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

 – Weick, 1995
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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 o�ering 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 di�erent 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 di�erent 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 in�uence 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 �t 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). 

�e 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

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

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

�e aim is to explore the di�erent 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 o�er suggestions for utilizing visual material for coordination 
purposes. �erefore, 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? 

�e 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 & �omas, 1996). Moreover, at the beginning of the strategy 
process in 2018, Aalto University adopted a new, more iterative 
and collaborative, approach to strategic planning. �e university 

�us, studies imply that visual material could be utilized for 
supporting, structuring and guiding sensemaking. However, 
while organizations o�en 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. �us, 
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

�e thesis is structured as follows. �e �rst 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. 
A�er the methodology chapter, the case study is presented. �e 
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. �e 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 ��h chapter presents the �ndings for the three research 
questions. Finally, chapter six discusses and interprets the �ndings 
in light of previous research. �e discussion and conclusion 
chapter also o�ers recommendations for managers and designers 
based on the case study. Furthermore, it evaluates the research 
design and limitations as well as identi�es 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 �nal strategy materials, it applied visualization 
throughout the process. �ese factors o�er a unique setting for 
exploring the research problem. 

�e 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. �e study applies organizational ethnography through 
three methods: documentation of visual material, observations 
in meetings as well as interviews with key stakeholders. �e 
study was conducted over a �ve-month period to investigate the 
relationship between visual material and strategic sensemaking 
throughout the process. �e study follows the grounded-theory 
approach to gradually and systematically collect and analyze data 
as well as answer the research questions. 

�e 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. �us, the thesis does not attempt to 
explain the role of visual material in sensemaking on a general 
level. Furthermore, although the thesis aims to o�er some 
recommendations by analyzing the main challenges, it does not 
attempt to assess the e�ectiveness of di�erent visual approaches. 

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

Today, work is surrounded and accomplished by di�erent 
types of material. A regular day at the o�ce 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 �stu� � is easily taken for granted. For instance, 
when editing a PowerPoint presentation, we rarely pay attention 
to the �ngers 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 le� 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. �ere is an important 
sense in which the only thing that does not seem to matter 
anymore is matter.� For instance, a�er reviewing numerous 
journal articles, Orlikowski and Scott (2008) concluded that while 
the use of technology pervades organizations, few studies have 

2.0 Literature Review
�e purpose of the literature review is to provide a foundation 
for exploring the use of visual material in coordinating the 
sensemaking process. �e �rst 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 o�ers a de�nition for visual material. Subsequently, the second 
section de�nes strategic sensemaking and presents the di�erent 
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. �e 
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 shi�s 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 o�er a meaningful avenue for research on 
strategizing (Meyer, Höllerer, Jancsary & van Leeuwen, 2013). 

Re�ecting 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 o�en engage with a variety of material 
(Carlile, Nicolini, Langley & Tsoukas, 2013, p. 2). Consequently, 
researchers have declared that matter matters again. 

�e 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 signi�cance 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 identi�ed as a relevant �eld of study due to the di�erences 
between visual and verbal modes of communication and meaning-
making (Meyer, Höllerer, Jancsary & van Leeuwen, 2013). �e 
material turn in organizational studies has also spread to the �eld 
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, LŒ & 
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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2.2.2 The strategic sensemaking process 

�e strategic sensemaking process is o�en 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 in�uencing 
others. �is is o�en referred to as sensegiving and is tightly 
intertwined with sensemaking (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991, p. 442). 
�us, 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 o�en seen as an attempt to bring 
order into the surrounding world (Weick, Sutcli�e & Obstfeld, 
2005). According to Weick, Sutcli�e and Obstfeld (2005, p. 411), 
actors �rst 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, Sutcli�e 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) in�uence. In the �rst phase, 
actors search for new ways of understanding their environment 
by collecting a variety of cues (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 
1243). �e authors pinpoint that as opposed to the retrospective 
understanding of sensemaking (Weick, Sutcli�e & Obstfeld, 2005) 
in future-oriented e�orts this phase is proactive. For instance, 

already occurred (Gioia, Corley & Fabbri, 2002; Gioia, �omas, 
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, Sutcli�e & 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 di�erent groups 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). In other words, collective sensemaking 
requires actively transferring meanings across the di�erent levels 
of sensemaking. �us, 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 �nal sensemaking phase, actors attempt to create the �nal 
conceptualization of the issue. Stigliani and Ravasi (2012, p. 
1248) call this phase in�uence 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): A�er the new ideas have 
been understood by other members of the organization, these 
individuals propose alternative interpretations or attempt to shi� 
the change e�ort 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 modi�cations to 
the original concept (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). �us, while 
the process of collective sensemaking can be divided into four 
phases, it is common for individuals to move between phases quite 
�exibly.

