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Abstract

In our study we focus on the complex state of ‘in-betweeness’ and ambiguity that occurs in the
space of liminality. We aim to explore what are the implications of organisations’ superimposed
sensebreaking and sensegiving dynamics on actors’ identity construction in times of change.
Focusing on such dynamics allows us to take a closer look at what aspects might affect actors’
identity construction processes in times of uncertainty. We set our ethnographic case study in
a large UK Mechanical and Electrical-contracting firm that we named NG. Our preliminary
findings reveal three patterns tied, respectively, to the way actors recognised the occurrence of
change; their interpretation of the organisation’s original values as being lost; and their negative
feelings stirring from the uncertainty and change. To fill the identity void, two main reactions
were observed in actors: gathering together and enduring, vs. disengaging and leaving. From
the preliminary analysis of the data we suggest that magnifying individuals’ tensions between
‘hope’ and ‘defeat’ while surfing the space of liminality can reveal the potential for resistance

hidden in identity (re)construction processes during uncertain times.
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Introduction

In this study, we set to address a key question: what are the implications of organisations’
superimposed sensebreaking-sensegiving dynamics on actors’ construction of their identity in
times of change?

Literature frames identity as an iterative process through which organisational actors interpret,
modify and share their understanding of who they are in relation to the organisation they work
in. Thus, individuals are not passive recipients of external identities (Ashforth, 1998; Collinson,
2003; Warburst, 2011). Rather, they actively shape internal ideas, wishes and evaluations
(Ybema et al., 2009) in the enactment of the dynamic cycle through which identity unfolds
(Miscenko & Day, 2015). Watson (2008: 129) argues that identity construction involves a
process of sensemaking where actors “interpret or even modify the role given to them in the
‘script’ of any given identity”.

Established literature suggests that people are free to (re)invent themselves periodically by
actively experimenting with diverse roles and occupational identities (Ashforth, 2001).
Nevertheless, there is scope to argue that individuals may experience conflicting demands in
what Fraher and Gabriel (2014: 938) refer to as “the limbo land” of employment. Organisational
contexts are often characterised by the binary opposition between a management that
encourages the socialisation of selected values, attitudes and beliefs for the achievement of
‘overarching’ objectives, and a workforce that draws on rather different values, attitudes and
beliefs that spring from their interpretation of their work and work-setting (Ashforth and
Shinoff, 2016). The tensions emerging from such a dichotomised experience add complexity
to the identity construction process whereby organisational sensebreaking and sensegiving
cycles interact with actors’ sensemaking ones. In this setting, the uncontrolled, dialogical

spaces emerging from this interaction - which we refer to as liminality - acquire a primary role.



Our interest in addressing how actors construct their identity in liminal spaces has a twofold
justification. First, from a theoretical point of view, focusing on such dynamics allows us to
magnify the phases that affect actors’ identity construction processes in the workplace. When
explicit organisational sensegiving is being ‘proposed’ to actors in an attempt to create a
preferred redefinition of identity, the dialogue that takes place in the liminal space becomes
important for understanding how actors enact the identity work (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016).
Literature suggests that liminality offers scope for shedding light on the dynamics of identity
construction when actors experience a state of flux in the workplace (Beech, 2011).

Second, from an empirical point of view, there is scope for unpicking this research problem
from an interpretivist stance, which provides an alternative to the more functionalist approaches
less concerned with the impact that the context exerts on the phenomenon in question.

In our study we focus on the complex state of ‘in-betweeness’ and ambiguity during change
using a case study design. We set our study in a large UK Mechanical and Electrical-contracting
firm that we named NG. The UK Mechanical & Electrical sector is a very interesting landscape
inextricably tied to the UK construction one. As identified by Shirazi, Langford & Rowlinson
(1996), the organisational structures within the UK construction sector are complex and
decentralized environments with significant delegated authority levels afforded to
organisational actors. In this context, NG presents itself to the market as ‘one’ £500m turnover
entity, constituted of five separate divisional businesses, with multiple regional business units
within each division. At the time of the data collection, the company was undergoing significant
organisational change, which clashed with the devolved and decentralised leadership that had
characterised the company until that point. Within the case study framework, we collected data
via semi-structured interviews, structured observations, and analysis of official documents.

Fifteen interview participants were selected through convenience and snowball sampling.



