they 

should do, it increases uncertainty. People don't know how to work, and I don't know how to 
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guide them as a supervisor well enough. It creates even more uncertainty. But it can also lead 

to lack of motivation, or they experience too much workload or just don't know what to do.” 

Half of the BU supervisors felt that they could not meet the expectations due to the heavy 

workload, unclear how to manage organisational change and lead it when they had difficulties 

understanding it and the process they were supposed to participate in leading. They felt 

confident they could do their work and perform well in other responsibilities, but the self-set 

expectations seemed to demand more than they could give with their current resources and time. 

When asked whether they had been able to do their work properly during the change, one BU 

supervisor explained: 

“No. Not well enough, and this has nothing to do with striving for perfection. I have not been 

able to handle things well enough. It’s like barely managing now. Very reactive doing, no plan, 

just reacting continuously. “ 

Additionally, half of the BU respondents stated that they were heavily involved in short-term 

problem-solving and ad hoc issues that their team members and teams faced related to 

reorganising work, customers and executing the change. The shift in responsibility and focus 

on work towards managing the organisational change caused these supervisors stress and time 

management issues with the increased workload during the early and mid-stages of the change 

process when the new teams were being built up, and work was being reorganised. There were 

also feelings that it was hard to balance how much you could put on new team members and if 

people understood the process. 

Half of the supervisors felt that they could not reach the goals in company-level functions and 

referred to a lack of communication and guidance on leading the change. Additionally, they had 

difficulties with resourcing due to the organisational change. For example, they had to move 

workloads and adjust to the changes in the organisation while maintaining good team spirit to 

ensure their teams that the workload would be temporary and that the change would be positive 

for the organisation and team in the long run. 

Cultural Differences 
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Four BU supervisors said that with the organisational change shuffling teams across Nordics, 

they had to start considering the cultural differences among the countries of their team members 

in their communication and ways of leading the team. 

“But there's been a lot of questions regarding how to get there. Kind of. What do people in 

Finland feel about this? How’s the cultural differences? How do you explain stuff? … which is 

what I need to learn as well, the cultural differences, but not for the bigger picture, no 

uncertainties in my head… I underestimated the cultural differences.” 

When asked about uncertainties, one BU supervisor gave the following examples of discussion 

culture differences between their new team that was now scattered in different countries; they 

felt unsure about how to communicate with the people, as they perceived that the discussion 

culture by them was seen as indirect in Denmark and Sweden they need to discuss more on an 

abstract level. In contrast, in Finland, the employees required more information before the 

discussion to process the matter. They agreed that they had made mistakes in communication 

and underestimated the team members in several countries by not understanding their ways of 

processing information and ways of working. The supervisors did not say whether their 

miscommunication had caused more significant issues in their teams or whether they had 

quickly managed to find a way to communicate with their team members in different countries 

according to their cultures. The supervisor expressed worried emotions and uncertainty when 

expressing the uncertainties they have had with the cultural differences. 

5.6 Supervisors Navigating Change 

To manage the organisational change period, the BU supervisors had common actions and 

emotions that became visible in the interviews. All respondents had experiences of increased 

stress, and half expressed significant stress due to working with the change and being influenced 

by it. The supervisors had similar coping mechanisms to their subordinates in their sensemaking 

efforts. Most had had many discussions with colleagues, friends, or other parties to help them 

process the information and emotions and assist in sensemaking through reflective discussions.  

One BU supervisor used prioritisation to make space for sensemaking and talking as the 

processing method: 
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“Well, it's been pretty hard. I’ve had to prioritise a lot. That's what I've had to do here, and 

then I've had to seek support a lot, so I've talked about things normally with my friends, 

coworkers and so on. Prioritising and talking. That's how things usually work out.” 

Another coping mechanism used by half was by heavily prioritising certain areas of work whilst 

neglecting other parts to push the most critical matters through well. In some cases, it meant 

that the communication or implementation of change or initial work was not performed in the 

best possible way that the supervisors themselves would have wanted to work, which was 

another factor causing stress to the supervisors by losing control over their work. 