�e ideas explored in this section can be integrated into a 
framework to visualize the collective future-oriented sensemaking 
process (see Figure 1). �e framework integrates the ideas 
of Stigliani and Ravasi (2012), Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) 
and Eppler and Platts (2009). �e notion of sensemaking as 
alternating between sensemaking and in�uence 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 
di�erent parts of the double diamond. As the original diagram by 
Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) depicts strategic change, this double-
diamond model o�ers 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 e�ort itself (Gioia, 
�omas, Clark & Chittipeddi, 1994). Furthermore, this phase 
can be seen as the strategy process step in which actors develop 
new options (Eppler & Platts, 2009). �us, during the �rst phase 
individuals �immerse themselves in task-related experiences� 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1243). �e 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. �e second phase, articulating, is concerned with 
organizing and labeling cues (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012, p. 1243). 
�e actors attempt to verbalize their understanding of the di�erent 
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-speci�c literature on sensemaking. 
However, the descriptions of strategic change e�orts show that 
actors engage in sharing their interpretations of the situation with 
other members of the strategy development team (Gioia, �omas, 
Clark & Chittipeddi, 1994) or with the rest of the organization 
during later stages of the change e�ort (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, a�er discussing and 
de�ning the components of the proposed change, actors move into 
a phase in which the change e�ort is established. 
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collaboration to occur across distinct social worlds by negotiating 
the goals between the di�erent 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 di�erent 
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 di�erent groups involved 
(Spee & Jarzabkowski, 2009). 

Nevertheless, while the notions of epistemic and boundary objects 
refer to two di�erent 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 di�erent 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). �us, 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 di�erent types of material 
can be classi�ed 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. �ese 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 di�erent 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 so�ware and photos which can be utilized 
to design visualizations as well as tangible visual tools utilized in 
meetings such as sticky notes and �ip charts. �is 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. �erefore, 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). �ey allow for 
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steps that are required to bring the sensemaking process forward. 
�us, 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 a�ordances 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 speci�c topics. Several authors have 
identi�ed 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 speci�c visualization, 
the individuals developing the strategy can share their ideas as well 
as discuss di�erent strategic options. As the examples indicate, 
engaging with visual material is o�en 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

A�er reviewing the literature on visual material in the strategic 
sensemaking process, it quickly became apparent that while a 
variety of roles have been identi�ed for visual material, the studies 
have not explicitly explored the coordination of sensemaking. 
�us, this section collects the �ndings to o�er 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) identi�ed 
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 �ip 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. 
�e authors� case study showed that visual material can help 
participants make sense of the roles, responsibilities, goals and 
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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 bene�cial to understand the speci�c 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 o�en involve a certain degree 
of ambiguity. �e 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). �is �interpretative �exibility� in�uences 
sensemaking and sensegiving activities (Garreau, Mouricou 
& Grimand, 2015, p. 704). Furthermore, while ambiguity can 
lead to misunderstandings in group settings, it can also bene�t 
collaboration by initiating discussion and clari�cations (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 o�er 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 di�erent 
perspectives on strategy (Kaplan, 2011). Furthermore, on the 
level of individual visualizations, Knight, Paroutis and Heracleous 
(2018, p. 910) argue that di�erent visual mechanisms o�er 
�strategic visibility� which in turn can initiate conversation based 
on what is or is not depicted. �e 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. �e three mechanisms were 
utilized by consultants intentionally to in�uence meaning-making 
(Knight, Paroutis & Heracleous, 2018). 

Finally, it is important to note that the roles visual material can 
adopt are not tied to speci�c 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). �us, 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 in�uence 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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3.2 Grounded-theory approach

�is 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 re�ecting 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 identi�ed in the introduction.

