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ABSTRACT 

Business developers navigating uncertainty at the initial stage of strategy engage in diagnostic 

processes. These processes have consequences for the macro strategic direction organisations 

take, yet the micro cognitive process by which this navigation occurs receives relatively little 

attention in existing entrepreneurial or organisational literature. This study addresses this gap by 

examining and comparing the initial diagnostic process of business developers operating in 

high-growth and stable business environments in Sweden. 

Using the Gioia methodology, ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with five written 

and the other five spoken. The participants were chosen through purposive sampling with 

participants of business developers active across technology, manufacturing, and business 

incubator service sectors. The findings reveal two coherent diagnostic logics: an 

enactive-relational logic characterising high-growth practitioners and a confirmatory-institutional 

logic characterising stable practitioners. These two logics represent fundamentally distinct 

cognitive logics produced by practitioners’ respective institutions. Building on this, the study 

contributes to a boundary condition argument: institutional theory and sensemaking theory are 

not uniformly complementary but conditionally applicable, with each theory's explanatory power 

over diagnostic cognition determined by the practitioner's orientation toward institutional 

context. The study further contributes a five-stage empirical model of the initial diagnostic 

process and finds that depending on the organisational orientation, each stage is encoded with a 

different logic system.  

 

Keywords: Initial Diagnostic Process, Sensemaking Theory, Institutional Theory, Stable 

Orientation, High-growth Orientation, Gioia Methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



1.​ INTRODUCTION 

1.1.​ Empirical Background to the Study 

Quill, Dipstick and Gold (QDG) was one of the largest global accounting firms outside the Big 4. 

Originally focused on auditing, the firm had expanded over time into tax advice, financial 

consultancy and IT services. Facing competitive pressure from globalisation within the 

profession, Edward Grey – the senior partner of the UK practice – convened a meeting with three 

influential UK partners to discuss strategic options. Paul Madeley and Alan Clarke had each 

spent their entire careers at QDG. Michael Jones, newer to the firm, had joined from a specialist 

strategy consultancy and led QDG's UK consultancy arm. The backdrop was one of major 

structural change: clients were becoming multinational and demanding integrated transnational 

services, a territory where competitors were already advancing. 

Edward Grey opened by framing the strategic pressure directly: 

"The view being put forward last week was that unless we recognise the need to 

move towards a more global form of business, QDG could lose out on potential 

business in a big way... The fact is that our competitors are moving this way, so we 

have to." Edward Grey, Senior Partner 

Paul Madeley acknowledged the opportunity – new markets in China and India, governments 

demanding accounting standards their own infrastructure could not meet – but raised the 

practical challenge of finding experienced personnel willing to work there and ensuring 

consistent standards across acquired local firms. Alan Clarke cautioned against speed at the cost 

of professional integrity: 

"It is not possible to churn out accountants overnight; and standards would most 

certainly be compromised if we did try to do so... Our business is based on personal 

relationships and trust; this must not be compromised in the name of 'global 

integration.'" Alan Clarke, Audit Partner. 

Michael Jones, approaching the problem as a relative outsider, reframed the diagnosis. He argued 

that the real strategic risk was not falling behind in global reach but failing to differentiate from 

competitors who would all be pursuing the same global strategy. He proposed reconsidering the 

partnership structure itself – a two-tier model that would allow faster decision-making and 

clearer authority over international clients. This proposal was met with resistance. Clarke argued 
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that the partnership structure represented a century of accumulated trust and professional 

identity; dismantling it risked reducing partners to managed employees. The meeting ended 

without resolution when it was interrupted by news of the loss of a major client dissatisfied with 

the quality of service (Raynard et al., 2015, pp. 2–4). 

Raynard et al. (2015) found that the objective strategic principles and organisational theory were 

not sufficient to explain the trajectory of the conversation among the partners or the decisions 

they ultimately made. The discrepancy reflected and necessitated a much broader investigation 

towards institutional theory, which suggests that, opposed to efficiency or profitability, 

institutions are environmentally subservient in the pursuit of legitimacy. 

 

1.1.1.​ Institutionalism Origins 

The institutional logic encompassing the institutional theory is a relatively well-known 

perspective in both organisational and strategic management disciplines. Having been established 

in a 1977 publication by Meyer and Rowan, ‘Institutionalised organisations: Formal Structure as 

Myth and Ceremony’, this theory suggested a personality to organisations through their 

collective norms, beliefs and cognitive foundations (Scott,  2005 as referenced by Jakobsen, M. 

(2015). The idea or notion that organisations and firms in business gain positioning from their 

pursuit of what society values, encouraging sustained exchange with consumers (Bagozzi, 1975; 

Kotler, 1973). However, as opposed to rational calculation, Meyer and Rowan argue for two 

things.  

I.​ That organisations can be perceived as creatures with personality, bending the knee to 

pressures arising from societal expectations, regardless of efficiency or profitability. For 

example, firms may adopt environmentally sustainable practices not only for efficiency 

but also to align with broader societal expectations and regulatory norms. This leads to 

the second point. 

II.​ The possible contradiction between institutionalised pressures and organisational 

efficiency entails a separation of policies and work structures from actual work practices 

(Raynard et al., 2015).  

III.​ Institutionalists further argue that these institutional pressures and solutions to them 

eventually become ingrained as second nature in organisational operation. That decision 

makers do not rationally conform to the navigation of these pressures or solutions (asking 
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questions or even considering why it would be better to do something alternate), they 

simply ‘do’(ibid).  

 

However, entrepreneurial decision-making does not occur independently of broader social and 

institutional contexts. Institutional theory emphasises that organizations are embedded within 

systems of rules, norms, and expectations that shape what actions are perceived as legitimate and 

appropriate (Scott, 2014; Thornton et al., 2012). Institutional environments influence how 

entrepreneurs evaluate opportunities, interpret risks, and define feasible strategies. Regulatory 

frameworks, support institutions, cultural norms, and market structures can therefore shape how 

business developers conduct diagnostic evaluations of firms. 

In coordinated and institutionally stable economies such as Sweden, these institutional influences 

are particularly significant. Sweden combines strong public support for entrepreneurship with 

structured regulatory systems, coordinated labour markets, and well-developed innovation 

networks. While these institutional arrangements create favorable conditions for entrepreneurial 

activity, they may also encourage cautious and legitimacy-oriented strategic behaviour among 

firms (Dilli et al., 2018). As a result, firms operating within the same institutional environment 

may still pursue different growth trajectories depending on how business developers interpret 

opportunities and institutional constraints during the early diagnostic stage. 

In this study growth trajectories refers to growth orientations – high growth orientation and 

stable oriented firms. Borrowing from McKelvie & Wiklund (2010), the distinction between high 

growth firms and stable oriented firms is not primarily understood as a fixed classification but 

rather a difference in the mode of growth, and the strategic disposition that comes with it. High 

growth firms are characterized by the pursuit of scaling, a tolerance for uncertainty and 

experimentation-based resource augmentation and operate in environments that are fast 

changing. Stable orientated firms are typically characterised by their deliberate choice to abstain 

from rapid growth episodes. Instead they prioritise operational consolidation, efficiency and the 

maintenance of formal structures (Coad et al., 2014). McKelvie & Wiklund (2010) further 

highlights that growth ought not to be considered a linear, unchanging outcome, but they 

emphasize that these orientations are representative of qualitatively different growth modes as 

opposed to points of a single spectrum. It is on this basis that this study treats high growth and 
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stable oriented firms as theoretically and analytically distinct environments within which 

cognitive and diagnostic processes of business developers are shaped differently. 

Recalling the QDG case, institutional theory helps explain how QDG’s discussion reflects a 

tension between maintaining legitimacy and pursuing efficiency. The partners’ hesitation to 

drastically restructure aligns with the institutionalist position that organisations adopt structure 

and behaviour that meets legitimacy requirements within their professional environment. In this 

case the deep seated partnership culture represented more than an administrative structure but an 

identity that tied itself to trust, expertise and autonomy.  

Nonetheless, legitimacy desirability does not account for how the partners ‘made sense’ of the 

competing pressures prevailing. The dialogue among the partners clearly demonstrates moments 

of uncertainty, interpretation and negotiation of the situation, pressures and available options; 

these negotiations and uncertainty extend beyond institutional constraints. Unlike what 

institutionalists assume, the partners did not passively reproduce the status quo (legitimacy 

seeking behaviour),  they actively constructed meaning around what “global integration” and 

“professional standards” ought to mean for QDG’s identity and survival. It is within this realm 

this study is centred.  

This study therefore is aimed at going beyond structural and environmental positions of 

institutionalism by examining how business developers interpret and respond to uncertainty. It is 

focused on the strategic choices they made and the sensemaking processes they use to diagnose 

uncertainty and opportunities, and ultimately provide prognosis for strategic remedy. Because 

institutional theory is insufficient to achieve this, this study will adopt the additional use of the 

sensemaking theory. 

 

1.1.2.​ Sensemaking Theory 

According to Cristofaro (2022) sensemaking as a theory was developed by Karl Weick who 

began writing on it in the late 1960s (Karl Weick 1975; 1988; 1995; 2009 as referenced by 

Cristofaro., 2022). The theory has seven core properties; identity, retrospective, enactive, social, 

ongoing, cue-focusing and plausibility. These characterise how business developers navigate 

uncertainty to strategic direction (Weick, 1995). Turner et al., (2023) in describing the 

‘Situation-Gap-Triangle’ makes the claim that at a micro level sensemaking focuses on gaps in 

individual cognition. While institutionalists position themselves to conform to institutionalised 
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cognition, and legitimacy pursuit, sensemaking theory leans in on how individuals think, interact 

with others and interpret situations to produce diagnosis of prevailing situations. In contexts like 

early strategy development the interpretive and management of uncertainty capacity becomes 

central. Business developers must navigate uncertainty, identify patterns and altogether shape the 

direction of organisations through continuous dialogue and reflection. 

This study will therefore use the sensemaking theory as a theoretical lens by which we examine 

the diagnostic process through which business developers in Sweden interpret uncertainty. It 

perceives this process as an ongoing process to transform ambiguous realities into a coherent 

story that guides strategy (Weick et al., 2005). The integration of sensemaking with institutional 

theory allows us the opportunity to capture both external pressure that may influence 

institutionalised cognition and the internal sensemaking processes by which business developers 

navigate uncertainty, diagnose situations and provide plausible strategic remedies. 

This study uses the term initial diagnostic process (IDP) to refer to cognitive episodes in which a 

business developer moves from raw uncertainty to a working diagnosis – encounters uncertainty, 

extracts useful cues, and constructs a plausible account of a situation that precedes and enables 

strategic action. The IDP is not the condition of uncertainty itself, neither is it the strategy 

formulation – strategy formulation implies a situation has already been interpreted and 

uncertainty is much too broad a condition of ambiguity. The IDP is a bounded pre-strategic 

episode that exists between the two  points of uncertainty and strategy formulation. This aligns 

with Shepherd et al., (2021) who argues that entrepreneurial decision making has a distinct 

interpretive stage that precedes commitment to any strategic action or even direction. 

 

1.2.​ Problematisation  

 

Sensemaking theory, as developed by Karl Weick (1995), has significantly advanced 

understanding of how individuals and organisations navigate uncertainty by constructing 

plausible interpretations of ambiguous situations. The theory's seven properties – identity, 

retrospection, enactment, social interaction, ongoing-ness, cue extraction, and plausibility – have 

been applied across crisis management, organisational change, and strategic decision-making 

contexts (Cristofaro, 2022). Despite this breadth, the theory faces two convergent challenges that 
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are particularly consequential for the study of initial diagnostic processes in business 

development. 

Despite the proliferation and perceived maturity of institutionalism (classical and new), it's been 

observed that while some core ideas remain dominant in organisational theory, relatively little 

new empirical evidence has been produced challenging existing theories (Davis, 2010, cited by 

Alvesson and Spicer (2018)). Additionally with its maturity, the concept of the term ‘institution’ 

has become increasingly fragmented, which only exacerbates the conversation on whether the 

theory sufficiently explains organisational phenomena or is withering in its splintered 

proliferation (Spicer, 2018). A relatively parallel critic was highlighted regarding the 

sensemaking research. While sensemaking research has shifted from fixed organisational 

structures to how individuals interpret and  understand situations, most of this research focuses 

on major disruptions i.e political crisis, radical organisational or disasters (Albert Mills et al. 

2023; Cristofaro 2022) even entrepreneurial cognition like (Sheperd et al., 2021) deals 

particularly with major disruptions.  This means that sensemaking in relation to the everyday 

decision-making and interpretation processes that business developers experience in different 

organisational environments remains undertheorised.  

The second challenge regards the relationship between institutional theory and sensemaking. 

While both are used in this study, their interaction also has not been sufficiently theorised. 

Alvesson and Spicer (2018) suggest that institutional theory has become so flexible it risks 

meaning everything and nothing at once, with institutions becoming both cause and effect of the 

same phenomenon. In truth a similar problem exists when researchers use sensemaking and 

institutional theory together in organisational research. The specific conditions within which the 

one operates to a greater degree than the other, or the nuances around which they both exist 

within organisational structures and individuals remain undertheorised unspecified (Thornton et 

al., 2012; Smets et al., 2015). 

Although there is growing consensus that early interpretations of uncertainty shape long-term 

strategic outcomes, research on entrepreneurship and business development has not sufficiently 

explained how initial diagnostic processes vary across growth environments. Strategic 

orientation, risk perception, and opportunity recognition are widely studied, but they are 

typically treated as outcomes rather than as unfolding diagnostic sensemaking processes that 
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emerge from the earliest stage of business development (Cornelissen & Clarke 2010; Mitchell et 

all., 2007). Consequently, the field struggles to explain why business developers operating in 

similar national contexts arrive at different development or organisational orientation. 

The limitation is further highlighted when one compares diagnostic processes across different 

growth environments. The sensemaking theory in its current state does not address how 

individuals operating in high growth – characterised by the pursuit of scaling, a tolerance for 

uncertainty and experimentation-based resource augmentation – engage in interpretation 

different from those in stable environments characterised by where established schemas, 

historical data, and routinised cognitive frames dominate (Coad et al., 2014; McKelvie & 

Wiklund 2010). This study aids in providing a comparative context-sensitive account of how and 

why diagnostic processes diverge across the growth environments.  

Lastly, conducting a study of the initial diagnostic process within the context of the institutional 

theory shifts its focus from macro level organisational structures to more granular processes by 

which individual business developers enact their interpretive work within those constraints (Li & 

Bosma, 2023; Alvesson & Spicer, 2018). The result is a theoretical gap: neither sensemaking 

theory nor institutional theory, taken independently, fully accounts for the micro-cognitive 

processes of diagnostic formulation across differentiated growth environments. 

This study therefore draws on sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 

2005) to address what institutional theory and many strategic frameworks have under-specified: 

the micro-level processes by which actors diagnose uncertainty and formulate strategic direction 

in practice. This study uses sensemaking theory to shift institutional theory's focus from macro 

external structures down to the micro interpretive work by which business developers identify 

cues, frame situations and assemble plausible diagnoses that give birth to strategic action. 

This study frames itself as a boundary condition inquiry: it asks not only how sensemaking and 

institutional theory each explain diagnostic cognition, but under what conditions each theory's 

explanatory power is activated, limited, or superseded by the other. This framing, informed by 

Thornton et al.'s (2012) institutional logics perspective and Smets et al.'s (2015) practice-driven 

institutionalism, moves beyond treating the two theories as uniformly complementary and 

instead tests their conditional applicability across growth environments. 
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1.3.​ Rationale of the Study 

A large body of entrepreneurship scholarship (including work on opportunity recognition, 

strategic framing, and institutional logics) documents what decisions are made and with what 

consequences, but consistently side-steps the question of how those decisions are cognitively 

assembled in the first instance (Cornelissen & Clarke, 2010). The fact that, despite their 

fundamental significance as organisational artifacts, initial diagnostic processes the ways in 

which business developers perceive uncertainty, evaluate situations, and define strategic choices  

remain under-theorised and under-examined serves as the impetus for this work. 

The environment of Sweden, a developed entrepreneurial ecosystem with robust institutions, a 

high potential for invention, and rather stable market conditions, further supports the study's 

justification. In such a context, external limitations are less variable, making it possible to more 

clearly discern how internal diagnostic processes impact strategic trajectories. Significantly, 

Sweden offers an environment where stable and high-growth businesses coexist under 

comparable institutional circumstances, enabling meaningful comparison without confusing 

diagnostics with macro-level instability. This comparative clarity allows this study to expose the 

cognitive and interpretive differences that distinguish diagnostic logics across growth 

environments (Boudreaux et al., 2018).  

The traditional bias found in a large portion of the entrepreneurship literature, which favours 

high-growth paths as intrinsically better, is an additional factor behind our study. This research 

deviates from that presumption. Stability-oriented diagnostic procedures might be logical 

responses to coordinated market economies that prioritise long-term planning and risk-sharing. 

Thus, whether business developers actively analyse and select their strategic posture or passively 

inherit diagnostic protocols molded by institutional norms, professional training, or prior 

experience is the issue rather than whether growth or stability is desired. 

This study therefore is positioned as a response to perceived institutionalised cognition, 

contributing a comparative account of the initial diagnostic process that advances both the 

theoretical precision of institutional theory and the practical relevance of sensemaking theory in 

business development. 
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1.4.​ Objectives of the Study 

The specific objectives are to: 

I.​ Compare how business developers in high-growth environments differ from those 

in stable environments in terms of sensemaking logic, cognitive framing, and 

institutional influence. 

1.4.1.​ Research Questions 

I.​ What initial diagnostic process do business developers go through to navigate 

uncertainty in Sweden? 

II.​ How do the initial diagnostic processes of business developers differ between 

high-growth and stable environments in Sweden? 

1.5.​ Scope of the Study 

The study focuses on business developers operating within Sweden, examining diagnostic 

engagements with firms classified as operating in either high-growth or stable environments. The 

scope is limited to initial diagnostic stages preceding formal advisory or intervention 

programmes, across technology, manufacturing, and knowledge-intensive service sectors. 

1.6.​ Significance of the Study 

For business development practitioners, the study provides evidence-based insights into how 

diagnostic processes can be adapted to different growth contexts, improving advisory 

effectiveness. Academically, the study extends sensemaking and institutional theory into the 

initial diagnostic phase of strategy formulation, an area that has received limited empirical 

attention, and introduces an empirically grounded process of four diagnostic dimensions: 

exploratory versus confirmatory sensemaking, identity as a diagnostic filter, social construction 

of diagnosis, and institutionally-shaped versus individually-enacted cognition. Policymakers and 

support institutions may benefit from guidance on designing differentiated advisory frameworks 

aligned with firm growth conditions. Finally, the study enhances societal understanding of how 

tailored business development support can foster sustainable firm growth and economic 

resilience.  
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2.​ Literature Review 

2.1.​ Conceptual Scope 

This literature review will cover a synthesis of literature on institutional theory and sensemaking 

theory in business development with a particular focus on how these diagnostic processes 

differentiate themselves in high-growth and stable firms operating in Sweden. Bearing the risk of 

institutionalised literature scripts, this section adopts a thematic and theoretic orientation as 

opposed to a chronological summary of studies in order to critically synthesise and integrate 

studies (Wright & Michailova, 2023). The chapter is structured around four theoretical pillars: 

institutional theory, sensemaking theory, growth environments, and the initial diagnostic process. 