Identity construction and liminal spaces

Theories of identity have become more significant within organisation and management studies
as the notion of identity received increasing attention in the workplace (Clark, 2016). As
suggested by Brown (2011, p.4) “the issue of identity is central to our understanding of how
individuals relate to the groups and organisations in which they are participants”. Identity can
be conceptualised in various ways using different theoretical and methodological frameworks
(Miscenko and Day, 2015). It can range from a relatively ‘fixed and stable’ state of relating to
an individual’s self-identification, through to a dynamic and fluid conceptualisation that makes
identity subject to ongoing personal narrative and sensemaking in actors’ constant strive for
consistency. Our study takes inspiration from contributions tied to the latter. From this
perspective, the iterative, ongoing and constructed quality of identity (Ashforth, 1998) does not
frame individuals as passive recipients of external social identities (Collinson, 2003; Warburst,
2011). Instead, it projects them in a process of sensemaking, where they can “interpret or even
modify the role given to them in the ‘script’ of any given social identity” (Watson, 2008:129).
Further exploration of the established work does however reveal that an actor’s identity
construction within an organisation is far from autonomous. Individuals’ self-identities are also
powerfully constrained by available social identities (Somers, 1994; Watson, 2008). Ybema et
al. (2009:03) suggest “identity work involves a conversation between internal ideas, wishes and
evaluations”. The dialogical analysis of this conversation has the potential for supporting a
more nuanced understanding of the identity work process. As early literature on identity
construction (Erikson, 1956) suggests, “a sense of identity is never gained nor maintained once
and for all. Like a good conscience, it is constantly lost and regained” (Erikson, 1956:74),
prompted by the conflicting demands individuals may experience in the workplace. The space
between ‘lost’ and ‘regained’ identity offers interesting insights in the dynamic cycle of identity

redefinition. When explicit organisational sensegiving is being ‘proposed’ to actors in an



attempt to create a preferred redefinition of identity, the dialogue that takes place in the space
of liminality acquires particular importance in this respect. Such dialogue involves a process of
sensemaking among individuals. Sensemaking (Dewey, 1922; James, 1890; Garfinkel, 1967;
Weick, 1960) helps address the issue of how people appropriate and enact their realities (Brown
etal., 2014). This notion plays a critical role in shaping actors’ construction of their identity in
the workplace (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). Within the organisational literature, there is a
rapidly growing body of research on sensemaking, examining how sense is made in
organisations (Clark & Geppert, 2011; Cornelissen, 2012; Hernes & Glynn, 2011; Rudolph,
Morrison & Caroll, 2009; Sonenskein, 2007; Whiteman & Cooper, 2011). This is coupled with
understanding the impact of sensemaking on a variety of key organisational processes,
including strategic change and decision making (Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Rerup & Feldman,
2011; Sonenshein, 2010), innovation and creativity (Drazin, Glynn & Kazanjian, 1999; Hill &
Levenhagen, 1995), and organisational learning (Christianson, Farkas, Sutcliffe & Weick,
2009; Catino & Patriotta, 2013; Gephart, 1993; Weick, 1988, 1990, 1993). Sensemaking is
thus a dynamic activity in organisations, and one that lies at the very core of organising (Maitlis
& Christianson, 2014). As recognised by Brown et al. (2014:267) the sensemaking literature
is far from homogeneous, and consists of disjuncture, disagreements and unresolved tensions.
Wieck et al. (2005:417) observe that the “juxtaposition of sensemaking and institutionalisation
has been rare”. This reveals a seeming reluctance of theorists to engage with broader epistemic
contexts, and hence, to account adequately for the role of -culture, or indeed
institutional/organisational structures and discourses in the micro-level processes of
sensemaking (Brown et al., 2014). More recently, Maitlis and Christianson (2014:98) argue
that “analysis that explores the constitutive effects of macro-level discourse on sensemaking
within and across organisations would valuably add to the field”. There is no consensus in the

literature on whether sensemaking is best regarded primarily as sets of individual cognitive,



collective social or specifically discursive processes (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Wieck,
1995). Current research (Brown et al., 2014; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) on how
sensemaking occurs focuses on three sets of interweaving processes: the perception of cues
(noticing), making interpretations, and engaging in action. Brown and Duguid (1998) suggest
that, at times of organisational sensemaking, individuals bond together in work teams or similar
goal orientated groups, and share a similar consonant understanding. Brown et al. (2008)
suggest that the ‘bond’ between individuals does not necessarily occur all the time, though, and
that such sensemaking among group or team members is discrepant as it is shared.