All BU supervisors felt that they had to hold several more meetings due to the nature of this 

change. Meetings were held with their team, individuals, colleagues or management about the 

change process and to convince themselves and others and discuss it. Supervisors felt that many 

aspects that were dismissed or poorly implemented in the change created the demand for more 

supplementary discussions for individuals to make sense of and implement the change, causing 

an increase in overall workload to individuals.  

5.7 What Supervisors Hoped to be Different 

BU supervisors had a shared view on the lack of structure in the reorganisation process and 

limited information sharing. Most, not all, stated that the process would have been better and 

less stressful if someone was in charge of the process, coordinating the reorganising work, 

communicating with all stakeholders, and keeping them up to date. The coordinator might have 

fulfilled other needs that more than half of respondents raised regarding needing to receive more 

information beforehand, delegation of responsibility, requiring open dialogue to discuss the 

implementation and team splits. In parallel, avoiding information leaks that the topics were 

discussed unofficially creates more confusion than collaboration. Similarly, the lack of 

coordination from a specified actor reflected supervisors feeling that there was no clear 

foundation to build and work on the change. 

Two BU supervisors on the question, who could have supported you more: 

“I think the whole organisational change should have been led by one person, who was 

coordinating the activities and setting the things that had to be done, delegated responsibilities 
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and stakeholders, set the dates and milestones. Those should have been done. I think now that 

there was a group of leaders working together, it was inefficient.” 

“The foundation has been missing from the very beginning, or we should have created it in the 

beginning and built on top of it, but now we have just gotten bits and pieces from here and there 

and gone from there.” 

In planning and helping supervisors and management to implement the change and to clarify 

the outcome, there was a wish that some supervisors would have wanted to have a chance to 

participate in the planning process and be given a chance to participate more actively in setting 

the target of the change and short- and long-term goals that the organisation and new teams 

were supposed to aim for. One company-level supervisor, when explaining that the goal and 

roadmap of the chance were unclear to them: 

“I think we could have maybe, retrospect looking, had more of kind of a workshop or involved 

me a bit more in okay, how, if we set it up like this, what do we need to consider? And what do 

we do with this? And this, and this?” 

Company-level supervisors understood the prioritisation of time and support from management. 

Still, the team-level BU supervisors, who were not in the management team, felt they were not 

always on board with management to collaborate and create the process and outcome together 

for the change.  

Company-level supervisors agreed that a more extended period and slower action would have 

been better than running the change immediately after the CEO changed. All supervisors 

supported the slower phase and emphasised the importance of preplanning the change and 

defining critical structures and steps to the process beforehand instead of working it all at once 

in an ambiguous schedule. On what could have been done differently, a BU supervisor said: 

“It's always easy to point fingers at management. But I also think that they struggled that they 

kind of didn't know… There's an expression called boil the ocean. I think that's what we have 

done here. We have tried to do everything at one time, right? Like, which is probably not the 

right way. It should have been kind of in phases.” 
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Even though the reference BU supervisors were not directly targeted in the organisational 

change, their operations were also under smaller-scale reshaping, and they saw the change the 

other units were going through. One reference BU supervisors on reflecting support question 

by stating that the only support they wanted was to have management reflect on the short-term 

past and see if the changes happening were bringing wanted results and were going in the 

desired direction.  

“I think, hopefully, at least maybe quarterly or half a year, we should take a step back and see 

if the change has done anything or anything has happened. Or so that is the only thing I feel I 

need to have someone look at us and see if it's if it's working or not, more or less.” 

Reference BU supervisor responsibilities and change management tasks were much lighter, and 

they worked on different phases in their unit, so they did not have the same stress and 

uncertainty as BU supervisors. 

The organisation has good communication channels from discussion forums, regular meetings 

and software for information sharing. However, BU supervisors commonly felt the tools were 

underutilised, and the necessary information was unavailable and not shared. All supervisors 

agreed that the overall presentation and visual outcome information on the change and new 

organisational structure was well presented. Still, for BU supervisors, it did not provide enough 

information on the concrete change required or a process they could have followed to reach the 

presented outcome. Also, many “why” reasons were left unanswered and how new problems 

would be prevented from forming, as more open structure and ways of working across teams 

were hoped for. 