It concludes with a conceptual framework that integrates these constructs and explains how they 

relate to one another in the context of this study.​

'Initial Diagnostic Processes' (IDPs) refer to cognitive episodes in which a business developer 

moves from raw uncertainty to a working diagnosis – encounters uncertainty, extracts useful 

cues, and constructs a plausible account of a situation that precedes and enables strategic action. 

In this study, IDPs are conceptualised as socially embedded sensemaking processes shaped by 

institutional cognition and environmental context. This means that business developers interpret 

opportunities, risks, and strategic situations through organisational norms, industry expectations, 

and socially accepted ways of thinking, rather than through purely individual or rational 

decision-making. 

In this study, institutional theory is used to express perceptions that underscore organisational 

behaviour in terms of shared norms, rules and cognitive frames shaping what is recognised as 

legitimate or appropriate action within a field (business development). Contemporary work 

interestingly demonstrates enduring relevance and simultaneous fragmentation of 

neo-institutional theory. This shows the strength of the theory to expound isomorphism and 

legitimacy seeking but also its weakness in articulating micro-level processes of agency (Li & 

Bosma., 2024; Alvesson & Spicer, 2018; Albert Mills et al., 2023). For this study, therefore, 

institutionalism is treated as a macro level lens that premises institutionalised cognition and a 

broader constraint and enablement of structures within which business developers operate. 
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Sensemaking is the broader interpretive process through which actors construct plausible 

meaning under ambiguity and uncertainty, whereas initial diagnostic processes represent the 

applied strategic manifestation of sensemaking within business development contexts. Thus, 

sensemaking constitutes the theoretical lens, while IDPs represent the empirical strategic 

activities being investigated. Sensemaking theory on the other hand is conceptualised as an 

ongoing, socially embedded process by which individuals and groups identify cues, construct 

plausible interpretations and act out responses in ambiguous or uncertain conditions. Recent 

studies have shown that sensemaking research has evolved from static structure to dynamic 

interpretive processes particularly in the context of uncertainty and ambiguity (Albert Mills et 

al., 2023; Cristofaro, 2022). For the purpose of this study, sensemaking will be narrowed down to 

diagnostic processes in business development. More specifically, how developers gather 

information, make sense of varying elements of situations and generate initial diagnostics that 

inform subsequent strategic advice. 

2.1.1.​ Institutional Theory 

While Meyer and Rowan’s (1977) excerpt posits a macro-level, singular focus on institutional 

isomorphism, there has been significant evolution and expansion to the application and lens of 

perception institutionalism provides. Among other things, one of the core contributions of 

neo-institutional theory is its focus on how organisational enactment is shaped by institutional 

cognition (shared categories, scripts and assumptions defining what is rational, appropriate or 

legitimate). Recent studies suggest that the cognitive dimension is central to sedimentation and 

change. Institutional cognition refers to the shared assumptions, interpretive schemas, norms, and 

taken-for-granted understandings through which organisational actors perceive and evaluate 

strategic situations. Rather than acting independently from institutions, cognition is socially 

embedded within historically developed institutional logics (Scott, 2014; Thornton, Ocasio & 

Lounsbury, 2012; Weick, 1995). 

Thornton et al's (2015) institutional logics perspective expands this foundation. They argue that 

organisations navigate multiple, competing logics and pressures, i.e., market and corporate 

pressures that eventually shape strategic choices, albeit beyond profitability. Li & Bosnia’s 

(2023) social entrepreneur perspective gives agency to practitioners and how they drive change 

within the frame of institutionalism, while Acemoglu et al. (2021) engage in discourse that 

11 



engages forces that fight and/or encourage change within institutional frameworks. While some 

of these fall within the frame of political institutionalism, they all do suggest an evolution of the 

theory to more than passive enactment of constructs. They all suggest a complexity to the 

sedimentation of ideology and a competition of desires, which pressures to appease, thereby 

maintaining and/or changing. The encapsulation of this new discourse or perspective on 

institutionalism is what is called 'neo-institutionalism'. 

Of particular interest is Smets et al’s., (2017) amalgamation of practice theory and 

institutionalism – practice-driven institutionalism. This construct positions institutionalism to be 

created, maintained and shaped by everyday practices. What people actively do. It focuses on 

"praxis" – the context, practitioners (agents) and what these practitioners actually do and how 

this not only affects institutional cognition but is also affected by it. This study called for further 

studies on how this institutional logic gets enacted across different contexts.  

This provides an accurate fit for the study of diagnostic tools within the context of business 

development and how they shape and are shaped by their organisational orientation. This also 

necessitates an interaction of institutionalised cognition with local sense-making, enabling or 

constraining continuity or variation in strategic formulation. This study aligns itself with treating 

micro-level interpretive differences as a foundation for business developers’ diagnostic processes 

while also being open to leaving room for institutionalised cognition as a strong backbone to 

these processes. 

While neo-institutionalism has seen growth and evolution in what, in our opinion, is a good 

direction, it has resulted in the institutional construct being perceived as both cause and effect of 

the same problem and has fragmented institutionalism. In recent years, however, some scholars 

have argued a maturity and simultaneous ‘mid-life crisis’ as a result of its conceptual overreach 

(Alvesson & Spicer, 2018). Alvesson & Spicer express that the theory of evolution has resulted 

in explanations in which institutions have become both cause and effect of the same 

phenomenon. They suggest that the theory has become so flexible it risks meaning everything 

and nothing at once. From this has risen a need for sharpened concepts and more critically 

analytic studies that restore the analytic precision to the theoretical framework. ​

​

Institutional theory has been criticized for having too broad a concept with regard to micro-level 
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cognition and agency despite being a good theory on matters of legitimacy, stability, and 

institutionality (Alvesson & Spicer, 2018). This research seeks to overcome this challenge by 

incorporating the sensemaking theory to investigate how institutional arrangements are 

sensemade through diagnostic practices. 

Additionally, the institutional theory as applied in this study does not stand alone. The structural 

conditions it describes (norms, logics, environmental regulations) do not mechanically determine 

behaviour, it shapes that cognitive landscape by which business developers navigate uncertainty. 

This connection between institutional structure and cognitive interpretation is precisely where 

sensemaking theory provides its complementary explanatory power, as elaborated in the 

following section.  

2.1.2.​ Sensemaking Theory  

While some authors might say there is no single sensemaking theory, as a construct, sensemaking 

was catapulted onto the scene by Karl Weick. It conceptualises organising (in context 

strategising) as a continuous process through which individuals interpret ambiguous situations 

and construct plausible accounts that guide action (Weick, 1995; Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 

2005). Weick et al. (1995) describe sensemaking as the “ongoing retrospective development of 

plausible images that rationalise what people are doing.” In organisational research, this 

perspective has become central to explaining how practitioners respond to uncertainty, crisis and 

change, especially when institutionalised constructs don’t work. Weick articulates seven core 

properties characterising the sensemaking process.  
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Figure 1. Seven Properties of Weick’s Sensemaking Theory. Danielle Ziela 

These properties offer a robust vocabulary for studying how business developers interpret 

uncertainty and formulate strategic diagnosis. They allow us to shift our attention from “what is 

the right strategy?” to “how did this strategic response become a plausible and actionable for 

practitioners?”  

2.2.​ Sensemaking Theory in Organisational Research 

Cristofaro’s (2022) additory revisit of sensemaking maps the field into antecedents, processes 

and outcomes of organisational sensemaking and suggests a co-evolutionary framework in which 

sensemaking is shaped by interaction between the environment and the individual. This 

integration is particularly relevant to this study because it seeks to understand how and if 

diagnostic sensemaking mirrors institutionalised cognition and how it shapes organisational 

orientation towards growth or stability.  

Malitlis & Christianson (2014) also provide a link between sensemaking and organising.  They 

provide a comprehensive synthesis of sensemaking and organisational research, highlighting how 

crisis, and everyday ambiguity often precedes sensemaking which precedes strategic change. Of 

note to me was the assertion that normalised problems hinder the triggering of sensemaking. This 
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in other terms implies and aligns itself with the institutionalised theory that suggests that 

institutionalised actions go unquestioned and unthought through, they are simply enacted. They 

also, like Cristofaro’s (2022) suggests that power inhibitors tend to define the meaning of 

situations thereby shaping sensemaking triggers and responses. Acemoglu et al’s (2021) 

perspective on lasting institutions also aligns with this position. While these articles sufficiently 

show empirical work both on leaders and how they affect teams in high-stake, unexpected 

change, crisis-based situations, they leave room for further exploration in the routine yet still 

consequential diagnostic processes, like the early-stages of strategy formulation.  

Sensemaking provides a useful complement to rational decision making models in strategy 

formulation. Traditional strategic approaches assume a relatively strict adherence to a rational 

evaluative process, while sensemaking premised studies demonstrate an intermingling or 

co-creation of meaning attached to ambiguous situations and a negotiation of conflicting 

demands while altogether maintaining one's own or one's organisational identity. It is clear that 

diagnostic processes are rarely linear in analysis, they always or often require cycles of framing 

and reframing to then make clear a plausible scenario which then informs an equally plausible 

strategic response. While sensemaking theory gives substantial insight into the process of 

interpretation in ambiguous situations, there is criticism that sensemaking might be excessively 

focused on interpretation without taking adequate account of material factors or structural 

pressures from the institutions involved. In this way, sensemaking is set in a wider institutional 

context. 

2.3.​ Diagnostic Dimensions of Opportunity and Risk 

The diagnostic dimensions of opportunity and risk are context-dependent, cognitively complex, 

and strategically consequential, and they can be more deeply understood through the lenses of 

sensemaking theory and institutional theory. From a sensemaking perspective, opportunity and 

risk are not objective realities waiting to be discovered, but are actively constructed through 

interpretation, experience, and environmental cues (Weick, 1995). Entrepreneurs continuously 

enact and reinterpret their environments, assigning meaning to ambiguous signals as they 

construct viable opportunities and assess associated risks. From an institutional standpoint, these 

interpretations are further shaped by formal and informal rules, norms, and cognitive frameworks 

that define what is considered legitimate, acceptable, or desirable behaviour within a given 
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context (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Thus, diagnostic processes are not only cognitive but also 

socially embedded and institutionally conditioned. 

The identification and assessment of opportunities and risks form the core of Initial Diagnostic 

Processes (IDPs) in early-stage strategy. In sensemaking terms, this involves entrepreneurs 

bracketing certain cues from the environment, labeling them as meaningful, and constructing 

plausible narratives that guide action. How business developers interpret uncertain information, 

detect market gaps, and evaluate potential outcomes fundamentally shapes strategic orientation 

and performance trajectories. Literature in entrepreneurship consistently emphasises that 

diagnostic dimensions are multifaceted, including opportunity recognition, risk assessment, and 

resource evaluation, each influenced by both cognitive frameworks and institutional 

environments (McKelvie et al., 2010; Shepherd & Patzelt, 2021). From an institutional 

perspective, these processes are constrained and enabled by prevailing industry logics, regulatory 

systems, and societal expectations, which shape how entrepreneurs define and evaluate "good" 

opportunities. 

Globally, high-growth firms display dynamic opportunity evaluation, which reflects 

forward-oriented sensemaking under conditions of high uncertainty. For instance, Swedish 

technology startups actively scan markets for emerging trends and engage in iterative validation 

of business ideas. Through sensemaking, these entrepreneurs enact their environments by 

experimenting, interpreting feedback, and refining their understanding of opportunity structures. 

Opportunity recognition is therefore not purely intuitive but emerges from continuous interaction 

between action and interpretation, often supported by heuristic reasoning and prior experience 

(Wennberg et al., 2023). 

Institutionally, such behaviour is also shaped by supportive ecosystems, including access to 

venture capital, innovation policies, and collaborative networks, which legitimise risk-taking and 

experimentation. Within this context, risk is not avoided but actively reframed through 

sensemaking as manageable or strategically necessary. Risk assessment becomes a process of 

constructing acceptable narratives around uncertainty, where entrepreneurs interpret risk in 

relation to potential upside, rather than as a purely negative construct. This aligns with the notion 

that opportunity and risk are co-constructed; identifying high-potential opportunities inherently 

involves constructing meanings around uncertainty and volatility (Sheperd et al., 2017). 
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Stable SMEs, in contrast, exhibit more retrospective and routine-based sensemaking, often 

guided by established cognitive schemas and institutionalised practices. Firms operating in 

sectors such as manufacturing or traditional services interpret opportunities through the lens of 

past experiences, industry norms, and organizational routines. From a sensemaking perspective, 

this reflects a preference for maintaining stable cognitive maps that have previously proven 

effective, rather than continuously reconstructing meaning in uncertain environments (Brown et 

al., 2015; Kudesia, 2017). 

Institutionally, stable SMEs are often embedded within stronger regulatory and normative 

constraints, which shape their diagnostic behaviours. These constraints provide legitimacy but 

also limit deviation from established practices. For example, firms in traditional industries must 

align with compliance requirements, supplier standards, and long-standing customer 

expectations, all of which influence how opportunities are framed and evaluated. As a result, risk 

assessment in these firms is oriented toward mitigation and preservation, reflecting institutional 

pressures for stability, reliability, and long-term continuity. Reflectively, this perspective 

challenges the simplistic view that risk-averse firms are less sophisticated; instead, their 

sensemaking processes are adapted to contexts where predictability and resilience are 

strategically advantageous. 

The comparative dimension between high-growth and stable environments highlights how 

sensemaking and institutional logics jointly shape diagnostic framing. High-growth SMEs 

construct opportunities in terms of scalability, disruption, and temporal advantage, reflecting 

forward-looking sensemaking underpinned by innovation-oriented institutional environments. 

Stable SMEs, on the other hand, construct opportunities around feasibility, compliance, and 

incremental improvement, reflecting more conservative institutional logics and retrospective 

sensemaking. In the Swedish context, this divergence is particularly evident: strong institutional 

support systems encourage exploratory behaviour in high-growth firms, while regulatory clarity 

and established industry norms guide stable firms toward incremental and risk-managed 

strategies (Foss et al., 2019). 

Critically, a sensemaking and institutional perspective highlights the limitations of attributing 

diagnostic outcomes solely to individual cognition. Sensemaking is inherently social and 

constrained by institutional contexts, meaning that entrepreneurs do not interpret uncertainty in 

isolation. Instead, their interpretations are shaped by shared meanings, professional norms, and 
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access to socially embedded resources. Similarly, institutional theory suggests that even when 

entrepreneurs possess strong cognitive capabilities, their ability to act on diagnostic insights 

depends on institutional support structures, such as access to capital, skilled labour, and 

regulatory flexibility. 

This interaction is evident in Swedish SMEs, where access to digital finance platforms, 

well-developed innovation systems, and transparent regulatory frameworks facilitate more 

informed and confident diagnostic processes. Without such institutional support, even 

well-developed sensemaking capabilities may lead to constrained or suboptimal outcomes, as 

entrepreneurs struggle to translate interpretations into action. Reflectively, this reinforces the 

argument that diagnostic processes are co-determined by cognition and context, rather than being 

solely the product of individual decision-making ability (Autio et al., 2017; Wennberg et al., 

2013). 

 

2.4.​ Growth Environments: High-Growth and Stable Oriented Contexts 

In this study, high-growth environments refer to organisational contexts characterised by 

experimentation, scalability ambitions, uncertainty tolerance, and dynamic market adaptation. 

'Stable environments' refer to contexts characterised by operational continuity, routinized 

decision-making, predictability, and incremental strategic development.​

The distinction between strategic intent and routinized processes is a crucial dimension of initial 

diagnostic processes (IDPs) in SMEs and can be more deeply understood through sensemaking 

theory and institutional theory. From a sensemaking perspective, strategic intent reflects a 

forward-looking interpretive process through which entrepreneurs construct plausible future 

trajectories and align present actions with anticipated outcomes. It is not merely planning, but an 

ongoing process of enacting the future through interpretation, where entrepreneurs continuously 

revise their understanding of “what should be” based on emerging signals. In contrast, routinised 

processes reflect retrospective sensemaking, where meaning is derived from accumulated 

experience, established practices, and historically validated patterns of action. From an 

institutional standpoint, both strategic intent and routines are shaped by prevailing norms, rules, 

and legitimacy pressures that define acceptable modes of organising and decision-making within 

a given environment (Weick, 1995; Gavetti & Levinthal, 2000; Kudesia 2017; Maitlis, S., & 

Christianson, 2014). 
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In contrast, SMEs operating in stable environments rely more heavily on routinized processes, 

which can be understood as institutionalised and stabilised sensemaking patterns. These routines 

emerge from repeated experience and are reinforced through organizational memory and 

institutional norms, providing stable interpretive frames for decision-making. From a 

sensemaking perspective, routines reduce ambiguity by narrowing the range of possible 

interpretations, allowing firms to operate efficiently in predictable environments. For instance, 

Swedish SMEs in manufacturing often rely on standardised production routines and established 

operational procedures, which guide how information is interpreted and acted upon (Feldman & 

Rerup, 2011). 

 

The literature also highlights that strategic intent and routinized processes are not mutually 

exclusive but instead coexist along a continuum. From a sensemaking perspective, this reflects 

the dual need for both exploration and exploitation in meaning construction. Firms engage in 

forward-looking sensemaking when pursuing new opportunities while simultaneously relying on 

routinized, retrospective sensemaking to stabilise core operations. For example, a Swedish 

high-growth software firm may standardise certain processes such as financial reporting and 

quality assurance (routinization), while maintaining strategic intent in areas such as artificial 

intelligence development and market expansion (O’reilly & Tushman, 2016). 

2.5.​ Influence of Diagnostic Processes on Strategic Orientation 

Diagnostic processes in the early-stages of strategy – comprising opportunity recognition, risk 

evaluation, and the interaction between strategic intent and routinized processes – directly 

influence the strategic orientation of SMEs. Strategic orientation refers to the overarching 

interpretive and action-guiding framework through which firms pursue growth, innovation, and 

stability. From a sensemaking perspective, strategic orientation emerges from how entrepreneurs 

interpret and construct meaning from diagnostic cues, while institutional theory suggests that 

these interpretations are simultaneously shaped by external norms, rules, and legitimacy 

pressures that define acceptable strategic behaviour. Thus, strategic orientation is not merely a 

managerial choice but the outcome of ongoing sensemaking within institutional constraints. 

High-growth SMEs, particularly in dynamic sectors such as Stockholm's fintech and software 

ecosystems, illustrate how forward-looking sensemaking processes shape an exploratory and 
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growth-oriented strategic orientation (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996; Wiklund & Shepherd 2003; 

Linnenluecke & Griffiths, 2010; Cornelissen & Clarke., 2010). 

In contrast, SMEs operating in stable environments demonstrate how retrospective and 

routine-based sensemaking influences a stability-oriented strategic orientation. These firms rely 

on established cognitive schemas, historical data, and embedded routines to interpret their 

environments and guide decisions. For example, Swedish manufacturing SMEs assess 

opportunities based on past performance, supplier reliability, and incremental demand patterns. 

From a sensemaking standpoint, these routines reduce equivocality by limiting the range of 

possible interpretations, thereby supporting predictable and consistent strategic behaviour 

(Suchman, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). 

Institutionally, these diagnostic and strategic patterns are reinforced by regulatory frameworks, 

industry norms, and expectations of compliance and reliability. Such environments privilege 

incremental improvement and risk mitigation, making stability-oriented strategies both rational 

and legitimate. Reflectively, this study aligns with prior literature that routinized diagnostics 

should not be undervalued; rather, they represent a form of institutionally aligned sensemaking, 

where firms construct meaning in ways that sustain legitimacy and long-term viability. Their 

strategic orientation toward stability reflects not a lack of sophistication, but a contextually 

appropriate response to environmental conditions. 

