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“One cannot really know what one thinks, 
until one sees what one says.”

 – Weick, 1995
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documentation of visual material, observations in meetings as well as 
interviews with key stakeholders. The study followed the grounded-
theory approach to gradually and systematically explore the research 
problem. 

The study found that visual material can support coordination in 
various ways. It can be utilized to set the stage for sensemaking, 
ground sensemaking activities in meetings and workshops, 
initiate strategy-related discussion and facilitate the planning of 
the sensemaking process. Moreover, visualizations play multiple 
roles in the sensemaking process. They can offer a platform for 
eliciting insights, a lens for reviewing strategic ideas, a means for 
exploring connections between ideas and a tool for establishing 
ideas. Additionally, the findings suggest that organizations should 
consider the potential pitfalls of visualization and the dynamics 
in a collaborative visualization process as well as ensure visual 
approaches are aligned with the sensemaking process. Working 
closely with design professionals may be necessary to utilize these 
visual approaches effectively.

The study deepens understanding on the role of visual material in 
a collective sensemaking process. Visual material offers a tangible 
platform for sensemaking not only for the individuals developing the 
content of the strategy, but also for the team coordinating the strategy 
process. Today, strategies, products and services are increasingly 
developed collaboratively and iteratively. When utilized strategically, 
visualization provides a valuable tool for enhancing collaboration and 
creativity as well as making sense of the organization’s future.

Keywords: sensemaking, strategy-as-practice, strategizing, visual 
material, visualization, coordination, facilitation
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Making sense of an organization’s future is an inherently complex 
activity. Consequently, to develop new ideas in strategy work, 
managers and consultants create visualizations such as process 
maps and matrices and utilize material such as flip charts and sticky 
notes. Several studies have identified visual material as meaningful 
for both individual and collective sensemaking. Moreover, in the 
context of strategizing, research has demonstrated that visualizations 
can be utilized to both promote and limit the creation of new 
meanings. However, while it appears that visual material could 
be applied to guide sensemaking, it is unclear how organizations 
intentionally utilize visual approaches to drive the process forward.  

This thesis examines the role of visual material in coordinating 
strategic sensemaking. The aim is to explore how visual material 
can be utilized to facilitate the sensemaking process and what 
organizations should consider during that process. The thesis is 
based on a case study of the strategic development activities of a 
Finnish university. The case study explores how the team responsible 
for managing the day-to-day strategy process utilized visual material. 
The study applies organizational ethnography through three methods: 
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Tiivistelma joka koordinoi strategiaprosessia. Tutkimus toteutettiin etnografisin 
menetelmin: aineisto kerättiin dokumentoimalla visualisointeja, 
havainnoimalla sekä haastattelemalla prosessille keskeisiä henkilöitä. 
Aineistoa analysoitiin systemaattisesti ja asteittain ankkuroidun 
teorian avulla.

Tutkimuksen perusteella visualisoinnit voivat tukea koordinointia 
monella tavalla. Ne voivat luoda pohjan uusien merkitysten 
luomiseen, ohjata merkitysten luomista kokouksissa ja työpajoissa, 
innoittaa strategiaan liittyviä keskusteluja sekä tukea koordinoinnin 
suunnittelua. Lisäksi visualisoinneilla voi olla erilaisia rooleja uusia 
merkityksiä luovassa prosessissa: visualisoinnit edesauttavat 
uusien oivallusten syntymistä, strategisten ideoiden arviointia, 
ideoiden välisten yhteyksien luomista ja ideoiden vakiinnuttamista. 
Havaintojen perusteella organisaatioiden olisi hyvä ottaa huomioon 
visuaalisointimenetelmien mahdolliset rajoitteet, yhteisöllisen 
visualisointiprosessin ominaispiirteet sekä menetelmien ja 
merkityksellistämisprosessin yhdenmukaisuus. Muotoilun 
ammattilaisten tuki voi olla tarpeen visuaalisten työkalujen 
hyödyntämisessä tehokkaasti. 

Tutkimus auttaa ymmärtämään visualisointien roolia prosessissa, 
jossa yhteisö pyrkii luomaan uusia merkityksiä. Visualisoinnit 
ovat sekä strategiaa koordinoiville että sen sisältöä kehittäville 
henkilöille hyvä keino merkitysten luomiseen. Strategioita sekä 
uusia tuotteita ja palveluita luodaan yhä useammin iteratiivisesti ja 
yhteisöllisesti. Strategisesti hyödynnettyinä visualisoinnit ovat arvokas 
työkalu yhteistyön ja luovuuden edistämiseen sekä organisaation 
tulevaisuuden kehittämiseen. 

Avainsanat: merkityksellistäminen, strategia, strategiatyö, visuaaliset 
materiaalit, visualisointi, koordinointi, fasilitointi
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Organisaation tulevaisuuden suunnittelu on monimutkainen 
prosessi. Luodessaan uusia ideoita strategiatyössä esimiehet ja 
konsultit luovat visualisointeja, kuten prosessikaavioita ja matriiseja, 
sekä hyödyntävät materiaaleja, kuten fläppitauluja ja tarralappuja. 
Tutkimukset osoittavat, että visuaaliset materiaalit tuovat arvoa, kun 
yksilöt ja yhteisöt luovat uusia merkityksiä. Lisäksi tutkimuksissa 
on todettu, että visualisointeja voidaan hyödyntää sekä uusien 
merkitysten luomisen edistämiseen että rajaamiseen strategiatyössä. 
Vaikuttaa siltä, että visualisoinneilla voisi ohjata merkitysten luomista. 
Aikaisemmista tutkimuksista ei kuitenkaan voida päätellä, miten 
organisaatiot tietoisesti hyödyntävät visuaalisia menetelmiä prosessin 
edistämiseen.

Tämä opinnäyte tutkii visuaalisten materiaalien roolia 
merkityksellistämisprosessin koordinoinnissa. Tutkimuksen 
tavoite on selvittää, miten visualisoinneilla voi ohjata 
merkityksellistämisprosessia ja mitä organisaatioiden tulisi 
ottaa huomioon kyseisen prosessin aikana. Opinnäyte perustuu 
tapaustutkimukseen suomalaisen yliopiston strategiatyöstä. 
Tapaustutkimus keskittyi visualisointien hyödyntämiseen tiimissä, 
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Lundgren & Blom, 2016; Vaara, Sorsa & Pälli, 2010), established 
strategy tools (Jarzabkowski & Kaplan, 2014; Paroutis, Franco & 
Papadopoulos, 2015; Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009; Stenfors, Tanner 
& Haapalinna, 2004), visual strategy maps (Arevuo, 2015; Fenton, 
2007) and even lego bricks (Heracleous & Jacobs, 2008). However, 
the ways in which visual material is utilized in the sensemaking 
process have received less attention. Not until fairly recently have 
researchers begun to explore the use of visual material in strategic 
sensemaking in particular. For instance, Garreau, Mouricou 
and Grimand (2015) showed that visual representations can 
be utilized for both sensemaking and sensegiving in a strategy 
process. Furthermore, by offering a tangible overview of strategic 
ideas, visual representations arouse discussion and promote 
sensemaking among individuals involved in strategy work 
(Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018). In turn, Werle and Seidl 
(2015) found that strategic topics evolve through the use and 
manipulation of various different visual material. While studies 
have shown that materiality is an inseparable part of strategizing 
and that visual material plays a role in sensemaking, research has 
not explicitly addressed how organizations harness the potential of 
visual material for organizing the strategic sensemaking process. 

Nonetheless, the research on sensemaking indicates that 
visualizations could provide value for coordination purposes 
in strategizing. For instance, visual material can support the 
collective future-oriented sensemaking process at different stages 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). Furthermore, research suggests that 
strategists can both enable and constrain sensemaking activities 
with visual material (Garreau, Mouricou and Grimand, 2015; 
Kaplan, 2011) and that the individuals responsible for creating 
visualizations can influence the development of strategy-
related interpretations (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018). 

1.0 Introduction
Developing a strategy is an inherently complex organizational 
activity. Not only does it require making sense of the organization’s 
future, it also requires considering how new decisions fit with past 
actions (Gioia, Corley & Fabbri, 2002). Moreover, strategy work 
is a collaborative activity (Maitlis, 2005), and today organizations 
are developing strategies increasingly openly (Hautz, Seidl & 
Whittington, 2017; Seidl & Werle, 2017). Consequently, the 
strategy process calls for tools which not only help make sense 
of the content of the strategy, but also manage the increasingly 
collaborative and fragmented sensemaking process. Nonetheless, 
while managers and consultants frequently work with visual tools 
such as PowerPoint (Yates & Orlikowski, 2007), they tend to be 
viewed as means for analyzing and communicating the content 
of the strategy rather than for managing a complex knowledge 
production process (Kaplan, 2011). 

The material dimension of strategizing has been studied quite 
extensively. For example, strategy scholars have examined the use 
of PowerPoint (Kaplan, 2011), texts and plans (Giraudeau, 2008; 
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1.1 Research objectives and questions

The purpose of this thesis is to study the role of visual material in 
coordinating the strategic sensemaking process. The research is 
structured around the following question: 

What is the role of visual material in coordinating strategic 
sensemaking? 

The aim is to explore the different ways in which visual material 
can be utilized to facilitate the sensemaking process. Furthermore, 
by analyzing the challenges involved in the process, the goal is 
to offer suggestions for utilizing visual material for coordination 
purposes. Therefore, the main research question is divided into 
three sub-questions:

How can visual material be utilized to support the coordination 
of sensemaking?

What kind of roles can visual material play in the strategic 
sensemaking process?

What should organizations consider when utilizing visual 
material to coordinate sensemaking? 

The thesis is based on a case study of the strategic development 
activities of Aalto University. Due to their complexity, universities 
have been considered as an excellent setting for studying strategic 
change initiatives and sensemaking (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; 
Gioia & Thomas, 1996). Moreover, at the beginning of the strategy 
process in 2018, Aalto University adopted a new, more iterative 
and collaborative, approach to strategic planning. The university 

Thus, studies imply that visual material could be utilized for 
supporting, structuring and guiding sensemaking. However, 
while organizations often employ a separate team or a consulting 
agency for organizing strategy development, it is unclear how 
these parties intentionally apply visual material to drive the 
sensemaking process forward. Furthermore, in the context of 
strategy, scholars recommend examining both sides of the process 
(Hendry & Seidl, 2003, p. 188): the strategists or consultants 
managing the process as well as the other organizational 
members involved in developing the content of the strategy. Thus, 
studying the use of visual material in a facilitated strategy process 
could provide a deeper understanding of the ways in which 
organizations intentionally apply visual material to coordinate 
strategic sensemaking. 
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their organizations. On a more general level, by exploring visual 
material in the context of strategy making, the thesis hopes to 
broaden understanding on design-related phenomena within 
organizational activities in which designers are traditionally less 
frequently involved.

1.2 Thesis structure

The thesis is structured as follows. The first chapter provides 
an overview of the research problem, objectives and question. 
Subsequently, chapter two explores the literature on the 
intersection of strategic sensemaking, visual material and 
organizing. Next, the third chapter outlines the research approach 
as well as the methods utilized for data collection and analysis. 
After the methodology chapter, the case study is presented. The 
purpose of this fourth chapter is to provide an overview of the 
case organization’s strategy process and the use of visual material 
in the sensemaking and coordination process. The case study ends 
in a discussion of how the eight interviewees experienced the 
visual practices and the strategy process in the case organization. 
Next, the fifth chapter presents the findings for the three research 
questions. Finally, chapter six discusses and interprets the findings 
in light of previous research. The discussion and conclusion 
chapter also offers recommendations for managers and designers 
based on the case study. Furthermore, it evaluates the research 
design and limitations as well as identifies fruitful areas for further 
research. Finally, the chapter ends with some brief concluding 
remarks. 

also decided to actively apply visualization: rather than merely 
illustrating the final strategy materials, it applied visualization 
throughout the process. These factors offer a unique setting for 
exploring the research problem. 

The thesis aims to achieve the research objectives by exploring 
how the team responsible for managing the day-to-day strategy 
process utilized visual material to coordinate sensemaking at Aalto 
University. The study applies organizational ethnography through 
three methods: documentation of visual material, observations 
in meetings as well as interviews with key stakeholders. The 
study was conducted over a five-month period to investigate the 
relationship between visual material and strategic sensemaking 
throughout the process. The study follows the grounded-theory 
approach to gradually and systematically collect and analyze data 
as well as answer the research questions. 

The thesis focuses on sensemaking that occurs when creating 
an over-arching strategy for the entire organization. During the 
research period, the case organization was in the development 
phase of the strategy process—it generated, compared and selected 
strategic options (Eppler & Platts, 2009) as well as made sense of 
the strategy as a whole. As the main research question implies, 
the research explores the use of visual material in a facilitated 
sensemaking process. Thus, the thesis does not attempt to 
explain the role of visual material in sensemaking on a general 
level. Furthermore, although the thesis aims to offer some 
recommendations by analyzing the main challenges, it does not 
attempt to assess the effectiveness of different visual approaches. 

By examining visual practices in a real-life context, the thesis 
aims to offer insights for managers and designers interested 
in utilizing visual material effectively and strategically within 
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2.1 Increasing interest in materiality in 
organizations

Today, work is surrounded and accomplished by different 
types of material. A regular day at the office might mean 
communicating with a client via email, brainstorming with the 
help of sticky notes and participating in a video conference call. 
Furthermore, PowerPoint has evolved into the most common tool 
in organizations (Yates & Orlikowski, 2007) and the number of 
photos and videos utilized in organizations is increasing (Meyer, 
Höllerer, Jancsary & van Leeuwen, 2013). Nonetheless, despite its 
pervasiveness, this “stuff ” is easily taken for granted. For instance, 
when editing a PowerPoint presentation, we rarely pay attention 
to the fingers tapping on the keyboard—we are immersed in 
the work task. In fact, provided that we do not encounter any 
problems, such as including a central chart into the PowerPoint 
presentation, the material merges into the practice of working and 
is left unnoticed (Knorr Cetina, 2001, p. 187). However, if these 
everyday practices are disregarded, we may fail to fully understand 
the ways in which contemporary work is accomplished. 

As the employee who takes the laptop for granted, the prevalence 
of material was overlooked in organizational studies for a while. 
Scholars have noted that there has been an excessive attention 
towards other research avenues at the expense of materiality 
as summarized succinctly by Barad (2003, p. 801): “Language 
matters. Discourse matters. Culture matters. There is an important 
sense in which the only thing that does not seem to matter 
anymore is matter.” For instance, after reviewing numerous 
journal articles, Orlikowski and Scott (2008) concluded that while 
the use of technology pervades organizations, few studies have 

2.0 Literature Review
The purpose of the literature review is to provide a foundation 
for exploring the use of visual material in coordinating the 
sensemaking process. The first section places the research problem 
into the context of materiality in organizational studies in general 
and practice-based views of strategy in particular. Additionally, 
it offers a definition for visual material. Subsequently, the second 
section defines strategic sensemaking and presents the different 
stages of the sensemaking process. Next, the fourth section covers 
the development of new meanings with visual material building 
on the notions of epistemic and boundary objects. Finally, the last 
section explores the way in which visual material could support a 
coordinated sensemaking process.
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2.1.1 Research on materiality in strategizing 

Studies on material in strategy work commonly fall under 
the research stream referred to as strategy-as-practice. The 
strategy-as-practice perspective builds on the idea that strategy 
is something that people in an organization do as opposed to 
something that organizations have (Jarzabkowski, Balogun & 
Seidl, 2007; Whittington, 2006). As Whittington and Cailluet 
(2008, p. 244) framed it: “Strategy is a kind of work.” When 
strategy is seen as a kind of work, the focus shifts from the 
strategic plan to the strategists and the practices these individuals 
engage in when building a strategy (Jarzabkowski, Balogun & 
Seidl, 2007). Furthermore, researchers believe that exploring visual 
and material practices can complement the largely language-
based understandings of strategy practices (Balogun, Jacobs, 
Jarzabkowski, Mantere & Vaara, 2014; Knight & Paroutis, 2019). 
Consequently, the practices of creating, utilizing and working 
with visual material offer a meaningful avenue for research on 
strategizing (Meyer, Höllerer, Jancsary & van Leeuwen, 2013). 

Reflecting the developments in organizational studies in general 
and the interest in strategy-as-practice in particular, studies have 
explored the ways in which visual representations, objects and 
tools are embedded in the daily work of strategists. For example, 
studies have examined the use of visual material such as texts 
and plans (Giraudeau, 2008; Lundgren & Blom, 2016; Vaara, 
Sorsa & Pälli, 2010), established strategy tools (e.g., SWOT & 
BCG matrix) (Franco & Papadopoulos, 2015; Jarzabkowski & 
Kaplan, 2014; Paroutis, Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009; Stenfors, 
Tanner & Haapalinna, 2004) and visual strategy maps (Arevuo, 
2015; Fenton, 2007). In turn, some researchers have investigated 
the use of visual material in the meaning-making practices 

explored the ways in which it is entangled into everyday practices 
at work. Nonetheless, when learning, communicating and making 
sense of things, people often engage with a variety of material 
(Carlile, Nicolini, Langley & Tsoukas, 2013, p. 2). Consequently, 
researchers have declared that matter matters again. 

The importance of studying the material dimension of 
organizations has been addressed from a variety of angles. Some 
scholars (Czarniawska, 2008; Orlikowski, 2007) have underlined 
the significance of studying sociomateriality, the way in which 
people and material are entangled in everyday work. Moreover, 
the use of artefacts and visual material is considered a meaningful 
research avenue in organizational studies (Boxenbaum, Jones, 
Meyer & Svejenova, 2018). Furthermore, visuality in particular has 
been identified as a relevant field of study due to the differences 
between visual and verbal modes of communication and meaning-
making (Meyer, Höllerer, Jancsary & van Leeuwen, 2013). The 
material turn in organizational studies has also spread to the field 
of strategy. As strategy work is inherently embedded in the use of 
a variety of material, scholars have recommended a closer look 
at the ways in which this material is utilized (Dameron, Lê & 
LeBaron, 2015). However, in the context of strategy, the interest in 
materiality has evolved along with a more general interest in the 
practices related to strategy work. 
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the different types of visual material that can be utilized in strategy 
work. Other definitions that the thesis author could find address 
potential research approaches (Knight & Paroutis, 2019; Meyer, 
Höllerer, Jancsary & van Leeuwen, 2013). For example, Knight and 
Paroutis (2019) distinguish between visualizations as materials, 
cognitive stimulus or discourse. Nonetheless, while these types of 
definitions may help in planning the research design, they do not 
shed light on the features of the material itself. Thus, to define the 
term “visual material” I will describe its different dimensions with 
reference to strategy work. 

Firstly, visuality can be understood fairly broadly in the context 
of strategy. Although the term “visual” easily directs the attention 
to images alone, the distinction between visual and textual 
elements is not fruitful in the context of organizing and strategy 
(see, e.g., Endrissat, Islam & Noppeney, 2016; Knight, Paroutis 
& Heracleous, 2018). Accordingly, Knight and Paroutis (2019, 
p. 3) define visuality as “the sensory information accessible to 
organizational actors based on what they can see, as opposed 
to what they can sense through hearing, tasting, smelling or 
touching”. On a more detailed level, the visual dimension can be 
explained through the tripartite division of images developed 
by Elkins (1999). Elkins (1999, p. 84) argues that it is impossible 
to distinguish between reading and seeing: “Any visual artifact 
mingles the two so there is ‘reading’ in every image and ‘looking’ 
in every text.” For instance, when viewing a simple table, the 
viewer-reader might begin to compare items placed next to each 
other or interpret the table based on the headlines. Thus, an 
image can include both pictures and text. Furthermore, images 
can include other types of visual elements. The third component 
of images is notation which refers to specific systems of mark-
making such as the symbols utilized to communicate music or 

of strategizing. For instance, one study explored the creation 
of “embodied metaphors” through lego bricks (Heracleous & 
Jacobs, 2008). Moreover, Kaplan (2011) explored the role and 
meaning of PowerPoint in strategy and Knight, Paroutis and 
Heracleous (2018) the ways in which strategists influence the 
creation of new understandings through PowerPoint slides. 
Furthermore, other studies have explored the use of a multitude 
of visual representations and material in strategic sensemaking 
and exploration (Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015; Werle & 
Seidl, 2015). As the examples suggest, the approaches adopted 
by strategy scholars are diverse. Consequently, the material of 
strategizing can be understood in a variety of ways. Therefore, 
before discussing the literature concerning the research problem 
in more detail, I will define visual material in the context of this 
thesis. 

2.1.2 Definition of visual material 

Reviewing the literature on visual material in strategizing 
revealed that the concept of material can be quite elusive in the 
context of strategy. However, some categorizations exist. For 
instance, Dameron, Lê and LeBaron (2015) distinguish between 
five types of material in strategy work: strategy tools, objects 
and artefacts, technologies, built spaces and human bodies. 
The authors’ categorization reflects the strategy-as-practice 
perspective which can explore any of the different “things” 
involved in strategizing. Moreover, based on the categorization 
it appears that visualizations and visual material fall under the 
first two categories: strategy tools and objects as well as artefacts. 
However, it is unclear whether a SWOT analysis viewed on a 
PowerPoint slide should be understood as a strategy tool or an 
artefact. Furthermore, the categorization does not acknowledge 
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2.2 Making sense of the future 
collectively

Sensemaking is a common activity in organizations. Individuals 
resort to sensemaking when coping with situations which are 
“novel, ambiguous, confusing or in some other way violate 
expectations” (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014, p. 57). For example, 
Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld (2005) give an example of a nurse 
who detects something unnatural in the patient. The authors 
argue that sensemaking a retrospective act of organizing ideas 
and actions into a plausible narrative. In the case of the nurse, 
symptoms noticed in the present moment can only be identified as 
symptoms in relation to the state of the patient at an earlier point 
in time (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). Thus, sensemaking 
can be seen as an integral component of organizational activities 
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). However, when building a strategy, 
actors cannot rely on building a narrative for past actions. 