�e original research question de�ned 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 de�ned, I decided to utilize theoretical sampling, a 
technique utilized in grounded theory. �eoretical sampling is a 
process of data collection in which the researcher continuously 
alternates between data collection and analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008, p. 144). �e 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 sta�. From 
the perspective of coordination work, actively involving the 
community required �nding ways in which the gathered insights 
could be e�ectively 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 �nal strategy 
document a�er the process was �nished, 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 o�en explained with the help of visualizations to 
the di�erent groups involved in the strategy process. To support 
the use of visual material, a student was hired to work part-
time in the SWG. �is student is the master�s thesis author. �e 
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 o�ered 
a distinctive setting for studying the role of visual material in 
coordinating strategic sensemaking. 
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3.3 Data collection and documentation

�e 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). �e 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 o�en 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). �us, founding the case study on an 
ethnographic approach seemed a plausible.

�e 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. �e 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 di�cult 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 �ve months would o�er a 
su�ciently 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 
in�uenced by a variety of factors. �erefore, it appeared essential 
to consider the di�erent challenges involved in utilizing visual 
material to coordinate strategic sensemaking. �us, studying 
the role of visual material in coordinating strategic sensemaking 
appeared to o�er the most signi�cant 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 

�e �rst 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 speci�cally, 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 �lled 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 re�ect 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 su�cient 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). �e 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 �eld notes on meetings and coordination 
activities. Altogether the �eld 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

�e second source of evidence were observations. More 
speci�cally, as I was employed in the case organization while 
conducting the study, I conducted participant observation (Yin, 
2009, p. 111). �us, 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). �e ways in which I addressed the limitations of participant 
observation are covered later in this section.

�e observations at Aalto University focused on strategy-
related meetings, workshops and events. Strategy work and 
strategic change o�en 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 speci�cally, 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. 

�e 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 di�erent versions of a speci�c visualization. In 
the case organization, it was common to create several iterations 
for a single visualization based on feedback. �irdly, in addition 
to documenting the visualizations themselves, I wrote �eld 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 
�les I received. �is 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 �eld 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 di�erent sessions in which the 
visualization was developed, discussed or edited. �ese sub-folders 
included all versions of the visualization for this particular session, 
test versions created by designers as well as the contextualizing 
�eld 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 �eld 
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 o�en 
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 re�exivity which means re�ecting on 
one�s cultural, social, ideological and other perspectives: the 
observer �must observe self as well as others� (Patton, 2002, p. 
299). �us, 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 �eld 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 Microso� 
Teams. Additionally, one focus of observations was also noting if 
something did not occur (Patton, 2002, p. 295).

�e observations were documented through �eld notes. �e 
notes were divided into three sections: description, analysis and 
personal re�ection (Berg, 2009, p. 220). I described the meeting 
and conversations, analyzed the meaning of the events and 
re�ected on any particularly interesting observations. However, 
as the research o�cially began during September 2019 and quite 
a bit of visual material had been created earlier, retrospective 
�eld 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 
�eld notes should be written as soon as possible a�er 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 di�erent strategies and techniques I utilized to 
minimize bias. 
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Finally, perhaps the most di�cult challenge was considering 
emotions that arose during �eld 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. �ey 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. 
�erefore, I honestly wrote about any questions and concerns that 
the work raised as well as the challenges I identi�ed during the 
strategy process. 

A�er writing �ve 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 o�en 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 
o�er a design perspective within the �eld 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 signi�cance of 
di�erent events, but also provided new insights for the �eld. 
Most importantly, the observations continuously raised questions 
which supported theoretical sampling and led to some of the main 
�ndings. 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 rede�ning the research question during data 
collection. 

�irdly, participant observation, or any types of observation, can 
create anxiety among the people being observed. �e 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 a�er they knew I was 
observing them. 

Fourthly, as this was the �rst time I conducted participatory 
observation, I came across some practical challenges. When I �rst 
began observations, I noticed it that it was fairly di�cult 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 a�er the end of the meeting. �us, 
during meetings, I jotted down keywords or short phrases to serve 
as reminders for myself (Berg, 2009, p. 220). As soon a�er the 
meeting as possible, I completed the �eld notes. 
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guide (see Appendix 1) which I adapted for each respondent 
to re�ect their responsibility within the strategy process and 
involvement with visualizations. However, the interview guide was 
mostly utilized in the beginning of the interview: a�er the �rst few 
questions the conversation �owed 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 re�ect 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. 

�e 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). �is 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 �rst 
interview: Sharing an initial interpretation of the �eld 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 o�en shared some of my observations, open 
questions or interpretations of �eld data. �e method appeared 
valuable and reliable in practice: some of the ideas I shared with 
the interviewees resulted in a deeper re�ection while others were 
questioned implying that participants felt comfortable to disagree. 