A critical insight from both sensemaking and institutional perspectives is that strategic 

orientation emerges from the interaction between diagnostic processes and environmental 

dynamism. In uncertain and rapidly changing environments, sensemaking is more exploratory, 

leading to strategic orientations that emphasise innovation and adaptation. In stable 

environments, sensemaking is more constrained and retrospective, resulting in orientations 

focused on efficiency and exploitation (McKelvie et al., 2006; Jansen et al., 2006). 

Managerial cognition plays a central role in translating diagnostic processes into strategic 

orientation. From a sensemaking perspective, managers act as “sensegivers,” shaping not only 

their own interpretations but also those of stakeholders within the organization. Experienced 

managers, therefore, possess richer interpretive frameworks that enable them to construct more 

coherent and actionable meanings from ambiguous information (Shepherd et al., 2017). 

Empirical evidence from Swedish SMEs suggests that founders with higher financial literacy, 
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entrepreneurial experience, and strong networks are more capable of translating diagnostic 

insights into strategic action (Wennberg  et al., 2023; Malitas, 2005; Mitchell et al., 2007). 

The influence of diagnostic processes on strategic orientation is best understood as a dynamic 

interplay between sensemaking and institutional forces. High-growth SMEs employ 

forward-looking, enactment-based sensemaking to construct exploratory and growth-oriented 

strategies, while stable SMEs rely on retrospective, institutionally embedded sensemaking to 

sustain stability and efficiency. Managerial cognition, environmental dynamism, and institutional 

support mediate this relationship, shaping how diagnostic insights are translated into strategic 

action. This integrated perspective provides a strong conceptual foundation for understanding 

how early-stage strategy formulation processes influence firm trajectories, and it directly 

supports the empirical objectives of this study (Smets, 2017; Rouleau, 2005). 

2.6.​ Contextual and Institutional Factors Influencing Diagnostic Practices 

The diagnostic processes of business developers do not operate in a vacuum. From a 

sensemaking perspective, entrepreneurs interpret uncertainty through contextual cues, 

continuously constructing meaning based on environmental signals, prior experience, and 

available information. From an institutional theory perspective, these interpretations are further 

shaped and constrained by formal and informal structures such as regulations, norms, and 

cultural expectations, which define what is considered legitimate and appropriate behaviour 

(Autio & Rannikko, 2016; Brinckmann et al., 2019). Together, these perspectives emphasise that 

diagnostic practices are socially constructed and institutionally embedded, rather than purely 

individual or cognitive processes. Understanding these factors is therefore crucial for explaining 

why SMEs exhibit divergent diagnostic behaviours across high-growth and stable environments. 

 

At the global level, contextual factors such as market dynamism, competitive intensity, and 

technological disruption significantly shape how entrepreneurs engage in sensemaking under 

uncertainty. In high-growth environments, where information is incomplete and rapidly 

changing, entrepreneurs must actively construct meaning from weak and often ambiguous 

signals. This results in more exploratory and forward-looking diagnostic processes, where 

continuous scanning and adaptive interpretation are necessary for identifying opportunities 

(Edelman et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 2017). 
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In Sweden, sectors such as fintech and clean energy exemplify such environments. Startups in 

Stockholm’s AI ecosystem, for instance, continuously interpret signals from competitors, 

regulatory developments, and venture capital trends to refine their strategic understanding. These 

firms are not merely responding to the environment; they are actively enacting it by testing 

interpretations through action. Institutionally, such behaviour is enabled by a supportive 

ecosystem that legitimises experimentation and provides access to resources, thereby shaping 

both how information is interpreted and how decisions are made. This study aligns with this 

perspective because it highlights that diagnostic processes are inseparable from context, 

reinforcing the argument that cognition is always embedded in a broader institutional and 

environmental system (Smets & Whittington, 2017; Rouleau, 2005). 

 

Institutional factors further influence diagnostic practices by defining the cognitive and 

behavioural boundaries within which entrepreneurs operate. Sweden’s innovation 

ecosystem—including institutions such as Vinnova, incubators, and accelerator 

programmes—provides not only financial and technical support but also cognitive scaffolding 

that shapes how entrepreneurs make sense of opportunities and risks (Autio & Rannikko, 2021). 

These institutions provide templates for interpreting uncertainty, thereby influencing diagnostic 

processes at a fundamental level. 

From a sensemaking perspective, institutions function as sensegiving mechanisms, guiding 

entrepreneurs toward shared interpretations of what constitutes a viable opportunity. 

High-growth firms often leverage these institutional supports to enhance their diagnostic 

capabilities, gaining access to mentorship, market intelligence, and structured experimentation 

platforms. Reflectively, this reinforces my view that institutional embeddedness does not merely 

support firms externally; it actively structures how entrepreneurs perceive, interpret, and act 

upon information, thereby contributing to differential performance outcomes. 

Conversely, SMEs operating in stable environments are embedded within institutional structures 

that promote routine-based sensemaking. Regulatory frameworks, standardised reporting 

systems, and traditional financial institutions encourage predictable and conservative diagnostic 

practices (Brinckmann et al., 2020). For example, manufacturing SMEs in Gothenburg operate 

within strict compliance environments, where diagnostic processes are guided by established 

standards and procedures. 
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2.7.​ Cognition, Growth Orientation and Strategic Posture 

For this study, the implication is that early diagnostic processes must be analysed as contextually 

embedded sensemaking activities. High-growth and stable environments generate different 

expectations about what constitutes a viable opportunity, an acceptable risk, and a legitimate 

strategic direction. These differences explain why business developers, operating within the same 

national institutional framework, may diagnose similar uncertainties in fundamentally different 

ways and why those early diagnoses can set firms on divergent trajectories toward growth or 

stability. 

High-growth SMEs, particularly in dynamic sectors such as Stockholm's fintech and software 

ecosystems, illustrate how forward-looking sensemaking processes shape an exploratory and 

growth-oriented strategic orientation. These firms actively construct plausible future states by 

interpreting weak signals from the environment, such as emerging regulatory trends, 

technological shifts, and evolving customer preferences. Through enactment, entrepreneurs test 

assumptions via iterative experimentation and continuously refine their understanding of market 

opportunities. For example, a high-growth Swedish AI startup in financial analytics monitors 

market signals and regulatory developments to adjust its product strategy in real time (Clarysse 

et al., 2021). 

 

Across current entrepreneurship and strategic research, firm growth is no longer considered as a 

random outcome of market opportunity alone rather because of how organizations interpret, 

diagnose, and react to uncertainty. Long-term performance trajectories are increasingly 

understood to be shaped by early growth-stage decisions, especially those taken before the 

emergence of formal strategies. Recent literature converges on the assumption that the first 

diagnostic techniques adopted by company developers affect whether firms merely stabilise or 

transition into persistent high-growth paths (Shepherd et al., 2019; Foss & Klein, 2020). This 

study aligns itself with this viewpoint because it examines how businesses think and behave in 

the face of uncertainty rather than relying solely on outcome-based explanations of growth. 

Contextual and institutional factors also interact with firm-level characteristics, shaping how 

diagnostic processes are interpreted and enacted. Managerial experience, networks, and prior 
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exposure influence the sensemaking capacity of business developers, enabling them to construct 

more coherent and actionable interpretations of their environment. High-growth Swedish SMEs 

are often led by managers with international experience and strong networks, which enhance 

their ability to interpret complex signals and engage in more sophisticated diagnostic processes 

(Wennberg et al., 2023). 

Cultural norms also play a significant role in shaping diagnostic practices through their influence 

on sensemaking. In Sweden, cultural values emphasising transparency, collaboration, and 

consensus encourage collective sensemaking processes, where multiple stakeholders contribute 

to the interpretation of opportunities and risks. For example, high-growth biotech firms often 

involve cross-functional teams in early-stage evaluations, integrating diverse perspectives into 

the diagnostic process. 

Empirical research in entrepreneurship demonstrates that early-stage decision-making 

significantly shapes firm trajectories, yet most studies focus on outcomes rather than the 

processes leading to them. In Sweden, Åström (2024) and Kindström et al. (2022) highlight that 

growth-oriented firms emphasise scalability and opportunity framing, while stable firms 

prioritise operational certainty. However, these studies rarely compare high-growth and stable 

firms explicitly, and the early diagnostic processes are often assumed rather than observed. 

Similarly, Braunerhjelm and Henrekson (2023) show that institutions influence opportunity 

interpretation, but micro-level cognition during diagnostics remains unexplored, leaving a gap in 

understanding how institutional contexts shape the cognitive framing of entrepreneurs. 

Financial diagnostics have also been linked to growth outcomes. Yazdanfar and Öhman (2021) 

find that early financial assessments can predict growth trajectories, yet non-financial diagnostic 

dimensions, such as strategic or cognitive evaluations, are often ignored. McKelvie, Wiklund, 

and Brattström (2023) note that growth intent reframes uncertainty as opportunity, but the 

diagnostic practices of firms in stable environments are rarely examined. Across Europe and the 

US, studies suggest that cognitive framing and strategic intent guide opportunity evaluation and 

risk perception (Parida et al 2019; Honig & Karlsson, 2013; Shepherd et al., 2021). Yet most 

research infers these processes from outcomes rather than observing how entrepreneurs make 

decisions in real time, creating a significant empirical gap. 

A broader limitation in the literature is the neglect of institutional embeddedness during early 

diagnostics. Research using cross-country or multi-country data demonstrates that ecosystems 
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and institutional structures shape opportunity recognition, risk tolerance, and strategic behaviour 

(Autio et al., 2021; Estrin et al., 2023). Nonetheless, few studies investigate how these pressures 

are interpreted differently by high-growth versus stable firms, and micro-level diagnostic 

practices remain under-examined (Foss et al., 2022; Alvarez & Barney, 2021). Studies in Nordic 

countries suggest that networks, social embeddedness, and affect influence early assessments, yet 

these insights are rarely connected to divergent firm trajectories or operationalised for empirical 

comparison (Berglund & Korsgaard, 2022; Haneberg & Aaboen, 2021; Brattström et al., 2023). 

While some research explores effectuation, causation, and cognitive schemas as guides to early 

strategic decisions, it often does not link these practices to institutional constraints or growth 

versus stability outcomes (Klotz et al., 2022). Comparative studies show that Swedish firms 

operate in an environment with stable regulations, strong labour markets, and high innovation 

potential, yet exhibit diverse growth behaviours (OECD, 2024). This suggests that differences in 

early diagnostic practice of how entrepreneurs interpret uncertainty, and select strategic 

directions may be a key factor in divergent trajectories, but it remains empirically underexplored.​

Overall, the empirical review indicates that while growth orientation, cognitive framing, and 

institutional context are recognised as influential, there remains a significant gap in observing 

and comparing the early diagnostic processes of entrepreneurs. Existing studies tend to infer 

processes from outcomes, overlook the role of institutions in shaping cognition, and rarely 

differentiate between high-growth and stability-oriented firms. This gap motivates the current 

study, which seeks to examine how business developers in Sweden interpret uncertainty, evaluate 

opportunities, and formulate strategic directions during the critical early diagnostic stage. 

​
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3.​ Methodology 

3.1.​ Research Design 

This study adopts an interpretivist and constructivist epistemological orientation, grounded in 

institutionalism and socially embedded cognition. The research design that emphasises an 

investigation of micro-level activities, practices, and interpretations (socially embedded 

experiences) (Whittington, 2006), and even more granular micro-foundational perspectives, deals 

with how the mental map is built to achieve structural alignment (Grégoire et al., 2010) for 

strategy development; none of which are accessible for scrutiny via quantitative methods of 

study. Guided by this theoretical framework, this study will adopt a qualitative, interpretive 

approach to achieve its results. 

Recalling Cunliffe’s (2011) Morgan and Smircich’s foundational framework perspective, which 

maps out the relationship between ontological assumptions and methodological choices, clarifies 

our assumptions and adoption choices. This study does not hold the assumption that diagnostic 

processes are objective, measurable phenomena devoid of human interpretation (realist 

ontology). On the other hand, it does not either, suppose a completely subjectivist position where 

reality is simply the projection of individual consciousness. This study positions itself on the 

assumption that meaning and reality are produced and negotiated through social interactions and 

are intertwined with linguistics and institutional frameworks. This is what Cunliffe (2011, p.657) 

refers to as intersubjectivity. 

This ontological positioning gives us reasonable latitude to make our study within the confines of 

qualitative research practices and the interpretive approach for examining how business 

developers navigate uncertainty within institutionally structured environments.  

 

3.2.​ Literature Study 
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This exploratory study examines the initial diagnostic processes of business developers in 

high-growth and stable business environments in Sweden. The literature review adopted an 

integrative approach with a thematic synthesis as an analytical tool (Snyder, 2019). This 

approach was appropriate for critiquing and synthesising literature across theories in order to 

create a new framework combining sensemaking and institutional theory. Aligned with 

Onwuegbuzie and Frels' (2016) the literature review was treated as a formal data collection 

process. The review was conducted thematically with searches for peer reviewed journal article 

searches in journals like SAGE, Science Direct, Research Gate etc. Search terms around the 

study's core theoretical constructs: sensemaking theory, institutional theory, initial diagnostic 

processes, high-growth firms, and stable organisational environments were iteratively conducted. 

Literature was selected on the basis of relevance to the theoretical framework with the aim of 

identifying themes, theoretical perspectives, and knowledge gaps rather than exhaustive 

coverage. 

Further, this study applies qualitative methods that predominantly are inductive. Merriam (2009) 

suggests that qualitative research is typically used when researchers are attempting to gain an 

understanding of subjectively/socially construed meaning - an understanding of how other 

people go through sensemaking of the world and their experiences. Merriam (2009) suggests that 

in qualitative studies, the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, and 

it is inductive and richly descriptive. 

This study will employ the Gioia methodology and comparative research design to enable 

analytic generalisation. The premise of this methodology is building thematic blocks across the 

cognitive processes and comparison measures of the diagnostic processes between the two 

varying environmental conditions: high growth and stable oriented environments. With this, this 

study will systematically explore how, if at all, the institutional variation shapes the cognitive 

diagnosis. Together, these two tools of methodology offer systematic investigative frameworks 

within which to understand subjective and context dependent phenomenon. Exploratively and 

process-focused (Pettigrew, 1990), this study works to gain analytical insight into how strategic 

diagnoses are formulated in the early phase of organisational entry. It is not testing a hypothesis 

or measuring strategic outcomes. 

3.3.​ Sampling 
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A total of ten participants participated in this study: five in the semi structured spoken interview 

(BD1-BD5)and five in the written interview QR1-QR5. Each participant was chosen based on 

their current work or professional background – must be a business developer or strategist in 

function or by profession. Organisational context or orientation also mattered in this sampling 

criteria – high-growth or stable operational environment. This categorisation was not applied as a 

definitive industrial classification but as an analytical lens to enable the comparative analysis of 

how environmental conditions mediate cognitive diagnostic processes (Maitlis & Christianson, 

2014). 

Purposive sampling was used as the primary sampling approach. As defined by Patton (2015) 

purposive sampling involves a deliberate selection of information rich participants for and 

in-depth study, participant who can provide the best insight on the questions being researched. 

This approach is consistent with an interpretivist oriented study which prioritises depth and 

quality of participant responses over the statistical representativeness. Participants were chosen 

by virtue of their profession and roles in organisations. The organisations from which the 

participants were chosen were also chosen by virtue of their alignment to the theoretical 

constructs under question.  

The classification of participants as high-growth or stable oriented was determined through two 

stages. First, purposive recruitment targeted practitioners in contexts that matched the theoretical 

markers of each orientation as described in the literature: high-growth orientation is characterised 

by active pursuit of scaling, tolerance for uncertainty, and experimentation-based strategy , while 

stable orientation is characterised by operational consolidation, risk minimisation, and 

process-governed decision-making(Coad et al., 2014; McKelvie & Wiklund, 2010). Second, the 

classification was confirmed inductively through the data itself: the diagnostic behaviours 

described by each participant were coded and assessed for consistency with these theoretical 

markers during the analysis phase. The classification thus reflects both the recruitment design 

and the empirical evidence produced through the Gioia coding process. 

Because we were not able to collect financials, sales records or turn over data from organisations, 

classification was based on a self-assessed growth orientation and thematic characterisation of 

the organisation. This approach was inspired by Wiklund and Shepherd’s (2003) 

conceptualisation of growth orientation as an independent cognitive and motivational construct 
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that remains analytically meaningful irrespective of realized performance outcomes. Gioia & 

Mangani (2023) allowed for participants’ self-assessment on their perspective of their 

organisation validating our initial position to be analytically meaningful for our use.  The 

participant responses were all assessed during the Gioia qualitative coding phase, where 

first-order concepts were deductively mapped against the established theoretical markers of each 

strategic orientation.  

Particularly two participants – BD1 and BD5 – require specific clarification. Both are business 

developers working within incubator environments operating in the gaming and digital 

technology ecosystem. BD1 is based in Skövde and works specifically within game studio 

development; BD5 is based in Gothenburg and works across a broader gaming ecosystem and 

product/digital technology portfolio within the same parent organisation. While both operate as 

incubators, their work is characterised by the high-growth markers described above: active 

support of scaling ventures, tolerance for uncertainty, and experimentation-driven practice. Their 

classification as high-growth oriented was confirmed through both purposive design and 

participant responses. The two participants are thus not duplicates but represent functionally 

distinct roles within the same organisational structure across different geographic contexts. 

QR5, classified in an earlier version of the participant table as "Mixed / Undetermined," is 

reclassified here as Stable. This participant works within an advisory organisation supporting 

early-stage entrepreneurs primarily on compliance, business planning, and systematic first steps. 

Their self-described growth orientation was "a bit of both," but their diagnostic approach  

(structured around business plan templates, regulatory orientation, and step-by-step guidance) is 

consistent with the theoretical markers of a stable orientation. This classification was confirmed 

through Gioia coding of their written responses. 

 

ID Method Role / 

Function 

Sector / Context Org. Type Orientation Diagnostic Logic 

BD1 Semi-structur

ed interview 

Business 

Developer 

Startup support / 

incubation  

Start-up 

incubator  

High-Growth Exploratory; 

enactive, 

user-driven 
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BD2 Semi-structur

ed interview 

Business 

Developer / 

Co-founder 

IT services / tech 

consulting 

Tech consulting 

firm  

High-Growth Exploratory; 

experience-driven, 

autonomous 

BD3 Semi-structur

ed interview 

Software 

Developer 

(strategic role) 

IT services / SaaS 

product 

development 

Established 

software firm 

Stable Confirmatory; 

estimation-based, 

risk-averse 

BD4 Semi-structur

ed interview 

Head of 

Strategy 

Heavy industry / 

energy 

infrastructure 

Large 

established firm 

Stable Confirmatory; 

M&A-driven, 

collective 

validation 

BD5 Semi-structur

ed interview 

Business 

Developer  

Startup support / 

gaming 

ecosystem 

Start-up 

incubator 

High-Growth Exploratory; 

user-generative, 

tool-creative 

(LOOPA) 

QR1 Written 

interview 

Business 

Developer / 

Strategist 

Automotive  Undisclosed Stable Confirmatory; 

cyclical, 

time-bounded, 

hierarchical cues 

QR2 Written 

interview 

Business 

Developer / 

Strategist 

Energy and 

Infrastructure 

Undisclosed Stable Confirmatory; 

baseline-to-gap, 

why-why-why 

analysis 

QR3 Written 

interview 

Business 

Developer 

Startup support Undisclosed High-Growth Exploratory; 

user-evidence 

driven, 

iteration-first 

QR4 Written 

interview 

Business 

Developer / 

Strategist 

Automotive Undisclosed Stable Confirmatory; 

precedent-based, 

peer and team 

validation 

QR5 Written 

interview 

Business 

Developer / 

Strategist 

Advisory 

Organisation 

Undisclosed Mixed / 

Undetermined 

Insufficient data for 

classification 

Table 1: Purposive Sampling Study Participants 
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3.4.​ Construction of Interview Guide 

Jarzabkowski et al. (2007) indicate that strategic operations ought to be researched in a manner 

that is accessible to the participants' accounts of events, their interpretations and reasoning. This 

study adopted an open ended approach when developing the interview questions. An adherence 

to the Gioia methodological template prompted approach design (Gioia et al., 2013). This 

method of collection provides sufficient flexibility to explore the participants' perceptions of the 

cognitive behavioural theory of entrepreneurship and the depth of diagnostic reasoning.  