2.2.1 Definition of strategic sensemaking

Developing a strategy is inherently future-oriented. When 
building a strategy, organizations need to imagine and make 
choices on the ways in which their activities should evolve in the 
following months, years or even decades. Consequently, in the 
context of strategy, sensemaking has been defined as the attempt 
to develop a “meaningful framework for understanding the nature 
of the intended strategic change” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 
442). Moreover, scholars occasionally utilize the term “prospective 
sensemaking” in the context of future-oriented activities such as 
strategy. It refers to a special type of sensemaking in which actors 
attempt to make sense of situations by imagining that they have 

mathematics (Elkins, 1999, p. 85). Elkins’ tripartite division of 
pictures can be exemplified with a PowerPoint slide that depicts 
an organizational process. The slide could consist of brief phrases 
or words (text), boxes and arrows (notation) and an image or 
the organization’s logo (picture). However, in the context of 
strategy, visual material is also utilized in other formats than two-
dimensional pictures.

Secondly, “material” in the term visual material refers to the 
more tangible dimension of material in strategizing. Individuals 
involved in strategy work employ a multitude of material when 
exploring strategic topics (Werle & Seidl, 2015). Consequently, in 
addition to viewing visual representations on PowerPoint slides, 
strategists draw on flip charts or organize ideas on sticky notes. 
Furthermore, as the thesis explores the role of visual material in 
intentionally managing the sensemaking process, the material 
applied by coordinators is expected to be more diverse than in 
a non-facilitated process. Thus, in this thesis, visual material is 
understood as either representational or concrete material which 
can include pictorial, textual and notational elements. 
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2.2.2 The strategic sensemaking process 

The strategic sensemaking process is often described as a cyclical 
process in which individuals alternate between making and giving 
sense to their surroundings and the situations they encounter. 
Actors not only search for new interpretations but might also 
attempt to drive a preferable interpretation forward by influencing 
others. This is often referred to as sensegiving and is tightly 
intertwined with sensemaking (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442). 
Thus, when confronting ambiguity and novelty in organizations, 
actors alternate between making sense of their own observations 
and experiences and giving sense to the experiences of others. 
Furthermore, sensemaking is often seen as an attempt to bring 
order into the surrounding world (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 
2005). According to Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld (2005, p. 411), 
actors first notice and bracket unfamiliar features of a situation 
and subsequently make sense of these observations by naming 
them, which the authors call labeling and categorizing. However, 
the description of sensemaking by Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 
(2005) is mainly retrospective and focused on individuals. Stigliani 
and Ravasi (2012) have built on this notion of sensemaking to 
explain collective future-oriented sensemaking. 

According to Stigliani and Ravasi (2012), collective future-
oriented sensemaking evolves through three phases of 
retrospective sensemaking: (1) noticing and bracketing, (2) 
articulating, (3) elaborating and (4) influence. In the first phase, 
actors search for new ways of understanding their environment 
by collecting a variety of cues (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 
1243). The authors pinpoint that as opposed to the retrospective 
understanding of sensemaking (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005) 
in future-oriented efforts this phase is proactive. For instance, 

already occurred (Gioia, Corley & Fabbri, 2002; Gioia, Thomas, 
Clark & Chittipeddi, 1994). However, while thinking in “future 
perfect tense” can be essential during organizational change 
(Gioia, Corley & Fabbri, 2002), Stigliani and Ravasi (2012) argue 
that it does not fully explain sensemaking in situations in which 
the future is ambiguous or unclear. For instance, when developing 
a new product or strategy, actors are not yet aware of the nature of 
the change and thus cannot imagine it as having already occurred. 
Consequently, when developing a new strategy—as opposed to 
implementing a strategic change program—sensemaking means 
proactively coping with ambiguity and novelty (Stigliani & Ravasi, 
2012). 

Furthermore, strategizing requires considering and integrating 
a variety of perspectives. Firstly, building a strategy is mostly 
a collaborative activity (Maitlis, 2005). Secondly, today, 
organizations develop strategies increasingly openly involving 
a variety of people in the process (Hautz, Seidl & Whittington, 
2017; Seidl & Werle, 2017). Consequently, strategy work requires 
building common understanding of strategic ideas. Sensemaking 
is frequently understood as a social activity, which occurs on 
both individual and collective levels (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 
2005). However, as a group of people attempt to develop a shared 
framework of the future, actors need to alternate between making 
sense individually, as a group as well as between different groups 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). In other words, collective sensemaking 
requires actively transferring meanings across the different levels 
of sensemaking. Thus, in this thesis strategic sensemaking can 
be understood as an active collective process of developing an 
understanding of the organization’s future. 
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In the final sensemaking phase, actors attempt to create the final 
conceptualization of the issue. Stigliani and Ravasi (2012, p. 
1248) call this phase influence as it is frequently characterized 
by high amounts of sensegiving: the group which has developed 
the new image of the future, attempts to convince other groups 
of the idea. Moreover, this stage includes a feedback loop 
(Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 443): After the new ideas have 
been understood by other members of the organization, these 
individuals propose alternative interpretations or attempt to shift 
the change effort in a certain direction. Furthermore, as managers 
hear the propositions of other organizational members, they 
may resort back to previous phases of the sensemaking process 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1248) resulting in modifications to 
the original concept (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). Thus, while 
the process of collective sensemaking can be divided into four 
phases, it is common for individuals to move between phases quite 
flexibly.

The ideas explored in this section can be integrated into a 
framework to visualize the collective future-oriented sensemaking 
process (see Figure 1). The framework integrates the ideas 
of Stigliani and Ravasi (2012), Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) 
and Eppler and Platts (2009). The notion of sensemaking as 
alternating between sensemaking and influence can be depicted 
with diverging and converging lines (Gioia and Chittipeddi, 
1991). Moreover, the four phases of collective future-oriented 
sensemaking (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012) can be integrated into the 
different parts of the double diamond. As the original diagram by 
Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) depicts strategic change, this double-
diamond model offers a means for approaching sensemaking 
during the development phase of the strategy process (Eppler & 
Platts, 2009). 

studies on strategy work describe how the CEO visits and listens 
to a variety of organizational members for insights (Gioia & 
Chittipeddi, 1991) or the team responsible for change makes sense 
of the purpose and components of the change effort itself (Gioia, 
Thomas, Clark & Chittipeddi, 1994). Furthermore, this phase 
can be seen as the strategy process step in which actors develop 
new options (Eppler & Platts, 2009). Thus, during the first phase 
individuals “immerse themselves in task-related experiences” 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1243). The stage is characterized by 
an active search for insights upon which the image of the future is 
built.

Next, individuals begin to actively engage with the collected 
experiences. The second phase, articulating, is concerned with 
organizing and labeling cues (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1243). 
The actors attempt to verbalize their understanding of the different 
ideas gathered. Subsequently, during the third phase, elaborating, 
participants explore connections and relationships between 
emerging concepts (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1245). In practice, 
this means exploring the ways in which initial interpretations 
could be integrated into a whole. To the best of the author’s 
knowledge, these two phases have not been explicitly covered or 
distinguished in the strategy-specific literature on sensemaking. 
However, the descriptions of strategic change efforts show that 
actors engage in sharing their interpretations of the situation with 
other members of the strategy development team (Gioia, Thomas, 
Clark & Chittipeddi, 1994) or with the rest of the organization 
during later stages of the change effort (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 
1991). However, from the perspective of the strategy process, 
the two phases are concerned with assessing and comparing 
options (Eppler & Platts, 2009). Subsequently, after discussing and 
defining the components of the proposed change, actors move into 
a phase in which the change effort is established. 
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The collective future-oriented sensemaking process

Figure 1. The collective future-oriented sensemaking process can be seen 
as alternating phases of sensemaking and sensegiving. 
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(Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009). Moreover, according to Knorr Cetina 
(2001, p. 190), epistemic objects are always incomplete: when they 
are investigated, their complexity increases and they constantly 
evoke further questions to be answered. For instance, Ewenstein 
and Whyte (2009, p. 22) describe that a drawing constantly raises 
questions as the designer engages with it. However, building on 
the work of Knorr Cetina (2001), Werle and Seidl (2015) argue 
that in the context of strategizing it is meaningful to further 
distinguish between epistemic objects and partial objects (see 
Figure 2). As the epistemic object cannot be worked with directly, 
the topic is explored through a variety of tangible means which 
Knorr Cetina (2001, p. 192) calls partial objects. Thus, the yet 
undefined strategy can be seen as the epistemic object and the 
multitude of PowerPoint slides, sketches and pictures developed 

2.3 Making sense with visual material

After identifying the different stages of the strategic sensemaking 
process, I want to clarify the ways in which sensemaking occurs 
with the help of visual material. First, I present the types of 
‘objects’ utilized when developing new meanings. Second, I 
explore the ways in which strategic ideas evolve through the use of 
visual material.

2.3.1 The ‘objects’ utilized in strategic 
sensemaking 

In the context of strategy, some scholars have drawn upon the 
theory of objects (see, e.g., Fenton, 2007; Jarzabkowski, Spee 
& Jarzabkowski, 2009; Spee & Smets, 2013; Werle & Seidl, 
2015) when studying the use of visual material in strategizing 
or sensemaking in particular. The notion of objects allows 
researchers to explore a multitude of visual material such as 
flip chart drawings, PowerPoint slides and documents at once 
(Jarzabkowski, Spee & Smets, 2013). Furthermore, it leaves room 
for identifying purposes and uses of visual material in the strategic 
exploration process beyond the features of specific visualizations 
or artefacts (Werle & Seidl, 2015). The concept of epistemic objects 
helps explain the way in which visual material is engaged with 
when exploring strategic ideas.  

Epistemic objects are the focus of knowledge development in 
scientific and organizational settings. Experts build knowledge 
by engaging with material which acts as a tangible manifestation 
of the topic under investigation (Knorr Cetina, 2001, p. 190). 
Consequently, epistemic objects evolve as the work progresses 

Figure 2. As the epistemic object cannot be engaged with directly, 
it is explored via partial objects which are physical or tangible 
instantiations of the topic under investigation. 

Epistemic objects in strategic exploration
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collaboration to occur across distinct social worlds by negotiating 
the goals between the different groups involved (Star & Griesemer, 
1989). According to Star and Griesemer (1989, p. 412), the 
core characteristic of boundary objects is that they allow for a 
multitude of interpretations to be developed across the different 
worlds without demanding consensus. For instance, working with 
concrete artefacts can help develop common understanding by 
supporting verbal communication (Bechky, 2003). However, while 
the creation of boundary objects can be intentional, it cannot be 
determined in advance which artefacts or representations actually 
become boundary-spanning for the different groups involved 
(Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009). 

Nevertheless, while the notions of epistemic and boundary objects 
refer to two different purposes of material in organizations, they 
also share some common characteristics. Both boundary and 
epistemic objects facilitate organizational activities which might 
be challenging to accomplish without engaging with something 
tangible. For instance, a study on product development in the 
perfumery business showed that a visual mood board can act as a 
boundary object facilitating the work of multiple different experts 
from perfumers and package designers (Endrissat & Noppeney, 
2016). Similarly, a conceptual diagram visualizing a strategic idea 
can work as an epistemic object facilitating sensemaking (Werle 
& Seidl, 2015). Thus, while the actual “thing” which we can 
observe with our eyes or touch with our hands is not equal to the 
epistemic or boundary object, it is the means with which we can 
engage with conceptual ideas (Rheinberger, 2005) or collaborate 
while retaining our varying understandings (Star & Griesemer, 
1989). Finally, it is important to note that the same artefact or 
visual representation can act as both a boundary and an epistemic 
object (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009). For instance, working on a 

during the exploration process can be seen as partial objects 
(Werle & Seidl, 2015). Furthermore, the different types of material 
can be classified by the way in which it is utilized during the 
exploration process. 

Firstly, a part of the visual material can be developed to directly 
depict the strategy. These primary partial objects bring together 
ideas of the new strategy onto a single visualization (Werle & 
Seidl, 2015). However, during the exploration process actors create 
a multitude of other visualizations. Consequently, the second 
category of visual material are secondary partial objects which 
help make sense of the different components of the strategy but 
are not included into the central visualizations in their original 
form (Werle & Seidl, 2015). For example, some studies suggest 
that managers and consultants develop visualizations to assess 
and compare strategic ideas (Kaplan, 2011; Knight, Paroutis & 
Heracleous, 2018). Furthermore, the maps utilized in strategizing 
at a real-estate company can be seen as secondary partial objects 
(Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015). Finally, the rest of the 
visual material supports the exploration process. Werle and Seidl 
(2015) refer “non-objectual materialities” which involve mediums 
such as the PowerPoint software and photos which can be utilized 
to design visualizations as well as tangible visual tools utilized in 
meetings such as sticky notes and flip charts. This brings us to 
another role of material in the exploration process. 

In addition to supporting the exploration of the topic itself, 
visual material can play a role in supporting collaboration, 
which is essential in collective sensemaking. Therefore, some 
scholars have also drawn on the theory of boundary objects 
when studying strategizing with material (see, e.g., Fenton, 2007; 
Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009). Boundary objects play a role in 
facilitating work in organizations (see Figure 3). They allow for 
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2.3.2 Exploring new meanings through visual 
material

Sensemaking is often considered as occurring through language. 
For instance, Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld (2005) refer to reading, 
writing and conversing as the activities of sensemaking. According 
to the authors individuals make sense by articulating their 
thoughts: “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” 
However, recent studies have shown that material plays a role in 
both individual and collective sensemaking (Garreau, Mouricou & 
Grimand, 2015; Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018; Stigliani & 
Ravasi, 2012). Thus, perhaps it is relevant to ask a further question: 
How can I see what I say if I do not depict what I say? To explore 
the role of visual material in coordinating strategic sensemaking it 
is valuable to understand the ways in which material is utilized to 
develop new meanings.

In the field of design, it has long been understood that new 
understandings emerge through the manipulation of visual 
material. Designers tend to treat material as either fluid or frozen 
(Whyte, Ewenstein, Hales & Tidd, 2007): Fluid materials such 
as sketches and drawings are actively worked with and frozen 
materials are kept intact. Comi and Eppler (2011) view fluid 
visualizations as boundary objects that carry knowledge across 
the different members of a collaborative process promoting the 
creation of new meanings and frozen materials as the products 
of sensemaking work that adopt a symbolic function in the 
organization. Moreover, when working with material, designers 
engage in a process of freezing, unfreezing and refreezing 
(Whyte, Ewenstein, Hales & Tidd, 2007) simultaneously making 
sense of the problem at hand (Comi & Eppler, 2011) (see Figure 
4). Consequently, exploring the epistemic object can lead to 

PowerPoint slide may offer not only a tool for developing new 
ideas for the strategy, but also a means for collaborating with 
others. Thus, material can adopt several different roles in the 
sensemaking process.  

Comparison of boundary and epistemic objects

Nature of 
object

Role of 
object

Role over 
time

Boundary object Epistemic object

facilitates collaboration 
across social worlds

facilitates knowledge
and meaning
development

can be utilized and 
interpreted for various 
different uses by
distinct groups

inherently incomplete, 
demands for topic
to be further
investigated

stable: retains its
tangible form across 
groups 

in flux: evolves with 
the topic under
investigation 

Figure 3. Different types of 'objects' are utilized when exploring new 
meanings collaboratively. 
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object can become established and adopt a symbolic function in 
the organization (Comi & Eppler, 2010). 

a “cascade” of visual representations which gradually—as the 
understanding of the epistemic object progresses—become 
increasingly fixed (Whyte, Tryggestad & Comi, 2016). This 
freezing-unfreezing process has also been identified in the 
context of strategy making. For instance, Whittington, Molloy, 
Mayer and Smith (2006) refer to an organization that iteratively 
developed a seven-sided cardboard cube as part of its strategic 
sensemaking process. Nonetheless, while the notion of freezing 
and unfreezing clarifies the ways in which visual material is 
worked with over time, it remains on a fairly descriptive level. 
Furthermore, it appears that the points at which a visualization is 
turned from fluid to frozen or from frozen to fluid are essential for 
sensemaking (Whyte, Ewenstein, Hales & Tidd, 2007). 

To explain the turning points when exploring strategic topics, the 
notion of epistemic and partial objects is necessary. Werle and 
Seidl (2015) argue that the shift from one object to another occurs 
when secondary partial objects challenge the ideas depicted in the 
primary partial object or offer a new logic for structuring ideas. 
In the authors’ case study, the strategists interviewed experts and 
subsequently developed a PowerPoint slide to summarize the 
interview findings. However, the new insights did not match the 
conceptualization of the strategy developed earlier, which led 
to modifying the original PowerPoint slide: the primary partial 
object. Thus, both the items depicted on the visualization as well 
as the items missing from them (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 
2018, p. 896) can lead to changing the visualization and ultimately 
shifting the strategic topic itself (Werle & Seidl, 2015). Eventually, 
when the epistemic object seizes to demand further exploration, 
it can become a technical object which can be utilized for further 
knowledge development (Rheinberger, 2005). Alternatively, when 
referring to visual representations in particular, the epistemic 

The freezing-unfreezing process of visualization

Figure 4. When making sense of a problem actors engage alternate 
between freezing and unfreezing visualizations. Adapted from Comi 
and Eppler (2010). 
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steps that are required to bring the sensemaking process forward. 
Thus, it appears that visual material can be utilized to both enable 
and constrain the strategic sensemaking process regarding the 
strategy content and process. 

Especially two affordances of visual material allow for the 
sensemaking and sensegiving activities to occur. Firstly, previous 
research suggests that visual material supports sensemaking 
by focusing attention on specific topics. Several authors have 
identified that visual material allows for directing focus to 
strategy-related matters (Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015; 
Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018; Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012; 
Werle & Seidl). For instance, Garreau, Mouricou and Grimand 
(2015) refer to visualizations as “windows” and “mirrors” which 
provide a frame for both sensemaking and sensegiving activities 
a single topic at a time. Moreover, Stigliani and Ravasi (2012, 
p. 1248) explain that visual material “anchored conversation 
around elements and relationships outlined in the evolving 
representations”. Furthermore, Garreau, Mouricou and Grimand 
(2015) argue that by directing attention to a specific visualization, 
the individuals developing the strategy can share their ideas as well 
as discuss different strategic options. As the examples indicate, 
engaging with visual material is often intertwined with speech.

Secondly, sensemaking through visual material appears to be 
connected with the ability to facilitate discussion. Several scholars 
have noted that visualizations support sensemaking in group 
settings by allowing for ideas and insights to emerge and be shared 
(Eppler, Mengis, Bresciani, 2008; Kaplan, 2011; Knight, Paroutis 
& Heracleous, 2018; Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). According to 
Stigliani and Ravasi (2012, p. 1253) visual material helps generate 
new ideas by acting as “interactive tools” that bridge sensemaking 
from the individual to group-level. For example, a PowerPoint 

2.4 Coordinating the sensemaking 
process with visual material

After reviewing the literature on visual material in the strategic 
sensemaking process, it quickly became apparent that while a 
variety of roles have been identified for visual material, the studies 
have not explicitly explored the coordination of sensemaking. 
Thus, this section collects the findings to offer an initial glimpse 
into the ways in which visual material could support coordination.

2.4.1 Ways in which visual material can be 
utilized in sensemaking 

Based on the literature review visual material can be applied in 
two main ways to guide the sensemaking process. On the one 
hand, visualizations can allow for new understandings to emerge 
and, on the other hand, they can restrict or limit the creation of 
new interpretations. For instance, Kaplan (2011, p. 332) identified 
that PowerPoint can be utilized for both collaboration and 
“cartography” which refers to the creation of boundaries around 
the scope of the strategy. In the company she studied, PowerPoint 
slides were utilized as a tool for working collaboratively as well 
as promoting certain strategic directions over others. Moreover, 
Werle and Seidl (2015) demonstrate that materials such as sticky 
notes and flip charts play a role in enabling and constraining 
the exploration of strategic topics. In turn, Garreau, Mouricou 
and Grimand (2015) identify that visual material plays a role 
in not only the sensemaking activities regarding the content of 
the strategy, but also the way in which the process is managed. 
The authors’ case study showed that visual material can help 
participants make sense of the roles, responsibilities, goals and 



26 Chapter 2 | Literature Review

2.4.2 Features of visual material that promote 
sensemaking

As described earlier in the literature review chapter, visual material 
can act as epistemic objects in the exploration of strategic topics. 
An inherent characteristic of visualizations is “lacking, wanting 
and unfolding in uncharted directions” (Ewenstein & Whyte, 
2009, p. 22): the visualization demands the individual to engage 
in sensemaking. However, from the perspective of coordination it 
can be beneficial to understand the specific features that promote 
sensemaking. It appears that two interrelated features in particular 
allow for visual material to adopt roles in the sensemaking 
process.  

On the one hand, visualizations often involve a certain degree 
of ambiguity. The ambiguity arises from not only the features 
and composition of the visualization but also the professional 
and cultural background of the people involved as well as the 
context in which the interaction occurs (Eppler, Mengis & 
Bresciani, 2008, p. 394). This “interpretative flexibility” influences 
sensemaking and sensegiving activities (Garreau, Mouricou 
& Grimand, 2015, p. 704). Furthermore, while ambiguity can 
lead to misunderstandings in group settings, it can also benefit 
collaboration by initiating discussion and clarifications (Eppler, 
Mengis & Bresciani, 2008). In addition to ambiguity, the 
tangibility of visualizations promotes sensemaking.