Some scholars (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016) suggest that research on sensemaking has not kept
pace with the conceptual development and popularity of liminality. Maitlis and Sonenshien
(2010) highlight the need for scholars to attend more closely to the politics of sensemaking,
and to its embodied nature. In the contemporary business landscape, a growing number of
people inhabit “in between” spaces, betwixt and between conventional work roles,
organisations and even career stages (lbarra & Obodaru, 2016:46). The actors’ dialogue in
carrying out identity work informs the holistic understanding of sensebreaking — sensemaking
interactions.

Sensebreaking and sensegiving dynamics play pivotal roles in how an organisation influences
actors’ identity construction (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). If we consider sensebreaking firstly,
it is argued that constructing a sense of self in organisations may entail, paradoxically, a certain
amount of sensebreaking, defined by Pratt (2000:464) as “the destruction or breaking down of
meaning”. Organisations utilise sensebreaking/divestiture when individuals hold values,
beliefs and expectations that are thought to impair the assumption of an organisationally desired
identity (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). This perspective is at odds with the established identity
work literature which suggests that people are ‘free’ to (re)invent themselves periodically by

experimenting actively with diverse roles and occupational identities (Ashforth, 2001).



Sensebreaking/divestiture creates space for liminality where one realises the sudden lack of a
viable identity for in a specific setting, and is subsequently motivated to acquire one (Ashforth
2001, Beech 2011). As such, one could argue that deliberate organisational sensebreaking
could have a more profound and immediate impact upon actors’ construction of their identity
in workplace than simply ‘experimenting actively’ as/when desired. The identity disruption and
void created by organisational sensebreaking, offers organisations the opportunity to attempt
to influence the “meaning construction of others towards a preferred redefinition of
organisational reality” (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991:442). As suggested by Park (2014) in his
work “After Pain Comes Joy”, the greater the sensebreaking, the greater the need for
subsequent sensemaking to fill the void (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016). One could argue that this
linear roadmap or ‘formula’ underplays both liminality and the role and nature of organisational
actors. We would argue that it is hard to believe that, when all this occurs, actors sit passively
waiting for an ‘equal measure’ of sensegiving from their organisational ‘masters’. The
relationship between managers and employees has an antagonistic nature (at the point that in
some cases it can feel a little cliché). Ashforth and Schinoff (2016:130) argue “identity
construction begs the question of how the process might go awry”. Ineffective identity
construction is likely more than just the reverse of effective identity construction; it may have
its own aetiology, with particular events, obstacles, and spirals that are not encountered when
construction runs smoothly (Ashforth and Schinoff, 2016).

The established interweaving processes of sensemaking lack consideration of the role of
liminality within the sensemaking process, specifically in relation to how actors’ voices
discursively fill this space and interact with sensebreaking — sensegiving dynamics. The notion
of liminality, meaning ‘betwixt and between’, has been developed in social anthropology
(Turner, 1967) and then adopted in organisational research (Tempest and Starkey, 2004; Sturdy

et al., 2006). Liminality is a highly complex space, one that can encourage innovation,



productivity, creativity, new structures and relationships, and provide a sense of freedom
(Cunha et al., 2008; Shortt, 2015; Tempest et al., 2007; Thomson and Hassenhamp, 2008).
However, it can also give rise to profound uncertainty. Gabriel et al. (2010:1702) provide a
vivid image of what liminality can be for employees. Specifically, “walking on ice, when the
water’s frozen and you know at some stage that ice could melt, and the thing about that is that
you know you can swim but don’t know where the land is so it’s like a sense of drowning
really”. This metaphor embodies the uncertainty and unpredictability of liminality. The ‘ice’
representing the unpredictability of sensebreaking, the ‘ability to swim’ relates to the actors’
identity and sense of self, whilst the ‘land’ references the need for direction and organisational
sensegiving. As highlighted by Ibarra and Obodura (2016:47) “liminality is the hallmark of an
increasingly precarious and fluctuating career landscape”. Tempest et al. (2007) note how the
liminal condition is becoming more prevalent in organisations, with Czarniawska and Mazz
(2003:269) labelling it as “the modern condition”. Beech (2011) looks at liminality as a
temporary transition during which actors’ identity is reconstructed. Cunha et al. (2008:956-
957) argue that organisations and individuals deliberately “create spaces of liminality.