 

Still following the Gioia method, the first stage of the interview guide was made with the 

specific intention to ensure that participants could articulate their own experiences and 

perspective without leading them towards desired responses. Interview questions were structured 

around the sensemaking theory constructs and were designed to reflect information-seeking, 

pattern recognition, and diagnostic reasoning. This approach aligns with the interpretivist 

orientation by focusing on participants' subjective understandings and enabling them to articulate 

how their own diagnostic practices are shaped by institutional context or rational intention. The 

written interview questions, minor adaptations were made to ensure readability and ease of 

response to participants. Prompts that relied on conversational probing (e.g. "tell me more about 

that") were reworded as standalone questions with illustrative examples. This ensured 

consistency of thematic coverage across both data collection formats while accommodating the 

practical differences between synchronous and asynchronous interaction. 

3.5.​ Data Collection 

Data for this study was collected through two complementary methods: semi-structured 

interviews and written interviews. Both methods were designed to address the same core 

research questions and were subject to the same analytical process. Together, they produced ten 

participant accounts that constitute the empirical dataset of this study. 

Five open ended interviews were conducted with business development practitioners in Sweden. 

Participants were identified through university-affiliated networks, like Drivhuset as well as 

through personal professional networks. These networks provided a relative balance of 

growth-oriented and stable organisational contexts and represented the primary target population 
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of this study. Geographical and time constraints made these accessible networks a reasonable and 

appropriate recruitment focus. 

Having chosen to use open ended interviews necessitates a focus on the cautionary framework 

Alvesson (2003) provides: first, that interviews are neutral tools simply built to extract 

information; second, the notion that interviews provide access to authentic experiences, which 

overlooks the influence the interaction of the interview itself has on the responses given; and 

third, the extreme opposite of the second – that interviews are simply tools to produce situated 

accounts with no analytically generalisable insights. This study recognises, as Alvesson (2003) 

does, that interviews are complex encounters which, much like our assumptions on reality and 

meaning, are co-constructed. The study aims to remain reflexive and alert to participants' 

accounts, how they are articulated and shaped by cultural and institutional effects and by the 

interview situation itself. 

Interviews were conducted digitally via video call. With the informed consent of participants, 

interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim for further analysis. Each interview was 

semi-structured, lasting between sixty minutes, and guided by a common question protocol 

derived from the sensemaking framework. All five oral interviews lasted sixty minutes. One 

participant required a follow-up session due to the breadth of their account; this follow-up 

interview also lasted sixty minutes, bringing their total contribution to approximately 120 

minutes of recorded data. 

Interviews were conducted digitally via video call. With the informed consent of participants, 

interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim for further analysis. Each interview was 

semi-structured, lasting sixty minutes, and guided by a common question protocol derived from 

the sensemaking framework 

In addition to the five semi-structured interviews conducted, this study adopted a collection of 

data by means of five written interviews. Written interviews were introduced as a 

complementary data collection method following a practical constraint encountered during 

participant recruitment: several practitioners who were approached indicated that they were 

unable to commit to a scheduled interview due to time and availability pressures, but expressed a 

willingness to contribute to the study if they could respond to written questions at a time 
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convenient to them. In response some core questions derived in the from the interview guide 

were sent out for these participants to respond to anonymously and in their own time.  

Bryman (2021)  highlights that written or asynchronous interview formats can be used as an 

established qualitative study when a researcher seeks to maximise the reach of the participants 

without compromising the thematic focus of the data. He also argued that written interviews can 

hold as much analytical weight and validity as those from spoken interviews as long as the 

questions as analytical procedures hold remain constant. Palinkas et al. (2015) suggests that 

purposive sampling in qualitative studies takes priority of the depth and quality of the 

information over format uniformity.  

Written interview responses ranged from approximately 200 to 600 words per participant, with 

participants answering between 13 and 20 of the 20 questions depending on the depth of 

engagement they chose to offer. As asynchronous written interviews are not time-bound, 

response depth rather than duration is the appropriate measure of engagement. The range of 

response lengths reflects the open and non-obligatory design of the instrument, which was 

intentional: participants were explicitly informed that they were not required to answer every 

question. This design choice aligns with Bryman's (2021) recommendation that written interview 

instruments should minimise participant burden to reduce dropout and encourage candid 

responses. 

The written interview format offered an additional methodological benefit: by removing the 

real-time social dynamics of the interview encounter, it reduced the risk of interviewer influence 

on participant responses, one of the cautions Alvesson (2003) raises regarding semi-structured 

interview data. Participants had the opportunity to reflect on their responses at their own pace, 

potentially producing more considered and detailed accounts of their diagnostic practices. This 

does not make the written interview superior to the spoken format; it makes it a complementary 

source that addresses some of the limitations inherent in each method when used alone.  

No analytical distinction is drawn between oral and written accounts in the Results chapter, as 

both are treated as participant articulations of diagnostic practice. 

3.6.​ Data Analysis 
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One of the main things that makes the Gioia methodology appropriate for this kind of research is 

its assumptions, which, among other things, are based on the philosophy of science. It assumes, 

among other things, that organisational phenomena are predominantly socially constructed and 

are structurational in nature. It also assumes that humans know what they do, how they do it, 

and, importantly, why they do it when they work (Magnani & Gioia, 2023). Having taken both 

these assumptions into account, the Gioia methodology allows this study to manage our 

understanding of what we have studied and what we are learning from our 

informants/co-explorers, while also being aware of the limitations of natural, socially dependent 

responses that might result from questions, to probe deeper or, in some cases, to account for 

simply. It allows us to draw and then show data-to-theory connections, as is our desire in this 

study. 

The choice for the Gioia methodology over alternative qualitative analytical approaches like 

Braun & Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis or Strauss & Corbin’s (1998) grounded theory was a 

deliberate theoretically motivated decision. Gioia provided us with a sufficiently transparent 

three stage process that enabled systematic movement from participant language to theoretical 

abstraction. The Gioia methodology also allows us to accommodate existing theoretical 

frameworks (in our case sensemaking and institutional theory) as a lens for second-order 

abstraction while preserving first-order fidelity to participant accounts. This balance between 

theoretical groundedness and empirical openness is precisely what the study requires (Gioia et 

al.'s 2013). 

To ensure meaningful results that can analytically be useful for further academic purposes, to 

avoid the limitations of subjective and anecdotal information, the Gioia methodology (Gioia et 

al., 2013) will be utilised for data analysis and sensemaking (Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis & 

Christianson, 2014). Following this prescription, the first stage of analysis will be made up of 3 

phases. 

i.​ Order Concepts - This will include capturing the raw data and coding it as 

close as possible to the participant’s actual recollection of events 

ii.​ Order Themes - This includes correlating and refining coded data through 

the thematic lenses identified as relevant to the study, i.e., cognitive 

behavioural theory of entrepreneurship. 
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iii.​ Aggregate Dimensions - Lastly, this includes the abstracting themes into 

cross-cutting concepts to articulate the diagnostic processes across the 

different environmental velocities. 

 

While we are confident that the use of the Gioia methodology for the study provides structure, 

legitimacy and transparency to our study, we also acknowledge the limitations that are articulated 

by Köhler et al., (2021). Engaging in a discourse about the use of templates in qualitative 

research, Köhler et al., (2021) suggest that these hinder the researchers’ ability to think beyond 

what is in front of them. They suggest that templates risk squelching the researcher's ability to 

explore beyond specific phenomena, suppressing creativity. Taking this into account, this study 

positions our use of this template as a flexible heuristic that facilitates systematic guidance while 

remaining dynamic and interpretive in nature. Following Köhler et al.'s (2021, p. 195) advice, we 

will use the template as “a point of departure rather than a destination”. We will remain open to 

unexpected patterns and insights that might not fit into our predetermined categories. We hope 

that this open approach allows us the systematic rigour and transparency of the Gioia method 

while still maintaining the interpretive flexibility the study requires. 

After setting these thematic dimensions with the Gioia method, the data will be further analysed 

into the two pre-determined velocity variants, the second stage. Having already set thematic 

areas, the cross-comparison or synthesis will naturally follow, and divergent patterns will be 

highlighted - the comparative method. While our study will not be creating new formal grounded 

theory through data analysis, it will adopt the grounded theory logic to develop process-oriented 

explanations. We have resolved to use the traditional model of research by applying the existing 

theoretical framework as we perform the data analysis. This approach ensures explicit linkage 

between data analysis and the study’s objectives. 

3.7.​ Raw Data to Aggregated Themes 

Following Gioia et al’s., (2013) suggestions, the table below progresses from left to right across 

the levels of abstraction from the aggregated dimensions, the second order themes and lastly the 

key first order codes. The second column shall display our perception of theoretic patterns noted 

across the data with the perceived organisational orientation (HG/SO) in parenthesis. While the 
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third column will hold verbatim or close paraphrases of key information from participants. And 

the last column will indicate the participant referenced in the quote. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aggregated Dimension 2nd Order Themes 1st Order Codes Participant ID 

Exploratory vs Confirmatory 

sensemaking 

Enactive, action-first 

diagnosis (HG) 

“testing whether the issue is symptom or root 

cause in real time.”;  “reduces uncertainty as 

something to reduce through action rather 

than analysis alone.”; “I focus on identifying 

the next best step that generates learning.”; 

“expect to not have a straight line from like, 

this is the idea and this is how it, uh, how it 

ended up being a product” i.e. acts on partial 

understanding. 

BD1, QR3 

Confirmatory, hypothesis 

testing diagnosis (SO) 

"tests assumptions against prior experience"; 

“understand the root causes to this gap (why, 

why, why)” i.e. will not proceed until proper 

estimation has been made; “see whether they 

are indeed the problem by conducting 

internal/external analyses and interviews.” 

i.e. seeks multi-source confirmation before 

deciding 

BD3, QR1, 

QR2 

Identity as a diagnostic filter Fluid, Passion embedded “I've, I've always done this. So I've, I feel like 

it's more a, a natural extension of my interest 
BD1, BD2 
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professional identity (HG) to have this job”; “as part of my, you know, 

life, and I have, I have had it for since, since 

as long as I can remember, you know?” i.e 

the role grew from a  lifelong interest 

preceding institutional interest; “I've been 

there, so I can, I can help you,” i.e. 

confidence is rooted in lived immersion or 

experiences. 

Assigned role, 

institutionally-conferred 

identity (SO) 

“There will be other senior people there. So, 

uh, the first discussion obviously will happen 

with them. No decision is made by myself” i.e 

the strategy is framed by corporate mandate; 

“This is a new area for me. I somewhat 

happened into it”; “and strategy, uh, also for 

us includes working with M&A, mergers and 

acquisitions. I.e again strategy is framed by 

cooperate mandate” 

BD3, BD4 

Social construction of 

diagnosis 

Practioner/client 

co-diagnostic partners (HG) 

Reframing a diagnosis happens when “a 

client challenges the assumption”; 

“new user insights contradict the initial 

view”; “early access is a really common, 

They're used to giving feedback” i.e. 

diagnostic validation is done through direct 

user interaction.; “my customer can 

recognise in themselves and in their business 

cases.” 

BD1, BD2, 

QR3 

Hierarchical team-based 

verification (SO) 

“we will have a couple of seniors and other 

people we will, uh, see each other and we 

will discuss.” i.e. diagnosis requires team 

consensus. Senior management also gates 

client access; “Well, honestly, if we look at 

our management team, we don't think we 

have the capability so we outsourced the 

thought process” Senior management also 

gates client access; “There is always a good 

possibility that my diagnosis is not 

complete/not enough and someone with 

definite experience has filled in.”  

BD3, BD4, 

QR4 
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Institutionally shaped verses 

individually enacted cognition. 

Personally constructed 

protocols (HG) 

“...they need to, to validate in some way. It 

can be, for example, number of wishlists if 

you have a Steam page, number of wishlists. 

It can be, like, interaction on your social 

media to plausibly demonstrate profitability” 

an individual way of improving; “so I would 

use LOOPA for sure, even if I weren't a part 

of …” i.e. personal endorsement of 

institutional tool. “I set the objectives. I 

choose what, who I talk to. I go out and find 

them. I do everything.” Self-prescribed 

diagnostic tool; “I challenge assumptions 

through questions and small tests.” 

deliberately resists prescriptive frames 

BD1, BD2, 

QR3 

Institutionally prescribed 

protocols (SO) 

“If we have a proper estimation, we can 

manage it. If it is out of estimation, we say 

no. We will not take a risk”; Strategy for us 

includes M&A—scouting for companies that 

could inorganically leverage certain parts of 

our development"; There is a cyclical nature by 

which this occurs—the problem is visited, then 

research occurs, then the problem is revisited to 

measure the strength of a potential diagnosis 

until a satisfactory one is reached or time has 

run out" 

BD3, BD4, 

QR1 

Table 2: Gioia Coding Structure: First-Order Codes, Second-Order Themes, and Aggregate Dimensions 

The above aggregated dimensions will form the rest of the results chapter structure. We will 

discuss each section anchoring it within Weick’s sensemaking elements and closing with the 

comparative discourse of high growth and stable patterns. 

3.8.​ Trustworthiness 

Nowell et al., (2017) propose that trustworthiness as an overarching criteria for quality in a 

qualitative study to have four dimensions;  

3.8.1.​ Credibility  

Credibility refers to the accuracy with which the finding reflects the participant’s perspectives 

and experiences. This study, having adopted the Gioia methodology in our first order coding 
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required us to remain close to participant language before theoretical abstraction. More than just 

close, all oral interviews were transcribed verbatim for further transparency and credibility. Each 

author’s work was checked by the other as we conducted our analysis to reduce bias and for 

correction and confirmation of result findings. 

3.8.2.​ Transferebility 

Transferability refers to the degree to which findings can be applied to other contexts – the 

qualitative equivalent of statistical generalisation. As authors we do acknowledge the limitation 

in this regard owing to our limited data set, however we still consider the work to be analytically 

generalisable as opposed to statistical generalisation. We do however recommend further studies 

within and outside of the scope of this study to further ground the findings and ascertain 

transferability (Bret, 2018; Reinecke et al., 2016). 

3.8.3.​ Dependability 

Dependability refers to the consistency of the research throughout the whole process – the 

qualitative equivalent of reliability. We have, in study, endeavored to maintain a  trail of 

decisions made and acknowledged the limitations raised as a result of some of our choices. The 

use of the Gioia methodology was demonstrated and made as visible as possible without 

infringing on our participants' right to confidentiality. The acknowledgement of Köhler et al.'s 

(2021) critique of template-driven qualitative analysis, and the explicit decision to use the 

method as a flexible heuristic rather than a rigid template, is also part of this audit trail.  

3.8.4.​ Confirmability 

Confirmability refers to the degree to which we the researchers managed our bias throughout the 

process. We audited each other’s work to ensure we both agreed with the findings the process 

produced. However we also highlight that the interpretivist approach does not assume absolute 

researcher-free influence  so we do not claim complete removal of our perception on the results 

and findings (Muthanna & Alduais, 2023). The use of Alvesson's (2003) cautionary framework 

for interview reflexivity is applied throughout the data collection phase and Köhler et al.'s (2021)  

caution of template-driven analysis throughout the analysis phase. We also endeavored to 

indicate and explain to the best of our ability when our interpretive freedom was exercised.  
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3.9.​ Ethical Considerations 

This study adheres to established ethical standards, including the European Code of Conduct for 

Research Integrity and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) applicable in Sweden. 

Ethical practice is embedded throughout the research process, reflecting the professional and 

institutional sensitivity of interviewing business developers. 

Participation is entirely voluntary, and informed consent is obtained digitally prior to data 

collection. Participants are clearly informed of the study’s academic purpose, their right to 

withdraw at any time, and the intended use of the data. Consent is treated as ongoing, with 

participants free to decline any question they consider sensitive. 

Confidentiality and anonymity are strictly maintained. Participants are anonymized using coded 

identifiers, and any potentially identifying organisational or institutional references are 

generalised to prevent direct or indirect identification within Sweden’s closely connected 

business ecosystem. 

All interview data are handled in compliance with GDPR requirements. Responses are securely 

stored in password-protected storage, accessible only to the researcher, and used exclusively for 

academic purposes. No personally identifiable information is included in the analytical dataset. 

Potential professional or psychological risks are minimised by focusing interview questions on 

diagnostic practices and interpretations rather than evaluations of specific firms or individuals. A 

reflexive and non-evaluative interviewing approach is adopted to ensure respectful engagement 

and to support the ethical integrity and credibility of the study.  
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4.​ Results  

In this chapter, we will present the empirical findings of the study. Our data set describes the data 

collected through semi-structured interviews (BD1–BD5) and a complementary written 

interview (QR1–QR5). The study yielded ten accounts that comprised both high-growth (HG) 

and stable organisational environments. Altogether these accounts display a cross-section of 

organisational contexts and industries that include start up incubators, IT services, SaaS product 

development, heavy manufacturing, automotive and energy infrastructure companies. In 

accordance with the Gioia methodology this study will go through three iterative stages; 

identification of first-order codes directly from participant language; the abstraction of the codes 

into the second-order using the sensemaking theoretical framework elements; and finally the 

consolidation of the abstracted thematic areas into aggregated dimensions that will constitute the 

study’s primary findings. 
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The chapter will use identifiers ‘BD1–BD5’ for the interview participants and ‘QR1–QR5’ for 

the written interview participants to maintain the anonymity of participants. Quotes will be 

italicised and referenced to the respective identifier. We analysed the data into four aggregate 

dimensions that capture fundamental differences between the high-growth (HG) and stable 

oriented organisations. These dimensions are;  

I.​ Exploratory vs Confirmatory sensemaking;  

II.​ Identity as a diagnostic filter;  

III.​ Social construction of diagnosis;  

IV.​ And institutionally shaped verses individually enacted cognition.  

Each dimension will be discussed with reference to sensemaking properties articulated by Weick 

(1995) and Weick et al., (2005). These dimensions are not independent classifications but 

interrelated expressions of a single underlying phenomenon – the way in which a practitioner’s 

relationship to institution shapes the cognitive infrastructure through which a diagnostic is made. 

Dimensions 1, 2 and 4 are each anchored in specific sensemaking properties – D1 is anchored in 

the ongoing and enactment; D3 is anchored in the social properties; and D4 is anchored in 

plausibility and retrospective properties. D2 (Identity) is itself a part of the sensemaking property 

and is particularly important because its relationship to D1 highlights a filter through which 

enactive or confirmatory approaches (D1) are activated. A practitioner's self-understanding 

determines before any other action what kind of uncertainty they are willing to engage with and 

how. The dimensions are therefore built upon each other rather than sitting parallel to each other. 