On the other hand, visual material helps concretize sensemaking 
activities. Visualizations offer a tangible manifestation of abstract 
ideas (Ewenstein & Whyte, 2009, p. 11). For instance, PowerPoint 
allows strategists to depict and easily modify ideas which are 
still under development (Kaplan, 2011, p. 327). Moreover, visual 

document can function as a platform for negotiating different 
perspectives on strategy (Kaplan, 2011). Furthermore, on the 
level of individual visualizations, Knight, Paroutis and Heracleous 
(2018, p. 910) argue that different visual mechanisms offer 
“strategic visibility” which in turn can initiate conversation based 
on what is or is not depicted. The authors found that consultants 
utilize three visual mechanisms: depiction, juxtaposition and 
salience. Firstly, depiction refers to representing the strategy 
visually, either directly or metaphorically. Secondly, juxtaposition 
is the act of bringing together previously separate ideas. Finally, 
salience means emphasizing a certain idea through the choice of, 
for example, colors and composition. The three mechanisms were 
utilized by consultants intentionally to influence meaning-making 
(Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018). 

Finally, it is important to note that the roles visual material can 
adopt are not tied to specific visualizations. Instead, the roles 
emerge based on the way in which the visualizations are applied 
in the strategy process by the actors involved (Garreau, Mouricou 
& Grimand, 2015, p. 702). Furthermore, the roles can evolve 
over time (Werle & Seidl, 2015). Thus, the same visualization 
might serve a multitude of purposes throughout the sensemaking 
process.
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material provides an “external repository of mental structures” 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1251): By outsourcing ideas onto 
notes, pictures and sketches, participants can not only extend 
their memory but also develop their ideas more consciously. 
Additionally, the tangibility of visual material supports 
sensemaking in group settings. For example, individuals can 
manipulate (e.g., draw on and edit) the material another person 
has created or organize it collaboratively (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, 
p. 1253). However, visualizations can also concretize attempts 
to influence other people’s interpretations. Previous studies 
show that actors utilize visual material for drawing boundaries 
by, for example, building a convincing story around a chosen 
idea (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012), depicting possibilities (Garreau, 
Mouricou & Grimand, 2015) or by selecting the information 
that is included and the individuals that are allowed to view the 
material (Kaplan, 2011). 
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3.1 A single-case study of Aalto 
University’s strategy process

The research was conducted as a single-case study at Aalto 
University, one of the largest universities in Finland. A single-
case design was seen as justifiable as the case organization offered 
a unique setting for researching the thesis topic (Yin, 2009). 
Due to their complexity, universities have been acknowledged 
as an excellent setting for studying strategic change initiatives 
and sensemaking (see, e.g., Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia 
& Thomas, 1996). Aalto University is no exception in terms of 
complexity: It is the home of six different schools in the fields of 
art, design, technology, science and business (Aalto University, 
2019). Thus, when developing a new strategy, the university not 
only needs to ensure the competitiveness of its research and 
education, but also recognize the needs and wishes of its diverse 
academic community. Additionally, the characteristics of Aalto 
University’s strategy process during 2018-2020 offered a distinctive 
case for studying the role of visual material in coordinating 
strategic sensemaking.

During 2018 Aalto University adopted a flexible approach to 
strategic management. The strategy was developed according 
to the concept of a living strategy (Ritakallio & Vuori, 2018) in 
which the scenarios and assumptions behind strategic choices are 
continuously reviewed and the strategy is adapted accordingly. 
At Aalto University, the five-year strategy period was replaced 
by a continuous strategy-review process integrated into the 
annual management cycle of the university. Consequently, the 
coordinating team was continuously searching for ways in which 
the living strategy approach could applied most effectively in the 
case organization. 

3.0 Methodology
This thesis is based on a case study of the strategic development 
activities of Aalto University. The study was conducted over a five-
month period from September 2019 to January 2020 combining 
observations, documentation of visual material, and interviews. 
To reach the thesis objectives, the case study examined the use of 
visual material in coordinating the strategic sensemaking process 
at Aalto University. This chapter demonstrates the research 
methodology that was utilized to conduct the case study: The 
following sections present the research setting, approach as well as 
the way in which data was collected and analyzed.
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3.2 Grounded-theory approach

This master’s thesis followed the grounded-theory approach to 
collect and analyze case study data. Grounded theory is a research 
methodology for gradually and systematically building theory 
from data as opposed to reflecting data against a predetermined 
hypothesis or assumptions (Glaser & Strauss, 1999/1967). In fact, 
the thesis initially began with a broader research question as the 
one identified in the introduction.

The original research question defined in September 2019 
aimed to explore the role of visual material in strategy-related 
sensemaking in general. During earlier months of employment 
at Aalto University, I had observed that visualizations received a 
lot of attention in meetings in which the strategy was developed. 
Furthermore, visual material and strategic sensemaking appeared 
to be tightly interrelated: On one hand, visualizations shaped 
meanings and interpretations regarding the strategy. On the other 
hand, the ways in which strategic ideas were interpreted shaped 
the creation of visual material. As the exact scope of the research 
was yet to be defined, I decided to utilize theoretical sampling, a 
technique utilized in grounded theory. Theoretical sampling is a 
process of data collection in which the researcher continuously 
alternates between data collection and analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008, p. 144). The technique was seen as valuable for exploring 
the fairly explorative research problem. However, it can also pose 
some challenges for the research process. 

Applying theoretical sampling creates some uncertainty, especially 
from the perspective of a master’s thesis writer. As Corbin and 
Strauss note (2008, p. 146), theoretical sampling requires the 
researcher to let the process lead data collection. Consequently, 

In addition to the living strategy approach, a highly collaborative 
way of working was a central characteristic of the strategic 
development activities at Aalto University. Regularly throughout 
the strategy process, the university gathered ideas and insights 
from its community: students, professors and staff. From 
the perspective of coordination work, actively involving the 
community required finding ways in which the gathered insights 
could be effectively incorporated into strategic decision-making. 
To support the more iterative and collaborative strategy process, 
two students were hired to the Strategy Working Group (SWG), 
the coordinating team, to help analyze the collected data.

Finally, the university utilized visualization more actively than in 
earlier strategy processes. Instead of illustrating a final strategy 
document after the process was finished, the purpose was to 
apply visual approaches throughout the process. For instance, 
the university organized meetings, events and workshops in 
which visual material was applied. Additionally, the new strategic 
approach was often explained with the help of visualizations to 
the different groups involved in the strategy process. To support 
the use of visual material, a student was hired to work part-
time in the SWG. This student is the master’s thesis author. The 
participation in the researched subject as well as its limitations 
are covered in more detail in the section 3.3.2. All in all, due 
to the aforementioned characteristics, Aalto University offered 
a distinctive setting for studying the role of visual material in 
coordinating strategic sensemaking. 
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3.3 Data collection and documentation

The research applied organizational ethnography to study the 
use of visual material in Aalto University’s strategic development 
activities. Organizational ethnography refers to applying 
ethnographic methods to study organizational cultures (Eriksson 
& Kovalainen, 2008, p. 140). The literature review suggested that 
organizational ethnography was the most applicable approach for 
the research problem: When studying the day-to-day practices 
of strategizing, it can be valuable to apply qualitative methods 
originally utilized by sociologists (Whittington & Cailluet, 2008, 
p. 244). Moreover, researchers have often opted for organizational 
ethnography when studying sensemaking or the use of visual 
material in strategy work (see, e.g., Garreau, Mouricou & 
Grimand, 2015; Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008; Kaplan, 2011; Knight, 
Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018). Thus, founding the case study on an 
ethnographic approach seemed a plausible.

The case was studied through three sources of evidence: 
documentation of visual material, participant observation 
and interviews. Applying data triangulation can help gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of issues relating to the 
research question (Patton, 2002, pp. 247-248) and balance the 
shortages of each individual method (Pettigrew, 1990, p. 277). 
Consequently, in this master’s thesis, the three methods were 
chosen to complement each other. The goal of documenting 
visual material was to provide an overview of the material related 
to coordination work. Moreover, the objective of participant 
observation was to shed light on the use of visual material in the 
day-to-day coordination work. Scholars recommend studying 
work by examining situated action, the ways in which practices 
occur in their context (Gherardi, 2012). Additionally, interviews 

when utilizing theoretical sampling it is difficult to determine 
the exact direction of the research in advance. However, as I had 
been following the strategy process closely since the beginning 
of March 2019, I was convinced that five months would offer a 
sufficiently long period of time for theoretical sampling. Moreover, 
the approach allowed me to curiously explore any avenues that 
emerged during the research process. A few main insights during 
data collection and analysis led to the current research questions.  

Firstly, I quickly understood that I was only able to study a 
fraction of the visual material created and utilized within 
Aalto University’s strategic sensemaking process. Sensemaking 
occurred—and visual material was produced—within numerous 
constellations during the strategy process. However, working 
within the team that coordinated the day-to-day strategy process 
allowed me to observe the ways in which visual material was 
utilized in a facilitated sensemaking process. Secondly, I noted 
that the creation of visual material for coordination purposes was 
influenced by a variety of factors. Therefore, it appeared essential 
to consider the different challenges involved in utilizing visual 
material to coordinate strategic sensemaking. Thus, studying 
the role of visual material in coordinating strategic sensemaking 
appeared to offer the most significant contribution within the 
scope of a master’s thesis. 
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of this chapter, I was working in the SWG, which was responsible 
for coordinating the strategy process on a day-to-day basis. My 
responsibility was to help visualize ideas and insights that arose 
during the strategy development process. Additionally, I helped 
plan meetings and workshops in which the new strategy was 
developed. Furthermore, I designed some material for advertising 
strategy-related events, however, this material was outside the 
scope of the study. However, while I was designing some of the 
visual material studied in this thesis, a variety of material was 
also designed by other individuals involved in the coordination 
and strategy process. Next, I will present the way in which I 
collected and documented data from visual material, participant 
observation and interviews.

3.3.1 Visual material 

The first source of evidence were visualizations created as part 
of the strategy process. Following the objectives of the case 
study, data collection focused on visual material developed 
for coordination purposes. More specifically, documentation 
was limited to material utilized by the team responsible for 
coordinating the strategy process and sensemaking activities 
from day to day. Moreover, visual material that focused purely on 
communication such as advertisements for strategy events was 
not included. Consequently, the following types of visual material 
were collected: PowerPoint presentations and single slides, 
scans or photographs of sketches created in meetings, workshop 
templates as well as filled in workshop material. 

Documentation of visual material followed three key principles. 
Firstly, I documented the evolution of visualizations over 
time. Whyte, Tryggestad and Comi (2016, p. 119) argue that 

were conducted to gain insights into the experiences and opinions 
of the people involved in the strategy process (Yin, 2009, p. 107). 
By encouraging these individuals to reflect on utilizing visual 
material as part of the strategy process, the thesis attempted to 
gain a deeper understanding of the role of visualizations as well 
as any challenges involved. Additionally, interviews allowed 
the researcher to test the results derived from the other sources 
of evidence (Patton, 2002, p. 248). However, simply exploring 
situated practices is not necessarily sufficient for uncovering work 
which extends over longer periods of time.  

To explore the role of visual material in coordinating strategy 
work, it was valuable to not only study the work in meetings but 
examine the activities over time. When the goal is to explore the 
evolution of a process, it is necessary to collect longitudinal data 
either in real time or by tracking archival data (Langley, Smallman, 
Tsoukas & Van de Ven, 2013). The focus of this master’s thesis 
was on real-time data: participatory observations and interviews 
were conducted between September 2019 and January 2020. 
However, the author also collected visual material developed for 
coordination purposes during earlier months of 2019 as well as 
wrote retrospective field notes on meetings and coordination 
activities. Altogether the field notes covered 32 sessions with 
21 sessions (meetings, workshops, events, phone calls) in real 
time and 11 sessions retrospectively. Moreover, additional notes 
documented design decisions, conversations on the online 
collaboration platform and the changes in visual material. Finally, 
eight interviews were conducted between December 2019 and 
January 2020. 

Before describing the methods in more detail, I want to describe 
my role and responsibilities within the strategy development 
process during the research period. As mentioned at the beginning 
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3.3.2 Participant observation

The second source of evidence were observations. More 
specifically, as I was employed in the case organization while 
conducting the study, I conducted participant observation (Yin, 
2009, p. 111). Thus, from September 2019 to January 2020, I took 
on the dual role of designer-researcher observing strategy making 
from within the organization (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 
144). The ways in which I addressed the limitations of participant 
observation are covered later in this section.

The observations at Aalto University focused on strategy-
related meetings, workshops and events. Strategy work and 
strategic change often evolve through these kinds of strategic 
episodes (Hendry & Seidl, 2003). Moreover, especially in diverse 
organizations such as universities meetings can be an essential tool 
for organizing strategy work (Jarzabkowski & Seidl, 2008, p. 1418). 
More specifically, observations were conducted in the meetings of 
the coordinating team or in meetings, events and workshops the 
team organized for other members of the organization. Especially 
management team meetings were observed: due to the work of 
the coordinating team, the author had fairly good access to these 
meetings. Additionally, some observations were conducted in 
other settings, for example, in meetings with the communications 
team. 

The observations were directed at meeting conversations as well 
as the practices of utilizing and working with visual material. 
For example, I observed the ways in which meeting participants 
discussed visual material in relation to coordination activities 
or the strategy. Moreover, I examined visual practices such as 
scribbling on print-outs or workshop templates, sketching a 

tracking a “cascade” of visual material can complement more 
traditional ethnography rooted in the present moment. Secondly, 
I documented the different versions of a specific visualization. In 
the case organization, it was common to create several iterations 
for a single visualization based on feedback. Thirdly, in addition 
to documenting the visualizations themselves, I wrote field notes. 
Field notes can enable linking the visualizations to the context 
of the strategy process (Knight & Paroutis, 2019), which was 
essential during data analysis. Consequently, I noted conversations 
surrounding visualizations in meetings, phone calls or the online 
collaboration platform. Moreover, as I was creating some of 
the visualizations I described the visualization requests, design 
decisions as well as the edits made by other team members in the 
files I received. This allowed for critically examining the use and 
evolution of visualizations and thus helped increase transparency 
and reduce bias during data analysis. 

In practice, I organized the visual material and field notes into 
Google Drive folders. Each folder was named based on the 
coordination task or type of visualization. Within a single folder 
I created sub-folders for the different sessions in which the 
visualization was developed, discussed or edited. These sub-folders 
included all versions of the visualization for this particular session, 
test versions created by designers as well as the contextualizing 
field notes.
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Addressing the limitations of participant observation 

Although participant observation can yield rich data, the method 
has its weaknesses. Firstly, it can be challenging to retain an 
objective outlook on the research topic when immersed in field 
work and especially when participating in the area of study 
(Pettigrew, 1990, 278). While ethnographic observations have 
been a common practice in similar studies (see, e.g., Kaplan, 2011; 
Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018; Whyte, Ewenstein, Hales 
& Tidd, 2008) it has been less common to conduct participatory 
observation. Nonetheless, to minimize bias, researchers often 
work in pairs or teams which allows one person to retain a 
distance to the activities being studied (see, e.g., Knight, Paroutis 
& Heracleous, 2015; Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). However, since 
the master’s thesis is an individual project, this was not possible. 
Consequently, I relied on reflexivity which means reflecting on 
one’s cultural, social, ideological and other perspectives: the 
observer “must observe self as well as others” (Patton, 2002, p. 
299). Thus, I closely examined my own behavior and responses in 
meetings as well as the design decisions I promoted or made and 
recorded these personal observations into field notes. Moreover, 
I conducted interviews with a variety of individuals to help 
counteract any potential bias. 

Secondly, working alone can lead to a narrower selection of 
observation locations (Yin, 2009, p. 102): as an employee-
researcher my observations were primarily determined by 
work tasks. In addition to the SWG meetings, I mostly attended 
meetings of the President's Management Team as well as events 
the SWG helped organize. Additionally, I attended meetings 
with a variety of communications team members who worked 
on strategy-related issues. However, although the observations 

workshop idea or fetching a PowerPoint slide from Microsoft 
Teams. Additionally, one focus of observations was also noting if 
something did not occur (Patton, 2002, p. 295).

The observations were documented through field notes. The 
notes were divided into three sections: description, analysis and 
personal reflection (Berg, 2009, p. 220). I described the meeting 
and conversations, analyzed the meaning of the events and 
reflected on any particularly interesting observations. However, 
as the research officially began during September 2019 and quite 
a bit of visual material had been created earlier, retrospective 
field notes were also written for meetings and events I had been 
able to witness during earlier months of employment in 2019. 
For the events during March and August 2019, I wrote brief 
descriptions of the meetings, workshops and design decisions as 
well as anything else I could remember. However, it is clear that 
field notes should be written as soon as possible after the event 
(Berg, 2009, p. 223; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 147; Patton, 
2002, p. 306). Consequently, for the period before September, 
documentation of visual material was the main source of evidence. 
Next, I address the main limitations of participant observation as 
well as describe the different strategies and techniques I utilized to 
minimize bias. 
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Finally, perhaps the most difficult challenge was considering 
emotions that arose during field work which was inherently tied to 
my work. For instance, when the SWG faced challenges with the 
visualizations or deadlines created increased pressure, I sometimes 
experienced quite strong emotions towards the way in which the 
strategy process and visualizations were designed and coordinated. 
However, some scholars (Vickers, 2002; Yuen, 2011) advocate 
embracing thoughts and feelings raised during the research 
process. They argue that writing about personal experiences 
can provide valuable insights during data analysis and that the 
notes can be harnessed when explaining a case or phenomenon. 
Therefore, I honestly wrote about any questions and concerns that 
the work raised as well as the challenges I identified during the 
strategy process. 

After writing five paragraphs on the limitations of participant 
observation, I want to note that this method was invaluable for my 
master’s thesis research. As a participant it is often easier to gain 
access to research settings and develop an “insider” perspective 
on the topic (Yin, 2009, p. 112). Furthermore, some authors 
(Eppler & Comi, 2011) have suggested participant observation 
as a suitable method for exploring the use of visual material in 
organizations. Additionally, previous studies have not been able to 
offer a design perspective within the field of strategy: I believe that 
the observations on my own design process, thoughts and feelings 
not only helped make sense of the data and the significance of 
different events, but also provided new insights for the field. 
Most importantly, the observations continuously raised questions 
which supported theoretical sampling and led to some of the main 
findings. Finally, observations were one of the most meaningful 
and exciting research methods I have utilized. 

were somewhat limited, I believe that the research could shed 
light on the role of visualizations when coordinating strategic 
sensemaking. Furthermore, as described in the beginning of this 
chapter, understanding the breadth of strategy work in the case 
organization led to redefining the research question during data 
collection. 

Thirdly, participant observation, or any types of observation, can 
create anxiety among the people being observed. The presence 
of the researcher can make people nervous or even make them 
modify their behavior (Patton, 2002, p. 291). Occasionally some of 
my team members joked about whether I would write about a silly 
discussion or a comment they made during a meeting. However, I 
believe that the good dynamics of the team, the open atmosphere 
as well as the fact that I was no longer a new member in the 
team during September 2019 were factors that protected against 
individuals changing their behavior even after they knew I was 
observing them. 

Fourthly, as this was the first time I conducted participatory 
observation, I came across some practical challenges. When I first 
began observations, I noticed it that it was fairly difficult to make 
notes during meetings. When something interesting regarding my 
research occurred, it could entirely grab my attention. I had to ask 
was my team members to repeat a comment or idea because I had 
been focused on observing—not listening. Consequently, instead 
of taking extensive notes during meetings, I decided to mostly rely 
on my ability to recall events after the end of the meeting. Thus, 
during meetings, I jotted down keywords or short phrases to serve 
as reminders for myself (Berg, 2009, p. 220). As soon after the 
meeting as possible, I completed the field notes. 
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guide (see Appendix 1) which I adapted for each respondent 
to reflect their responsibility within the strategy process and 
involvement with visualizations. However, the interview guide was 
mostly utilized in the beginning of the interview: after the first few 
questions the conversation flowed naturally from one topic to the 
next.

Secondly, I utilized photo elicitation (Harper, 2012, p. 155). At 
the end of some of the interviews, I showed visualizations to the 
research participant and requested him or her to reflect on the 
development and purpose of the visualization in the strategy 
process. I chose visualizations which the participant had closely 
worked with and which had been meaningful in coordination 
based on observations. 

The third research technique was taking a more active role in the 
interview as opposed to merely asking questions without revealing 
any personal observations. Instead of seeing a clear distinction 
between researcher and interview participant, interviews can 
be seen as an opportunity to collaboratively make sense of 
experiences by consciously utilizing “leading questions” (Dupuis, 
1999, pp. 56-57). This type of active interviewing aims to rouse 
new responses as well as guide the conversation closer to the 
research problem (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 40). Adopting 
this technique was based on a realization I came to during the first 
interview: Sharing an initial interpretation of the field work data 
provoked a richer conversation around the research topic than the 
questions I had been able to prepare in advance. Consequently, in 
the beginning of interviews, I loosely followed the protocol but 
towards the end, I often shared some of my observations, open 
questions or interpretations of field data. The method appeared 
valuable and reliable in practice: some of the ideas I shared with 
the interviewees resulted in a deeper reflection while others were 
questioned implying that participants felt comfortable to disagree. 