“I'm not sure if we had the process and, but I'm pretty sure that if we had the process, a lot of 

people didn't follow it. So, though, I don't think we have the process. I think we have a goal.” 

The shared perception of rushing with little planning and only ambiguous goals caused stress 

and difficulties for supervisors and their colleagues from different team roles in navigating the 

change process. Support seemed to be received mostly with one-to-one conversations, where 

business units worked with themselves and did not have coordinated cooperation and 

workshops to support working together for the shared goal or the reorganisation. A BU 

supervisor from the management level summarised their interview by pinpointing the 
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importance of cooperative work and open communication for the best result for the 

organisation:  

“Just reflecting back and say, in retrospect, we could have done better as a team.” 

6 Discussion 

The study focuses on how supervisors have provided support during organisational change and 

how they have been supported in the process. The research examines how the supervisors have 

engaged with sensemaking in organisational change, how they have supported their business 

units and teams and what kind of support the supervisors have received regarding managing the 

organisational change and the process. This section deepens the discussion of the results of this 

study with the previous research and the theoretical frameworks of sensemaking and the job 

demand-control-support model.  

Schein’s (2010) six embedding mechanisms, presented in the previous research section, analyse 

how supervisors can teach their teams to think, feel and perceive. Supervisors in the study used 

the embedding mechanisms when sensegiving to their subordinates and each other and in 

addition to their everyday work. Supervisors' behaviour acted as role modelling of the 

organisation's culture, aiming for open communication, being honest even with their lack of 

knowledge and being present for discussions and coaching. Supervisors' reactions to critical 

incidents and ways of prioritising during the change and uncertainty emphasised business 

continuity and personal caring towards employee relationships with support and making time 

to be available. In the case study, supervisors had spent much time on resource allocation, 

distributing workloads and doing long days. In a few cases, supervisors had planned extra 

workshops to coach and boost adaptability, introduce team members to each other and find a 

common way of working and internal language as ways of support and showing direction in 

change. In addition to working with their reestablished teams, supervisors discussed with each 

other how to plan, execute, and support others in their processes in different stages and in 

handling their emotions. Supervisors were all trying to get on the same ship together to go in 

the same direction and towards the organisation's shared goal.  

As mentioned in the previous studies by Choi (2011) on organisational change, resistance to 

change is a common phenomenon. In the case study organisation, few interviewed expressed 
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negative attitudes towards organisational change, and their team members also expressed their 

heavy doubts about the change. Few interviewed even clearly expressed that the two business 

units in the new model do not share a collective identity. Lack of collectivism and us and them 

teaming seemingly was one of the matters that raised concerns and many questions among 

individuals in teams. Employees were worried about whether they could continue to be among 

their old team members or have a bigger chance of close colleagues along the organisational 

change in their whole work environment. BU leaders, who ran the departments, were delegated 

the responsibility to provide information to the whole organisation regarding the culture they 

wanted to reinforce for the new organisation. Supervisors were given application responsibility 

to reinforce the new culture and values to employees to alleviate resistance to change and 

reinforce new vision as well as they understood it themselves. 

From the organisation's side, the CEO, HR and business unit leaders were major internal 

support providers for supervisors. One BU supervisor had contracted with an external coach to 

get support for their supervisory work and manage the organisational change period. Few 

individuals said they would have benefitted from such an external party, who could have 

coached them and given them an outside perspective. All respondents were happy with the 

support they received from HR and handling the discussion and expectations. They also said 

that the CEO was available for such support. Still, from the CEO they had expected more 

practical support on the implementation and facts instead of emotional support. Supervisors’ 

perception of the negative impact on the amount of control they have in their work was made 

more manageable by the support they received from inside and outside the organisation. The 

influence of the support on their well-being and ability to perform was congruent with Karasek 

and Theorell’s (1990) model, where social support may provide coping mechanisms and act as 

a buffer for psychological stressors. 