4.1.​ Aggregate Dimension 1: Exploratory vs Confirmatory sensemaking 

Consider the image below for the key responses that constitute the first order codes. This 

dimension explores the approach business developers take to diagnosing uncertainty. This 

implies the manner in which business developers begin to make sense of an ambiguous situation. 

It is anchored in Weick's (1995) enactment property, which holds that sensemakers do not 

passively receive information about their environment but actively produce it through their own 

actions, and the ongoing property, which holds that sensemaking is never truly complete. The 

dimension therefore addresses: how do practitioners approach the diagnosis of uncertainty? 
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Figure 2. First order code of 1st aggregate dimension. Danielle Ziela 

 

4.1.1.​ High-Growth: Exploratory Enactive Approach 

The first aggregate dimension was drawn from the results that showed how business developers 

approach uncertainty at the beginning of their diagnostic process. Principally, there seemed to 

emerge  a difference between developers operating in high growth (HG) environments and those 

in more stable environments. The high growth (HG) participant statements reflected: BD1 

articulated this orientation explicitly: "I see uncertainty as something to reduce through action 

rather than analysis alone. Instead of aiming for perfect clarity, I focus on identifying the next 

best step that generates learning". QR3, noted: "I see uncertainty as something to reduce 

through action rather than analysis alone" (QR3) and further elaborated that the diagnostic 

process centres on "identifying the gap between intention and action". This directly maps to 

Weick’s enactive and ongoing properties where action drives understanding. The two participants 

referenced in this aggregate both framed the initial diagnostic moment not as a search for the 

correct answer but as the identifying or a useful next step where the hypothesis simultaneously is 

tested and generates information with validation or plausible shift in perspective. 

The manner in which the root cause and symptoms are distinguished further highlights the 

enactive approach with high growth developers. BD1 explained: "I start with a gap between 
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intention and action... Is this a one-off issue or a recurring pattern? Is the problem validated by 

real users or just assumed? I see uncertainty as something to reduce through action rather than 

analysis alone." QR3 also alluded to something similar: "I try to understand whether the issue is 

a symptom or root cause... Is this a one-off or a recurring pattern? Is this a problem with the 

idea, the execution, or the understanding of the user? Real insight comes from interaction with 

users, not internal assumptions." This suggests that the diagnosis and intervention are closely 

intertwined. Rather than acting on complete understanding of situations, these participants 

develop their understanding by acting.  

4.1.2.​ Stable Orientation: Confirmatory Retrospective and Plausible 

Approach. 

By contrast, the more stable orientation participants highlight a more deliberate approach. They 

describe building a hypothesis, testing it and using past experience and for others education. 

These participants not only sit within Weick’s plausibility and retrospective elements but also 

describe a more confirmatory method (where interpretation precedes action) of approaching or 

managing uncertainty.  

BD3 described a systematic approach: "We will analyse it—what possible solutions we have, do 

we have any existing previous experience similar to this? And what is our capacity?". The 

emphasis on prior experience as the primary diagnostic resource was reinforced by BD3’s 

observation that "based on the previous experience, I can tell how much time it will take", and 

the firm risk-management stance: "If we have a proper estimation, we can manage it. If it is out 

of our estimation, we say no (do not proceed with the project)".   

Additionally, the written interview provides responses that suggest a similar approach to 

navigating uncertainty by determining it first.  QR1 described a carefully sequenced process: 

"Ask for clarity by rephrasing parts of the issue and eliminating what is not part of the issue. 

Then ask questions around the subject matter. Next, ask for opinions. Next, research similar past 

situations. Finally, arrive at a diagnosis by proposing different conclusions and measuring 

responses to them". QR2 also outlines a comparable five-step protocol: "1. understand the as-is / 

baseline; 2. understand the ambition; 3. identify the gap; 4. understand the root causes (why, 

why, why); 5. test assumptions to confirm diagnosis". QR4 likewise premises diagnosis in 
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precedent, asking: "Have I faced similar problems before? Has the team faced similar issues? Is 

there an online resource or competitor example?".  

Stable environments demonstrate a difference in logic in comparison to high growth 

environments. As opposed to understanding through enactment, these participants seek to 

confirm and disconfirm hypothesis against experience, established procedures and education.  

They both privilege plausibility over accuracy however the stable oriented participants lean more 

towards accuracy (BD3’s if we can’t estimate the issue, we do not pursue it) than the 

high-growth participants. They also both demonstrate the ongoing nature of sensemaking (BD1’s 

LOOPA reference and QR1’s cyclical revisiting of the issue).  

 

4.2.​ Aggregate Dimension 2: Identity as a diagnostic filter 

Consider the image below for the key responses that constitute the first order codes. 

​
Figure 3. First order code of 2nd aggregate dimension. Danielle Ziela 

This aggregate dimension comes from results that demonstrated how participants viewed 

themselves as a practitioner within their environment and how that influenced the manner in 
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which they navigate uncertainty. This dimension illustrates Weick's identity property. Identity is 

not a new concept introduced from outside sensemaking theory but is one of the seven properties 

of sensemaking itself. Identity shapes the perimeter of what a practitioner notices, how they 

position themselves relative to a situation, and what sources of knowledge they regard as 

legitimate. Those who operated within high growth environments expressed personally 

construed, passionate identities. What and how their diagnostic lens is is formed by who they are 

as people, not their job title. Whereas in the stable environments, the identity seemed more 

institutionally sourced. The results showed that this not only affected the scope and authority of 

their diagnostic process but it also had an impact for some, on confidence in their own 

judgement.  

 

4.2.1.​ High Growth: Fluid, Passion embedded professional identity 

The high growth participants' diagnostic framing was deeply embedded in who they are, and 

what they have done – what their interests are. BD1 described beginning every engagement by 

establishing a personal baseline: "I would start with giving them a baseline understanding of who 

I am and what we can do... setting the expectations from both ends". This not only was a way to 

put their client at ease but also communicated what their values are, what their interests are and 

therefore from what perspective the perimeters of the proceeding conversation is based – it 

configures the diagnostic perimeters. BD1 also refers to their experience as a teenage gaming 

couch and transition to his current role: "...Because I already have it in my... as, as part of my, 

you know, life, and I have, I have had it for since, since as long as I can remember, you know?" ; 

“I got it there. I would talk to people, you know, in my environment. I played a lot of games with 

them that were offline and stuff. So I've always done this. So I've, I feel like it's more a, a natural 

extension of my interest to have this job.” The diagnostic confidence does not appear to be 

entirely sourced from the organisational title but embedded in their expertise nurtured over the 

years of experience and mostly interest. 

BD2 expressed a similar but more dynamic identity having come from a background in 

engineering, pivoting to software development and then into business development. BD2’s 

diagnostic frame is shaped by his past success and failures: “...I would say a customer empathy 

kind of statement. The goal is to write something that I hope my, my customer can recognise in 
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themselves and in their business cases, and then basically say that, "Well, I've been there, so I 

can, I can help you," or, "I see what the thing is." ; “I am the guy that's helpful and that wants to 

help…and when they have a technical problem, then they come to me."  This highlights, further, 

how identity in high growth environments is projected outwards even as a diagnostic tool. The 

invitation to have prospective clients see themselves in the participants story, the element of 

identity not just shapes the parameter of diagnosis but also can provide an avenue for 

co-construction of a diagnosis of uncertainty. 

4.2.2.​ Stable Orientation: Assigned role, institutionally-conferred identity 

 

Within the stable orientated results the relationship between identity and diagnosis seems 

disproportionately mediated by institutional structure compared to their personal identity. BD4 

mentions: “I'm very new to strategy. About a year ago, I got this role.”; “...why I got into it was 

because I was driving a half of need the strategy development for this business unit when we 

were going to do a new strategy,...we needed a project manager for that, and I took that role on.” 

This demonstrates that in this context diagnostic authority is not sourced from personal 

experience or interest but is rather drawn from institutional processes and organisation. 

Additionally BD4 expresses: “and strategy, uh, also for us includes working with M&A, mergers 

and acquisitions.” so diagnostic framing is shaped by the strategic mandate of the organisation. 

 

BD3’s results demonstrated how a practitioner’s diagnostic scope can be constrained by 

institutional confines. In this sense the diagnostic authority is explicitly bound to team structure: 

"It’s not like just my suggestions are always correct. We should discuss". This reveals a system in 

which the identity of the practitioner's individual diagnostic confidence is subordinate to the 

collective verification as a dictate of organisational culture. In this context Weick’s ‘identity’ 

term is more so an organisational assignment rather than a personal possession. 

 

The contrast between identity sources has an impact on the practitioner's diagnostic flexibility. 

Identity rooted in personal constructs and experience, it provides a perceivably more flexible 

diagnostic lens, it allows the practitioner the ability to draw on his/her knowledge and 

interpretive capacity without much need for permission or hierarchical validation. Institutionally 

derived identity entails a less flexible, role premised diagnostic authority. This research however, 
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does not suggest that one is superior to the other or more desirable, it simply identifies this as the 

identity property of the Weick’s sensemaking operates differently depending on the context 

within which the practitioner operates. High growth environments with fluid and passion based 

identity seem to enable quick, flexible, intuition premised diagnostics while the more stable 

oriented contexts reflect a more organisationally strategic and collectively validated diagnosis 

process which may take time but also may result in the least “trial and errors” cycle. 

4.3.​ Aggregate Dimension 3: Social construction of diagnosis 

Consider the image below for the key responses that constitute the first order codes. 

 

Figure 4. First order code of 3rd aggregate dimension. Danielle Ziela 

 

This aggregate section is grounded in Weick’s social property of sensemaking. It discusses how 

social processes validate, form and challenge diagnostic judgements. Meaning or sensemaking 

never occurs in a vacuum. Whether by means of imagination or actual interaction, sensemaking 

requires a co-construction. The results reveal two distinct social configurations; high-growth 

environments saw client and practitioner co-partners in diagnosis while the more stable 

orientated results diagnosis is verified through hierarchical structures and team-based protocols.  

4.3.1.​ High Growth: Practitioner/client co-diagnostic partners. 
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Participants in high-growth settings described diagnostic processes that were deeply entangled 

with user and client interaction. BD1’s description of not only the LOOPA tool but as well as the 

steam feedback system highlights: “to actually make sure that they have, validation, along the 

way… it can be, for example, number of wishlists, interaction on your social media… you want 

something that shows at least some, um, probability that, uh, there's an audience for it.”; for 

tools like LOOPA“They have to discuss and put down answers to it, and we usually use that as, 

um, a ground for further discussions as well.” BD1 also highlighted that game developers are not 

particularly new to feedback channels, this creates another lens or perspective in which 

co-diagnosing uncertainty occurs organically as part of who the practitioner is as opposed to 

institutional requirements. 

QR3 describes a similar notion: "Real insight comes from interaction with users, not internal 

assumptions. I prioritise testing, feedback, and iteration over long upfront analysis". This 

approach treats the client not simply as a source for information but an active participant in the 

diagnosis process. QR3 further mentions as a core part of their diagnostic process asking 

themselves: “Is this a problem with the idea, the execution, or the understanding of the user?” 

This question explicitly positions the client’s perspective as a diagnostic variable. BD1 as well 

echos: “Visibility would be the thing. If I can only write one word on a whiteboard—focus almost 

solely on visibility” indicating that the more clients or end users can inform your diagnosis, the 

better the quality of the diagnosis. 

4.3.2.​ Stable Orientation: Hierarchical team-based verification 

The results seem to show that in more stable oriented environments, social element of diagnosis 

occurs through formal organisational channels as opposed to client relations. BD3 describes: "We 

will have a couple of seniors and we will discuss: what are the possible solutions, then especially 

the timelines"; "If you feel fully confident, then you can go for it. But if you’re working as a team, 

it’s not like just your suggestions—you should discuss". This signals a subordination of the 

participant’s individual rational to a collective group. The even more expressive ‘should’ implies 

a normative (an institutionalised) expectation that diagnosis is incomplete until it is socially 

accepted or ratified. 
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QR4 in their diagnostic sequence highlight: "Who has faced this before and what have they 

done? What similar problems have we tackled before and what can be reused?" The ‘who’ in 

this response is not end users or clients, it refers to peers, or past practitioners within their 

industry or organisation and how they dealt with particular uncertainty. BD4 describes a 

collaborative process with external strategists and internal peers for diagnostic judgement: 

"…That we could both utilize what we knew internally but could not agree on, right?  we took the 

input from this external very good strategy people, right? They have, have lots of experience and 

know what they're talking about. And we brought in our ideas and reflections and thoughts and 

data from how we're working today and what we see the gaps are.”. This demonstrates another 

strand of approach to social resource as a sensemaking property. BD4 used this external party to 

push back against institutionalised positions that restricted their ability to navigate a complex 

diagnostic process. This reflects how sensemaking is a tool and resource that can break 

institutional normative systems. 

Both patterns confirm that sensemaking is inherently social, the difference in the data lies in the 

identity and role that ‘others’ play within this property. High growth environments are made up 

of more external participants. The clients, market and end users play an important role in shaping 

diagnostic inputs and ultimately formation via reaction and feedback in real-time. It seems to 

closely align with Weick in that social interaction is generative in nature. More stable 

environments on the other hand, have team members, team managers or supervisors and in this 

research also external consultants who verify and refine diagnosis before they are enacted. These 

‘others’ act not primarily for generative purposes but validation-centric purposes.  

4.4.​ Institutionally shaped verses individually enacted cognition. 

The final aggregate discusses the elements plausibility (the principle that sensemakers seek 

accounts that are reasonable and actionable rather than objectively accurate) and retrospection 

(through which past experience is reinterpreted to make sense of the present) of Weick’s 

sensemaking theory. It discusses the degree to which diagnostic processes are individually 

authored or institutionally framed. It is also, within this aggregation that we more closely see 

how institutional structures might actually shape cognition and action. Consider the image below 

for the key responses that constitute the first order codes. 
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Figure 5. First order code of 4th aggregate dimension. Danielle Ziela 
 

4.4.1.​ High Growth: Personally Construed Protocols 

Participants in high growth environments demonstrated a more iteratively and experimentally 

defined framework. BD2 highlights: "As a startup co-founder, I lost business because I didn’t 

build fast enough. I’ve seen my grand plans as a product owner get bogged down in technical 

debt because we built too fast". BD2 demonstrates a diagnostic heuristic rooted in personal 

learnings. Additionally BD2 says: “We had lunch and, and we talked a little bit about his 

challenges. And then one of, one of the things he said was that…I set the objectives. I choose 

what, who I talk to. I go out and find them. I do everything.” The explicit ‘I’ decide implies 

complete autonomy, almost to a fault. This heuristic is not defined by any institution, it emerges 

from experiential, reinterpreted entrepreneurial experiences. 

While BD1 says: "We use a method called LOOPA—a feedback loop kind of tool where you 

produce your product in close proximity to the potential users; they need to, to validate in some 

way. It can be, for example, number of wishlists if you have a Steam page, number of wishlists. It 

can be, like, interaction on your social media to plausibly demonstrate profitability” an 

individual way of improving; “so I would use LOOPA for sure, even if I weren't a part of…" uses 
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institutionally prescribed diagnostic tool, The endorsement reflects a personally driven choice 

premised on experience as opposed to simply an institutional mandate. Demonstrating a 

confidence in this personal choice BD1 further says about problem solving: "The real problem is 

usually the one that, if solved, removes multiple other issues at once". QR3 also states something 

similar: "I start by identifying the gap between intention and action. I test whether the issue is 

symptom or root cause by focusing on problem clarity, target group, and real user evidence". 

The results portray a reliance on specific frameworks because of lived experience and 

experimentation not because of institutional or organizational endorsement. LOOPA was 

authored by BD5 as a practitioner-constructed protocol emerging from the gaming and general 

business incubator ecosystem context. Its adoption beyond its originating context illustrates how 

personally construed protocols can travel and become shared tools without requiring institutional 

endorsement 

4.4.2.​ Stable Orientation: Institutionally Prescribed Protocols 

Stable environments by construct demonstrate an institutional reliance for trust on particular 

frameworks. BD3 described operating within Agile and SAFe methodologies, where ceremonies 

such as planning, retrospectives, and estimation sessions served as institutionalised diagnostic 

routines. BD3 says : "If we have a proper estimation, we can manage it. If it is out of estimation, 

we say no…We will not take a risk".  There is a clear aversion to risk taking. Within this context, 

the plausibility property is not individually construed or perceived, it is rather a collectively 

(institutionally) calculated conjecture.  

BD4’s account highlights a more strategically inclined prescription. An institutionally mandated 

framework described the BD4’s diagnostic work: "Strategy for us includes M&A—scouting for 

companies that could inorganically leverage certain parts of our development". This implies that 

the diagnostic lens was prescribed by strict adherence to the organisational priorities as opposed 

to practitioner interpretive preferences. QR1 also described a similar diagnostic sequence: "there 

is a cyclical nature by which this occurs – the problem is visited, then research occurs, then the 

problem is revisited to measure the strength of a potential diagnosis until a satisfactory one is 

reached or time has run out". The recognition of the cyclical nature of diagnosis as well as the 

time constraints reflect an institutionally conditioned understanding of what can be considered an 

acceptable diagnostic outcome.  
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This pattern demonstrates that plausibility criteria is different across the different contexts. High 

growth environments see a more personally built criterion in which a diagnosis is plausible if it 

closely resonates with the practitioner’s past experience and enables the next productive action. 

On the other hand, stable oriented practitioners depend on institutional templates and collective 

scrutiny.  

4.5.​ Summary of Results 

From the Gioia analysis of twelve participants, this study yielded 4 aggregated dimensions that 

characterise the initial diagnostic process of business developers in Sweden. The exploratory vs. 

confirmatory sensemaking shows that HG practitioners reduce uncertainty through enactive and 

action driven approaches whereas SO practitioners favour methodical, precedent-based 

approaches to hypothesis testing. The second aggregate; identity as a diagnostic filter,  also 

highlights the sensemaking property ‘identity’ and also demonstrates a divergence in operation 

depending on the context. HG practitioners demonstrated a more innate and passion sourced 

form of identity while the SO practitioners seemed to derive their identity perception from 

institutionally assigned and bounded roles. Third, the Social Construction of Diagnosis. While 

both groups construct diagnosis socially, like the other dimensions these also demonstrated a 

divergence in enactment and actors where high growth practitioners engaged a lot more with 

clients and users and the stable orientation primarily engaged more managers, supervisors and 

team members. Lastly the fourth dimension institutionally-shaped vs. individually-enacted 

cognition is closely related to the plausibility and the retrospective property of sensemaking 

where the HG practitioners use plausibility is confirmed by for cues of personal retrospection 

e.g. learned principles from failures or successes the closer a story is to a past experience the  

more legitimate the hypothesis is for enactment. These stories are typically personally framed 

and personally legitimised. While the retrospective property seems to be operated similarly the 

SO practitioners offer a nuance in the nature of the retrospectiveness, for precedent of what other 

people in the organisation did to diagnose a situation. Legitimacy of the story in SO 

environments often comes from institutionally framed prescriptions.  