3.3.3 Interviews

The third source of evidence were interviews. The purpose of the 
interviews was to discover how different people involved in the 
strategy process had experienced utilizing visualizations in the 
strategy and coordination process. Additionally, the attempt was 
to balance the methodological mix (Pettigrew, 1990) by comparing 
interview findings with the insights derived from the other two 
methods. Furthermore, due to my background and position in the 
SWG I was inclined to focus on visual practices and challenges 
of the design process. Consequently, interview participants 
could deepen the understanding on strategic sensemaking and 
coordination.

I conducted eight interviews each lasting from about 30 minutes 
to an hour. I interviewed the Strategy Working Group members 
(5), the president of Aalto as well as two members from Aalto 
University’s communications team. I recorded the interviews with 
the permission of the participants and also occasionally made 
notes. Afterwards, the interviews were transcribed verbatim. To 
allow for a certain degree of anonymity, the interview participants 
are referred to as either SWG members or members of the 
communications team in this thesis. Only the SWG leader and the 
president of Aalto University are specified, which was agreed on 
with these research participants. Moreover, the quotes utilized in 
the case study and findings chapters are translated by the author 
from Finnish to her best ability.

The interviews followed three main approaches. Firstly, I utilized 
a general interview guide which leaves sufficient room for free 
conversation and pursuing any interesting topics the interviewee 
might bring up (Patton, 2002, p. 342). I wrote a basis interview 
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3.4 Data analysis

As described in the beginning of this chapter, the research 
followed the grounded-theory approach. Consequently, data 
analysis can be divided into three main stages: theoretical 
sampling conducted throughout the research process, analysis 
of data derived from each of the three methods as well as final 
analysis which combined the insights from the different sources of 
evidence. 

Throughout the research process, I approached theoretical 
sampling by writing memos during data collection (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, p. 123). As described earlier, field notes not only 
documented observations but also initial interpretations and 
reflection which served as memos. Additionally, I drew diagrams 
to organize initial insights and make sense of data (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, p. 117). Furthermore, I went back to the literature 
on the topic as well as searched for additional literature when 
redefining the research problem. During later stages, I utilized 
writing as a complementary method for making sense of case 
study data (Yin, 2009, p. 179). Next, I will describe the ways in 
which data from each source of evidence was analyzed. 

Following the notion of grounded theory, analyzing interview 
data began before all interviews were conducted. For example, 
when transcribing the interviews, I marked any interesting parts. 
The questions that emerged from these initial insights were 
incorporated into the following interviews. Subsequently, the 
eight interviews were analyzed together. I wrote memos about 
interesting bits of data in a Google Docs file and accompanied 
them with interview quotes. Next, I began to organize the 
memos into different categories. First, I organized the interview 

In addition to formal interviews, I documented some unplanned 
conversations with people closely involved in the strategy 
process. These conversations occurred before and after meetings 
or events or over lunch. For example, occasionally, I brought 
up certain challenges in the use of visualizations in the strategy 
process or mentioned some interesting observations or initial 
findings from the thesis research. People often naturally shared 
their views or began to reflect on their experiences. These chance 
encounters were valuable additions to formal interviews as they 
helped develop a deeper understanding of the research problem 
throughout field work.
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This resulted in a large table on Google Sheets with the following 
four columns: (1) category of visual material, (2) examples from 
the case organization, (3) use in coordination and (4) role in 
sensemaking. After identifying the multitude of first-order themes, 
I was able to identify second-order themes which reflected the 
first two research questions. Second, I organized the data from the 
three different sources from the perspective of the coordination 
process applying temporal bracketing (Langley, 1999, p. 703). The 
data was organized according to four different process stages that 
I had identified during field work: eliciting insights, reviewing 
insights, establishing common ground and finalizing decisions. 
Additionally, at this stage, I distinguished between visual material 
worked with backstage (by the coordinating team) as opposed to 
frontstage (in the official strategic episodes). 

At the end of data analysis, I presented the main findings 
and initial interpretations within the case organization. The 
presentation was given to the SWG leader and another SWG 
member, both of whom were actively involved in managing the 
strategy process. The session was recorded with the permission 
of the participants. During the presentation, the SWG members 
reflected on the findings, clarified some of their experiences and 
offered some alternative ways of interpreting the findings. The 
discussion aroused by the session helped deepen the analysis and 
provided a more nuanced understanding of the strategy process. 
Furthermore, the session helped confirm a rival explanation (Yin, 
2009, p. 135) for some of the case study findings: The way in which 
the entire strategy work was conducted during 2018-2019 affected 
the coordination of visual material in the case organization a fair 
bit. As a result, the uncertainty and disruption caused by adopting 
an entirely new strategic approach were emphasized in the case 
study.

insights into two main categories: benefits and challenges of 
visual material. Within the two main categories I identified 
concepts that described the visualizations such as “condensing 
and communicating ideas”, “following the process” and “directing 
focus to less relevant matters”. Additionally, one category consisted 
of accounts of Aalto’s strategy process on a general level. Interview 
findings provided a foundation for answering the first and 
third research questions which focused on coordination and its 
challenges. After analyzing interview findings, I continued to the 
observation data and visual material. 

The analysis of visual material and field notes was tightly 
intertwined. I began to analyze field notes by reading through 
them without making any notes which is recommended by Corbin 
and Strauss (2008, p. 163). Simultaneously, I reviewed the visual 
material connected to the field notes. Next, I collected ideas and 
direct field quotes into a Google Docs file from three different 
perspectives: (1) sensemaking with the help of visualizations 
within single sessions (meetings, events, workshops), (2) 
sensemaking across sessions and (3) dynamics affecting the use 
of visualizations. These categories allowed for viewing the use 
of visual material not only from the perspective of individual 
sessions but also over time and in light of the challenges. The 
next step was analyzing visual material from the perspective of 
coordinating sensemaking. 

During the final stage of data analysis, I began to work jointly 
with all three sources of data through axial coding (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, pp. 198-199). This stage was largely conducted by 
mapping the data into a variety of simplified diagrams, which 
can make process data more manageable (Langley, 1999, p. 700). 
First, I mapped the visualizations into groups with reference to the 
roles they played in the coordination process and sensemaking. 
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Finally, after finishing the draft of the case study and findings 
sections, the text was sent to the two SWG members for review. 
Presenting the findings and letting participants read the draft 
helped ensure the facts of the case study were correct and the 
varying perspectives were accounted for (Yin, 2009, p. 183). The 
comments led to correcting some facts on the case organization 
and strategy process as well as a light reorganization of the case 
study and findings sections. 
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4.0 Case Study: 
Visual Material in Coordinating 
Strategic Sensemaking at Aalto 
University

To explore the role of visual material in coordinating strategic 
sensemaking, a case study was conducted at Aalto University from 
September 2019 to January 2020. The purpose of this chapter is 
to present the way in which visual material was utilized in the 
case organization. The first section provides an overview of the 
strategy process, roles and responsibilities as well as the main 
stages of sensemaking. The second section presents the ways in 
which visual material was utilized to coordinate Aalto University’s 
strategic sensemaking process. different types of visual material 
identified in the case study. Finally, the fourth section discusses 
the experiences of the key stakeholders involved in the strategy 
and coordination process. 



42 Chapter 4 | Case Study

4.1 Building a living strategy at Aalto 
University

During the research period, Aalto University was developing a 
new strategy. As opposed to constructing a plan for the next five 
years, the university adopted a more iterative strategic approach, 
which it referred to as the “living strategy”. Furthermore, Aalto 
University placed increasing emphasis on involving its diverse 
academic community in the process. This section offers an 
overview into the strategic development activities as well as 
sensemaking process in the case organization.

4.1.1 Strategy process between 2018-2020

The strategy work conducted at Aalto University during the 
research period in 2019 was part of a longer strategy process from 
fall 2018 to the end of 2020. The old strategy was effective between 
2016-2020. However, the new strategy which would become 
effective in 2021 was launched already in January 2020. Next, I will 
describe the main activities in the strategy process between 2018-
2020.

During fall 2018 Aalto University initiated the strategy process. 
As mentioned in the methodology chapter, the living strategy 
approach was adopted during early stages of the process. 
Moreover, fall 2018 was utilized for extensive background work 
which provided a foundation for the strategy. For instance, the 
university assessed the progress and impact it had achieved in 
the six core areas of education and research during 2013-2017. 
Additionally, Aalto University investigated the future of education 
and its overall operating environment and identified the main 

megatrends affecting universities in the coming years and decades. 
Furthermore, another key activity was identifying the focus for the 
strategy work. Through a multitude of workshops with community 
members, Aalto University identified four main areas for the 
strategy: differentiation, core activities, ecosystem and supporting 
foundations. Each area was further clarified with three to five 
questions that would guide strategizing. Altogether, 14 questions 
were identified. These questions were actively utilized in the 
strategy process throughout 2019. 

During 2019, Aalto University developed the foundation for its 
organization-level strategy: it reviewed its vision and mission as 
well as well as defined the core development areas and strategic 
choices. First, in January 2019, Aalto University officially kicked 
off its strategy work by organizing a community event. In addition 
to introducing the purpose and scope of the strategic development 
activities during 2019, the event was utilized for collecting insights 
for the strategy. During the event, participants could provide 
answers to the 14 strategic questions. Moreover, during the spring, 
Aalto University reviewed its vision, mission and values as well 
as begun to develop the main strategic choices. The strategic 
choices were actively developed in eight working groups as well 
as numerous workshops with schools, departments and service 
units. Finally, fall 2019 was utilized for identifying specific actions 
for the different development areas and refining the content of the 
strategy. Additionally, during August 2019, the communications 
team began to plan the way in which the strategy should be shared 
with the Aalto community. In November 2019, the board approved 
the new strategy. In 2020, the strategy was officially launched, and 
Aalto University began to plan the actual implementation of the 
new living strategy on different organizational levels.
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decisions that emerged during the meetings of the STF. Moreover, 
the SWG worked in close contact with Aalto University’s 
management team, hosting meetings and facilitating workshops 
in which ideas were generated and decisions made. Additionally, 
the team helped design events in which Aalto’s community could 
hear about the state of the strategy process as well as participate 
in it. On a weekly basis, the SWG analyzed input from meetings, 
workshops and events and ensured that the strategy followed the 
living strategy approach.

Finally, the communications team was responsible for planning 
and implementing the communication of the strategy. The team 
designed the official PowerPoint presentation, website, an online 
brochure and a video for the new strategy. Some members of the 
communications team worked closely with the SWG and were 
actively involved in the overall strategy process. 

In addition to the groups with specific responsibilities, the case 
organization actively involved its community in the strategy 
development process. Aalto University believed that a successful 
new strategy needed to not only ensure Aalto University 
continues to deliver research and education on an internationally 
competitive level but also reflect the community for which it was 
designed. For example, several workshops for discussing and 
developing strategy-related issues were organized for departments 
and service units. Additionally, the university regularly organized 
events open to anyone working or studying at Aalto University 
(Aalto University, 2020). It also designed an online strategy portal 
which allowed the community to provide insights regarding the 
university’s future. Through this channel, students, professors 
and staff could share their opinions on topics such as the focus of 
research and artistic activities and Aalto University’s contribution 
to the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

4.1.2 Roles and responsibilities in the strategy 
process

Several different individuals and groups were involved in the 
strategy process during 2019. Firstly, Aalto University’s board was 
in charge of any far-reaching plans including deciding on the new 
strategy. Moreover, both the Aalto Management Team (AMT) and 
the President's Management Team (PMT) were actively involved 
in developing the new strategy. AMT is the extended management 
team which consists of President's Management Team members 
as well as representatives for students, professors and staff from 
the Aalto community. The AMT was responsible for preparing 
the final material for the board. The PMT conducted background 
work for these strategy materials. 

Furthermore, the Strategy Task Force (STF) was set up to oversee 
the strategy process. Its responsibility was to make decisions 
on the operative side of the strategy process. It consisted of the 
university’s president, provost, vice presidents, two additional 
PMT members and two coordinators. Additionally, a separate 
team, the Strategy Working Group (SWG), was established for 
day-to-day coordination activities. The work of this team was the 
focus of the case study. The SWG consisted of seven members. 
Firstly, the two coordinators of the STF also belonged to the SWG. 
Thus, the person heading the overall strategy process was also the 
SWG leader. Secondly, three student members worked part time in 
the team. Finally, the seventh member of the SWG was a professor 
in the field of strategic management. He occasionally participated 
in the team’s meetings to advise on the application of the living 
strategy approach.

The SWG was responsible for the practical execution of the 
strategy process. Consequently, the team realized ideas and 
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4.1.3 Stages of sensemaking at Aalto University 
during 2019

This section offers an overview of the main stages in Aalto 
University’s sensemaking process in 2019. The purpose is to 
provide a deeper understanding of the focus of sensemaking 
during the strategy process. It is clear that in reality sensemaking 
activities overlapped slightly. However, based on the research, four 
main stages could be identified in Aalto University’s sensemaking 
process (see Figure 5). 

During the first stage, sensemaking was focused on the vision 
of the university. However, instead of a traditional vision and 
mission, the university decided to communicate its main strategic 
goal through a purpose statement. The purpose statement was 
further divided into three components: research, education and 
impact. Moreover, the values were reviewed, narrowed down to 
three—responsibility, courage and collaboration—and described 
with brief phrases. The descriptions of the three values were 
coined “the way of working”. Furthermore, the purpose, values and 
way of working were frequently referred to as the “cornerstones” of 
the university. 

During the second stage, the university moved on to making sense 
of the areas which it would focus on most extensively in the future. 
First, the university identified eight areas of focus, but gradually 
narrowed them down to five. Out of these five areas three were 
connected to research, education and impact and two were seen 
as “cross-cutting” themes. In the beginning, sustainability and 
creativity were identified as these over-arching themes. However, 
during fall 2019, entrepreneurship was included as the third 
theme. The five areas were referred to as either the “development 

Main stages of sensemaking at Aalto University

Figure 5. Aalto University first made sense of the components of the 
strategy and then moved on to make sense of the strategy as a whole. 

Identifying
purpose, values 

and way
of working

Identifying 
strategic

development 
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Identifying 
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actions for each 
area

Building
a coherent strategy
and a framework for
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at Aalto University
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form a coherent strategy. However, this final stage was concerned 
with not only bringing the different components together but also 
developing a framework for a living strategy at Aalto University.

To summarize, in the first three stages, the university identified the 
individual components of the new strategy and in the fourth stage 
it made sense of the strategy as a whole. However, developing each 
individual component also consisted of several sensemaking stages 
(see Figure 6). During these stages, the university explored the 
topic, assessed different opportunities, built connections between 
individual ideas and selected ideas. 

areas” or the “focus of development” and they were understood as 
the part of the strategy which would be reviewed annually in the 
new living strategy. 

During the third stage, the university defined the concrete actions 
for the new strategy. This stage was tightly intertwined with the 
second stage as the strategic actions were identified for each 
development area. 

During the fourth stage, the university began to make sense of the 
strategy as a whole. In other words, it searched for ways in which 
the cornerstones, development areas and strategic actions could 

Exploring individual strategic topics at Aalto University

Figure 6. Each sensemaking stage consisted of several steps. 
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the meeting or the workshop tasks and materials. Furthermore, 
when workshops were based on a specific strategic approach such 
as scenario planning, the team needed to develop ways in which 
the approach could be most clearly explained. 

In the beginning of strategic episodes, it was essential that 
participants developed a similar understanding of the goals 
and activities of the meeting, event or workshop. Thus, in the 
beginning of meetings, the team needed to clearly communicate 
the goals and purpose of the activities. Based on the stage of the 
strategy process as well as the audience, meetings and events 
had different objectives. On one hand, when beginning work on 
a particular strategic area, the team attempted to generate new 
insights as well as open the discussion on the topic. On the other 
hand, in later stages, the aim was to develop the ideas further, 
analyze them as well as select the strategic ideas that should be 
included into the strategy. Additionally, the team needed to ensure 
that decisions were made when there was a need to move onto the 
next stage of strategy work.

During the strategic episodes, it was important that participants’ 
focus remained on predetermined topics as the time was 
often limited. For instance, if a workshop was organized, the 
facilitators needed to ensure participants discussed the topics 
that were relevant for the particular stage of the strategy process. 
Additionally, it was essential that all ideas shared during strategic 
episodes were documented to avoid losing any insights developed 
in the collaborative process.

Finally, after the strategic episodes, the coordinating team needed 
to make sense of the collected data and find ways in which it 
could be effectively applied in the following meetings, events and 
workshops. When working with the gathered insights, the team 

4.2 Coordination of strategic 
sensemaking and visual material

This section demonstrates the ways in which visual material was 
utilized to coordinate Aalto University’s strategic sensemaking 
process. First, I provide a context for the use of visual material 
by clarifying the main coordination goals and tasks in Aalto 
University’s strategy process. Second, I describe the ways in which 
visual material was utilized in coordination and identify the 
different types of visual material applied in the process. Finally, I 
end the section with an example that illustrates the use of a central 
visualization.

4.2.1 Coordination goals and tasks 

As described in the methodology chapter, observations focused on 
the meetings of the SWG as well as the meetings and workshops 
the team organized. Consequently, the coordination of strategic 
sensemaking is mainly viewed from the perspective of planning 
and organizing meetings and workshops. Next, I will describe the 
goals and tasks involved in coordination work.  

Planning strategic episodes was an essential component of 
coordination. The goal was to find the right focus for meetings 
and workshops considering the needs of the strategy process and 
the living strategy approach. In practice, this meant designing 
workshop tasks in a way which would yield the best insights 
for the strategy process. Moreover, planning workshops often 
required digesting strategy-related data collected in a variety 
of different settings such as previous workshops or community 
events. The data was either incorporated into the introduction of 
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4.2.2 Visual material in the coordination process

Visual material was tightly intertwined with the coordinating 
team’s meetings. For instance, it was common that SWG members 
discussed ideas for workshops and meetings via PowerPoint slides 
or fetched a visualization from their computer to explain an idea. 
Moreover, when planning workshops, SWG members produced 
sketches of workshop templates and strategic frameworks. 
Furthermore, during later stages of the strategy process, the team 
also frequently discussed visualizations and even developed 
a multitude of names and metaphors for some of the central 
visualizations. For instance, the illustration of the main strategic 
choices was described as the image with “the train”, “ice cream” or 
“the cross-cutting arrows”. 

Visual material was frequently developed in an iterative manner. 
For instance, the creation of a workshop template could be 
initiated in a meeting and the drafts for the template would 
be reviewed again in the next meeting. Moreover, in between 
meetings, an online collaboration platform functioned as a place 
for sharing and commenting on visualizations. For instance, 
when a new visualization was posted onto the platform, team 
members were tagged to the post for it to be noticed. The visual 
was accompanied with a short note which described the request 
it was based on or the changes that had been done. In addition to 
meetings and the online platform, visual material was discussed 
over email and phone. 

A variety of different kinds of visual material was utilized for 
coordinating strategy work in the case organization. These 
visualizations can be divided into six groups (see Figure 7): 
process visualizations, strategic frameworks, strategic insight tools, 

often identified areas which needed further development or had 
not received much attention. Consequently, the team frequently 
searched for ways in which strategic ideas could be viewed and 
analyzed from a specific perspective. 

In addition to organizing strategic episodes, the coordinating 
team supported the sensemaking process in a few other ways. 
For instance, the SWG developed all kinds of tools and templates 
for the individuals or groups responsible for developing 
strategic ideas. Furthermore, the team occasionally helped with 
communicating strategy-related ideas in meetings and events. 
Finally, creating visual material for coordination purposes was an 
essential coordination task.   
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strategic analysis tools, strategy overviews and planning sketches. 
However, although the visual material is divided into groups, it is 
important to note that a single visualization could serve several 
purposes in the process. For example, the uses of the ‘14 questions’ 
PowerPoint slide evolved over time and according to coordination 
needs. The slide was initially created to depict the five focus areas 
of the strategy with 14 questions. While it mostly featured in 
strategy-related presentations as a reminder of the focus areas, 
it was also utilized as a tool for ensuring all relevant areas of the 
strategy had been covered. Thus, the categories were not tied to 
specific visualizations; rather, they describe the ways in which 
visualizations were applied in the process.

In the following sections, each visualization type is presented with 
a few examples from Aalto University’s strategy process during 
2019. As the examples suggest, the color yellow is a prominent 
feature of the visualizations. In fact, during early stages of the 
process, a designer from the university designed a visual identity 
specifically for strategy-related visualizations. The yellow theme 
was utilized for advertising community events and creating 
workshop material. However, most frequently, it was utilized in 
the form of a PowerPoint master by the SWG. 

Types of visual material in the coordination process

Figure 7. Aalto University utilized and created a variety of different visual material as 
part of the coordination process. 

process
visualization

strategic 
frameworks

strategic 
insight tools

strategic
analysis tools

strategic
overviews

planning 
sketches

EXPLANATIONTYPE USES IN COORINATION

visualizations that share information 
regarding strategy process

sharing the state of strategy work, 
explaining future or past process 
steps

visualizations that explain the logic 
of a strategic approach

explaining a complex idea
regarding strategy work

visual material developed for elicit-
ing and gathering strategy-related 
insights

visualizations that organize data 
collected in strategy work and/or 
present it from a certain perspective 

visualizations that bring together 
strategic ideas in a simplified and 
condensed manner

visual material developed when 
planning coordination work

structuring workshops, focusing 
workshop tasks around a specific 
topic, collecting insights and 
feedback on strategic ideas 

digesting data into a
comprehensible format, bringing 
together data from a variety of 
sources, providing "lenses" for 
strategic ideas

communicating strategic ideas, 
offering propositions for
organizing strategic ideas, helping 
visualize ideas under progress 

ideating on meeting goals and 
tasks, developing material for 
workshops, testing different ways 
of visualizing an idea
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Process visualizations

Process visualizations shared information regarding the strategy 
process. They reminded of the state of the strategy process by 
visualizing the steps in either the overall strategy process or 
a section of it. For example, one frequently utilized process 
visualization depicted the entire strategy process. Moreover, 
process visualizations were utilized for communicating the 
amount of work conducted for a certain process stage. For 
instance, during the development of Aalto University’s purpose 
and values, the coordinating team frequently utilized process 
visualizations for showing which parties had been consulted in 
the process and for clarifying the number of iterations. Process 
visualizations were utilized actively over the entire research 
period and some of them circulated across meetings and events 
for months. For instance, the timeline of the strategy process 
mentioned above was utilized in several strategy events during 
2019 and its use was continued during 2020.