Supervisors' Sensemaking During the Organisational Change 

The findings indicate that the case study organisation had several aspects, where the setup and 

implementation of the organisational change process and road map had failed to provide the 

supervisors with enough input for steady sensemaking. As Weick et al. (2005) state, 

sensemaking is a continuous reshaping of an evolving story that builds up with more data 

obtained with time. All interviewed BU supervisors stated that there were definition issues and 

a lack of practical implications on what the change process means and demands them to do. 
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The common perception of the interviewed BU supervisors was that they lacked a foundation 

to build their sensemaking on. The lack of an overall process with well-defined steps to aid 

them caused the increased need to revise sensemaking on organisational change. 

According to Maitlis and Christianson (2014), during change, stronger and more negative 

emotions can impair cognitive information processing capacity and thus make sensemaking 

more difficult. Supervisors expressed feelings of worry, stress and uncertainty, which as 

negative emotions, can decrease sensemaking capabilities and increase the circle of inability to 

comprehend the situation and surrounding change, making it even more confusing and stressful 

(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). Additionally, as individual 

supervisors initially had doubts about the new organisational model, those emotions were likely 

reinforced. The doubt increased over time as they struggled to make sense of the change, its 

goals and the process, as in Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) and Johnsen and Porathe (2021) 

research. 

For the supervisors' sensemaking purpose, the support and information they received were not 

entirely in line with their needs to advance their understanding of the change. BU supervisors 

and business unit leaders have delegated the responsibility of implementing the change and 

getting to the presented outcome created by the CEO. The input of information in the case study 

organisation was left, according to the supervisors, halfway, and their information needs were 

not satisfied. They could not evolve the story regarding the organisational change and its goals 

to be more resilient to internal criticism and their subordinates' doubts (Weick et al., 2005). 

Still, they were initially given more tools to cope with the stress and urgent matters than tools 

and information to make more sense of the requirements and next steps. 

Regarding organisational change, BU leaders, supervisors and employees were all in different 

stages of sensemaking regarding the change process, emotions and outcomes. When BU leaders 

have already done lengthy sensemaking and planning, line employees start their sensemaking 

process of change and outcome in the implementation phase. The line employees and 

supervisors who are joining the change process during the announcement of the start of change 

are beginning to scan the environment, change communications and begin to process the 

information, as compared to BU leaders who have had time and more information for their 

sensemaking and have created more ready pictures in their mind (DeGhetto et al., 2017). Both 

parties, especially BU leaders and individuals who are more into processing the change, should 
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have considered the other parties' position more to understand that they need more time and 

information for their sensemaking before they can fully be on board with the change (DeGhetto 

et al., 2017). There was a suggestion that some of the information provided to the whole 

organisation should have been provided several times from above to boost the sensemaking of 

the organisation to the more desired outcome. 

Sensegiving in Uncertainty 

All supervisors felt it was sometimes difficult to discuss the effects and outcomes of the 

organisational change with their teams, as they had not yet understood and made sense of the 

situation and how it would unravel. What the supervisors put emphasis on when sensegiving to 

their teams was the reassurance of positive outcomes and that there eventually will be answers 

after a delay. As team members were not passive recipients of the supervisors' sensegiving but 

actively sought to make sense of the organisational change and the results, they actively 

requested sensegiving and input from their supervisors (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Johnsen 

& Porathe, 2021; Lüscher & Lewis, 2008). This increased need for information to support their 

sensemaking showed an increased need for supervisors to delegate time to discussions, 

coaching and reassuring even beyond the expected time the supervisors had expected. 

The nature of input on the organisational change and its goals from the CEO to BU leaders and 

BU supervisors was seen as more exploratory and goal-oriented than giving means to move on 

a direct path towards the goal. Therefore, it can be seen that the CEO was more engaged in 

providing support than sensegiving towards the supervisors and the BU leaders, who in turn 

were expected to engage in sensegiving and lead the implementation of the change. Maitlis and 

Lawrence (2007) point out that to participate in sensegiving, supervisors need to have 

contextual understanding, which BU supervisors congruently said they lacked regarding the 

process and steps of the organisational change. Additionally, there are practical and political 

tensions in sensegiving when it works as an influence strategy (Maitlis & Lawrence (2007). 