The literature is greatly divided with regard to this notion. Recently, researchers have
questioned whether liminality can be constructed as a permanent condition (Ellis and Ybema,
2008; Ybema et al., 2011) where life-spheres are “intermediate and ambiguous” (Johnsen and
Sorensen, 2015:323) and states of temporality and transition have become institutionalised
(Szakolczai, 2000; Thomassen, 2012). The extent of this conceptual division warrants further
theoretical exploration, especially in light of how the world of work has and continues to
evolve. Bamber et al. (2017) identify the need for such an exploration noting the conceptual
confusion of some researchers conflating liminality with limbo. Limbo is distinct from
transitional and more permanent states of liminality. The former relates to an individual

shifting from one state to another, while the latter refers to an oscillation between states, either



out of necessity or out of choice. Limbo implies a fixed, ‘trapped’ state, to be changed only
via profound intervention (Bamber et al., 2017).

Exploring how actors’ interactions unfold in liminal spaces during times of organisational
change can shed light on the multiplicity of identities and differences and their connections and
articulations (Hall and Du Gay, 1996:90) emerging in the workplace. Undertaking such
research into a politically complex and decentralised organisation can magnify how such
dynamics unfold. The next section illustrates the context in which we explored our research

problem.

Research context

The UK market for Mechanical and Electrical (M&E) contracting was estimated to be valued
at around £16bn in 2014, following strong growth of around 7% during the year (UK
Mechanical and Electrical Contractors Market Analysis Report 2015-2019). The market is
forecast to continue to increase, albeit at a more modest rate, until the end of the forecast period.
However, the market remains some 13% below its 2008 peak. NG operates within the UK’s
mechanical and electrical contracting sector, a sector that is inextricably linked to that of the
wider UK construction industry; as such, any meaningful overview of the contextual setting
must seek to capture the fundamental elements of both markets. Construction is one of the
largest sectors of the UK economy. It contributes almost £90 billion to the UK economy (or
6.7%) in value added, it comprises over 280,000 businesses covering some 2.93 million jobs,
which is equivalent to about 10% of total UK employment.

NG is one of the leading wholly family owned private businesses in the UK. The company
began in 1921 with a capital share of just £100. A constant throughout their history has been
the Bailey family ownership, and the strength and security that this is deemed to bring. Even

though the company has grown from just a handful of employees in Yorkshire to a European
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workforce of 2,500, NG’s values of Passion, Integrity and Excellence have changed little since
those early days in the 1920s. The company has a reputation for excellence which has seen
them work on some very high-profile projects over the years, including the UK’s first and most
recent nuclear power stations and on the impressive Terminal 5 building at London Heathrow.
NG has a network of offices throughout the UK and at some selective international locations.
The business has a turnover of cE500m and a secured order book of cE1bn (2017). It operates
in a variety of market sectors and is spilt in to five discreet divisions including engineering, IT,
facilities services, offsite manufacture and rail.

As identified by Shirazi, Langford & Rowlinson (1996), the organisational structures within
the UK construction sector are complex and decentralized environments with significant
delegated authority levels afforded to organisational actors. The decentralisation of power and
assumed authority can evolve and morph over time, often being informal and flexible. As a
result, whilst the ‘NG Group’ business presents itself to the market as ‘one’ £500m turnover
entity, it is actually constructed of five separate divisional businesses, with multiple regional
business units within each division. These business units are responsible for their own profit
and loss, and as such, their leaders are personally financially incentivised to deliver their
individual targets. Personal incentive combined with devolved and decentralised leadership
creates an interesting context for exploring identity work.

The company concluded a major acquisition. It aquired a £115 million turnover organisation
employing more than 600 people. The company’s business grew in the region of 20-30%
overnight. In addition to the acquisition, NG embarked on a major review of its internal
corporate communications strategy. To deliver this, the executive management team has
engaged an external consultancy firm. This communications review is set to be a platform for
a significant shift in how the corporate messages and values of the executive management team

are formally communicated with the wider organisation, at all organisational levels. The
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communication with senior management teams (SLTs) within NG was a key area of change,
with formal monthly briefing packs being developed within the scope of the external
consultancy review. NG has a very stable workforce with a high level of staff retention. Within
the head office environment in particular, there are large numbers of employees that have been

with the business for more than 16 years.

Methodology

In this study, we take an interpretivist stance. By using an inductive approach, we embrace
discovery of unanticipated phenomena, trying to avoid assumptions. We frame our research in
an ethnographic case study design. This enables us to fully understand the lived experiences of
organisational actors, and the consumption of discourses, within their social and material
context (Broadfoot et al., 2004; Phillips & Hardy, 2002). Social behaviours, visual, verbal and
vocal communication represent critical elements of social interaction (Argyle 1969, Schirato &
Yell, 2000). With our chosen design, we can focus on language, discourse and non-verbal
communication for shedding light on how organisational actors’ versions of the world within
which they are embedded (Parker 1998).