Source: Workshops and community input 2018-2019. See background material for detailed documentation.

14 key strategic questions
• SWOT based on environmental analysis

• Research, artistic and impact assessment
• Benchmarking and student project on megatrends

• Community input: 654 questions
• Community and stakeholder workshops
• Questionnaire for departments
• Open form at aalto.fi

Ecosystem
Impact & innovation

Campus, community, and culture

Differentiation

Competitive edge Multidisciplinarity Positioning SDG’s

Education Research & art

Synergies

Core activities

Foundations

Funding ServicesPeople InfraLeadership

Iteration 1
2018

Short list of choices
• Community input: ~1900 answers from kick-off event and department workshops
• Strategy platform launched, but activity has been modest
• Long list of choices per strategic questions by grouping emerging themes in 

community input
• Short list of choices per 6 most critical questions based on community input 

and strategic relevance

3. Positioning

A. Global
B. Local
C. Bottom-up

4. Sustainability

A. Spearhead
B. Emergent
C. Set example

5. Education

A. Project courses
B. Online courses
C. Deep knowledge

6. Research and art

A. Spearhead
B. Emergent
C. Projects
D. Excellence

8. Impact

A. Entrepreneurship
B. Knowledge
C. Projects

9. Community

A. Facilitate encounters
B. Diversity
C. Wellbeing
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1st list of required transformations
• 6 most relevant external trends based on PMT expertise
• Each PMT member created a scenario of mutually supportive choices. Scenarios 

were surprisingly similar and converged quickly
• Identified 5 most important transfromations
• A task force of 1-3 PMT members was assigned per transformation
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Strategic frameworks

Strategic frameworks were utilized to explain the logic of a 
strategic approach. The purpose was to ensure that all meeting 
participants understood the strategic approach similarly in the 
beginning of meetings and workshops. Consequently, they were 
frequently created to shed light on the living strategy approach. 
For instance, one strategic framework depicted the conceptual 
idea behind building coherent scenarios. Furthermore, another 
such visualization was created to clarify the way in which strategic 
choices are made in a living strategy. 

Building scenarios of 
mutually supportive 
choices based on 6 
most relevant 
external trends

Scenario X

Scenario Y

Scenario Z

Answer 1a Answer 2a

Answer 1b

Answer 3cAnswer 1b 

Answer 2b

Answer 2b

Answer 3c

Answer 3b

Question #1 Question #2 Question #3

X of the 14 
key strategic 

questions

Does this 
area require 

change?
No Continuous 

development

Yes

Choice #1

Choice #2

Choice #3

Making transformational choices
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Strategic insight tools

At Aalto University, strategic insight tools were visual material 
developed for eliciting and gathering strategy-related insights. 
The purpose of strategic insight tools was to focus idea generation 
and sensemaking on a specific topic. Furthermore, the material 
played a role in collecting insights and comments that could 
later be documented and analyzed by the SWG. Strategic insight 
tools were applied most frequently in community events and 
workshops. For instance, in events, it was common to utilize 
large posters on which participants could write on or add ideas 
with sticky notes. Furthermore, for workshops the SWG often 
developed visual templates to structure individual work on 
strategy-related issues. After the individual part, workshops often 
continued with a facilitated group discussion around a flip chart. 
In addition to utilizing strategic insight tools during strategic 
episodes, the SWG developed templates for the individuals or 
groups contributing to the content of the strategy. For instance, 
when PMT members worked on the strategic development areas 
such as sustainability or entrepreneurship, the SWG created a 
template which structured ideation around the same questions 
regardless of the area. 

Strategic insight tools were utilized for different purposes in 
the strategic sensemaking process. Firstly, they were applied 
for generating initial insights on a new section of the strategy. 
Secondly, insight tools could be utilized for developing strategic 
ideas. For example, a workshop template utilized in a PMT 
meeting was created for mapping coherent sets of strategic 
choices. Thirdly, strategic insight tools could be utilized for 
collecting feedback on strategy-related topics which had already 
been worked on for a while. For example, when Aalto University’s 
“cornerstones” were nearly finished, a workshop template was 
designed for validating the final versions. 

Aalto University 3.0

Purpose
the reason for our existence

Way of working
how we transform our purpose 
and values into action

Excellence
Collaboration
Community

Values
what we see as important

Passion and responsibility, together

Educate game changers to solve 
the grand challenges of today 
and tomorrow

You can draft your ideas and comments 
in the yellow boxes.



54 Chapter 4 | Case Study

3 How and with whom do we position 
ourselves internationally?

Partner with global top universities

Partner with local universities, companies and 
society

Let partnerships emerge bottom-up from 
research groups

4 How do we contribute to solving UN 
Sustainable Development Goals?

Focus research on few SDG’s to achieve 
world-class excellence

Let relevant SDG’s emerge bottom-up to 
enhance motivation

Set example by sustainable campus 
operations and carbon compensation

5 How do we offer competitive degree 
education and continuous learning? 

Multidisciplinary project courses to increase 
problem-solving and teamwork skills

Online courses to enable flexible studies and 
lifelong learning

High quality basic courses to build the deep 
knowledge that enables multidisciplinarity

Notes on the other areas

Competitive edge? Multidisciplinarity? 
Synergies? People? Leadership? Funding? 
Service & tools? Infrastructure?

How does this scenario relate to the 5 
trends?

6 How do we focus our research and 
artistic activities? 

Focus on few spearhead areas to achieve 
world-class excellence 

Let relevant areas emerge bottom-up to 
foster diversity and attract best talent 

Focus on impact through practical 
multidisciplinary projects 

Strive for traditional academic excellence

8 How do we fuel innovations and 
interact with business and society? 

Encourage students and researchers to 
entrepreneurship and spin-off projects 

Bring scientific perspective into societal 
discussion and facilitate collaboration 
between societal institutions 

Create tangible impact with practical 
projects in collaboration with companies 
and institutions 

9 How do we develop campus and 
community? 

Facilitate multidisciplinary encounters 
through events and shared spaces 

Focus on enhancing diversity, equality and 
accessibility 

Focus on the wellbeing of students and 
staff 

workshop 2Scenario:
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Strategic analysis tools

Strategic analysis tools were utilized for both organizing data 
collected in the strategy process and presenting the data from a 
certain perspective. These visual tools can be divided into two 
main groups. The first group consists of visual material that was 
created to digest large amounts of data collected during strategic 
episodes. For example, the “long list of choices” PowerPoint 
presentation and the “short list of choices” visualization were 
created to make the large amounts of input gathered in the 
strategy kick-off event more manageable and comprehensible. 
These two visualizations showed either a long or a short list of 
potential strategic choices for the 14 strategic questions. These 
strategic analysis tools were utilized at several different points in 
the strategy process and for reviewing strategic choices. They also 
formed the basis for some strategic insight tools.

The second group consists of visual material utilized for viewing 
strategic ideas from a certain perspective. For example, the “traffic 
lights” slide set mapped strategic choices by assigning each option 
either a green, yellow or red color. The slide set was created to 
offer alternative ways for assessing strategic choices. Moreover, 
although most of these tools were created on PowerPoint, some 
were also developed for workshops. For instance, later in the 
process, the SWG utilized a matrix for evaluating strategic choices 
in different community workshops.

3. Positioning: How and with whom do we 
position ourselves  internationally?

A. Partner with global top universities
B. Partner with local universities, companies 

and society
C. Let partnerships emerge bottom-up from 

research groups

4. Sustainable development: How do we 
contribute to solving UN SDG’s?

A. Focus research on few SDG's to achieve 
world-class excellence

B. Let relevant SDG's emerge bottom-up to 
enhance motivation

C. Set example by sustainable campus 
operations and carbon compensation

5. Education: How do we offer competitive 
degree education and continuous learning?

A. Multidisciplinary project courses to 
increase problem-solving and teamwork 
skills

B. Online courses to enable flexible studies 
and lifelong learning

C. High quality basic courses to build the 
deep knowledge that enables 
multidisciplinarity

6. Research and art: How do we focus our 
research and artistic activities? 

A. Focus on few spearheads to achieve 
world-class excellence

B. Let relevant areas emerge bottom-up to 
foster diversity and attract best talent

C. Impact through practical multidisciplinary 
projects

D. Strive for traditional academic excellence

Critical transformational choices based on input from kick-off event, department workshops and strategy portal. 

8. Impact & innovation: How do we fuel 
innovations and interact with business and 
society?

A. Encourage students and researchers to 
entrepreneurship and spin-off projects

B. Bring scientific perspective to societal 
discussion and facilitate collaboration 
between institutions

C. Create tangible impact with practical 
projects in collaboration with companies 
and institutions

9. Campus, community, and culture: How 
do we develop campus and community?

A. Facilitate multidisciplinary encounters with 
events and shared spaces

B. Focus on enhancing diversity, equality and 
accessibility

C. Focus on the wellbeing of students and 
staff

Short list of choices

5. How do we offer competitive degree education and 
continuous learning? (1/3)

(3) Number of times the alternative was mentioned in data

NOTE: all input answered the general question 5. – not the subquestions 5.1-5.7. Subquestions were created during analysis based on emerging themes as 
well as previous workshops and community input.

5.1. What should we focus on education? 
(33)

5.2. How should we support teachers? (36) 5.3. How should we support students? (20) 

A. Good basic courses (3)

B. Teamwork and projects (7)

C. Industry collaboration (8)

D. Empower students as learners (6)

E. Quality of learning instead of graduation 
speed (3)

F. Attracting best student material (3)

G. Attract best teachers (3)

A. Pedagogic support and education (20)

B. Adequate resourcing and time for 
research, too (13)

C. Give teaching weight on academic 
career development (2)

D. Increase pedagogic freedom (1)

A. Focus on student wellbeing (12)

B. Give students more feedback (3)

C. More study guiding (2)

D. Embrace diversity as learners (2)

E. More discipline in graduation deadlines 
(1)
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Evaluation of critical transformational choices
9. Campus, community, and culture: How do we develop campus and community?

Responds to 
recognized 
global 
megatrends

Fosters the purpose of Aalto: Resource 
efficiency

Boosts 
attractiven
ess of 
Aalto

Boosts 
academic 
results

Creates
impact

A. Facilitate multidisciplinary encounters with 
events and shared spaces

B. Focus on enhancing diversity, equality and 
accessibility

C. Invest in wellbeing of students and staff

D. Develop campus as open innovation 
ecosystem allowing third party engagement

Main dimensions of the 
transformation
Talent recruitment     
Faculty, service, students

Resources            
Partnering, donations, tuition

Content
Curricula, research themes

National

National

Nationally 
driven

Global

Global

Globally 
driven

target

current
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actively participated in the design process of strategy overviews. 
Nevertheless, interviews and observations showed that these 
visualizations played a role in the strategic sensemaking process: 
By offering propositions for organizing and summarizing strategic 
ideas logically, the SWG and communications team members 
supported the sensemaking process. Therefore, strategy overviews 
were incorporated into the case study. 

Strategy overviews

Strategy overviews brought together strategic ideas in a simplified 
and condensed manner. They were utilized to concretize ideas 
which were not yet fully developed. Strategy overviews were often 
created through multiple iterations and when the visualization 
was finished, it was utilized for communicating the content of the 
strategy in meetings and events. Strategy overviews were mostly 
individual slides, but the official strategy presentation created 
during fall 2019 is also considered to fall within this category. 

Four central strategy overviews were created during 2019. The 
first one depicted Aalto University’s “cornerstones”. The second 
attempted to map the focus of development: It summarized 
the main areas in which Aalto would make changes in the new 
strategy. The third visualization attempted to capture the main 
ideas in Aalto University’s entire new strategy on a single slide. 
As the cornerstones and focus of development were eventually 
incorporated into this visualization, the two previous strategy 
overviews can be seen as precedents to the main strategy overview. 
This particular visualization is discussed in more detail at the 
end of this section. The fourth strategy overview was the official 
strategy presentation created on PowerPoint. The presentation was 
utilized for validating the strategy with Aalto University’s board 
and—after the strategy was launched in 2020—communicating 
the strategy to the Aalto community. The final presentation was 
uploaded to Aalto University’s website as part of a variety of 
strategy-related material. 

As opposed to the other types of visual material, strategy 
overviews were not always initiated by the SWG. Rather, they 
were often requested by the STF or the PMT to help communicate 
strategic ideas. Furthermore, the communications team often 

Our cornerstones
Purpose Values Way of working

Responsibility Working for a better world, we act 

sustainably for the wellbeing of all.

Courage Taking on challenges with creativity 

and passion, we aim high.

Collaboration Diversity is part of who we are and 
we foster a community that shines 
by working together. 

Shaping a sustainable future

Research
We deliver research excellence, making breakthroughs 
in and across science, art, technology and business.

Education
We spark the game changers of tomorrow.

Impact
We renew society with creativity and entrepreneurship.
We generate knowledge and innovative solutions to 
tackle global grand challenges.
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Aalto strategy 2021-

Development programs 2021-

Multidisciplinary collaborations 
& organizational agility 

Shaping a sustainable future 

Research and artistic excellence Education renewal Entrepreneurial and innovation 
ecosystem

We deliver research excellence, making 
breakthroughs in and across science, art, 
technology and business.

We spark the game changers 
of tomorrow.

We renew society with creativity and 
entrepreneurship.
We generate knowledge and innovative 
solutions to tackle global grand challenges.

Research Education Impact

Art and creative practices 

Global networks

Campus  

Sustainability

Creative and 
agile 

multidisciplinary 
collaboration

Education 
renewal

Sustainable impact

Global and 
local 

ecosystem 

Focused 
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Planning sketches

Planning sketches were visual material developed when planning 
coordination work. Planning sketches were created when ideating 
on workshop goals and tasks, planning the material applied in 
workshops and meetings or when designing visual material in any 
of the other categories. For instance, in the SWG meetings, ideas 
for workshop material or strategy overviews were occasionally 
sketched into a notebook during the meeting. Additionally, as 
described earlier, visual material was developed iteratively, which 
resulted in many versions discussed in meetings. Moreover, the 
person responsible for creating the visualization often created 
several iterations of the same visualization when testing different 
ideas.



61 Chapter 4 | Case Study

groups. In addition to meetings, the visualization was discussed 
on the online collaboration platform utilized by the SWG and the 
communication team. 

The process of developing the oneslider allows for exemplifying 
some of the challenges involved in the use of visual material 
in the case organization. During the process, the attempts to 
incorporate all of the ideas onto a single slide had led to drafts 
with lots of small text and various different visual elements. 
Consequently, designers and communications professionals 
pointed out that either the components or the amount of text 
should be reduced to produce a good visual summary of the 
strategy. However, the comments regarding the challenges were 
overlooked during the process. As a result, these individuals felt 
that their professional expertise was not fully acknowledged and 
that the roles and responsibilities in the visualization process were 
slightly ambiguous. However, not only the individuals designing 
visual material were confused when creating visual strategy 
overviews: A few SWG members shared in the interview that they 
were occasionally frustrated when the discussion focused on the 
visualization as opposed to the content of the strategy. Thus, some 
confusion had arisen across the different groups involved. 

Furthermore, the observations and interviews suggest that the 
individuals involved in the process occasionally had different 
perspectives on the purpose of the visualization and the ways in 
which the it should be utilized in the strategy process. The ones 
who had requested the oneslider claimed that it was necessary for 
communicating the strategy. However, the visualization initiated 
lots of conversation regarding the basic building blocks of the 
strategy. For example, a communications team member noted in 
the interview that the need for further sensemaking regarding 
the content of the strategy came as a surprise to her during the 

4.2.3 Example of utilizing visual material at Aalto 
University: The strategy “oneslider” 

During later stages of the strategy process, Aalto University began 
to develop visual material to summarize and bring together ideas 
from the different stages of the strategy process. Consequently, 
the university wanted to create a visual summary of the entire 
strategy. The original idea was to condense the strategy onto a 
single slide to create a “map” for navigating the main sections of 
the strategy. Due to the prominence of this visualization in the 
case organization’s strategy process, it was frequently referred to 
as simply “the oneslider” or “the main visualization”. This section 
discusses the development and use of this strategy oneslider in 
more detail. 

Developing the oneslider

The development of the oneslider was the most iterative and 
collaborative of all visualizations created during the research 
period. The development began in August 2019 and continued 
until December 2019. Moreover, a variety of people were involved 
in the process. The different versions of the visualization were 
designed by members of the communications team as well as 
the thesis author working in the SWG. The SWG leader and the 
president of Aalto University also developed drafts to share their 
ideas during the process. At the end of the process, an external 
designer was hired to create the final version. Furthermore, 
feedback on the oneslider was given in a variety of settings. 
For example, the different iterations of the visualization were 
examined among the SWG and the communications team. 
However, the visualization was also discussed in PMT meetings 
and in other constellations comprising of members from these 
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Shaping a sustainable future.
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Combining Excellence
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diverse talent together.

Diverse Ecosystems
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Purpose
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Enabling Foundations
We develop competences to support our excellence, invest in 
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Responsibility
Working for a better world, we act 
sustainably for the wellbeing of all.

Courage
Taking on challenges with creativity 
and passion, we aim high.

Collaboration
Diversity is part of who we are and 
we foster a community that shines 
by working together. 



63 Chapter 4 | Case Study

multiple times in the different versions of the strategy oneslider. 

Thirdly, group discussions regarding the visualization often led 
to analyzing and negotiating the importance of certain elements 
over others. For instance, in one meeting, a PMT member referred 
to the order of the words research, education and impact on 
the visualization and noted that research is the most important 
activity of the university and thus it should be positioned as the 
first of the three areas. Moreover, multiple discussions circled 
around the ways in which the more long-term components of the 
strategy such as purpose and values should be placed in relation 
to the focus of development. For instance, in one meeting in 
which a version of the oneslider was discussed, the president 
noted that the visualization placed too much emphasis on the 
areas of the strategy which would be reviewed annually (focus of 
development) as opposed to the long-term goals of the university. 
In the visualization, the focus of development was clearly 
emphasized: it was positioned prominently and had a colorful 
background.

The discussions regarding the visualizations suggest that while 
members wanted to include the strategic change efforts into the 
same visualization with purpose and values, the concern was that 
the “living” part of the strategy would receive too much emphasis. 
This was seen as not applicable in the context of a university in 
which the purpose centers around offering high-quality education 
and programs can span for years and even decades ahead.

process. She argued that instead of a communications tool, the 
visualization had been utilized as a thinking tool.

Discussions connected to the visualization

As the previous section indicates, the oneslider appeared to play a 
role in the strategic sensemaking process in the case organization. 
The strategy oneslider was frequently discussed in meetings of 
the PMT which offer a good example of the ways in which visual 
material was entangled in strategy-related discussions at Aalto 
University. By analyzing field notes, three focus areas could be 
identified for these conversations.

Firstly, it was also common for participants to discuss important 
components of the strategy through the visualization. For 
example, participants shared their opinions, ideas and concerns 
regarding a certain strategic direction or pointed out topics 
which required attention or development. Additionally, 
individuals occasionally remarked that a certain topic such as 
entrepreneurship or wellbeing was missing from the discussion.  

Secondly, the oneslider inspired discussion on the relationships 
between strategic ideas. For instance, in one meeting the president 
of Aalto University noted that since the “foundations” (people, 
services, infrastructure, facilities) of Aalto University are the 
base upon which everything is built they should be placed at 
the bottom of the visualization. In the visualization on display 
foundations were not placed at the bottom. Moreover, multiple 
discussions concerned the ways in which the statements for 
the three core areas of the university—research, education and 
impact— should be tied to the three main development areas, 
or whether a connection should be created in the first place. As 
a result of these discussions, the position of items was changed 
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The final version of the strategy oneslider. The strategy oneslider was eventually incorporated into the official strategy 
PowerPoint presentation of Aalto University. The final version depicted above was created by an external designer.
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meeting. For instance, during one workshop with the PMT, the 
task on the workshop template was misunderstood which led to 
confusion among the participants. The interviewee pointed out 
that even providing clear verbal instructions did not diminish the 
effects of the misleading layout. 

Secondly, SWG members reflected that badly designed visual 
material could lead to negative consequences from the perspective 
of the coordinating team. For example, misunderstood 
visualizations not only wasted time during the meetings, but could 
also distort the collected input and make it difficult to apply in the 
following stages of the strategy process. 

Thirdly, in addition to the challenges of the planning process, 
several interviewees reflected on the process of creating the 
strategy oneslider and the official strategy presentation. One 
of the most commonly mentioned issues was the amount of 
feedback collected from a variety of different parties. Participants 
reflected that they were not familiar with the “committee-like” 
way of working: when developing the final visual overview, 
feedback was collected within a variety of different groups. It had 
felt challenging to incorporate all of the different ideas into one 
visualization.