Altogether these four dimensions demonstrate that not only does environmental context, 

institutionalism shape the content of a diagnosis, it also shapes the cognitive infrastructure 

through which diagnostic sense is made. The dimensions are not parallel or equivalent: D2 
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(identity) operates as a precondition for D1 (approach), and D3 (social) and D4 (cognition) 

express the consequences of the identity and approach established in the first two dimensions. 

The dimensions therefore describe a recursive, not additive, structure of diagnostic sensemaking. 

The findings indicate that the Weick’s properties are not uniformly enacted across all 

environments and it appears to us that the high growth characteristics make for a good 

framework to break from institutional restriction should the need arise. This differentiation in  

enactment of Weick's properties across growth contexts is the empirical foundation for the 

five-stage analytical framework presented in Chapter 5. It will discuss the theoretical 

implications of the patterns recognised, their relationship to existing literature in business 

development, institutionalism and sensemaking and lastly practical consequences of the findings 

on effective diagnostic processes in organisations across growth contexts.  
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5.​ Analysis 

This study is concerned with the interpretive work through which business developers construct 

a plausible understanding of an uncertain situation sufficient enough to justify a strategic 

response. It is concerned with how practitioners think diagnostically and how institutional 

contexts influence or shape that framework of this thought.This is neither purely sensemaking 

nor is it strategising but the mechanism by which these two are connected and how this 

mechanism is shaped or influenced by institutional contexts. We set out to understand how this 

process differs across growth orientation contexts and asked, what role institutional actors and 

individual cognition play in shaping that logic. Our results demonstrated four aggregate 

dimensions derived through the Gioia method; (i) Exploratory versus Confirmatory 

Sensemaking, (ii) Identity as a Diagnostic Filter, (iii) Social Construction of Diagnosis, and (iv) 

Institutionally-Shaped versus Individually-Enacted Cognition. Inherently these four dimensions 

demonstrate 2 fundamentally different diagnostic logics each characterising high growth and 

stable oriented environments from which we drew a five stage process. 

The five stages of the diagnostic process in this chapter were derived inductively from the 

sensemaking properties enacted within each aggregate dimension. How practitioners enacted the 

dimensions across encounters with uncertainty demonstrated a logical flow of thought. The five 

stages are therefore, a heuristic representation of the process logic that participants described and 

not a rigid sequence structure. It is merely a nonlinear but coherent structure of how these 

dimensions are enacted via Weick’s properties within each growth context.  

Before getting into the five stage process, this study will begin with a theoretical claim that the 

process as whole demonstrates which neither sensemaking or institutionalism can establish on 

their own. The claim is this: the appropriate theoretical framework for analysing diagnostic 

cognition is not a constant that can be chosen in advance and applied uniformly across 

organisational contexts. It itself is a variable that is determined by practitioner’s orientation 

toward institutional context (simply, what's happening in someone's head depends on what kind 

of environment that person works in, it will likely change depending on who is being studied and 

where). Institutional theory’s explanatory authority diagnostic cognition increases the more 

stable oriented the organisation and decreases the more growth oriented and organisation is. 

Sensemaking’s explanatory authority appears more prevalent the more growth oriented the 
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organisation while it occasionally decreases the more stable oriented the organisation is. 

Therefore, slightly different from what Maitlis and Christianson (2014) suggest in saying the two 

theories are complementary, this study suggests that they are rather conditionally applicable. 

Each theory is most powerful when the other is weakest and the boundary is entrenched in the 

relationship of the practitioner to institutional authority. 

What this suggests is that the five stage process does not merely demonstrate how high growth 

and stable oriented organisations enact this process differently. It demonstrates that and how the 

institution makes actionable, visible and thinkable is different between the two orientations. This 

means that they do not just make different choices but they operate on different option spaces 

altogether. The discussion of the five stage process that follows demonstrates why this is the 

position this study takes. The following table maps the five stages against the aggregate 

dimensions and the specific Weickan properties embedded in each stage ultimately giving rise to 

the divergent logics; high growth – relational-enactment; stable orientation – 

confirmatory-institutional. 

Stage Aggregate Dimension Weick Property Name High Growth 
Characteristic 

Stable Oriented 
Characteristic 

1 Identity as a 

diagnostic filter 

Identity Initial framing 
of situation 

Personally 
constructed 
identity frame 

Institutionally 
conferred 
identity frame 

2 Exploratory vs. 
Confirmatory; Social 
Construction 

Cue-focusing; 
Social 

Information 
Gathering & 
Cue 
Identification 

Behavioural & 
relational cues 

Structural & 
operational cues 

3 Institutionally-Shaped 
vs. 
Individually-Enacted 
Cognition 

Retrospection; 
Plausibility 

Pattern 
Recognition & 
Problem 
Evaluation 

Biographical 
pattern library; 
personal 
gut-check 

Institutional 
templates; 
collective 
memory 
 

4 Institutionally-Shaped 
vs. 
Individually-Enacted 
Cognition 
 

Enactment; 
Plausibility 

Diagnostic 
Tools 
 

Generative tools Gatekeeping 
tools 
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5 Exploratory vs. 
Confirmatory; Social 
Construction 

Ongoing; 
Enactment 

Iterative 
Adaptation & 
Feedback Loops 

Diagnosis 
continuously 
revised; closure 
provisional 

Diagnosis 
closed when 
institutionally 
ratified 
 

Table 3: Aggregate Dimensions in relation to the 5 stage process 

 

This five stage process is a representation of the process through which practitioners navigate 

uncertainty in the initial diagnostic phase of strategy formulation. It not only depicts a process 

but also articulates the manner in which the process is enacted differently depending on the 

practitioner’s relationship to the institutional context. The framework does not supersede Weick’s 

(1995) sensemaking properties or Thorton’s (2015) institutional logics. It merely extends both by 

demonstrating and articulation where that their respective explanatory authority is conditional, 

not universal, and that the boundary between them can be empirically located in the practitioner's 

diagnostic process. The contribution is to give names and theoretical anchors to moments in the 

diagnostic process that prior literature on entrepreneurial cognition (Shepherd et al., 2021; Foss 

& Klein, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2007) has recognised as consequential but has not mapped at the 

micro-process level. 

5.1.​ Stage 1: Initial Framing of the Situation (Identity as the Primary Diagnostic 

Filter) 

The first stage involves the framing of encounters by business developers, how they establish 

and shape the diagnostic space before any enactment begins. Anchored in Weick’s sensemaking 

properties ‘identity’ and ‘cue focusing’, this stage entails what practitioners notice and how they 

position themselves in relation to the situation. Two specific forms of identity were found in the 

empirical data: (1) personally construed identity characterised by biographical experience and 

passion and (2) institutionally conferred identity characterised by role assignment. This is 

important because it demonstrates the source of diagnostic authority in fundamentally different 

places. Personally constructed identity places authority in the individual, were as institutionally 

conferred identity places it in the organisation.  It also reflects the determination of what 

elements of the environment are key for starting points of interpretation.  
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The divergence in this stage in our opinion is the most fundamental finding of this study as it sets 

the foundation upon which everything else follows. The results demonstrated that high growth 

practitioners enter diagnosis with personally constructed identity framing (built from 

biographical experience, passion, and self-endorsed expertise). While on the other hand the 

stable oriented practitioners enter with an institutionally coffered identity defined by their role, or 

hierarchical and organisational mandate.  

This distinction maps into  DiMaggio and Powell's (1983) account of normative isomorphism. 

Stable environments see a framing that is shaped by managerial input. BD3’s account – 'The first 

discussion will happen with them' – implies that not only is their identity produced by 

institutional assignment but their positioning is also initiated by the institution before the 

practitioner enacts anything. The diagnostic frame is not personally chosen but institutionally 

assigned. Thornton et al.'s (2015) institutional logics framework further illuminates this: the 

stable practitioner operates within a corporate logic in which the organisation, not the individual, 

is the primary source of authority and identity.  

In contrast, high growth practitioners, unconsciously, resist institutional assignment of their role. 

BD1 begins every engagement with a client by establishing a baseline – who I am, what I/we can 

do. More than a formality it sets a deliberate tone of their own identity and personally framed 

authority over the diagnostic process before any institutional logic is engaged. This phenomena 

is not adequately explained by institutional theory alone. In this environmental the diagnostic 

framework is personally endorsed as opposed to institutionally legitimised, and their identity a 

product of past experiences. Alvesson and Spicer (2018) suggested that institutionalism risks 

being both cause and effect of a phenomena when used indiscriminately. So at best one might 

argue that there are no institutional restrictions or constraints but that does not quite explain 

much, it simply leaves us with a gap without explaining what fills this gap. The institutional 

theory explains the mechanism by which role-assignment and the organisational mandate 

produce a constrained diagnostic frame in stable environments. What it does not explain in this 

sense is how a practitioner in the high growth environments construct a confident, personally 

endorsed diagnostic frame in the absence of institutional legitimation.  

This, therefore, expands Weick’s theory by defining the source of identity within this process and 

the implications of the sources on strategic practice. It also positions high growth identity 
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framing as somewhat resistant to institutionalism. This suggests further that, sensemaking and 

institutionalism sit in a paradoxical relationship in which sensemaking begins and ends 

institutional patterns. Cristofaro (2022) refers to this, while discussing political institutionalism, 

as co-evolution.  

The distinction between the biographical and institutionally encoded identity provides farther 

insight on literature. Thornton et al. (2015) highlights that different institutional orders embed 

different identity frames in individuals and organisations. This study finds that not only do these 

orders operate in the background, they actively structure the first, and in our opinion most 

important, interpretive move a developer makes when engaging with uncertainty. Following 

Thornton et al’s logic, a practitioner acting within a specific logic does not choose to frame a 

problem, they simply cannot perceive a situation through any other lens, and to change this, they 

would need a ‘logical shift’. This supports the claim that the differently oriented practitioners, 

because of the encoded frame through which they perceive their identity, from the beginning, 

have different boundaries of perception altogether.  

5.2.​ Stage 2: Information Gathering and Cue Identification (What Counts as a 

Signal, and Why) 

The second stage of the process to actively collect information and identify cues that signal  for 

the need of direction of attention. This stage is grounded in Weick’s (1995) cue-focusing 

property which suggests that sensemakers draw details or elements from the ongoing happenings 

around them and use these cues as a basis for their broader interpretation of situations. It also 

encapsulates the social property of Weick which suggests that sensemaking is not cognitively 

enacted in a vacuum, it is shaped through interaction and/or conversations with other actors.   

Two dimension categories in the empirical data are: (1) relational and behavioural cues, and (2) 

structural and operational cues. Relational and behavioural cues are signaled by the gap between 

what a client says and what they do (QR3), the clarity of a problem-owner’s self-understanding 

(BD5). These cues are diagnostically meaningful because they indicate whether a situation can 

be acted upon. Institutional theory here fails to explain why high growth practitioners expand 

their perceptual field to relational and behavioural cues. It however is sufficient to explain why 

stable practitioners attend to structural and operational cues, preconditioning what is visible as a 

problem. Structural and operational cues in contrast to relational and behavioral ones, signal 
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feasibility within parameters: deadline viability, deliverable clarity, market signals etc (QR1, 

QR4). The cues function as gatekeeping signals (they tell the practitioner whether a situation 

falls within the organisation’s sanctioned scope of action before any work begins). 

High growth practitioners tended to look to behavioural and motivational signals for while the 

stable oriented practitioners leaned towards operational and market signal cues. This divergence 

reflects a much deeper difference in what counts as meaningful and useful information when 

trying to understand a situation. Weick (1995) argues that cue-focusing is never done from a 

neutral point. He argues that the cues that a practitioner notices in their environment is shaped by 

preconceived beliefs on what is meaningful which is in turn shaped by the prior diagnostic frame 

and identity with which they entered the process. This therefore, reveals a feedback loop of sorts 

in which stage one shapes the cue selection in stage two.  

These cues are important because they tell the practitioner not necessarily what the problem is 

but whether or not they or the client can act on a diagnosis. This is particularly seen where 

practitioners have their diagnostically meaningful  cues are typically human: according to QR3, 

the gap between what they say and what they do, the clarity of their problem and value 

understanding BD5. These results reflect a relational and iterative diagnostic logic and are more 

congruent with high growth environments. Interestingly relational and iterative logic is discussed 

in Wikhamn & Wikhamn (2026) as a mechanism that game developers use to ensure product fit 

in their ecosystem.  

Alternatively, and more consistent with stable orientation, the results show that diagnostically 

meaningful cues are structural; deadline feasibility, deliverable clarity, market signals, competitor 

actions, and regulatory triggers (QR1,QR4). These cues tell a practitioner whether a is within a 

practitioner’s capacity to address it and whether it is institutionally sanctioned or not. It describes 

a sort of gate-keeping logic.   

Again, Thornton et al.'s (2015) institutional logics framework reflects this diversity. Practitioners 

that operate within corporate institutional logic mostly deal with cue signals that are more 

institutionally legitimised. Whereas, the more high growth the orientation, tend to attend to cues 

that signal opportunity regardless – completely or to a lesser degree – of their institutional 

classification. The implication is that what is diagnostically visible to a business developer is 

partly a function of the institutional logic that frames their attention.  
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Maitlis and Christianson (2014) argue that normalised problems suppress sensemaking triggers, 

therefore institutions do not just shape the diagnostic process but they also determine whether or 

not the entire process is triggered in the first place. This suggests that the structural cues in the 

stable oriented environments are not always preferential but already precoded signals that are 

categorised as problematic or not. High growth practitioners gathering from relational and 

behavioural tools more than just because they prefer them but in our estimation because the 

organisation afford them the latitude to do so without pre-categorised problems by institutional 

estimation. This opens up a wider, more ambiguous perceptual field for interpretation.  

Additionally, Shepherd et al. (2019) observed that experienced practitioners develop different 

capacities for risk and opportunity assessment or evaluation and these capacities are context 

sensitive as opposed to hard fast or fixed cognitive traits. Extending this view, this study 

demonstrates that the diagnostic cues reflect and reproduce the organisational orientation within 

which the practitioners operate. Each practitioner strengthens their ability to notice, behavioural 

and relational cues for high growth and this expands their capacity for exploratory diagnosis. 

And the stable oriented practitioners who gather more structural cues strengthen their capacity 

and reinforces the legitimacy of confirmatory interpretation. In other words, the cue selection 

more than just a step in the process, reproduces or breaks organisational orientation. 

Henrekson et al. (2022) and Pocek (2022) highlight why the context of Sweden is particularly 

interesting. Sweden is particularly unusual because it has built two strong institutional cultures 

that exist side by side within the same country: institutional environment simultaneously 

supports innovation ecosystems, legitimising exploratory, relational cues for high-growth actors. 

While equally have strong regulatory and compliance cultures, legitimising structural, formal 

cues for stable actors. This begs the question of whether or not the divergence of the two not only 

represent different orientation logic systems but also if these two systems are actually a product 

of institutionalised legitimisation of the different orientations and cognitive processes. It calls for 

further study within single orientational organisations and across different regions. 

5.3.​ Stage 3: Pattern Recognition  (Memory, Retrospection, and the Pattern Library) 

This stage involves a recognition of patterns within the collected cues and the evaluation of 

whether the noticed patterns reveal a surface level symptom or a deeper structural problem. This 

stage is theoretically anchored in Weick’s (1995) retrospective property of sensemaking which 
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holds that meaning is created by looking back on experiences. Pattern recognition in this context 

refers to the practitioner’s capacity to match present cues against a library of previously 

encountered situations and thereby determine what kind of problem they are facing before or as 

they act on it. Problem evaluation refers to the subsequent judgement about whether the 

identified pattern represents a symptom or a root cause. Problem solving in this sense is not the 

resolution of uncertainty per se, but the determination of what uncertainty is actually about. It is 

in this moment that diagnostic cognition narrows from broad scanning to a focused hypothesis. 

Events are only made sense of in retrospect and practitioners look to past experiences, and 

education to interpret present situations. 

The significance in this stage is not in the divergence of the way the two groups use retrospection 

because while they seemed to articulate slight nuances in the form of retrospection, it was not 

obvious to me that the described forms were exclusive to the individual groups. High growth 

environments demonstrated a form of retrospection that reflected on past experiences from 

previous work start-up ventures and others described calibration through failed attempts in 

start-up experience. It somewhat resounds a more personal pattern of retrospection than 

institutionally infused lens. It does however beg the question of previous institutionally encoded 

cognition, however individually conceived. It is also important to note that participants whose 

characteristics aligned with this group also reported using institutionally provided tools. 

However, they also expressed a strong degree of personal endorsement of these tools, indicating 

that they would continue to use them even if they moved to a different organisational context. 

This suggests that, despite their institutional origin, these tools have been internalised at an 

individual level.  

The stable oriented group expressed use of estimation templates, structured root-cause analysis 

protocols, collective institutional memory accessed through consultation (has the team 

experienced a similar situation / is there an online resource or competitor example?). This does 

imply a more institutionally framed retrospection, however it was not completely clear to me that 

this group does not lean on personally conceived patterns altogether. BD4 expressed having a gut 

feeling first but always weighing against actual institutional metrics. Past experience is 

operationalised as a shared organisational resource rather than held as individual expertise. This 

reflects what Meyer and Rowan (1977) described as the rationalised myths of institutions; 
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formalised procedures and templates that take on the character of objective necessity and are 

applied as though they were natural diagnostic tools rather than historically contingent 

institutional products. 

Theoretically what this shows is that there are different forms of retrospection. It also 

demonstrates that the different forms inherently draw from pattern libraries (individually 

biographical and institutionally encoded). The individual biographer asks, where have I 

experienced this while the institutionally encoded asks do the metrics show regardless of 

preconceived “gut feelings”. The answers to these questions open diagnostic and consequently 

strategic possibilities and  close  others. It draws the line between risk taking and risk aversion. 

BD4 in our opinion demonstrated the most interesting feedback as she demonstrated a use of 

both logics simultaneously – a biographically founded gut feeling that is submitted to 

institutional metrics or frameworks to be measured before acted upon. It does not seem to us to 

be a hybrid of the two logics, but rather the experience of operating on the boundary of the logic 

systems – the expression of a biographically founded impulse (gut feeling) that cannot be acted 

upon because institutional endorsement or pre-validation has not taken place. Within the realm of 

this boundary lies the claim of this thesis. Institutional theory explains why BD4 cannot simply 

act on the gut feeling; sensemaking theory explains how BD4 constructs and holds that feeling in 

the first place. Neither alone is sufficient. 

Altogether the institutional theory here manages to explain why stable-oriented practitioners rely 

on institutional templates to evaluate patterns. The institution encodes the standards against 

which a pattern is measured. Where it falls short is in explaining how the practitioner constructs 

and maintains a biographical pattern library that operates primarily independently of institutional 

validation. Cristofaro’s (2022) co-evolutionary framework is relevant here: by repeatedly 

matching signals against biographical libraries and producing new patterns, high-growth 

practitioners expand their diagnostic capacity in ways that institutional theory cannot anticipate. 

Again we are careful to say that this study takes no position on which logic stands superior to the 

other, each of them are efficient, legitimate and often are contextually warranted. However when 

Acemoglu et al. (2021) argue that institutional durability can constrain adaptive cognition 

implying that the actors within an institution find it difficult to perceive disruptions that the 

institution has not yet categorised – which gives voice to the reasoning of BD4 who introduced 
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to the thought process someone from outside the institutional confines – it shows that a 

practitioners pattern library configuration (particularly institutionally encoded) renders the 

practitioner unable to perceive other patterns invisible. On the other hand, the high growth 

practitioner’s biographical library constructed from individual experiences allows them a more 

generative configuration which allows them to see even the disruptions or potentials the 

institution may not have already categorised as such. 