3.3.3 Interviews

�e third source of evidence were interviews. �e purpose of the 
interviews was to discover how di�erent 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 �ndings 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. A�erwards, 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 speci�ed, which was agreed on 
with these research participants. Moreover, the quotes utilized in 
the case study and �ndings chapters are translated by the author 
from Finnish to her best ability.

�e interviews followed three main approaches. Firstly, I utilized 
a general interview guide which leaves su�cient 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 �nal 
analysis which combined the insights from the di�erent sources of 
evidence. 

�roughout the research process, I approached theoretical 
sampling by writing memos during data collection (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, p. 123). As described earlier, �eld notes not only 
documented observations but also initial interpretations and 
re�ection 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 
rede�ning 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. 
�e 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 �le and accompanied 
them with interview quotes. Next, I began to organize the 
memos into di�erent categories. First, I organized the interview 

In addition to formal interviews, I documented some unplanned 
conversations with people closely involved in the strategy 
process. �ese conversations occurred before and a�er 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 
�ndings from the thesis research. People o�en naturally shared 
their views or began to re�ect on their experiences. �ese chance 
encounters were valuable additions to formal interviews as they 
helped develop a deeper understanding of the research problem 
throughout �eld work.
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�is 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. A�er identifying the multitude of �rst-order themes, 
I was able to identify second-order themes which re�ected the 
�rst two research questions. Second, I organized the data from the 
three di�erent sources from the perspective of the coordination 
process applying temporal bracketing (Langley, 1999, p. 703). �e 
data was organized according to four di�erent process stages that 
I had identi�ed during �eld work: eliciting insights, reviewing 
insights, establishing common ground and �nalizing decisions. 
Additionally, at this stage, I distinguished between visual material 
worked with backstage (by the coordinating team) as opposed to 
frontstage (in the o�cial strategic episodes). 

At the end of data analysis, I presented the main �ndings 
and initial interpretations within the case organization. �e 
presentation was given to the SWG leader and another SWG 
member, both of whom were actively involved in managing the 
strategy process. �e session was recorded with the permission 
of the participants. During the presentation, the SWG members 
re�ected on the �ndings, clari�ed some of their experiences and 
o�ered some alternative ways of interpreting the �ndings. �e 
discussion aroused by the session helped deepen the analysis and 
provided a more nuanced understanding of the strategy process. 
Furthermore, the session helped con�rm a rival explanation (Yin, 
2009, p. 135) for some of the case study �ndings: �e way in which 
the entire strategy work was conducted during 2018-2019 a�ected 
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: bene�ts and challenges of 
visual material. Within the two main categories I identi�ed 
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 
�ndings provided a foundation for answering the �rst and 
third research questions which focused on coordination and its 
challenges. A�er analyzing interview �ndings, I continued to the 
observation data and visual material. 

�e analysis of visual material and �eld notes was tightly 
intertwined. I began to analyze �eld 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 �eld notes. Next, I collected ideas and 
direct �eld quotes into a Google Docs �le from three di�erent 
perspectives: (1) sensemaking with the help of visualizations 
within single sessions (meetings, events, workshops), (2) 
sensemaking across sessions and (3) dynamics a�ecting the use 
of visualizations. �ese 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. �e 
next step was analyzing visual material from the perspective of 
coordinating sensemaking. 

During the �nal stage of data analysis, I began to work jointly 
with all three sources of data through axial coding (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008, pp. 198-199). �is stage was largely conducted by 
mapping the data into a variety of simpli�ed 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, a�er �nishing the dra� of the case study and �ndings 
sections, the text was sent to the two SWG members for review. 
Presenting the �ndings and letting participants read the dra� 
helped ensure the facts of the case study were correct and the 
varying perspectives were accounted for (Yin, 2009, p. 183). �e 
comments led to correcting some facts on the case organization 
and strategy process as well as a light reorganization of the case 
study and �ndings sections. 
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4.0
Case Study
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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. �e purpose of this chapter is 
to present the way in which visual material was utilized in the 
case organization. �e �rst section provides an overview of the 
strategy process, roles and responsibilities as well as the main 
stages of sensemaking. �e second section presents the ways in 
which visual material was utilized to coordinate Aalto University�s 
strategic sensemaking process. di�erent types of visual material 
identi�ed in the case study. Finally, the fourth section discusses 
the experiences of the key stakeholders involved in the strategy 
and coordination process. 












































































































