Finally, on a more general level, many interviewees had felt that 
the strategy process was occasionally characterized by uncertainty 
and ambiguity. For example, a few interviewees explained that 
planning work tasks was occasionally challenging as work 
requests could come on a fairly short notice. Furthermore, 
one communications team member explained that there was 
not always time to decide on the best tools for coordinating 
the strategy work as well as sensemaking. Additionally, some 
interviewees reflected that the highly collaborative way of working 

4.3 Experiences of key stakeholders

Most interviewees felt that visualization was an important part 
of developing the new strategy at Aalto University. Especially the 
SWG members perceived that the more dynamic living strategy 
approach as well as the collaborative way of working called for 
new types of methods. One SWG member who had worked in 
Aalto University since it was founded reflected on the differences 
between the old and new approach with respect to visualization: 
“I find that in Aalto’s earlier strategies, the idea was that first we 
thought about the texts and then we illustrated the existing text. 
But here we had a big process in which things are interrelated. 
[…] This has been about making sense of large amounts of 
information, thoughts and their logical relationships and 
visualization becomes a much stronger part of that.” Moreover, the 
strategy professor felt that visualization could support the central 
aspects of the living strategy model—opening up one’s thinking, 
generating options and updating one’s thinking. Furthermore, 
many interviewees noted that visualizations were valuable as 
they allowed for viewing ideas more comprehensively than 
longer pieces of text. Finally, several SWG members reflected that 
creating and working with visual material had helped them make 
sense of their own and others’ thinking regarding the strategy. 
Thus, for the most part, visualization was seen as valuable for 
coordinating strategic sensemaking.

However, interviewees had also experienced some challenges 
in the use of visual material during the strategy process. Firstly, 
members of the SWG perceived that the design process of 
visualizations could involve some uncertainty. A few interviewees 
mentioned that although material was planned within the SWG 
and considered as good, it did not necessarily work in the actual 
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posed some challenges for coordinating strategic thinking. Not 
only did the management team comprise of over 20 members, but 
additionally several other groups were involved in the process. 
Consequently, incorporating all of the different ideas into the 
process effectively was not easy.  

However, despite the challenges, many interviewees felt that the 
way in which the process was organized had helped ensure the 
entire Aalto community was on board the new strategy. This was 
seen as especially important within the diverse academic setting. 
The president reflected on the meaning of collaboration after 
the new strategy had been launched: ”Transparency is highly 
important in strategy work. […] If the strategy had come as a 
surprise to the [Aalto] community, we would have missed out on 
a lot, we would have done a really bad job. Here implementing the 
strategy works in the way that it becomes so familiar that [when 
you hear about it] it’s kind of like yes, this is exactly how I think.” 
Thus, although involving a multitude of people occasionally posed 
some challenges, it was also seen as beneficial for the overall 
success of the strategy.  

When sharing the initial findings from the case study, the SWG 
leader noted that some of the features and challenges in the use 
of visual material were visible in the overall strategy process. For 
instance, she felt that “design by committee” had characterized the 
entire strategy process—not only visualization work. Furthermore, 
the SWG leader noted that ideas for improving the strategy 
process could emerge at any time and these were adopted in an 
agile manner as the process went along. She pointed out that the 
living strategy model as well as the more collaborative approach 
were new to everyone, including the people responsible for 
coordinating the process. Thus, the novelty of the process called 
for continuous learning regarding not only the process but also the 
use of visual material.
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5.1 Ways in which visual material 
supported the coordination of 
sensemaking 

The purpose of this section is to describe the ways in which visual 
material supported the coordination of strategic sensemaking in 
the case organization. It highlights the main findings as well as 
describes their meaning for the coordinating team. Moreover, 
at the end of the section, I briefly illustrate the findings in the 
context of the coordination process and strategic episodes. In 
the case organization, visual material was found to support the 
coordination of sensemaking in four main ways: setting the stage 
for sensemaking, grounding sensemaking activities, initiating 
strategy-related discussion and facilitating the planning of the 
sensemaking process. 

5.1.1 Setting the stage for sensemaking 

When organizing strategic episodes, the coordinating team wanted 
participants to share a common understanding of the goals and 
tasks of the meeting or workshop to enable effective collaboration. 
Furthermore, the SWG members perceived that the novelty of 
the strategic approach required tools for explaining the process 
stage. Visualization was perceived as one means for achieving 
a shared understanding as one SWG member described in the 
interview: “What we are doing and at which stage we are at has 
kept evolving. That has required visualizing the process. Without 
that it would have been really hard to give people an idea of what 
has happened.” Additionally, the president of the university felt 
that since strategy can be a fairly distant and elusive concept, it is 

5.0 Findings 
This chapter presents the findings that were identified by 
studying the use of visual material in Aalto University’s strategic 
sensemaking process. The findings combine the insights on the 
sensemaking process, coordination tasks and goals as well as the 
use of visual material. Moreover, field notes from participatory 
observation as well as interview quotes are utilized to illustrate 
the findings. The chapter is structured around the three research 
questions: the first section presents the ways in which visual 
material supported coordination work, the second section 
explores the roles of visual material in sensemaking, and the final 
section discusses the main challenges in utilizing visual material in 
the case organization.
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chosen for PowerPoint presentations, event advertisements and 
workshop material. The SWG leader reflected on the meaning 
of the yellow strategy theme in the interview: “I often hear from 
development managers that when they see the yellow slides 
they know it means something regarding the strategy.” Thus, as 
the previous examples imply, visual material offered a tangible 
and simple tool for preparing meeting participants for strategic 
sensemaking. 

Finally, in addition to setting the stage for new sensemaking 
activities, visual material supported coordination by building 
legitimacy for concluding a stage in the sensemaking process. 
After working on a certain topic of the strategy for a longer period 
of time or if a deadline was approaching, the coordinating team 
needed to ensure that decisions regarding the strategy were made. 
In the beginning of meetings, visualizations could concretize the 
amount of work conducted to develop a certain strategic idea. For 
example, when the “cornerstones” of Aalto University had been 
developed for a while, PowerPoint slides acted as a manifestation 
of previous sensemaking work by depicting the various iterations 
and multiple sources of input utilized in the process. Thus, visual 
material could help set the stage for different types of sensemaking 
activities during the process. Subsequently, visual material played 
a role in focusing strategic sensemaking around a predetermined 
topic.

essential to have means for increasing the interest on the topic and 
drawing the attention towards the importance of the collaborative 
effort. In the case organization, visual material helped set the stage 
for sensemaking in four main ways.

Firstly, at the beginning of strategic episodes, visualizations helped 
explain the state of the strategy process by either offering an 
overview of the process steps or depicting past actions. Moreover, 
while it was common to compile a variety of information on a 
single slide, occasionally the coordinating team developed story-
format presentations which narrated the different steps taken in 
the process.

Secondly, visual material was utilized for communicating the 
context and purpose of workshop tasks. For example, materials 
such as strategic frameworks shown as part of the introductory 
PowerPoint presentation were created to explain strategic 
approaches. Furthermore, in addition to verbal instructions, 
task descriptions were communicated through the template. 
Additionally, visual elements were designed to offer cues for 
workshop tasks. For example, when designing one workshop 
for the PMT during fall 2019, the SWG leader suggested to use 
a snippet of the frequently utilized ‘14 questions’ slide on the 
workshop template. She was convinced that PMT members 
would recognize the slide and quickly internalize the purpose 
of the workshop task. In addition to explanatory visualizations, 
written instructions and specific visual elements, visual material 
supported the coordination of sensemaking more implicitly. 

Thirdly, the interviews and observations suggested that the 
features of the visual material could help meeting participants 
tune into strategy work. For instance, the SWG leader believed 
that many people in Aalto University recognized the yellow design 
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direct discussion more effectively to the content of the strategy 
as opposed other issues participants may be inclined to discuss. 
For example, the president mentioned that without visualizations 
to structure conversation the PMT may have focused more on 
organizational issues or individual ideas. Although the official 
strategy meetings, events and workshops were integral to the 
sensemaking process, various activities also occurred outside of 
these strategic episodes.

Finally, visual material supported coordination work by grounding 
sensemaking activities outside of strategic episodes. For instance, 
when the strategic choices were developed, the SWG created a 
PowerPoint template with a specific structure for the responsible 
groups. 

5.1.3 Initiating strategy-related discussion 

Many interviewees felt that in an academic community it was 
important to discuss strategic ideas in a variety of settings. These 
discussions helped create a feeling of inclusion as well as ensure 
different voices were accounted for in the strategy process. Visual 
material supported the coordination of the sensemaking process 
by initiating strategy-related discussion in workshops and regular 
meetings. 

Firstly, visual material was utilized to initiate discussion in group 
activities during the case organization’s strategy workshops. As 
mentioned in the previous section, individual work was often 
followed by facilitated group activities. These group activities 
mostly centered around sharing the ideas developed individually 
on workshop templates. For instance, in management team 
workshops participants commonly referred to the notes they had 

5.1.2 Grounding sensemaking activities 

Sessions in which a larger group of people developed strategic 
ideas together were not self-evident in a large organization 
like Aalto University. Therefore, the time needed to be utilized 
effectively. Especially the time reserved for strategy within the 
PMT meetings could be scarce which required well-designed 
sessions as the SWG leader explained: “Those are quite expensive 
hours when the 20 people [the PMT] sit in that same room. […] 
It is essential that when they are there, we actually do the thing we 
were supposed to do and get out what we were supposed to get.” 
To organize sensemaking sessions in a limited amount of time, 
the coordinating team needed to direct attention and discussion 
on a predetermined topic. Visual material supported coordination 
work by grounding sensemaking during strategic episodes.

During individual workshop tasks, visual material designed by 
the coordinating team guided the participant’s attention to topics 
selected in advance. The SWG often created separate workshop 
templates for each section of the workshop. Moreover, visual 
material was also utilized to direct attention in group activities. 
For instance, the facilitator often collected the different ideas onto 
a flip chart for everyone to view. Additionally, if discussion began 
to drift away from the topic, the facilitator could redirect the 
attention to a certain aspect of the workshop template. 

Furthermore, visual material was utilized to offer a reference 
point in meetings which did not include workshop tasks. For 
instance, in the interview, the SWG manager mentioned that she 
could simply refer to “the top block” of one visualization and 
PMT members would know the following discussion related to 
the indicators of the strategy. Additionally, visual material helped 
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challenge you to still try to crystallize that thing like hey what was 
my thinking actually about, why do I think that this [visualization] 
does not work.” While some discussions on unsatisfactory visual 
material could lead to confusion or conversation on irrelevant 
issues, numerous valuable conversations regarding the new 
strategy were also initiated.

In conclusion, while the visualizations were not always utilized 
intentionally for coordination purposes, visual material appeared 
to play a role in coordinating sensemaking activities. For example, 
the president perceived that viewing and discussing visualizations 
helped individuals make sense of their own position in the new 
strategy while the strategy was still being developed. Moreover, 
interestingly, the president of the university had acknowledged 
the value of visualizations during the process. In the interview, he 
described that following the discussion regarding visualizations 
helped him assess the level of shared understanding: ”I tried 
to make sense how well we are on one page like how well the 
message goes through and like… […] [I followed] the discussion, 
what kind of comments people made, from which perspective 
people approached the strategy and this crystallization [strategy 
oneslider]. Were the comment’s the type like hey I can’t see 
whether this is here or there or were they rather like I think this 
word ‘agile’ is perhaps not quite right here. So, then I noticed that 
the comments eventually went to that that we agreed on the big 
picture presentation [the official strategy presentation].” Thus, 
whether intentional or unintended, the discussions raised by 
visual material could provide value for coordination purposes. 
The benefits of visualization could also be experienced behind the 
scenes, when the coordination work was planned.  

written on the printed-out workshop templates when sharing 
their ideas and perspectives. Secondly, in addition to workshops, 
discussion was initiated through visual material in regular 
meetings. For instance, when viewing visual overviews of the 
strategy, meeting participants often referred to the composition, 
visual features and elements of the visualization. 

However, although visualizations raised discussion in regular 
meetings, they were often not created strictly for coordinating 
sensemaking. Especially during later stages of the process, 
visualizations were developed for communicating the strategy and 
the official purpose of meetings was to improve the visualization. 
Nevertheless, the discussions regarding these visualizations within 
the PMT and other constellations appeared to address the areas 
of the strategy which required further development. For instance, 
in one meeting in which a version of the strategy oneslider was 
viewed, a PMT member pointed out that some strategic ideas 
fit together more logically than others. This led to discussing 
the logic of organizing the main components of the strategy and 
the way in which the purpose of the university should be tied 
to the new strategic development areas. Moreover, as described 
in the case study chapter, discussions often revolved around the 
components, relationships and emphasis between strategic ideas in 
the visualizations. 

Furthermore, clarifications regarding the strategy were often 
triggered by an unsatisfactory design. Either the textual elements, 
composition or the style of visual elements did not match the 
viewer’s own thinking. The value of unsatisfactory design was 
acknowledged by the president of Aalto University. He described 
the various test versions of the strategy oneslider in the interview: 
”Afterwards I have thought that those [visualizations that did not 
match his own understanding] were kind of nice things. They 
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noticed that we have used this [slide] when we have been going 
critically a little bit wrong, or not wrong but almost forgotten 
something. So, then we have taken that list of 14 questions and 
asked whether we have answered all of them. Like oh hey, we have 
this one question, how did we forget about it. And then we have 
been able to make corrections. Those 14-question ‘eyeglasses’ have 
worked well.” As the quote suggests, by reminding of the goals and 
needs of the sensemaking process, visual material helped ensure 
all relevant areas of the strategy were covered and the goals of the 
sensemaking process were met. In addition to structuring ideation 
of workshops, visualizations also facilitated work less apparently. 

Finally, visual material facilitated the planning of the sensemaking 
process by offering common points of reference. Some 
visualizations or their features evolved into prominent reference 
points within the coordinating team. Again, the 14 questions slide 
poses a good example. One member of the SWG described that he 
was able to quickly retrieve strategy-related ideas from memory 
with the help of this slide: “When we talk about Aalto’s 14 main 
questions I first think of that slide where they are. And they are 
even grouped into four categories, so it’s kind of memory tool.” 
Moreover, the metaphors developed for visualizations appeared 
to play a similar purpose: By referring to “the train image” all 
members of the team knew which version of a visualization was 
meant. 

5.1.4 Facilitating the planning of the 
sensemaking process

The previous sections discuss the ways in which visual material 
supported the coordination of the sensemaking process. However, 
the final finding for this section concerns the activities which 
occurred at the background of the strategic sensemaking process. 
Observations showed that visual material was actively utilized 
within the SWG. Furthermore, several SWG members mentioned 
in the interviews that working with visualizations was meaningful 
within the team’s own meetings. For instance, one SWG member 
explained that visual approaches not only helped crystallize her 
own thinking regarding the purpose of the workshop, but also 
clarify the ideas of other team members. Thus, visual material also 
supported coordination work by facilitating the planning of the 
sensemaking process. 

Firstly, the use of visual material offered a tangible means for 
planning strategic episodes. For instance, when discussing 
workshop goals and tasks, SWG members created PowerPoint 
slides and sketched ideas for workshop templates and strategic 
frameworks. Moreover, viewing and discussing versions of visual 
material helped the team discuss the different ways of structuring 
workshop tasks and ensure the material was aligned with the goals 
of the workshop.

Secondly, visual material offered windows into the way in which 
the overall sensemaking process could be managed. For instance, 
the PowerPoint slide which depicted the 14 strategic questions 
that guided the case organization’s strategy development was 
frequently revisited by the SWG. The SWG leader described the 
meaning of this particular slide for the strategy process: “I’ve 
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5.1.5 Findings in context: Coordination of 
sensemaking and visual material 

The previous section presents the four ways in which visual 
material supported the coordination of the sensemaking process. 
However, to gain a deeper understanding on the process, it is 
beneficial to combine coordination activities with the affordances 
of visual material. Therefore, I want to illustrate the findings across 
strategic episodes in the evolving coordination process (see Figure 
8). 

First, the SWG utilized visual material to facilitate the planning 
of strategic episodes in their own meetings backstage. Next, the 
team applied a variety of material to explain the goals and tasks 
of the strategic episode. Subsequently, both when a workshop was 
organized, and a visualization was viewed in a regular meeting, 
material helped ground sensemaking activities. Furthermore, 
during group activities, when sharing results of workshop tasks 
or covering strategy-related topics in meetings, visual material 
helped initiate strategy-related discussion. At the end of the 
strategic episode, the SWG collected the filled in templates and 
documented the main insights. Before the next meeting, the team 
could analyze the gathered data, structure it visually as well as 
develop a variety of material to plan the following meeting or 
workshop.
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Roles of visual material in the coordination process

Figure 8. Visual material supported coordination at several different stages of the sensemaking process. 
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5.2.2 Lens for reviewing strategic ideas

Secondly, visual material offered a lens for reviewing strategic 
ideas. The SWG leader occasionally referred to certain 
visualizations as “eyeglasses” as they could offer the individuals 
new ways of viewing strategy-related topics. Moreover, one SWG 
member who was often responsible for creating strategic analysis 
tools explained that visualizations could make strategy work 
more analytical. After initial ideas had been developed, the SWG 
developed visual material to ensure different perspectives had 
been considered during the sensemaking process. For instance, 
the “traffic lights” slide set utilized the colors green, yellow and 
red to assess the feasibility and potential of strategic choices. 
Furthermore, in one workshop participants mapped strategic 
choices onto a matrix to analyze the different actions suggested for 
each strategic development area. 

5.2.3 Means for exploring connections between 
strategic ideas 

Thirdly, visual material offered a means for exploring connections 
between strategic ideas. This role appeared to be beneficial 
especially in the case organization’s strategy process in which 
insights for the content of the strategy were collected from a 
variety of sources. For instance, in one workshop PMT members 
mapped coherent scenarios out of a collection of strategic 
options presented on the template. Moreover, visual strategy 
overviews were frequently utilized to make sense of how the 
different components of the strategy fit together. The SWG or the 
communications team developed visualizations that created a 
coherent whole out of different strategic ideas. These visualizations 

5.2 Roles of visual material in 
sensemaking 

The second part of findings presents the different roles of visual 
material in sensemaking activities. Visual material played four 
main roles in the case organization’s sensemaking process: 
platform for eliciting insights, lens for reviewing strategic ideas, 
means for exploring connections between strategic ideas as well as 
tool for establishing strategic ideas. In addition to describing these 
four roles, at the end of the section, I place the findings into the 
context of the sensemaking process.  

5.2.1 Platform for eliciting insights

Firstly, visual material offered a platform for eliciting insights 
in the case organization’s sensemaking process. As one SWG 
member noted, in a process in which lots of people with diverse 
backgrounds are involved, it is essential to have a tool for 
incorporating all the different perspectives into the process. 
When the coordinating team wanted to initiate a sensemaking 
process for a certain strategic topic, it often collected data from a 
variety of sources and brought it together on workshop templates. 
During strategic episodes, this type of visual material was utilized 
for helping meeting participants ideate on a specific area of the 
strategy. In summary, visual material provided a tangible platform 
on which ideas could be gathered, explored, and also documented 
to be incorporated into future stages of the sensemaking process.  
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visualization allowed PMT to view the “cornerstones” as an entity 
as opposed to individual components. Thus, visualizations offered 
a tangible tool for nudging the sensemaking process forward.

5.2.5 Findings in context: Roles of visual 
material in sensemaking

After discussing the different roles of visual material individually, 
it is valuable to view them in the context of the different stages 
of the sensemaking process. Therefore, to conclude the second 
part of findings, I illustrate the four roles within the different 
stages of the sensemaking process. The contextualization is based 
on the ways in which the coordinating team aligned the use of 
visualizations with the needs of the sensemaking process. 

All four roles were utilized when exploring the individual 
components of the strategy. Moreover, the different roles were 
roughly utilized one after the other (see Figure 9). Firstly, when 
beginning exploration of a specific topic, visual material offered 
a platform for eliciting insights. Subsequently, when assessing 
the topic, visual material offered a lens for reviewing ideas. Next, 
visualizations proposed a means for exploring connections 
between ideas. Finally, before moving onto the next strategic topic, 
visual material provided a tool for establishing ideas.

However, when viewed from the perspective of the overall 
sensemaking process, the final stage differs from the three first 
stages in which the individual components of the strategy were 
developed (see Figure 10). When the organization moved on to 
making sense of the strategy as a whole, the focus was on visual 
material that offered a means for exploring connections between 
strategic ideas. Additionally, during this final stage, visual material 
was valuable for establishing ideas. 

often brought together ideas which had previously been developed 
by separate individuals or groups—and on separate documents or 
PowerPoint slide sets. 

5.2.4 Tool for establishing strategic ideas

Finally, visual material offered a tool for establishing strategic 
ideas. At Aalto University, this role was enabled by visualizations 
that organized and structured strategic ideas and built connections 
to the university’s visual identity and brand. With the help of 
these kind of visualizations, the coordinating team could attempt 
to intentionally give decision-makers a feeling of completion 
regarding strategy-related ideas.