Cristofaro's (2022) co-evolutionary framework is demonstrated quite clearly here. He argues that 

sensemaking does not happen to a non-changing individual within a changing environment, he 

suggests that this evolution occurs simultaneously through the diagnostic process. By repeatedly 

matching signals against their biographical library and possibly producing new-patterns, high 

growth practitioners expand their diagnostic capacity and enact situations that constantly require 

novel pattern categories. Stable practitioners on the other hand, by matching cues against 

institutional templates, stabilise their cognitive pattern and the institutional environment within 

which they are generated. 

5.4.​ Stage 4: Diagnostic Tools for Validation (From Informal Frameworks to 

Institutional Instruments) 

The fourth stage concerns the tools and frameworks that practitioners use to create or infer 

structure on ambiguous or uncertain situations that finally arrive at actionable strategy or 

assessment. This stage encapsulates two properties of Weick’s sensemaking theory; enactment 

and plausibility. Enactment entails that sensemakers do not passively interpret environments but 

actively create the situations they then respond to. And plausibility, holds that sensemaking aims 

not for accuracy but for a sufficiently coherent account that enables action (Weick, Sutcliffe & 

Obstfeld, 2005). In this stage therefore practitioners validate their pattern recognition and 

provide a plausible story that consequently justifies a strategic action. 

This stage highlights two divergent tool frames; process-generative tools (tools creating new 

insights) and process-gatekeeping tools (tools that filter and check existing information). The 

results chapter demonstrates that high growth practitioners/sensemakers do not passively read an 

uncertainty, they shape the situation and then interpret it – they do not just find the information, 

they create it through their actions. Tools like the LOOPA method, the Game Starter Canvas, and 
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the early-access feedback loops generate information, they are not just analytical for existing 

information, they provide insights the make clear an ambiguous situation.  

Contrastingly, stable oriented practitioners use estimation frameworks, M&A scouting criteria 

and agile. These do not necessarily generate new information, they however evaluate existing 

information. BD3 asserts that if the current information does not meet the institutional checklist, 

they do not proceed to do, “we say no.” This demonstrates a gatekeeping function, the tools close 

the diagnostic process by applying the established patterns to an institutional criteria as opposed 

to opening it up to user interaction.  

We are careful not to suggest that process-generative tools are superior to gate-keeping tools. It 

simply reflects institutional logic that meets an organisations capacity and risk tolerance which 

are completely legitimate. It does, however, becomes dangerous if, like Smets et al. (2017) 

highlights, tools become universally superior. Ironically process-generative tools are the ones 

more likely to evolve into institutionally mandated, process-gatekeeping universally superior 

tools.  

Further attention to Smets et al. (2017) highlights an important theoretical bridge between 

sensemaking and institutional theory at the level of tools. Smets et al. argue that institutional 

systems (practice-driven institutionalism) do not exist in abstract rule books, they are built and 

changed by everyday tools and habits that practitioners use at work. Therefore when a business 

developer creates a new diagnostic  frame in the context of high growth, they are not simply 

solving a local problem, they are potentially generating a new institutional artifact (a new 

template). This artifact is adopted by others and can be legitimised in the practice. This is 

exemplified by the use of LOOPA framework created by BD5 does not just have individual 

significance but also institutional implications. 

This stage reveals at the level of the central theoretical claim is the social location of epistemic 

authority, the question of what counts as sufficient evidence that a diagnosis is correct, and who 

or what has the power to certify that sufficiency. For high growth practitioners plausibility is 

personally authorised whereas stable oriented practitioners is institutionally authorised. More 

than just rigour, this reveals a difference in epistemic authority.  

5.5.​ Stage 5: Iterative Adaptation and Feedback Loops 
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The fifth and final stage has to do with how practitioners revisit, revise, and adapt their initial 

diagnosis over time. This stage is anchored in the on-going property of Weick’s (1995) 

sensemaking theory. It holds that the sensemaking process never reaches a definite end, it is 

continuous in nature. It also includes the enactment property as well. This stage suggests that 

practitioners do not only interpret uncertainty but actively reshape it through iterative action 

(Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). While for the high growth practitioners it would suffice to 

say that it should not be understood as the final stage of the process but rather a mechanism by 

which earlier stages are revisited – functioning as a recursive loop connecting all stages. The 

stable oriented contexts exhibit slightly different tendencies.  

The contrast in the stage has to to do with iteration: iteration built into the diagnostic architecture 

as a structural expectation and iteration triggered as a reaction to a stakeholder resistance or new 

information. This is theoretically interesting because it reveals different assumptions as to what a 

complete diagnostic actually is. For high growth participants the diagnostic is never really 

complete. BD1's framing, 'Expect to not have a straight line from idea to product', is a 

submission to imperfection. It suggests that knowledge about a situation accumulates through 

action and can only be truly assessed for validity by the consequences of those actions. This 

aligns most clearly with the ongoing nature of sensemaking process of Weick (1995) which 

suggest that because the enactment of a diagnosis alters the situation needing diagnosis, the 

process of diagnosis does not truly have a terminal end.  

The results of stable oriented practitioners demonstrated a different assumption. Here a diagnosis 

is closed and legitimate until it is challenged.  QR1 said, 'until a satisfactory one is reached or 

time has run out' suggests closure of the process is the goal and perhaps implicitly, iteration a 

cost of not getting it right the first time. This reflected the institutional logic that suggested that a 

completed analysis of the precondition for action, and having to go back a reverse a diagnostic is 

sign of organisational vulnerability as opposed to a design feature. Iteration is triggered rather 

than designed, it occurs when a diagnosis is challenged, not as a continuous expectation. This 

study has not taken a position on the superiority or inferiority of this assumption over the other it 

only highlights that stable oriented teams look upwards their hierarchy to defend a complete 

diagnosis while the high growth participants demonstrated a contentment in testing their 

plausible diagnosis on their market.   
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situate iterative experimentation not as an individual cognitive style but as an organisational 

strategic pattern associated with sustained high growth. Their argument is that firms capable of 

translating diagnostic feedback into updated strategic interpretations are not merely smarter at 

individual moments of decision making, they build organisational systems structurally capable of 

incorporating new information without destabilising existing operations. Bingham & Eisenhardt 

(2011) take this further by showing that high-growth practitioners' capacity for iterative 

opportunity recognition is associated with richer experiential heuristics and stronger social 

networks that provide diagnostic feedback. Henrekson and Johansson (2010) provide the 

complementary account for stable environments: in contexts where established schemas and 

regulatory compliance are the primary measures of organisational performance, keeping the 

diagnostic process open introduces unnecessary risk. The stable practitioner who closes their 

diagnosis quickly is making a rational response to an institutional environment that penalises 

unnecessary interpretive complexity. 

What this stage reveals about our central theoretical claim is perhaps the most structurally 

significant of these stages; the institution determines not only what requires diagnosis but also 

when the diagnosis is complete. The threshold for diagnostic closure between the two 

orientations is different with the institution being the central defining authority in stable 

environments and the individual being the central defining authority in high growth 

environments. This understanding re-echos the notion that the institution is not just a background 

condition but it plays a major role in shaping diagnosis eíncluding when it ends. Institutional 

theory's capacity to explain this closure logic is strong: the institution prescribes what a 

satisfactory outcome looks like and thereby sets the exit condition for the diagnostic process. In 

contrast, sensemaking expresses a refusal to close: the ongoing property holds precisely because, 

in enactive-relational diagnosis, each action generates new cues that require new interpretation, 

making closure not a goal but a temporary and provisional resting point.  

The five stages, taken together, therefore trace a single argument: at every stage, from first 

framing through to closure, the practitioner's relationship to institutional authority determines 

whether the process is individually or institutionally governed. This is not a sequence of 

independent steps but a single cognitive orientation expressed across five distinct moments. 

5.6.​ The Two Diagnostic Logics as Coherent Wholes 
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The five stage process described above produces, as an aggregate output, two distinct coherent 

diagnostic logics; enactive-relational logic and confirmatory-institutional logic. These logics 

emerged inductively from the empirical analysis of how the sensemaking properties in the 

aggregate dimensions are enacted.  They describe two fundamentally different relationships 

between institutional contexts and individual cognition but internally coherent diagnostic logics. 

If read together and not as individual stages, these different logics reveal two complete and 

self-reinforcing systems for navigating the move from encountered uncertainty to an actionable 

diagnosis. The understanding of this relationship is the central theoretical contribution of this 

study. 

High growth diagnostic logic can be characterised as enactive-relational. Its coherence lies in the 

alignment of key moves; a personally doctored identity opens the diagnostic space, behavioural 

cues orient toward human motivation, biographically retrospection creates a personally-endorsed 

library, generative tools create knowledge via user interaction and iteration treated as valuable 

trait and continuous. Each stage reinforces the other. The practitioner’s personally framed 

identity makes behavioural cues easy to read; the biographical pattern library makes the cues 

interpretable; the generative tools make user validated information available and the iterative 

practice allows the practitioner to revise the diagnosis in consideration of the information. The 

institutional context provides the tool, networks and the clients in some cases but it does not 

govern the process or dictate what appears legitimate or not. The practitioner sits as the author of 

this process.  

The stable oriented diagnostic logic can on the other hand be characterised as 

confirmatory-institutional. Its coherence equally lies in the alignment of key moves; 

institutionally conferred identity defines the diagnostic mandate, structural cues are premised on 

operational feasibility, institutionally embed or enforced frameworks guide pattern recognition, 

gatekeeping tools apply established standards to filter information and reactive iteration as 

response to challenges. The institution does not simply appear as a context or environment but as 

a co-author of the diagnostic process. This is not to suggest that individual judgement or 

cognitive dilemmas do not occur, however they are always legitimised by institutional 

frameworks or institutional consensus.  

68 



This study again, does not position itself to suggest that one diagnostic logic is superior or 

inferior to the other. It takes the position that both logics are coherent and effective within there 

own contexts and serve different organisational purposes.  

Institutional theory can explain the confirmatory-institutional logic but cannot account for the 

enactive-relational logic. Sensemaking can account for enactive-relational logic and the 

confirmatory-institutional logic within it’s process but it cannot explain why an 

enactive-relational logic would at a point break into a  confirmatory-institutional logic cycle. The 

two theories – sensemaking and institutional theory – provide a complete account for both logics 

and, more critically, why they differ.  

Sensemaking and institutional theory also appear to be theories that operate on different levels of 

the same process. The institutional theory describes structural conditions (the rules, logics, 

scripts, and legitimacy pressures) within which a business developer operates. The sensemaking 

theory describes micro level interpretive work that developers perform while navigating these 

conditions. In stable contexts enable the strength of institutional conditions over individual 

judgements while in high growth environments the practitioner's sensemaking agency overrides 

or circumvents institutional templates. This is a boundary the institutional theory cannot 

adequately articulate.  

Maitlis & Christianson (2014) argued that sensemaking and institutional theory were 

complementary. The contribution of this study is a little more specific: the study identifies a 

boundary condition for each theory's explanatory reach, and locates that boundary in the 

practitioner's orientation toward institutional context. This means is that institutional context and 

individual cognition in diagnostic processes do not equally combine, they are conditional. 

Institutional theory’s explanatory power over diagnostic cognition increases as organisational 

stability increases and decreases as growth orientation increases. On the other hand 

sensemaking’s explanatory power increases in the opposite direction. The appropriate theoretical 

weight given to each framework for diagnostic analysis should, therefore, be sensitive to the 

practitioner, department (depending on the size of the organisation) and organisational 

orientation as well. 

Alvesson and Spicer (2018) argued that neo-institutionalism became too broad in its attempt to 

explain everything in a circular way. This study responds to that by showing that institutional 
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theory is most useful when explaining an environment where both action and cognition are 

shaped by the institution. This is most closely aligned with the stable environments. High growth 

environments are better explained by sensemaking theory characterised by individual diagnostic 

agencies that might contradict and/or break institutional systems.  

What this study adds to existing literature on the enactive-relational logic is that is not simply an 

individual cognitive practice, it is a set of mutually reinforced tools, habits, and relational 

practices that collectively produce and sustain exploratory diagnosis – it's a practice ecosystem. 

Turner et al.'s (2023) Situation-Gap-Triangle model shows that for practitioners operating with 

the enactive-relational logic, the triangle is processed or achieved iteratively, and from different 

angles. The uncertain situation is reframed, the gap is re-specified, and the enactment is 

continuously iterated, with each cycle updating the interpretation rather than confirming it. 

With all this, it should be restated that the contribution of this study is not to position these two 

logics as better than the other but as contextually adapted responses and reinforcers of different 

institutional environments. Foss & Klein (2023) and  suggests that organisational strategic 

orientation is a byproduct of early cognitive processes rather than abstract starting points. This 

study supporting this deepens that position by demonstrating that the cognitive processes 

themselves are not always individually determined or created but are institutionally co-created. 
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6.​ Conclusion 

6.1.​ Summary 

This study answers two questions, first what initial diagnostic process do business developers go 

through to interpret uncertainty and opportunity to achieve strategy in Sweden? Second, how do 

the initial diagnostic processes of business developers differ between high-growth and stable 

environments in Sweden? 

For the first question this study arrived at a five stage process: initial Framing of the Situation, 

Information Gathering and Cue Identification, Pattern Recognition and Problem Evaluation, 

Diagnostic Tools and Structured Sensemaking, and Iterative Adaptation and Feedback Loops. 

These stages are grounded in the first order accounts of 10 participants and theorised through 

Weick’s (1995) seven sensemaking properties. The process transitions from how a practitioner 

positions themselves upon entry of an uncertain environment to what they attend to and how they 

interpret it, how they validate the plausible diagnosis and determine when the diagnosis is 

complete. Each stage is coherent and traceable through the results. 

For the second question’s findings stretch much deeper than a mere comparison. More than just 

different versions of the five stage process, the two stages between the two orientations are 

cognitively constituted differently. The environment within which a practitioner operates shapes 

what is visible, thinkable, and actionable before any diagnostic decision is made. High growth 

practitioners operate with an enactive-relational logic where identity is personally authored and 

frames the rest of the diagnostic entry; behavioural and relational cues orient information 

gathering; biographical retrospection constructs pattern libraries; generative tools produce 

knowledge through user interaction; and iterative process that serves as feature of the process as 

opposed to a response to failure. Stable oriented practitioners on the other hand operate with a 

confirmatory institutional logic in which, institutionally conferred identity assigns the diagnostic 

mandate; structural and operational cues filter information against established criteria; 

institutional frameworks guide pattern recognition; gatekeeping tools apply prescribed standards; 

and closure is the goal of iteration rather than its starting point. 

The study’s most significant contribution is the boundary condition for each theory’s explanatory 

reach. While Maitlis and Christianson (2014) suggest that these two theories (sensemaking and 

71 



institutional theory) are complementary, this study suggests that they are conditionally 

applicable. Institutional theory’s explanatory power over diagnostic cognition increases as 

stability orientation increases and sensemaking decreases. Sensemaking power increases as 

growth orientation increases and institutional power decreases. The appropriate theoretical lens 

that ought to be placed on each framework must be sensitive to organisational context. 

The second contribution concerns Weick’s sensemaking properties. Existing literature has largely 

treated the properties as uniformly enacted and applied across different contexts. This study finds 

that enactment of all seven is cognitively varied across the two organisational orientations and 

has starkly different literal impacts on strategy formulation. Future research would benefit from, 

more than simply asking if sensemaking is occurring, asking which of the properties are more 

prominent, in what conditions and what the diagnostic repercussions are for this variation.  

It is noted that the study sample is limited, retrospective and with a single focus. This served this 

study well enough to meet Gioia methodology's aims of analytical rather than statistical 

generalisability, however, it does also mean that the five stage process must be further validated 

with much larger sample size, a more longitudinal and observational approach.  

What this study ultimately establishes is that the initial diagnostic process is not a neutral 

cognitive event that precedes strategy. It is the first moment at which institutional context and 

individual cognition meet, and the outcome of that meeting, (which logic governs, which theory 

explains, which option space the practitioner inhabits) determines the trajectory of everything 

that follows. Understanding that meeting at the micro level is not simply a methodological 

curiosity, it is the establishment of the understanding of the mechanism through which 

institutions reproduce themselves, through which individual practitioners either enact or resist 

them, and through which the strategies organisations pursue are first made thinkable. 

6.2.​ Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes three theoretical contributions altogether. First the Weick’s seven properties are 

not uniformly enacted across all organisational contexts for example the enactive and ongoing 

properties are dominant in the high growth environment while the retrospective and plausible 

properties take priority and institutionally channeled in the stable environments. It would be 

useful to further study which, how and under what conditions different properties are enacted as 
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opposed to uniformly attributed rules. Additionally, the aggregate dimensions introduces a 

nuanced view on identity being used as a diagnostic filter furthering the sensemaking theory ever 

so slightly. This nuance gives rise to the next contribution. 

Secondly it concontributes to Thornton et al’s (2015) institutional logic literature by 

demonstrating how institutional logic shapes not only strategic choices and organisational forms 

but the micro level diagnostic process that precedes those choices. The cues a practitioner treats 

as important, the tools and social validation they seek and regard as legitimate to verify their 

judgement are expressions of institutional logic at an individual level. This extends the 

institutional theory beyond organisation structures to individual diagnostic practices.  

Lastly, for theoretical and practical contribution, using the Gioia coding methodology, this study 

established a five stage sequencing of a diagnostic process to navigate uncertainty and arrive at a 

plausible strategy; Stage 1: Initial Framing of the Situation; Stage 2: Information Gathering and 

Cue Identification; Stage 3: Pattern Recognition and Problem Evaluation; Stage 4: Diagnostic 

Tools and Structured Sensemaking; Stage 5: Iterative Adaptation and Feedback Loops. This 

suggests that developers and strategists need to recognise that diagnostic processes are 

context-dependent, requiring fundamentally different approaches and corresponding support 

structures.  

This contributes to entrepreneurial and strategic management literature by providing a micro 

level process of how uncertainty is navigated in the early stages of strategy formulation. This 

period prior literature (Shepherd et al., 2019; Foss & Klein, 2023; Turner et al.'s (2023) 

recognised it as consequential by virtue of its outcome rather than its process altogether.  

Within the context of an interpretivist and constructivist lens, contributing to knowledge implies 

providing theoretically grounded insights that can be analytically transferred into thematic 

frameworks. Different from natural sciences, the aim of this study is not universal generalisation 

but analytical generalisations which enable context-specific applications. More directly, in the 

context of institutional theory and entrepreneurship research, value additions imply showing how 

the taken-for-granted, unquestioned institutionalisation has impacted the diagnostic process of 

strategy formulation (Scott, 2008). Contribution in this sense is to reveal if institutions have 

shaped cognition and action, or if it remains that rational individual cognition prevails within 

business development, and it, in and of itself, then shapes institutional grounding . 
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Whetten (1989) provides us with a valuable scaffolding framework in which he suggests that the 

theoretical contributions of a project must fit four essential elements: what (what are you talking 

about), how (how are the major points of discourse related), why (why do you think they relate 

this way), and who/where/when (what are the contextual boundaries you are working with). With 

this in mind, our study clarifies the following as the intended contribution: 

I.​ What - Diagnostic processes (opportunity recognition, patterns recognition, their 

interaction with institutionalised cognition and their effect on stable and high growth 

organisations. 

II.​ How - Consider the image to display the relationship among the study’s theories. ​

 

 
Figure 6. Whetten 1989 theoretical relevance: How. Danielle Ziela​
 

III.​ Why (justification) – bridging the gap and highlighting interaction between cognition and 

institutionalism by means of sensemaking. 