In terms of research methods, we collected our data via participant observation, semi-structured
interviews and analysis of official documents. The first author, who covers the dual role of
researcher and full-time employee at NG, collected data. Aspects of reflexivity (Mauthner et
al., 2002:125-126) play a key role in this type of study given this role duality and the need to
“hold together methodology, epistemology and ethics”. The awareness of the first author’s
dual role and the potential biases was fundamental to be able to keep as much as possible an
approach inspired by honesty, transparency and the overall validity of the research. During

observations, the first author had access to conversations, initiatives, local discourses and
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varied interpretations relating to how employees interpret and are impacted by the significant
organisational changes affecting the company.

In this developmental phase, fifteen semi-structured interviews offered an invaluable platform
to unlock topical trajectories in conversations that strayed from the expected, thus revealing
discursive insights, resistance and hidden meaning (Cohen, 2006). Ten more interviews are
planned to take place in the next two months. The interviewees ranged from non-managerial
team members within central support services through to company directors. The interviewees
came from both operational and non-operational areas of the business, and consisted of
individuals with local, regional, divisional and national organisational perspectives.
Participants ranged from individuals who had been with the NG business for less than one year,
through to those who had been with the business for more than twenty years. In order to grant
anonymity interviewees were assigned pseudonyms. During interviews that lasted from one
hour to one and a half hours, the first author ensured confidentiality and talked participants
through the ethical aspects characterising the research. All research participants signed a
research ethics form, which indicated the aspects pertaining to the study, providing assurances
regarding anonymity, and clearly outlining participants’ right to withdraw.

Documentary analysis shed light on pertinent information that would have been difficult to
obtain otherwise (e.g. communication style, values emerging from written communication). It
also offered insight on how change has occurred within the organisation over time. The
triangular data collection (e.g. interviews, observations and written documentation) enabled us
to look at data from three different perspectives. The sampling method followed a mix between
convenience and snowball sampling. No major access issues were encountered in the collection
of data. Thematic analysis was effective in highlighting similarities and differences, whilst
generating unanticipated insights. Meticulous record keeping coupled with verbatim

transcriptions of participants’ accounts supported helped control the potential for bias (Slevin,
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2002). Clarity of the thought process during the data analysis stage and engagement with co-
authors and other colleagues helped reduce potential bias. Informant validation was also
adopted to ensure the final themes and concepts created adequately reflected the phenomena

being investigated. The table below provides details of the first fifteen interviewees.

Table 1 — Interviewees

Participant’s role Pseudonym
Head of department, central services with a national remit Darren
Senior manager within central services team, national remit, head office based | Joanna
Middle-manager within operations, with a Nelson
Divisional remit.

Team member within an operational support function, head office based. Cyndi
Company Director with a divisional remit, head office based. Matt
Senior manager within central services team, national remit, regionally based. Jonathan
Senior manager within operations, national remit, regionally based. Marcus
Senior manager within central functions, national remit, head office based. Stuart
Company Director, cross-divisional focus, regionally based Mandy
Senior manager within operations, national remit, head office based Martin
Team member within an operational support function, head office based. Becky
Company Director, cross-divisional focus, regionally based Nicola
Company Director, cross-divisional focus, regionally based Mark
Head of department, central services with a national remit Alan
Company Director, cross-divisional focus, regionally based Damien

Preliminary findings
Actors’ engagement with the change affecting NG
Throughout the semi-structured interviews and observation data, the issues of organisational
actors becoming disengaged within the change within the NG emerged across all key
Departments of the business. An example of the extent of this disengagement emerges from
Stuart’s - senior manager for central functions — insightful account:

“My sub-groups are small, informal networks, only really a medium

through which I transfer news and update one another on something that

directly impacts you. If you have no power, leverage, you are not a

decision maker in the business, it doesn’t matter right? So, if you are not

a decision taker, which the vast majority are, | can have a clandestine

conversation with one of my peers to update him on something that may

14



affect him or me, and we can share news via informal routes. But really,

it doesn’t have any impact, there is not really much we can do other than

manage expectations. If not a decision maker in the business, it’s all

rather irrelevant.”
During the uncertainty created within the preceding nine months of change and organisational
evolution at NG, Stuart became disenfranchised with organisational life and resigned to the fact
that he is unable to influence change or organisational direction. This quote reveals how
Stuart’s relationship with NG and his perception of ‘decision makers’ has evolved. Stuart
acknowledges his withdrawal into small, informal, trusted friendship groups where he has
engaged in dialogue. This dialogue has been subversive and clandestine in nature, but
ultimately, it has had no impact upon influencing or directing the organisational changes
encroaching on Stuart’s relationship with NG.
As the conversation with Stuart develops, the extent to which he has compartmentalised ‘non-
decision makers’ as helpless, stranded and inconsequential organisational spectators is explicit.
Stuart paints rather a bleak picture of organisational reality for those actors that are not part of
shaping or at least creating the organisational change. Their organisational reality is one being
resigned to merely managing expectations and delivering core role requirements, essentially
operating in a work-to-rule environment. Despite being a senior manager with a service tenure
of 11-15 years, the extent of his disengagement and apathy is stark. He has resigned himself
to a fate of being both insignificant and ineffectual, but more importantly he is totally uninvited
in the change and future direction of the business. For Stuart, the extent of his disengagement
with NG is not restricted to just the ongoing change programme. His apathy and cynicism
extend to the whole organisation, to the very core of the business values and ultimately what

the company stands for:
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“All T have to concern myself with is meeting the requirements that my

own line management sets me. Making sure | satisfy those and exceed

those and do the job that’s asked for me by the company. The company

values, the business culture, the big communications that go out are

irrelevant. The company values, I just don’t care, they don’t matter to me.

The communications set out from top-down, I’ll read those because

actually they may provide an opportunity for me, but unless it directly

impacts you, it just doesn’t matter. When we changed our values to

passion, integrity and excellence, really, it means nothing, it’s what

happens when you have change from the top in any organisations.”
From this quote, organisational life has evolved into a state of survival and self-interest.
Satisfying short-term personal objectives and complying have become the currency in which
Stuart trades within the business in order to survive. The company values have become
meaningless symbols for Stuart. These values are hollow, irrelevant adjectives that are merely
the expected rhetoric projected upon the organisations by senior managers.
During an interview with Alan - head of department within central services - he stated that:

“My line manager is invisible to the business. I don’t know what the hell

is going on with him. He’s ignoring people, he’s even ignoring me now.

So, I’'m like, you know what, I’'m going to stop speaking to you, I'm going

to stop emailing you, because he’s just not coming back. So, I’'m ignoring

you because you’re ignoring me. | do ask myself, is my boss leaving, is

he going?”’
This account shows an example of relational dysfunctionality between Alan and his manager.
Communication has broken down to the extent where the two parties are not communicating

either verbally or via email. The disengagement is such that Alan is even questioning the

16



longevity of his line manager work within the business. Alan’s line manager is an Executive
Board Director. The account shows that a communication breakdown at a time of significant
organisational change, runs through the most senior reporting lines within the organisation.
Alan is not alone in feeling disengaged and isolated from his line management. Martin -
regionally based senior operations manager — argued:
“My boss started giving me the cold shoulder back in July. Because he
was ignoring me, | almost played a game with him, in that if you’re
ignoring me, I’ll ignore you. We have not had any real interaction in two
and a bit months.”
Martin’s relationship with his line-manager has broken down to the extent that they have not
engaged for over two months. The lack of clarity and ability to attribute meaning to the changes
taking place within the organisation were leading to senior managers disengaging from their
subordinates. The senior managers who were being looked upon to help actors navigate the
new organisational landscape, were ill-equipped with coherent corporate message, and aware
that the new values had limited credibility within the workplace. These aspects left
subordinates feeling isolated and vulnerable. For Martin, this situation had a very profound
impact upon his relationship with NG. The disengagement from his line management led him
to decide to leave the company. In his words:
“In some ways it’s a really sad situation for all of us. We all believed in
what we were doing. But I cannot keep sleep walking through my working
life. I am not engaged, | am not motivated, | am just taking a salary if I am
honest with you, and | have been for six months.”
For Martin, the change has had a demoralising and demotivating impact. The drivers for work
had become purely financial, and the passion and belief Martin clearly had for his work and his

organisation when in its ‘prior state’, had diminished. This offers an insight in to the extent of
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NG actors’ powerlessness when facing the change. Martin is not alone in feeling that his
psychological contract with the NG has fractured due to the length of the uncertainty created
by a seemingly drawn out, unresolved and poorly managed organisational change programme.
Becky - team member within an organisational support function based at head office -
articulated that:

“It gets to the point, in an organisation like this, when you are waiting for

something, when eventually, by the time it happens, or if it happens, or if it

happens like you’re told it would by the business, the whole process

becomes cheapened by what you have had to go through. It has no positive

impact on you as an individual by the time the change arrives.”
This quote captures the apathy and fatigue created with prolonged organisational change. For
Becky, there was an expectation that clear organisational direction would follow. In the
absence of this, Becky’s initially positive expectations became jaded by the perpetual
uncertainty created by a lack of managers’ direction and engagement with subordinates.
Across the 15 semi-structured interviews undertaken within this study, actors’ perceptions that
the organisational change process at NG had been mismanaged where considerable. For Alan,
the change management at NG was illustrated as:

“Change management, wow, easy for me to say poor isn’t it. I could paint

a real bad picture of NG here. The change I’ve seen in recent months has

been appalling.”
This view was mirrored by Joanna - senior manager within a central service - who stated:

“I think in my experience, over the past few years, there is a very big

difference between how change is sold and managed. It is now almost

inevitable that when change comes under pressure at NG, change will go

pear shaped.”
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Marcus - regional senior manager in operations - also had a very negative perception of the
change efforts within NG:

“The change at NG has been exhausting, open-ended, confused, political

and totally demoralising. To be honest, | have totally disengaged with the

business. | have been able to ignore boss and be ignored for six months.”
Across the accounts of Alan, Joanna and Marcus we capture how prolonged uncertainty,
affected engagement, alignment, communication, employee retention and perceptions of
organisational change. During the interviews, interviewees mentioned coping mechanisms to
make sense of the ongoing and seemingly open-ended change. Some of these were not coping
mechanisms at all as it emerges from Stuart’s account:

“The coping mechanism for misalignment, the most obvious and recently

demonstrated one, has been to leave. That’s what my peers have done. They

leave the business and that’s been obviously demonstrated. Interestingly,

the ones that haven’t left the business are the ones dictating or mandating

these significant changes to the business. We have had significant people

leave, even the managers have moved on because they don’t see the vision,

they don’t see the future. It you don’t have investment in your management

change or the culture change you are trying to implement, then it’s not going

to happen. If people cannot share your vision with you, then they are going

to leave and that is what has happened.”
This quote reveals the impact of poorly perceived change within organisations. A consequence
for the business, was that the executive leaders who initiated this change and seemingly failed
to understand the importance of meaning, collaboration or even communication with their

teams, were the actors remaining in post at NG. Stuart was not alone in recognising the negative
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impact that poor management practices were having on staff. Matt - director, based at head
office - stated:

“People who left didn’t explicitly say I am leaving because of the business

culture. These manifest in other reasons, it’s things like poor engagement

between line management and direct reports, or lack of engagement, that

would be an element of business culture. It would be lack of opportunity

for an individual to grow and develop, and develop their skill sets, take on

more responsibility or advance through the company - that is another one.

Inability to do business properly, because of internal resistance mechanisms

that we saw a lot of within procurement. It’s a very difficult business

culture, so there have been very unclear references to the way the new

business operates, its values, its practices, and these have clearly led to

people leaving.”
The extent of the disengagement and poor corporate messaging observed by Matt emerge
clearly in his account. It was however the interview with Nelson - middle manager in
operations - that shed light upon what he perceived to be the motives perpetuating this
ineffective corporate culture:

“We have a top-tier of management that have a reputation for being much

focussed on their own financially remuneration. It’s very much you are here

to do a job, if you don’t like it then go, if you can earn more money

elsewhere then go, there is not a sharing of long-term vision or goals that

would create a harmonious culture. There are people leading us from failed

businesses of the past, Carillion, Interserve... if they have been senior

managers in other businesses that have failed, and they are bringing their

culture and practices here, then that’s going to have an impact. And it does.
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Is there going to be a NG in the future? It becomes very easy to see how

you are just one of many.”
For Nelson the short-term financial incentives and motivations of the executive management
team has contributed to the poor change management. When the Freedom business was
integrated into NG, Nelson perceived that weaker managers from failed organisations were
allowed to influence the NG culture. In Nelson’s opinion, the focus of the post-merger
executive team was not on good business integration, effective change management or even
well-thought-out and consistent sensegiving, it was about financial incentivisation and
exploitation of the prevalent bonus culture. One of the most powerful quotes regarding
disengagement came from Cyndi - head office-based team member with operational support
function - who shared:

“At five past five the office is empty, relatively speaking, that’s not the way

it used to be, there used to be drive, but now people leave shortly after five,

they work from home on a Friday, or do they? It just seems to be short term.