The BU supervisors, who had more responsibility in reshaping teams and distributing 

employees between their teams, were congruent that there should have been better teamwork 

between the supervisors and that there were signs of unwanted political actions that were felt 

as harmful to the organisations' shared goals and atmosphere.  
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There was expressed worry from BU supervisors of team members resigning due to uncertainty 

and inability to understand the organisational change and its goals. These supervisors felt they 

could not engage in sensegiving well enough to ease the anxiety and uncertainty to avoid the 

risks. Additionally, they felt that with more information and understanding, they could have 

helped the organisation build better-shared understanding across the teams and contribute 

simultaneously to a more robust organisational culture and identity (Balogun & Johnson, 2004). 

Change in Job Demand-Control-Support levels 

In reflection on Karasek and Theorell's (1990) job demand-control model, the case organisation 

supervisors were primarily positioned in the active zone, where demands were high, but so was 

control over their work. 

The demands, psychological stressors, workload, time pressure, and role conflicts increased 

significantly during the organisational change period for all supervisors (Häusser et al., 2010). 

Some supervisors expressed high peaks of expected demands, with few even for a more 

extended period during the organisational change process and stated that they continued to 

stress outside work.  Karasek and Theorell's (1990) theory suggests that these extreme peaks 

are when work can cause health issues, even in the active zone, as the beneficial area for health 

and free-time activities is not in the extremes. Even receiving strong support cannot balance out 

the adverse effects of too high demands and control. Most BU supervisors felt that the job 

demands were ambiguous but demanding due to the responsibility of organising pushed on 

them, and they had the responsibility to set up forums, processes and outcomes with other 

supervisors to process and implement the change. 

Interviewed BU supervisors congruently felt that they had a high level of control, the extent to 

which supervisors could control their work and tasks, and having authority over their decisions 

and skill discretion (Häusser et al., 2010). With the expanded control came demands to manage 

the process personally within their teams and units. Additionally, the expansion of control 

reached a point where supervisors had to extend their mandates in decision-making. 

Generally, there is a high trust culture in the organisation, where employees and supervisors 

carry their responsibilities and have high control over their work, how they do it and when. Few 

BU supervisors stated that the high level of freedom, even outside the organisational change 
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period, caused operations to be unorganised. Different parts of the organisation were creating 

new ways of working for similar tasks instead of benefitting standard practices and efficiently 

sharing ways of working. This theme of working inside one's team and unit was congruent 

during the interviews, where all supervisors felt responsible for creating the process and steps 

as well as communication forums and ways towards their teams. Having the implementation 

responsibility and very little cooperation and knowledge sharing across business units burdened 

the workload and created individual increases in control, responsibility and demands. The 

increase of both factors during organisational change can be seen as extreme peaks of 

stimulation that push individuals from the productive and healthy active zone to its outskirts. 

In contrast, Karasek and Theorells's (1990) research found that health and performance decrease 

in the outskirts. Interviewed supervisors did not explicitly express whether their performance 

or physical well-being had been affected during and due to the organisational change, so 

conclusions cannot be drawn if there was a connection between stress peak and physical well-

being. 

Social support played a crucial role in all respondents' methods to alleviate the resistance to 

change, either in themselves or in their team members. Karasek and Theorell (1990) state that 

social support is any helpful social interaction between peers and supervisors that can create 

active coping methods that positively affect productive behaviour and support health through 

second-order effects. Regardless, even high levels of social support are not enough to alleviate 

the adverse effects of high peaks of demands or stimulation.  

Internal discussions, sparring, meetings or conversing with external parties was the main 

component of all respondents’ ways of making sense of the change and comprehending their or 

others resisting emotions towards the change. However, as respondents underlined, the 

discussions were reflective and did not provide direct solutions and answers to their questions. 