IV.​ Who/where/when – business developers in the Swedish context, today. 

 

Additionally, from a practical perspective, aligning with Knights and Scarbrough (2010), this 

study contributes by articulating and comparing diagnostic approaches across contexts. It is not 
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primarily our intention to provide best practices but to suggest a framework by which business 

developers can reflect on their assumptions and processes, thereby enabling further possibilities 

in the education of organisational strategy formulation. This responds to Knights and 

Scarbrough's (2010, p. 1302) call to ensure that research “engages practitioners in a conversation 

about nature and consequences of their actions” as opposed to simply providing findings for 

implementation (Bouwmeester et al., 2021; Alvesson, 2020). 

Lastly, adopting the Gioia methodology positions this study to develop aggregate dimensions 

that represent patterns informed by participants’ lived experiences. According to Gioia et al. 

(2013), this form of study maintains systematic analytical procedures while maintaining the 

integrity of the participant perspective. This enables balanced rigour and relevance of generated 

knowledge. This positions us to meet the standard of Stenbacka’s (2001) trustworthiness, 

authenticity, and relevance. The goal is to produce concepts and frameworks that relate to both 

academic audiences and practitioners. We want to offer new ways of seeing and understanding 

organisational diagnostic processes and organisational phenomena, directly embracing the goal 

of qualitative study according to (Stenbacka, 2001). 

 

6.3.​ Limitations and Future Research 

This study has 3 major constraints; 

I.​ Retrospective Perspective – While there is a clear call for in-time empirical studies in 

strategic organisations, the limitation in time and resources does not allow us the ability 

to observe participants in real time. 

II.​ Single country scope – Although we are satisfied with the geological scope, the 

singularity in institutional positioning warrants a need for cross-country comparative 

empirical studies within strategic diagnostic fields. 

III.​ Time limitations – The time-bound nature of the study does not permit stronger 

observational study models or an even deeper theoretical study of the literature. We, 

however, are still confident of the analytical generality of the findings. 

 

The first limitation of this study is the number of participants. It consists of five semi structured 

interview participants and five written survey responses, ten participants in total. While it is 
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consistent with Gioia’s methodological design for a small purposive sample, seeking analytical 

rather than statistical generalisability  (Yin, 2018; Gioia et al., 2013), the sample size does limit 

the transferability of the findings. While the diagnostic process is, in our opinion, theoretically 

grounded, more research with a wider and more varied sample size is required for it to be 

sufficiently established.  

The single country focus of Sweden was a deliberate methodological decision due to time and 

resource, we also realised that the singularity in environment gave weight to the differences in 

contexts found within the macro-institutional environment of Sweden. It however would be 

pleasant to research whether these findings would still be prevalent in different environments i.e. 

volatile economies or emerging market economies etc. A cross-national study would be 

productive to the study subject. 

Due to time and resource limitations this study was also done retrospectively. Participants 

described their processes after the fact for our research as opposed to being observed during the 

process. We therefore also acknowledge the possibility that practitioners may have described 

their processes as they prefer to have described it rather than how it unfolded in reality. It is 

therefore our recommendation that further research be done using observational methods to 

observe the process as it unfolds adding more validity to the findings. 

Finally future research should examine how the enactive-relational and 

confirmatory-institutional logics manifest and potentially transform across the full strategic 

process, whether practitioners who begin with an enactive-relational logic in the diagnostic stage 

shift toward more institutional modes as their strategy moves toward implementation and 

requires external legitimisation, and whether stable-oriented practitioners ever experience what 

Thornton et al. (2015) describe as logic shifts in the face of environmental disruption. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Interview Guide 

SECTION 1: INFORMED CONSENT (ORAL INTERVIEW) 

You are invited to participate in an academic research interview examining how business 

developers diagnose uncertainty and opportunity during early-stage firm development in 

Sweden. Participation is voluntary, confidential, and for academic purposes only. You may 

withdraw at any time. 

Question 1 (Multiple Choice – Required): 

I have read and understood the information above and consent to participate in this study. 

☐ I agree to participate 

☐ I do not agree to participate (Form logic: if selected, submit form) 

I consent to having this interview recorded and used explicitly for this research purpose with the 

expectation that it will be deleted following its specific relevant use. 

☐ Yes 

☐ No 

 

SECTION 2: ROLE ENTRY AND CONTEXTUAL FRAMING 

1.​ Describe your role and responsibilities in you place of work. 

2.​ Which sector(s) do you primarily work with? (e.g., tech, manufacturing, services, green 

energy) 

3.​ How long have you been working in positions of strategic orchestration for businesses? 

4.​ Has it always been clear to you what kind of environment you are operating in (high 

growth or stable oriented firms) 

5.​ What are typically your objectives when ochastarting a strategy of meeting a need? 

6.​ What were the unknowns you perceived at the time (you started working in strategic 

decision making position), why did they stand out? (gaps in knowledge or information) 

 

SECTION 3: IDENTIFYING KEY DIAGNOSTIC FOUNDATIONS 

7.​ How do you typically identify and interpret uncertainty during the early stages of 

encountering uncertainty.? 
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8.​ Besides people around you, can you describe other sources of information you find most 

valuable to fill the gap of uncertainty (documents, calls or surveys by customers, etc)? 

9.​ What sort of information did you deliberately deprioritise and why? (Consider the 

following) 

10.​ When uncertainty is high, how do you personally make sense of what is going on? What 

do you pay attention to? 

11.​ Do you draw on previous cases or experiences when you interpret a new situation? Can 

you recall an example? 

12.​ Can you remember a time when your initial interpretation turned out to be wrong or 

needed major revision? What changed your mind? 

13.​ How much of your diagnostic thinking would you say is intuitive versus analytical? Can 

you describe how these two interact for you in practice?” 

14.​ Was there any pattern or indicator that stood out for you? 

SECTION 4: HYPOTHESIS FORMATION 

15.​ Tell us about the first time when several pieces of information clicked for you, revealing 

a pattern or connection. (cues) 

16.​ What did you think would determine success or failure in this situation? 

17.​ How confident were you in your assumptions, why, what informed this? 

18.​ Did you later find out your assumptions were wrong or confirm that they were right?  

19.​ What signalled this for you? 

20.​ What typically informs you that plausible issue A or B can be discarded? for example, 

Gut feeling (intuition), tools and organisational priority, education, experience, explain 

21.​ How did you move from cues to "This is THE problem (diagnosis). What questions did 

you ask? 

SECTION 5: DIAGNOSTIC OUTPUT AND STRATEGIC ORIENTATION 

22.​ Looking back, can you describe your diagnostic process? 

23.​ Looking across your experience, what usually makes you revisit or overturn your 

diagnosis? (new data or pushback from a key stakeholder) 
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24.​ How did your background/experience in your role shape what you saw as the key issue 

versus what others might have called an operational problem? 

25.​ Do you ever have to balance intuition and institutional planning in decision-making? Can 

you explain how? 

26.​ Is there anything else you think is important for us to understand to fully contextualise 

your process?  

 

WRITTEN INTERVIEW 

Thank you for participating in my master's thesis research on how business developers interpret 

uncertainty to create early-stage strategy. Much like doctors don’t jump straight to treatment; 

they diagnose. When you think about your own work with firms, how do you move through 

these steps: symptoms, possible causes, tests, diagnosis, strategy? 

Please answer by thinking of real cases, not how it “should” work in theory. 

Estimated time: 30-45 minutes. Be as concrete/specific as possible with examples.  

By completing this written interview, you agree to take part in this research project. Your 

participation is voluntary, and you may stop at any time without giving a reason. All responses 

will be collected and processed in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR). Your answers will be kept confidential and used only for educational purposes as part 

of a school project. No personally identifiable information will be shared, and all data will be 

stored securely.  

 

1.​ Do you typically work in a problem solving position? (Please indicate whether the work 

primarily involves solving problems for external clients or for your own organisation.) 

2.​ Please briefly describe your current role and how long you have been working in business 

development or a related advisory/strategic role. 

3.​ In what sector do you work? (E.g. SaaS, manufacturing, fintech, public sector, etc.) 

4.​ How would you describe the types of firms or projects you typically work with? (Please 

indicate whether they are more growth-focused or stable (Are they generally 

growth-oriented — scaling, expanding, pursuing new markets, or more stable — 
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consolidating, maintaining existing operations? If you have worked across both, please 

note this). 

5.​ In your sector, what is the general pace of change – how dynamic would you say the 

environment is in terms of markets, technology, and regulation? 

6.​ Within your role, what typically is the first alert for you that something needs attention? 

(This could be something you observe in the client, the organisation, the market etc) 

7.​ In first 48 hours of meeting a client or engaging with a problem, what 3-4 SPECIFIC 

cues/signals do you focus on most? Why did they stand out? 

8.​ Walk me through how you moved from noticing those cues to having a clear diagnosis of 

"this is the real strategic problem we face." What questions did you ask yourself or 

others?(Is this a one-off issue or a recurring pattern? Is this a market problem or an 

internal problem? Is this urgent or can it wait?) 

9.​ Besides people around you, can you describe other sources of information you find most 

valuable to fill the gap of uncertainty (documents, calls or surveys by customers, etc)? 

10.​How did you move from cues → "This is THE problem (diagnosis). What questions did 

you ask? 

11.​Do you typically arrive at this answer after discarding different plausible scenarios? 

12.​What typically informs you that plausible issue A or B can be discarded? (For example, 

Gut feeling (intuition), tools and organisational priority, education, experience, please 

explain.) 

13.​For the above question, what tool is the most important to you? 

14.​How do you decide you’ve analysed a situation enough to move? (e.g. you had heard the 

same message from multiple sources, the pattern looked clear in the data, further analysis 

would not change the basic direction, time crunch etc) 

15.​Are there moments after you've made your diagnosis where someone else's perspective 

forced you to reframe your diagnosis entirely?  

16.​Looking across your experience, what usually makes you revisit or overturn your 

diagnosis? (new data or pushback from a key stakeholder, a gut feeling that something 

does not add up, etc) 
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17.​How did your background/experience in your role shape what you saw as the key issue 

versus what others might have called an operational problem or someone less 

experienced, or from a different background, might read the same situation? 

18.​If you had to write down your personal diagnostic process in 5 or less sentences, what 

would it be? 

19.​How does your organisation influence  or constrain your diagnostic process? 

20.​Is there anything about how you make strategic sense of uncertainty that you feel is 

important for us to know? (something we have not covered) 
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APPENDIX 2 : Individual Reflection (Ifeoma Bridget Nwaoha) 

This thesis provided me with valuable academic, methodological, and personal learning 

experiences. Through conducting research, I have gained more insight into the application of 

institutional and sensemaking theories in relation to organisational strategy, diagnostic work and 

business development within Swedish SMEs. In addition, the study improved my capacity to 

critique and relate theoretical work to organisational behaviour. 

One of the most important lessons that I learned through the project is the enhancement of my 

skills in qualitative research. Using the interpretivist and constructivist paradigms provided me 

with a better understanding of the process of social construction of meanings and the way in 

which organisational agents make sense of uncertainty in institutions. In addition, I acquired 

hands-on experience with qualitative methods such as semi-structured interviews, written 

interviews, thematic analysis, and the Gioia methodology. Previously, I had little experience 

using qualitative analytic paradigms; however, this research made me feel more confident about 

the process. 

My key role in the thesis was doing the literature review. It involved lots of reading and 

analyzing academic papers about institutional theory, sensemaking, entrepreneurship, strategic 

orientation, and diagnostic approaches. As a result, I have greatly enhanced my academic 

writing, citation, and analysis skills. I have also gained greater insight into the way theoretical 

approaches work together in organizational studies. Doing the literature review made me 

understand the need to develop a coherent theoretical framework for the study and ensure that 

each part is directly linked to the research objectives. I argued and ensured that each section 

logically supported the study’s research objectives. 

Apart from the literature review, there were other sections such as introduction, methodology, 

questionnaire design, and conclusion that I collaborated on with my co-author. The joint duties 

helped improve my collaborative skills through coordinating ideas, aligning the writing style, 
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and decision-making as we went through the research process. Collaborative work helped me 

appreciate the need for communication and flexibility in academic research. 

The identification of the businesses and respondents involved in the research, the conduct of 

interviews, the analysis of the findings, as well as writing the results and discussion, was mainly 

done by my co-author. However, watching and discussing these processes helped me gain insight 

into qualitative data analysis as well. It helped me realise how complicated the process of data 

analysis is. 

Another area that I learned about was the connection between institutions, cognition, and 

organizational behavior. This helped me gain insights into how pressures from outside 

institutions, industry standards, and the environment influence the thinking and diagnosis of the 

firm. As such, this learning experience has fueled my passion for organizational studies and 

strategy in a dynamic business environment. 

In addition, through this thesis, I have also learned how to manage time effectively and become 

more disciplined and independent in terms of handling academic tasks and working within 

deadlines. In order to be able to complete a research task successfully over a long period of time, 

consistency, organization, and constant learning were essential. 

In general, this thesis has helped me improve not only my research skills, but also my theoretical 

understanding and practical experience in carrying out qualitative analysis. This project has also 

increased my confidence in being able to conduct independent research and apply theoretical 

concepts in practice. 

Individual Reflections on Personal Learning - Danielle 

Where I Started — and What I Thought I Already Knew 

When I began this thesis, I had a relatively clear direction of what I wanted to study and why it 

was important to me. I suppose here in was the first challenge that seemed to permeate every 

subsequent meeting with my supervisor, co-author and once, even, my examiner. While what I 

wanted was clear and why it mattered to me, it proved rather difficult to articulate a meaningful 

theoretic need for my thought. Empirically, I had all I needed but theoretically, my idea was just 
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mine, important to me and serving almost no purpose. What exacerbated the situation was I also 

did not have was any real sense of how to do that rigorously, or what theoretical frameworks 

would give the comparison intellectual weight. 

One of the most significant things I have learned through this thesis is the relationship between 

theory and data. how established theory can be woven into empirical and practical data both in 

service to industry knowledge and to academic progression. It thrilled me because my goal in 

beginning this was always to meet academic rigour and research with industrial application, 

learning how the theoretical framework ought to aid an empirical context made the study all the 

more interesting. I entered the research with cognitive behavioural management for 

entrepreneurs’ theory and institutional theory as my lenses. But the data pushed back. It forced 

me toward strategy as practice and eventually sensemaking which serves masterfully for our 

findings and analysis giving voice to empirical themes we might not haven able to articulate with 

the other two option. Because literature stirred us in a new direction, we came to an argument 

and conclusion I had not quite anticipated - that these two theories are not simply 

complementary, but conditionally applicable depending on context. That argument only emerged 

because I stayed close to what my participants said, rather than just finding evidence for what I 

already thought.  

Submitting to what the participants said left me in a somewhat incomplete state. While I did get 

the answer to my question, it felt like I had just scratched the surface of my exploration. I learned 

that it was sufficient to push only slightly further into new territory while letting the data speak 

for itself. This sense ‘hunger’ has given me reason to further this study at PhD level. 

What I Learned Methodologically 

Choosing the Gioia methodology was the single most important decision I made. Before reading 

Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013) and internalising the scientific methods final assignment 

requirements, I had a general understanding of qualitative research but no structured approach to 

moving from raw interview data to defensible theoretical claims.  The three tired structure is was 

a completely new concept for me and enjoyed internalising participant, empirical finding and 

voicing them theoretically. This method helped me understand that in more ways than industry 
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and academia cares to acknowledge, there is certainly a place where the two fields can meet and 

serve one another.  It also gave me a system I could trust and defend. 

What it also gave me was discipline. The Gioia method's insistence on participant-centric 

analysis meant I could not simply select quotes that confirmed what I already believed. When a 

participant said something that did not fit my expectation (like BD4 describing a gut feeling that 

had to be institutionally validated before it could be acted on) I had to sit with that, code it on its 

own terms, and let it change the analysis. That is where the boundary condition argument came 

from. It was not in my original design. It came from the data. 

I equally learned a lot from the interview process. Understanding the principle questions should 

open topics as opposed to leading the respondent’s responses seems obvious to read and know, 

but much harder to apply in practice. Trying to collect rich and high quality responses while 

doing your best to not set the boundary within which you prefer a conversation to be had was 

difficult. The difficulty in finding participants was anticipated but not quite to the degree that it 

was, was it anticipated. This challenge led to the written interviews which was inspired by 

Alvesson (2003); Bryman (2016); Palinkas et al. (2015) reflexivity plea, to not be tied down by 

methodological frameworks, we pivoted to what was most convenient to the participant and 

shifted our approach slightly. This yielded, in our opinion, richer and better quality of responses. 

I also acknowledge our co-construction of experience of meaning and reality even at the moment 

and the level of co-construction being exacerbated by the written nature of the interview. I do, 

however, think it was a creative and good call that increased the depth and quality of the 

responses, but I do also acknowledge that further study is required to further ground the findings 

of the paper.  

What I Learned About the Subject 

I entered this project thinking that institutional theory was primarily about structures and 

sensemaking was primarily about cognition, and that combining them was mostly a matter of 

applying both in parallel. I was wrong about that. 

What I came to understand (through Meyer and Rowan (1977); DiMaggio & Powell (1983); 

Weick et al. (2005); especially Maitlis and Christianson (2014)) is that institutions do not just sit 
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in the background while individuals make sense of their situations. Institutions shape what a 

person notices, what they feel authorised to act on, and who gets to say when a diagnosis is 

complete. They are not a backdrop or simply a withstanding context. In the stable-environment 

cases in this study, the institution was a co-author of the diagnostic process - present at every 

stage, not just as a constraint but as an active shaper of what felt like a valid reading of the 

situation. 

The most interesting factual discovery for me personally was that the difference between 

high-growth and stable practitioners was not primarily about risk tolerance, as I had expected. It 

was about epistemic authority - about who or what has the right to say that a diagnosis is 

finished. High-growth practitioners carry that authority internally; stable practitioners locate it in 

their organisation. Once I saw that, a lot of the other differences in the data fell into place.  

What Genuinely Surprised Me  and Changed Me 

I have spent time navigating institutional environments - both here in Sweden and thinking about 

the work I want to do building institutional capacity back home in Zambia — that are not always 

designed for the kind of practitioner I am trying to become. When I read Alvesson and Spicer's 

(2018) critique of institutional theory for neglecting the micro-level, or when BD5 described 

creating a personal diagnostic tool that might one day become an institutional template, I 

recognised something I already knew from experience. The thesis gave me a theoretical language 

for it. 

I worked primarily on the introduction, methodology, results and analysis, I imagine this is 

reflected in the reflection. It might seem like a lot but my co-author did a tremendous job putting 

together the literature review, the rest of it seemed like a fair deal. 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

Initial Diagnostic Processes of Business Developers: A Sensemaking and Institutional 
Perspective on High-Growth and Stable Environments in Sweden 

 
Thesis Report submitted by Danielle Rudo  Ziela and Bridget Ifeoma Nwaoha to the University 
of Skövde, for the Master's Degree (MSc) at the School of Business 

 

18.05.2026 

We hereby certify that all material in this thesis, which is not our own work, has been 
identified, and that no work is included for which a degree has already been conferred on us. 

 
Signature: Danielle Rudo Ziela 

 
Signature: Bridget Ifeoma Nwaoha 

 

☑  I/We have used AI tools for language correction. 
 

☑  I/We have not used AI tools for text generation in the thesis report. 
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