Visual material for establishing strategic ideas was mostly 
workshop templates created during later stages of the sensemaking 
process as well as visual overviews. For instance, when the 
“cornerstones” were nearly finalized, the SWG designed a 
workshop template to resemble a poster for Aalto’s purpose 
statement, values and ways of working. Designing the template 
to remind of Aalto University’s brand identity attempted to make 
the phrases feel finished. Additionally, visual overviews could 
act as a tool for establishing strategic ideas as the SWG leader 
described in the interview: “What [the management team] found 
very important was that one picture with the cornerstones. The 
one where the values were put in the middle and next to them was 
the way of working. Suddenly it was very easy to understand how 
these things [purpose, values, way of working] relate to each other. 
Later, when we made a version in which the [cornerstones] were 
not organized like that, people noticed that it was very confusing. 
The confusion stemmed from the fact that the [visualization] 
was not done similarly to that version.” As the quote suggests, the 
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Figure 9. The use of visual material evolved along with the exploration of strategic topics.
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specifically, which is important for the team but I’m not sure how 
well the picture comes across to the audience who sees it. If no 
one has explained the process and you only look at the picture, 
I’m not sure they necessarily understand that a cross-cutting 
theme is actually cross-cutting. […] [It could be difficult] even if 
there was some kind of line or arrow or train or something else 
that pierces the other themes.” Thus, engaging actively in certain 
ways of thinking and specific approaches to visualization could 
lead to blind spots. The above example concerns visual overviews 
but similar challenges occurred with workshop material. In 
some cases, the confusing design of workshop materials directed 
attention to less relevant issues or led to misunderstanding the 
workshop task. 

Secondly, the desire to utilize visual approaches for coordination 
purposes occasionally led to attempting to condense and simplify 
inherently complex strategic ideas. In the interview, one SWG 
member described his thought process when creating the “traffic 
lights” slide set in which strategic choices were rated with either 
a green, yellow or red color in relation to certain criteria: “The 
problem with the traffic light slide set is that the statements and 
the options are so ambiguous that they could almost be random 
generated. […] Like how does ‘cooperate with industries and other 
universities’ affect something like ‘resource efficiency’? Well, it can 
affect it in many different ways. […] That’s why it’s yellow [on the 
slide], but it could be any color.” Thus, while visualizations could 
be a valuable tool for simplifying complex ideas, they could also 
lead to outcomes that did not necessarily aid sensemaking. 

5.3 Challenges of utilizing visual 
material for coordinating sensemaking 

While visual material supported the coordination of sensemaking 
as well as served various roles in the process, the coordinators 
also encountered challenges along the way. Three core challenges 
were identified in the case organization: recognizing the potential 
pitfalls of visualization, aligning visualization approaches with 
the sensemaking process and acknowledging the dynamics in a 
collaborative visualization process. 

5.3.1 Recognizing the potential pitfalls of 
visualization 

While visual material helped organize effective strategic episodes, 
visualization also posed challenges for working with strategy-
related topics. It could be difficult to recognize the potential 
pitfalls of visualization. The individuals involved most intensively 
in the process encountered two core pitfalls. 

Firstly, working intensively with visual material occasionally 
lead to overly complicated outcomes which failed to serve 
their purpose in coordination. One member from the SWG 
noted in the interview that in strategy work individuals easily 
become fixated on editing a certain wording which describes 
the strategy. Attempting to incorporate a multitude of ideas 
into a short sentence leads to outcomes which might be difficult 
to comprehend. The interviewee had identified a similar 
phenomenon with the use of visual material in Aalto University’s 
strategy process: “We talk a lot about whether a theme is cross-
cutting and so forth and think about [strategic ideas] quite 
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5.3.3 Acknowledging the dynamics in a 
collaborative visualization process 

The third main challenge in the case organization was 
acknowledging the dynamics in a collaborative visualization 
process. As described in the case study, the process of creating 
visual material in the case organization was iterative and 
collaborative. Consequently, the visualization process was 
occasionally very complex which resulted in a few core challenges. 

One challenge was choosing the ideas and comments that would 
be incorporated into the visualizations utilized in the sensemaking 
process. For instance, occasionally, individuals shared ideas which 
were not related to the content of the strategy but rather the 
organizational structure. Additionally, every so often participants 
interpreted visualizations from the perspective of their role in the 
organization. Furthermore, naturally, in a diverse organization 
like Aalto University individuals brought up topics based on 
their expertise areas. Although the aforementioned examples 
concern visual strategy overviews, similar challenges occurred 
when creating strategic insight tools. For example, SWG members 
occasionally had different views on the creation or use of visual 
material. Consequently, the team needed to weigh the different 
options and choose which approach to adopt. 

Furthermore, the position of individuals could influence the 
weight given for feedback and ideas on visualizations. For 
instance, based on observations, individuals appeared more 
inclined to agree with visualizations the president preferred. 
Furthermore, he also occasionally created drafts of visualizations 
which were utilized as the basis for strategy overviews. The 
president was aware of the fact that his position could influence 

5.3.2 Aligning visualization approaches with the 
sensemaking process 

Another challenge in the case organization was aligning the 
visualization approach with the sensemaking process. As one 
SWG member put it in the interview: “Visuality is an effective 
way to influence, but if it does not fit into the bigger process 
or if [visualization and the process] are not compatible or the 
bigger picture of the strategy process is missing… It’s kind of 
like visualization in context. […] The strategy process should 
be understood in its totality and each individual visualization is 
a detail which needs to fit into that whole or it gets broken.” As 
the quote implies, differentiating between the different purposes 
of visualization and aligning the approach with the needs of the 
strategy process were essential for utilizing visual approaches 
effectively. However, there were times when the visualization 
approach was not exactly aligned with the sensemaking process.  

In the case organization, the ambiguity regarding the correct 
visualization approach was especially apparent when developing 
the final visual overview of the strategy. During this stage, it was 
unclear whether visualization was utilized for sensemaking or for 
communication purposes. On the one hand, the individuals who 
believed the creation of the oneslider was necessary thought that 
it would be utilized to communicate ideas. On the other hand, 
in meetings in which the visualization was viewed participants 
discussed essential topics regarding the content of the strategy. 
After the process was concluded, several individuals who had 
participated in the process identified that it had not always been 
clear whether visualizations were applied for thinking or for 
communication. 
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make choices on the most effective ways of visualizing a strategic 
idea or apply his or her personal design standards and preferences 
onto the visualization. 

discussion or ideation on the strategy: In the interview he 
described that he attempted to not get too involved with any 
specific topic as the topic might be given too much weight in the 
process. However, as the president was responsible for the overall 
strategy, he also occasionally felt that it could be valuable to 
share his ideas in a visual format. Thus, as the previous examples 
suggest several different factors inherent part of a collaborative 
strategy process could also affect the use of visual material. 
While the discussions raised by visualizations were essential, the 
coordinating team needed to consider the ways in which ideas, 
comments and feedback were incorporated into the process. 
Additionally, the way in which the visualization process was 
organized posed some challenges. 

There were several points at which information could be lost 
or distorted during the development of visual material. This 
particular finding concerns especially the development of visual 
strategy overviews which involved multiple iterations with various 
different parties. Firstly, as requests were mostly forwarded by 
the SWG leader, the designers creating visual overviews heard 
the feedback through a third party. Therefore, the request or idea 
could be altered as it made its way from a discussion in the PMT 
through the SWG leader to the designer. Secondly, insights could 
also be lost in translation on the way from the requesting party to 
the designer. For example, when working on the visual overview 
for the focus of development the SWG manager explained that 
the visualization should show the three areas of development with 
sustainability and creativity as “cross-cutting themes”. However, 
the designer may have a different understanding of the way in 
which “cross-cutting” is depicted. Finally, ideas could be modified 
on the designer’s worktable. For instance, the visualizer could 
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In the following sections, I discuss the meaning of the main 
research findings for both theory and practice. First, I present the 
main findings for each of the two research questions and discuss 
the theoretical contributions. Second, I explore the practical 
implications for organizations, managers and designers interested 
in applying visual material to coordinate sensemaking. Third, 
I evaluate the choices made in the case study. Fourth, I outline 
interesting opportunities for further research in the area. Finally, I 
end the chapter with some brief concluding remarks. 

6.0 Discussion and 
Conclusion 
The aim of this thesis was to demonstrate the role of visual 
material in coordinating strategic sensemaking. While the use of 
visual material has been studied in the context of strategy work, 
it is unclear how visualizations can be applied intentionally to 
support the sensemaking process. Thus, the thesis attempted to fill 
this research gap.

The main finding from the study is that visual material offers a 
valuable tool for coordinating sensemaking at different stages 
of the coordination process. Moreover, the study suggests that 
to offer effective visual tools for sensemaking, the coordinating 
team also needs to engage in sensemaking backstage. Thus, visual 
material offers a platform for sensemaking for both the backstage 
and frontstage of a facilitated sensemaking process. 



85 Chapter 6 | Discussion

Firstly, visual material can help set the stage for sensemaking 
in meetings, events and workshops. At the beginning of these 
strategic episodes (Hendry & Seidl, 2003), visualizations can be 
utilized to share the state of the strategy process, explain strategic 
approaches and workshop tasks. Additionally, visualizations can 
help concretize the amount of work conducted to set the stage for 
concluding a phase in sensemaking. Secondly, visual material can 
be applied for grounding sensemaking. For instance, workshop 
material or other visual tools help focus sensemaking activities on 
a predetermined topic. Thirdly, in meetings or group activities, 
visual material can be utilized for initiating strategy-related 
discussion. Finally, visual material can help facilitate the planning 
of the sensemaking process. For example, sketching, discussing 
drafts of workshop templates or other visualizations can help the 
coordinating team identify goals for strategic episodes as well 
as plan workshop tasks. Thus, visual material can be utilized 
for various coordination purposes during different stages of the 
facilitated sensemaking process. 

Intentional coordination of the sensemaking process

The findings imply that visual material can be a valuable tool for 
organizations that aim to consciously coordinate the sensemaking 
process. The ability to focus attention and discussion on strategy-
related issues is a shared characteristic in all of the roles identified 
for visual material. The ability of visual material to direct attention 
in strategy work is well documented (see, e.g., Garreau, Mouricou 
& Grimand, 2015; Kaplan, 2011; Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 
2015; Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012; Werle & Seidl, 2015). However, 
with a few exceptions (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2015; Werle 
& Seidl, 2015) the literature does not acknowledge the intentional 
use of this feature as part of coordination. The case study suggests 

6.1 Discussion of findings

To explore the role of visual material in coordinating strategic 
sensemaking, a case study was conducted of Aalto University’s 
strategic development activities. The research problem was 
explored through a combination of observations, documentation 
of visual material and interviews with the key stakeholders. The 
study was structured around three research questions based on 
the main research question “What is the role of visual material 
in coordinating strategic sensemaking?”. Next, the findings are 
discussed in relation to each sub-question.

6.1.1 The ways in which visual material can 
support the coordination of sensemaking

RQ1: How can visual material be utilized to support the 
coordination of sensemaking?

Based on the case study, four main ways in which visual material 
can be utilized to support the coordination of sensemaking were 
identified:

• Setting the stage for sensemaking

• Grounding sensemaking activities 

• Initiating strategy-related discussion

• Facilitating the planning of the sensemaking process 
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through visualizations in the case organization: By voicing 
observations, ideas and opinions regarding the visualization, 
participants simultaneously engaged in sharing their ideas about 
the components, relationships and emphasis between strategic 
ideas. Thus, the findings indicate that managers and facilitators 
could potentially apply the three visual mechanisms on purpose. 
Moreover, as described in the findings, visualizations that 
conflicted with the viewer’s own thinking were particularly apt 
to raise discussion on strategy. Dissonance has been identified as 
a productive feature in the evolution of strategic ideas (Knight, 
Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018, p. 918). Consequently, it appears 
that offering alternative ways of organizing ideas could be utilized 
intentionally to initiate discussion from different perspectives. 

In the case study, the discussions on the position of and 
relationships between the components of the strategy suggest 
that visualizations can enable individuals to make sense not 
only of new strategic ideas but also the meaning of strategy on 
a more general level. As viewing and discussing visual material 
occasionally led to reconfirming ideas from previous strategies 
(Hendry & Seidl, 2003)—not only exploring new strategic topics 
(Werle & Seidl, 2015)—the discussions appeared to revolve around 
the way in which the new strategy reflects or is aligned with 
the organization’s identity. Furthermore, the discussions raised 
by visual material potentially helped make sense of the newly 
adopted strategic approach which had changed the way in which 
the strategy process was managed and the strategy formulated in 
the case organization. Early research on sensemaking has found 
that strategic change is about making sense not only of the new 
direction of the organization but of the change effort itself (Gioia, 
Thomas, Clark & Chittipeddi, 1994). Thus, the study suggests 
that visual material could mediate sensemaking on both of these 

that a variety of visual material can be actively applied for focusing 
sensemaking activities and, most importantly, that the use can 
be planned in advance, for example, by developing task-specific 
workshop material. 

Moreover, the findings indicate that the boundary-building 
quality of visual material can be utilized for focusing attention. 
Previous research acknowledges the potential of utilizing visual 
material to promote certain strategic ideas or directions over 
others (Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015; Kaplan, 2011). 
In these studies, developing boundaries around the scope of 
strategy is often discussed as a form of organizational politics or 
as attempts to influence other stakeholders’ views. However, as the 
case study demonstrates, facilitators can utilize visual material to 
direct attention and offer windows for sensemaking activities by, 
for example, developing workshop material. This does not mean 
that visual material cannot be utilized for organizational politics 
in a facilitated process; rather, the findings imply that cartography 
(Kaplan, 2011) can also be seen as a productive feature.

Furthermore, when initiating discussion on strategic ideas, visual 
material appears to act as a manifestation of the main epistemic 
object: the new strategy. Epistemic objects often inspire further 
inquiry by materializing a need or lack (Knorr Cetina, 2001). 
Consequently, by concretizing strategic ideas visualizations draw 
attention to strategic ideas which are still underdeveloped. On 
a more detailed level, the findings suggest that visual material 
can be utilized for initiating discussion on strategy from specific 
perspectives. Previous research has identified three visual 
mechanisms—depiction, juxtaposition and salience—that can 
be utilized to create strategic visibility, which fuels discussion 
on strategy (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018). The three 
mechanisms resemble the three areas of sensemaking highlighted 
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Moreover, the findings suggest that visual material can support 
facilitation in various ways. For example, as in the official 
strategic episodes, visualizations can facilitate discussion within 
the coordinating team. Additionally, the familiar visualizations 
and the names given to them can be seen as a form of material 
memory (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012) which makes collaboration 
more effective and releases energy for more complex sensemaking 
activities. Moreover, the ability of visual material to facilitate 
conversation neutrally (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018, 
p. 917) supports collaboration. For instance, when planning a 
workshop as well as sharing ideas, concerns and opinions, team 
members can refer to or point at the visualization—they do not 
necessarily need to identify the person whose idea they are giving 
feedback on. 

Finally, the findings suggest that these background sensemaking 
activities with visual material can be meaningful for the quality of 
coordination work and the way in which the sensemaking process 
proceeds. As discussed earlier, visualizations can be utilized to 
refocus conversation toward relevant topics (Werle & Seidl, 2015). 
In the case organization, coordinators frequently utilized a specific 
visualization as a strategic “lens” to ensure relevant aspects of the 
strategy had been covered in the sensemaking process. Thus, the 
case study suggests that visual material can serve as a reminder 
of the context and goals of the sensemaking process backstage. 
All in all, in a facilitated sensemaking process, visual material 
can provide a simple and memorable tool for planning effective 
strategic episodes for sensemaking.   

levels. However, as visualizations were not officially utilized for 
this purpose, the findings do not determine whether this could be 
achieved intentionally. Therefore, the topic would require further 
research. 

Nevertheless, the findings demonstrate that when coordinating 
sensemaking it is not always sufficient that strategic ideas exist as 
text or in separate documents or PowerPoint presentations. Seeing 
ideas fall into place on a visualization in a satisfactory way can 
help make sense of the relationships between different strategic 
components and transmit a feeling of completion. This can be 
seen as a benefit derived particularly from viewing ideas in a more 
visual, and often more simplified and condensed, format. 

Backstage work: Making sense to help others make sense

The case study shows that visual material plays a role in the 
sensemaking work that occurs at the background of a strategy 
process. Previous research has indicated that visual material plays 
a role in facilitating sensemaking not only on strategy-related 
content but also tasks and processes (Garreau, Mouricou & 
Grimand; Kaplan, 2011; Werle & Seidl, 2015). However, process-
related sensemaking has not been covered separately from other 
sensemaking activities. Consequently, the literature does not shed 
light on its role and value in the overall sensemaking process. 
Studying a facilitated sensemaking process in this thesis study 
allowed for examining the different types of sensemaking activities 
individually and distinguishing between the “frontstage” and 
“backstage” of sensemaking. The study demonstrates that the 
coordinating team can utilize visual material when making sense 
of the goals of the sensemaking process and planning activities 
which are aligned with the identified goals. 
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6.1.2 Roles of visual material in the sensemaking 
process

RQ2: What kind of roles can visual material play in the strategic 
sensemaking process?

Based on the case study, four main roles for visual material can be 
identified:

A common point of reference 

The findings imply that visual material can offer a common point 
of reference for both the individuals engaged in sensemaking 
on the content of the strategy as well as the ones coordinating 
the process. Scholars have previously discussed the benefits of 
visual material as a “memorable shared language” (Heracleous 
& Jacobs, 2008, p. 321) or allowing for individuals to outsource 
parts of their memory to material (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, 
p. 1247). The study demonstrates that this ability is valuable 
both backstage and frontstage whether setting the stage for 
sensemaking or facilitating the planning of the sensemaking 
process. Furthermore, the findings imply that some visualizations 
can act as boundary objects negotiating meanings across different 
social worlds (Star & Griesemer, 1989). For example, in the 
case organization, the yellow color utilized for strategy-related 
material reminded the various groups involved that the meeting 
concerns strategy work without necessarily demanding a similar 
understanding of “strategy”. Moreover, the “14 questions slide” 
which summarized the main focus areas of the strategy, flexibly 
adapted to support the sensemaking process both frontstage and 
backstage. Thus, the findings imply that familiar visual cues or 
established visualizations can bridge distinct worlds in a collective 
sensemaking process both horizontally and vertically. 

• Platform for eliciting insights

• Lens for reviewing strategic ideas

• Means for exploring connections between strategic ideas

• Tool for establishing strategic ideas

Firstly, visual material offers a platform for eliciting insights. For 
example, visualizations can be utilized to generate new ideas 
which offer a base upon which sensemaking activities can be 
founded. Secondly, visual material offers lenses for reviewing 
strategic ideas. For instance, coordinators can develop visual 
tools for viewing ideas from different perspectives. Thirdly, 
visualizations can provide a means for exploring connections 
between strategic ideas. For example, by bringing together ideas 
which have previously been worked on in separate meetings or 
documents, visualizations provide a tangible overview of the 
different components of the strategy. Finally, visual material can 
function as a tool for establishing strategic ideas. For example, 
coordinators and designers can offer propositions for structuring 
and organizing strategic ideas as well as visually connect them to 
the organization’s identity. 
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Firstly, as a platform for eliciting insights visual material offers 
a tangible tool for noticing and bracketing. Secondly, as “lenses” 
visualizations help assess ideas to bring order to the multitude 
of collected insights. Thirdly, during the elaboration stage, 
visualizations can help integrate ideas by organizing them visually 
which offers strategic visibility (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 
2018). Fourthly, establishing strategic ideas visually can be 
seen as a form of influence: the visualizations help conclude 
the sensemaking process. However, as opposed to the design 
consultants in the study by Stigliani and Ravasi (2012), in a 
facilitated sensemaking process, the coordinating team acts as 
the party which offers visual tools to the individuals involved in 
strategic sensemaking.

Finally, the findings shed light on the way in which visualizations 
can support a facilitated sensemaking process. Previous research 
has found that visualizations can be utilized by actors for 
either enabling or constraining the creation of meanings and 
interpretations (Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015; Kaplan, 
2011; Werle & Seidl, 2015). The first two roles can be seen as 
falling under the enabling category and the other two under 
constraining: Firstly, when visualizations act as a platform for 
eliciting insights or as a means for exploring connections between 
ideas, they encourage individuals to search for new ideas and 
interpretations. Secondly, when visualizations act as a lens 
for reviewing or as a tool for establishing strategic ideas, they 
offer individuals predetermined windows into strategic topics. 
However, in the previous studies referred to above, the affordances 
of visualizations have not been explored from the perspective 
of intentional coordination. Thus, the findings imply that the 
coordinating team can harness visual material for intentionally 
guiding the sensemaking process.

The findings clarify the purposes of different types of visual 
material over the course of a facilitated sensemaking process. 
Previously, Werle and Seidl (2015) have distinguished between 
the direct depictions of the strategy (primary partial object), the 
material created to explore strategic ideas (secondary partial 
object) as well as the rest of the material which is utilized to 
structure exploration (non-objectual materialities). The authors 
view primary and secondary partial objects as key in the evolution 
of strategic ideas. However, the case study findings suggest 
that in a coordinated sensemaking process the non-objectual 
materialities such as workshop templates may precede the 
development of partial objects such as visual strategy overviews 
making their design essential in the process. Furthermore, the 
findings suggest that as strategic ideas are developed during later 
stages of the process, the coordinating team can utilize more static 
visual material to bring the process forward. This is line with 
the notion of gradually moving from fluid to increasingly frozen 
visualizations when exploring new ideas collaboratively (Comi 
& Eppler, 2011; Whyte, Ewenstein, Hales & Tidd, 2007; Whyte, 
Tryggestad & Comi, 2016). Finally, the findings further confirm 
the notion that the roles of visual material are not tied to specific 
visualizations; rather, they emerge from the way in which they 
are applied in the process (Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015; 
Werle & Seidl, 2015). 