The social support they received internally regarding information seeking was more emotional 

support and action-encouraging feedback that gave them thoughts to help their sensemaking of 

the situation and coping mechanisms. However, the support did not provide information and 

clarity to the picture to enable sensemaking, which would have sped up the process of directly 

helping them gain the big picture of the necessary actions. Therefore, it did not increase the 

level of control supervisors had that, according to Häusser et al. (2010), is the best buffer for 

adverse effects of high demands and stress.  
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7 Conclusion 

This study aimed to examine the supervisor's role in supporting the organisation in change, how 

they can be supported in the process and what needs and hopes they had from the organisation 

and peers. The interview data provided insight from the case of MNCs' organisational change 

in moving from country-based organisation to business unit organisation and creating cross-

country teams.  

The research began with examining organisational change, sensemaking and job demand-

control-support literature. The previous research and chosen theories help to understand the 

environment where the researched organisation and supervisors operate and create a foundation 

for understanding the position of the supervisors during the change. The literature stated that 

change is a stressor and creates demand for sensemaking and sensegiving whilst changing the 

amounts of job demand and control. 

The study respondents' experience reflected with the demand-control-support model correlates 

to the Karasek and Theorells (1990) theory. In this case study, several respondents referred to 

social support methods to alleviate stress and manage the psychological stress and uncertainty 

of how to proceed with working with the team and with the team's reorganisation. Supervisors 

mainly stayed in the active zone in the job demand-control matrix, with high demand and 

control levels. Supervisors had difficulties sensemaking the process and what they were 

expected to do. This can be seen as increased control to a level where they had extreme freedom 

and difficulties managing. Whilst remaining in the active zone of the job demand-control axis, 

they were pushed towards the extremes, where the theory expects adverse effects on individuals' 

health and well-being. Respondents expressed frustration towards the lack of input of 

information and structure from the organisation's side. Still, the dissatisfaction and stress shown 

in the interviews were targeted towards factors that caused peaks in demand or gave them too 

much control regarding their work. Therefore, it could be assumed that the supervisors are 

generally satisfied working in the active zone, where creativity and problem-solving with low 

obstacles correspond to the general working environment. For a few respondents, working with 

too extreme freedom, high control and high demand caused exhaustion and excess stress, 

regardless of their general satisfaction with work outside the organisational change. Supervisors 

who expressed feelings of exhaustion also expressed that they were grateful for the support they 
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had received, regardless of not being practical support to aid their sensemaking regarding their 

work and work demands, but emotional and encouraging that had helped with their overall 

stress levels. 

To position in a healthier section in the job demand-control model, more information, 

guidelines, and set processes would be essential to be in place in an organisational change 

setting. These would help control the feeling of demands by enabling sensemaking of the 

process, its steps and goal, how this happens in theory and how supervisors should implement 

it in practice. A good foundation of information and transparent process would be expected to 

limit the feeling of excess control by providing guidelines on ways of working and not making 

the control too loose by providing some framework supervisors could use in their work. As 

several respondents mentioned, a designated change coordinator would be one solution to keep 

everyone on track, keep communication timely and consistent to all parties across the 

organisation, and simultaneously support and concise the sensemaking process. 

Potentially, reducing the demands for active engagement in change management and 

implementation might have mitigated the emergence of negative emotional responses. 

However, given that the organisation's nature and culture promote self-leadership and 

responsibility, such a strategy could have created a contradiction within the context of the 

mentioned organisation. This contradiction would have had responsibility for one's effort 

towards business success, but not for implementing change as a change agent, but more as a 

messenger from the top down. In an organisation where everyone is expected to carry a high 

level of responsibility, this research suggests that an appointed coordinator should manage the 

high-level status and ensure that all dedicated change agents have the knowledge they need to 

be able to sensegive to the organisation and cooperate to avoid separate units working on same 

tasks without knowledge sharing and avoid siloed and competitive behaviours in the 

organisation. 