Moreover, the findings demonstrate that visual material can not 
only play several roles in sensemaking, but also specifically serve 
the sensemaking process during different stages. Stigliani and 
Ravasi (2012) divide the collective future-oriented sensemaking 
process into four main stages: noticing and bracketing, 
articulating, elaborating and influence. The four roles identified 
in this study can be viewed from the perspective of these stages. 
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organization. The coordinating team needs continuously to 
balance between managing the strategy process according to 
schedule and ensuring all different perspectives are incorporated 
into the sensemaking process. 

The findings suggest that if not designed carefully, visual material 
can lead sensemaking astray by either complicating or overly 
simplifying strategy-related ideas. To effectively apply visual 
material in the coordination process, facilitators should be aware 
of the main characteristics of visualization. Furthermore, although 
dissonance was previously identified as a potentially productive 
feature (Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018), it is important 
to note that it is not necessarily valuable in all situations or 
with all types of visualizations. The findings suggest that when 
developing strategic insight or analysis tools it is essential that the 
visualizations are easily understandable. Otherwise, applying the 
material during strategic episodes may create unnecessary tension 
and confusion as well as waste time. Thus, while dissonance can 
be productive in some situations, it can also be detrimental when 
unintended. 

Moreover, the findings imply that when utilizing visual material 
to support the coordination process, organizations need to be 
aware of the differences between visualization for sensemaking 
and visualization for communication. However, as the case study 
suggests, in a highly collaborative and iterative strategy process 
choosing the most effective visualizations approach can be 
challenging. Therefore, it is important to regularly reflect on the 
state of the strategy process and the effectiveness of the chosen 
tools. These types of practices can help ensure the needs of the 
coordination process and the needs of the sensemaking process 
are aligned. 

6.1.3 Considerations when utilizing visual 
material to coordinate sensemaking 

RQ3: What should organizations consider when utilizing visual 
material to coordinate sensemaking?

Based on the main challenges identified in the case study, 
organizations should consider the following aspects when 
applying visual material in the sensemaking process:

• Recognizing the potential pitfalls of visualization

• Aligning visualization approaches with the 
sensemaking process

• Acknowledging the dynamics in a collaborative 
visualization process

Firstly, organizations need to recognize the potential pitfalls of 
visualization. If not utilized carefully, visualization can lead to 
either developing overly complicated material or unnecessarily 
simplifying and condensing complex strategic ideas. Secondly, 
organizations should ensure that visualization approaches are 
aligned with the sensemaking process. In the case organization, 
the coordinating team occasionally failed to distinguish 
between visualization for communication and visualization for 
sensemaking. Thirdly, organizations should acknowledge the 
dynamics in a collaborative visualization process. In the case 
organization, the strategy process was at times highly collaborative 
and iterative which posed challenges for utilizing visual material 
in the sensemaking process. All in all, the case study exemplifies 
the complexity of coordinating strategic sensemaking in a large 
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is collected and the type of feedback that is acknowledged. To 
summarize, when utilizing visual material for sensemaking 
purposes, facilitators should carefully consider what type of 
material to utilize, how it is designed as well as who is involved in 
the process, when and how. 

Additionally, it is important to acknowledge the challenges that 
might emerge when utilizing visual material in a collaborative 
sensemaking process in particular. Firstly, there are several points 
at which information may be lost or become distorted. While it is 
impossible to avoid misinterpretations and misunderstandings, 
some measures can be taken to minimize them and ensure 
visualizations meet the needs of coordination and the 
sensemaking process. For example, the individuals responsible for 
designing visual material can be actively involved in the overall 
strategy process as well as present in meetings in which visual 
tools are utilized. Moreover, these individuals should be part of 
planning the meetings and workshops—not only the material. 
Secondly, coordinators should be aware of the dynamics within 
the organization. For instance, individuals who have a stronger 
position within the organization may influence the way in which 
visual material is utilized. Additionally, individuals may begin 
to make sense of the organizational structure as opposed to the 
content of the strategy when viewing visualizations. Similar 
observations have been documented in a previous study (Garreau, 
Mouricou & Grimand, 2015). Thus, it is important to consider not 
only the design of visual material but also the collective setting in 
which it is applied. 

Finally, it appears that the challenges of collaborative sensemaking 
in general also apply for sensemaking with the help of visual 
material in particular. Researchers recommend balancing the 
amount of voices incorporated into the sensemaking process 
(Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010): on one hand, limiting the amount 
of input too strongly can be detrimental and on the other hand, 
including too many different voices can paralyze sensemaking 
activities in the organization. In terms of visualization, 
coordinators can, for example, consider the way in which feedback 
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for organizing strategic ideas into a coherent whole. During all of 
these activities, visual material was utilized. 

Furthermore, the findings suggest a certain pattern in the use 
of visual material between the backstage and frontstage of 
the strategic sensemaking process (see Figure 11). First, the 
coordinating team utilizes visual material to make sense of the 
needs of the sensemaking process and plan strategic episodes. 
Subsequently, the team applies the developed material in meetings 
and workshops, which can be seen as a form of sensegiving. Next, 
during strategic episodes, participants resort to both sensemaking 
and sensegiving: by engaging with or referring to visualizations, 
participants develop and discuss new ideas and may attempt 
to influence others’ interpretations. After the strategic episode, 
the insights are brought backstage, often documented on visual 
material such as workshop templates, notes or summarizing 
PowerPoint slides. Consequently, a new cycle of sensemaking 
begins when the coordinating team interprets the new insights, 
identifies potential gaps in sensemaking and designs strategic 
episodes—and the necessary visual material—to allow for relevant 
sensemaking activities to occur in the future.

The model depicting the process described above sheds light on 
the way in which visual material can be utilized in an organization 
that employs a separate team or consulting agency to coordinate 
strategic sensemaking. Moreover, the depicted process contributes 
to the notion that strategic topics are explored iteratively 
through visual material (Werle & Seidl, 2015). Furthermore, it 
illustrates that visual material can be utilized intentionally for 
both sensemaking and sensegiving. Seeing visual material as a 
tool for productive sensegiving—as opposed to merely a tool for 
organizational politics and influence—is an interesting addition 
to previous research on sensemaking in collective contexts 

6.2 Theoretical contribution

MAIN RQ: What is the role of visual material in coordinating 
strategic sensemaking?

Based on the findings for the three research questions as well as 
the above discussion, the main research question can be answered. 
Visual material has two main roles in coordinating strategic 
sensemaking: 

• A tangible platform for sensemaking both 
frontstage and backstage

• Tool for facilitating sensemaking at different 
stages of the process

The first main role of visual material is offering a tangible 
platform for sensemaking both frontstage and backstage. 
The findings suggest that visual material plays a role in the 
sensemaking processes of both the individuals developing the 
content of the strategy and the ones coordinating the process. 
The findings regarding the backstage resemble the way in which 
designers collectively made sense of a new product idea in a 
study by Stigliani and Ravasi (2012). The design consultants 
brought together ideas from a variety of sources, explored the 
ideas from different angles and finally offered a proposition for 
the client utilizing visual material throughout the process. In 
the case organization, the coordinating team gathered insights 
from different sources, made sense of the insights to effectively 
incorporate them into the main sensemaking process, provided 
tools for assessing strategic ideas as well as offered propositions 
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an essential phase in the case organization. The findings suggest 
that the double-diamond model could depict sensemaking process 
for both the individual components of the strategy as well as the 
strategy as a whole. 

(Garreau, Mouricou & Grimand, 2015; Kaplan, 2011; Stigliani & 
Ravasi). Additionally, the model indicates that the insights which 
are transferred between the different stages in the form of visual 
material can affect both the content of the strategy and the way in 
which the process is managed. Thus, in a facilitated sensemaking 
process special attention should be paid to the boundary between 
the backstage and the frontstage. As exemplified in the model, 
visual material offers a tangible platform for both sensemaking 
and sensegiving activities as well as a concrete way in which 
the insights can be transferred between the backstage and the 
frontstage. 

The second main role of visual material is offering a tool for 
facilitating sensemaking at different stages of the process. Based 
on the findings from the case study, I argue that in a facilitated 
sensemaking process, the use of visual material alternates between 
enabling and constraining approaches building on the ideas of 
Garreau, Mouricou and Grimand (2015). The roles “platform for 
eliciting insights” and “means for exploring connections between 
strategic ideas” fall under the enabling mode which promotes 
sensemaking and the roles “lens for analyzing and assessing 
strategic ideas” and “tool for establishing strategic ideas” under 
constraining modes which refer to sensegiving. The four roles of 
visual material can be mapped onto the double-diamond model 
according to this logic (see Figure 12). The model builds on 
the framework for the collective future-oriented sensemaking 
process introduced in the literature review chapter. It combines 
the stages of generating, assessing and selecting options in the 
strategy process (Eppler & Platts, 2009) with the elaboration stage 
of the collective future-oriented sensemaking process (Stigliani & 
Ravasi, 2012). This third stage in between assessing and selecting 
is concerned with integrating ideas into a larger context which was 
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Figure 11. Sensemaking and sensegiving occur both frontstage and backstage in a facilitated sensemaking process.
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Use of visual material during different stages of strategic sensemaking

Figure 12. Visual material can be utilized to either enable or constrain the strategic sensemaking process. 
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experiences in the process as these may help identify an ineffective 
visualization approach. Most importantly, if a visualization process 
is deemed ineffective or ill-suited for a certain need, it is important 
to have the courage and patience to pause, reflect and make 
the necessary changes. Moreover, managers may benefit from 
working closely with professional designers or other individuals 
familiar with utilizing visual tools in organizational contexts. 
Consequently, it may be easier to acknowledge the potential 
pitfalls of visual approaches and address the different needs and 
perspectives of the individuals for whom material is created. 

Furthermore, organizations should consider the way in which 
the creation and application of visual material is organized. The 
findings suggest that employing an internal team member may 
be the most effective approach. Utilizing an external design 
consultant may increase the possibility of misinterpretations 
and it may be challenging to facilitate sensemaking in an area 
which the person is not deeply familiar with. Moreover, as a team 
member, the designer could help to not only develop visual tools 
but also apply a multitude of design methods and approaches 
beneficial in a facilitated sensemaking process. Furthermore, the 
findings suggest that it may be ineffective to view the use of visual 
material separately for communication and for sensemaking 
purposes. Ideally, the person responsible for planning the use of 
design tools would have an overview of both the strategy content 
as well as its communication. Alternatively, organizations could 
develop shared ownership of visualization approaches between 
the different functions during early stages of the process. All in 
all, the findings indicate that a more integrated way of working 
can increase the quality of strategic sensemaking as well as reduce 
misunderstandings. 

6.3 Practical implications and 
recommendations

The following sections present the practical implications of the 
study. First, I discuss the implications for organizations and 
managers interested in utilizing visual approaches to coordinate 
sensemaking. Second, I explore the meaning of the findings for 
design education and designers. Finally, I offer recommendations 
for applying visual material strategically in the sensemaking 
process. 

6.3.1 Implications for organizations and 
practitioners

The findings in this thesis suggest that in complex and 
collaborative organizational activities such as strategy work, visual 
material offers a tangible, accessible and fairly easily approachable 
tool for coordinating sensemaking. By playing a variety of roles 
in the process, visualizations and visual tools can promote 
collaboration and support collective creativity. However, while 
visual approaches can provide value for a facilitated sensemaking 
process, they can also involve some challenges.

Consequently, managers, coordinators and designers should 
utilize visual material carefully, regularly reflecting on the state 
and needs of the sensemaking process and the effectiveness of the 
chosen approaches. For example, the discussions raised by visual 
material could potentially be utilized by managers or coordinators 
for identifying the state of the sensemaking process. Moreover, as 
recommended for sensemaking in general (Garreau, Mouricou 
& Grimand, 2015) it is important to listen to alternative views or 
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with individuals from different backgrounds implies occasionally 
stepping into the shoes of a person who has previously never 
encountered human-centered design methods or is not confident 
with visualization. Understanding the backgrounds of the different 
individuals involved may help explain design methods and 
convince team members of their value. Overall, the author feels 
that working in a diverse team can be highly rewarding and offer 
excellent opportunities for developing design skills. 

6.3.3 Recommendations for strategic use of 
visual material 

Based on the case study and literature review, practitioners should 
consider two core features of visualizations when coordinating 
the sensemaking process. The first feature is fluidity, how 
editable or modifiable a visualization appears. Controlling the 
fluidity of visual material can help make collaboration more 
focused and effective as well as allow for visual material to be 
utilized for exploring relevant topics as opposed to focusing 
on, for example, organizational or political issues (Comi & 
Eppler, 2011). The second feature is ambiguity, the amount and 
types of interpretations the visualizations can spark. Instead of 
seeing ambiguity as a problem, it can be utilized strategically in 
collaboration (Eppler, Mengis & Bresciani, 2008). Next, I offer 
recommendations for utilizing fluidity and ambiguity in the 
sensemaking process with the help of the framework developed 
earlier in this section. 

The level of fluidity and ambiguity in visual material should be 
weighed against the stage of the sensemaking process. Depending 
on the stage, coordinators should either attempt to enable or 
constrain sensemaking activities. On the one hand, when the 

In addition to working closely with designers, it could be 
beneficial to educate managers on design skills. However, 
echoing Stigliani and Ravasi’s (2012) recommendations, learning 
design skills should not be limited to understanding design on 
a theoretical level; instead, managers should also develop some 
of the practical skills involved. In the case of facilitating strategic 
sensemaking, managers could learn facilitation and collaborative 
design but also hands-on skills regarding visualization. Finally, 
despite the chosen visual approaches and ways of organizing the 
work, it is certainly valuable to approach visualization consciously 
and be aware that visualizations and the way in which they are 
utilized have power in the sensemaking process.

6.3.2 Implications for design education and 
designers

From the perspective of design education, applying visual material 
for coordinating sensemaking requires mastering a combination 
of skills. The findings imply that designers can benefit from skills 
in visualization, design thinking and collaborative design. It may 
be most effective to teach these skills in an integrated manner. 
Furthermore, it is important that designers not only learn the 
relevant methods but also become familiar with working with 
people from various backgrounds. In organizational contexts 
such as the one presented in the case study, it is important to be 
able to both apply visual tools and advocate design methods and 
approaches on a general level. 

For designers, working in a strategy development process requires 
curiosity and patience. As the thesis author experienced, it takes 
a while to become familiar with the organizational processes, 
goals as well as vocabulary and abbreviations. Moreover, working 
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6.4 Research evaluation and 
limitations

Although Aalto University offered a unique setting for the case 
study, universities are nevertheless distinctive organizations which 
might affect the external validity of the study findings. Perhaps 
the most notable characteristic in the case organization is the 
pace of strategy work: it is likely that strategies are developed a lot 
faster in corporations. However, I believe that while the process 
might be managed differently in a private business, the same 
mechanisms related to visual material are still likely to occur in 
a variety of settings. Furthermore, the living strategy approach 
the university had adopted resembles a more dynamic strategy 
process potentially increasing the validity of findings for corporate 
settings. Thus, I believe that the double-diamond model for visual 
material presented earlier in this section could be applied by all 
kinds of organizations.

As described in the methodology section, the study was conducted 
while the author was employed in the case organization which 
created some limitations for the research. Firstly, participating 
in the researched area could have affected the research results. 
However, as the master’s thesis was conducted as an individual 
project, it was not possible to collaborate with another researcher. 
Moreover, several measures were taken to minimize potential 
bias, which are described in detail in the methodology chapter. 
Secondly, although being employed in the organization allowed 
for easy access to the organization, time limitations restricted 
observations to mostly the coordinating team, communications 
team and the management team ruling out many other settings 
in which sensemaking occurred. However, the chosen scope 

attempt is to elicit new insights or explore connections between 
ideas (enabling), visualizations should be flexible and promote 
the development of new interpretations (high fluidity/high 
ambiguity). However, contrary to the use of visual material in the 
case organization, I suggest visual material to be utilized even 
more fluidly when the attempt is to explore connections between 
ideas: Instead of working on a static digital image, designers and 
managers could develop physical workshop material which allows 
for flexibly moving components. On the other hand, when the 
attempt is to select or legitimize ideas (constraining), practitioners 
could treat visualizations as more stable and ensure that they are 
easily comprehensible (low fluidity/low ambiguity). Furthermore, 
when deciding on the level of ambiguity and fluidity, practitioners 
could consider not only the design of visual material but also the 
types of individuals involved. For instance, it could be beneficial to 
utilize flexible visual tools when meeting participants are expected 
to have highly differing views about how to approach a strategic 
issue.

On a more general note, mirroring Comi and Eppler’s 
(2011) recommendations, managers should avoid “freezing” 
visualizations before participants share a common understanding 
of the topic under exploration. Prematurely nudging the 
sensemaking process forward may have negative effects. For 
instance, instead of imposing specific understandings, the 
coordinating team can gradually push the understandings forward 
by proposing ways in which ideas can be organized. 
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6.5 Suggestions for future research

As the intentional use of visual material in the strategic 
sensemaking process has previously not received extensive 
attention, I believe the topic would benefit from further research. 
For example, testing the applicability of the double-diamond 
model for the use of visual material would offer an intriguing area 
for research. Moreover, as the study was conducted in a university, 
it would be valuable to study similar phenomena in private 
businesses or smaller organizations. Alternatively, research could 
explore the ways in which an external team of either consultants 
or designers utilize visual material to coordinate sensemaking. 
Furthermore, research could investigate the collaborative aspect of 
coordination more deeply by exploring the use of visual material 
in a highly fragmented sensemaking process. 

Although the use of visual material was intentional in the case 
organization, the findings suggest that the full potential of 
visualizations is yet to be explored. For example, action research 
could offer a fruitful approach for further studies. After observing 
the present visual practices, the researcher could attempt to 
improve the use of visual material in the organization. To assess 
the results the study could be conducted in an organization which 
does not typically employ professional designers for facilitation. 
Alternatively, a researcher could attempt to build a visual toolkit 
for strategic sensemaking. The study could draw on some existing 
literature (see, e.g., Bresciani, 2019; Bresciani & Eppler, 2015 and 
Eppler & Burkhard, 2007) which explores the different dimensions 
of creating visual material in collaborative and knowledge 
management settings.

was considered applicable as the research question concerned 
coordination activities. 

Furthermore, the choices regarding the research methods could 
have affected the findings. Firstly, interviews were conducted 
over the last two months of the research period: the later stages 
of the strategy process. However, after finishing the research, 
I understood that it would have been beneficial to conduct 
interviews both before and after the process to increase the 
diversity of insights. Secondly, as observations began during 
September 2019, for earlier stages of the sensemaking process 
findings are based on documentation, retrospective field notes 
and interviews. This could have led to less deep insights for these 
stages. Finally, during data analysis it occasionally felt difficult 
to distinguish between visual material utilized to coordinate 
sensemaking and visual material utilized for coordinating the 
strategy process on a more general level. Since the focus was on 
coordination, I decided to approach strategic sensemaking fairly 
holistically and included various coordination activities and visual 
material into the study. Although this can be seen as a limitation, 
the chosen approach helped identify that a facilitated sensemaking 
process requires large amounts of work at the background. 
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6.6 Concluding remarks

The increasing pace of change in today’s world is making 
organizational activities more complex. Consequently, to address 
ambiguity and uncertainty as well as promote innovation, 
organizations are adopting collaborative and iterative ways of 
working in a variety of activities from strategy work to product 
development. These new approaches create a higher demand for 
tools which help organizations effectively collaborate as well as 
make sense of their environment and future. 

Previous research has shown that engaging with visual material 
matters when individuals and groups attempt to make sense 
of ambiguous situations and build an image of the future. 
However, while scholars have explored the use of visual material 
in the context of sensemaking, intentionally coordinating the 
sensemaking process with visual approaches has received less 
attention. Nevertheless, research implies that visualizations offer 
a means for supporting, structuring and guiding the sensemaking 
process. Therefore, this thesis set out to explore the role of visual 
material in coordinating the strategic sensemaking process. 

The findings from the study demonstrate that visual material 
can be utilized intentionally to facilitate sensemaking at different 
stages of the process. In addition to a tool for analyzing and 
assessing strategic directions, visualization can be seen as a tool 
for promoting collaboration and creativity as well as driving the 
sensemaking process forward. Moreover, visual material offers a 
tangible platform for sensemaking among both the individuals 
coordinating the process and the ones developing the content 
of the strategy. Thus, in complex organizational activities, 
visualizations can promote effective collaboration which is a 
prerequisite for making sense together.

Finally, the case study raised questions about the meaning 
of strategy in organizations. For example, observations and 
interviews suggested that the way in which strategy, its role and 
value is understood can differ between different professionals. 
Some individuals appeared to view strategy as an effort to ensure 
future competitiveness, while others believed that it was first and 
foremost a tool for building internal commitment and a feeling 
of belonging within the organization. The way in which strategy 
making is understood naturally affects the collective sensemaking 
process and consequently the use of visual material. Thus, an 
entirely different angle for research would be to explore the ways 
in which the participants in a collective sensemaking process 
understand the meaning of strategy, and how these views shape 
collaboration.
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109 Appendix

Background

Could you describe your role in the strategy process?

When and how did you originally join the strategy work?

How do you see your role in terms of visualizations?

Visualization and strategy work

How have you experienced the role of visualizations in the strategy 
process?

What kind of roles did visualizations play in the SWG/management 
team meetings?

What kind of benefits/challenges have you encountered regarding 
visualization in the strategy process?

How have you personally experienced creating and utilizing 
visualizations?

How have you experienced having a team member/person mainly 
focused on visualizations in the strategy process?

Strategy process

How have you experienced the strategy process on a general level?

What have been the biggest challenges and most important points 
during the process?

Additional questions

How did you experience the process of creating the final visual 
overview of the strategy?

Is there anything else you would like to comment on or discuss?

Appendix:    
Basis Interview Guide
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