Difficulty in understanding the organisational change and its goal trickled into the team level 

when supervisors had difficulties in sensemaking. Line employees raised concerns and 

questions to their supervisors to comprehend the change and how their work would change. 

This research suggests that supervisors’ ability to support the organisation in change depends 

on their sensemaking capabilities and ability to reassure in uncertainty. The most confident 

respondents felt at ease even when they could not provide the requested information to their 
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teams, but when they could support the team members emotionally, ensuring that eventually 

there would be answers and that there was no need for worry and outcomes would be positive. 

Though uncertainty was not felt satisfactory to any of the parties, supervisors, when unable to 

sensegive and provide concreteness and information, relied upon social support to alleviate the 

uncertainty and keep momentum in the business and employees' engagement to work and the 

change. 

The topic of communication has risen in different settings throughout the research, and its 

importance is widely recognised in change and management literature (Cornelissen, 2011; 

Schein, 2010). The interviews revealed that the lack of communication and planning brought 

challenges to support their sensemaking. Lack of coherent communication and information 

resulted in individual perceptions of the targets the organisation aimed for with different 

business units and new teams. Supervisors and teams also lost some possibilities for 

cooperation, planning, and implementing the new structure in cross-team cooperation because 

they did not have a transparent picture of the process and what others worked on their behalf. 

The respondents were very focused on their own teams and business units, and few observations 

of us versus them settings were present from the supervisors. The results strongly connect to 

literature, emphasising the importance of timely, coherent, and precise information and 

coordination to support organisations’ sensemaking, perception of demands and control. 

Future Research 

Suggestions for future research drawn from this case study would be to examine how personnel 

with high levels of control and a lack of information in change processes make sense of the 

change. Additionally, what are the most effective sources of support supervisors lean towards 

if the organisation cannot provide them with valuable tips and concrete information for 

interpretations and guide them in their sensemaking. Optionally, in a similar setting where the 

organisational change is somewhat ambiguously guided, and supervisors and other change 

agents are given extreme freedom, the focus could be set on the line employees who are mostly 

affected by the change's results. 

The second future research suggestion would be to examine how HR and top management can 

provide tools and knowledge to supervisors and whether separate training or coaching can 

provide a stronger foundation to tackle issues that arise in change processes. In the case study, 
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organisation supervisors lacked formal training or experience in leading and implementing 

change. This could have influenced their ability to ask for more concrete answers to support 

their work as change agents by knowing their needs better. 
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9 Interview guide 

Background questions 

● Position? 

● Tenure? 

● Did your team change during the process?  

● Have you seen other reorganisation change processes at the company or in your previous 

positions where you were partaking in the change?  

Organisational change process - Role 

● Do you notice differences in your role as a supervisor during different phases of the 

process? 

● Have you felt uncertain about how you will manage your team and your team’s 

workload after or during the change process? 

o Do you feel there are or were challenges or risks in the change process? 

Demand and control 

● What is expected of you during this change process?  

o Can you elaborate on “for example, communication to the team” and other 

expectations? 

o Is it clear to you and your team?  

● Do you think you can influence the change process or the expectations? 

o If not, what would you have hoped to influence?  

o Have you experienced that you have contributions to make in change? 

● Do you think you can manage and live up to the expectations? 

o how and why 

● Have your subordinates’ raised concerns or questions about the change process or 

outcome? 

o What kind of? 

o Do you feel like you could answer them and support your team? 

o Did you feel confident communicating about the change process to your team 

members and other stakeholders? 

● Have you experienced any challenges as a supervisor in the change process? 

Change communication and support 

●  What type of support have you received during the change process regarding your role 

as a supervisor? 

o How would you describe this support? Has it been sufficient, versatile, and 

available? 

● If you compared to other supervisors, what kind of support they got? Do you see a 

difference? 

● What kind of support do you need in the near future? 
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o Do you have the necessary competence (in the past and now)? 

o Who could have supported you more? Who did you want support from? 

● What would you have changed or hoped to be different? 

o In the early, mid and finalisation phases? 

● Is there anything else?  