I am not sure what this company want to be.”
At a grass-roots level, working patterns have changed, presentisms within the office
environment has eroded, questions and doubts are cast over productivity. Cyndi highlights the

significant organisational risk created by such a change.

Actors’ interpretations of the values at NG

Interviewees voiced doubts and concerns about the core values of the business. Passion,
integrity and excellence were the values on which the business was founded. Darren - head of
department in the central services team - had very strong views on how the business had stopped

living its values during the period of acquisition, integration and change:
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“Surprisingly, one of the fundamental NG corporate values is Integrity! |

don’t feel the business operates in this manner. This creates a contradiction

with my own values and moral compass.”
Darren went on to state:

“The differences between what the business says it’s about at a corporate

level, and what actually happens out on the ground is so different it’s unreal.”
Darren felt a deep and personal moral conflict regarding NG not behaving with integrity.
Darren resigned from the business shortly after the interview as he no longer felt he could work
for a business that operated so differently from the image it sought to portray. These views
where echoed in an interview with Mandy — regional division director - who said:

“Honestly, if you look at the values of the group, the ones we say we stand

for, I am aligned. There is nothing in the theoretical culture that | disagree

with and it quite corresponds to my personal way of seeing things. Then the

thing is, you don’t see in everybody’s daily job exactly those values. There

is a major contradiction between what is being said and what happens on the

field. Passion, integrity and excellence is not what | am living at the moment.

What is explained as being the culture of the group is not fully there for

everyone. There are contradictions everywhere.”
The picture painted here is one of stark contrast between what the organisational actors are
living, and the values projected by the organisation. Questions of identity and reflection are
where actors, such as Mandy, posed far more fundamental and philosophical questions than
perhaps one would have initially expected. Whilst there are some actors who have articulated
their reliance on short term goals and survival, others such as Mandy have found themselves
more holistically reflecting on the contradictions and misalignment in the key principles and

values of the organisation. At NG, it would appear these contradictions are wide spread,
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creating a void between the great expectations of organisational actors and the hard times
experienced within the spaces generated by change. The perceived contradictions in corporate
vision and values and organisational reality extend to the very top of the organisation. As
identified by Jonathan - regional senior manager in operations - who said:

“Commitments that our CEO made on stage in front of hundreds of people

only 12 months ago have been forgotten. Never to be mentioned again.

Strategy documents and commitments are so quickly wiped from memory at

NG, so are the people who developed them. The business has aspirations and

values but cannot live up to them.”
For Jonathan, the contradiction between the values and corporate commitments, and the lived
reality and organisational actions is evident at the highest level within the organisation. It is
evident to Jonathan that sensebreaking can be driven by rescinding on verbal statements,
backtracking on strategy documents and even removing people from the business that led
certain initiatives to avoid embarrassment. Whilst collecting data, the first author came across
a strategy document entitled the “Customer of Choice”. This strategic supply chain strategy is
the specific example that Jonathan is refereeing to within the above interview quote. This
strategy was launched by the CEO to more than nine hundred supply chain organisations within
the NG supply chain. The CEO invited more than one hundred of these organisations to a
conference to launch the strategy and the commitments in October 2017. The strategy made
significant commitments about the rules of engagement that NG would follow and the
collaborative approach it would take to supply chain management moving forward. By July
2018, the strategy was withdrawn. There was no formal announcement within NG Bialy Ltd
or across the supply chain, it just ceased to exist as a methodology and a strategy that was
deployed. The rhetoric stopped being used in executive communications, the team involved in

delivering the strategy left the business. Some did so through redundancy, some through stress-
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related ill-health and otherwise through resignation. This line of conduct the executive
management team took to redefining the strategic approach was seen as very disingenuous and
unethical by a number of actors within the business. The lack of explanation to clarify the
rationale created a lot of distrust within the business and the highest levels of management.
This was one of the defining moments for a number of actors within the company, such as
Jonathan, who realised that the glossy, high-level rhetoric and vision, evident with the strategy
document, would never be delivered in reality.
Jonathan was not alone is singling the CEO of NG as a culpable figure head in mismanaging
business change and failing to live by the projected business values. Stuart had fundamental
questions as a result of the ongoing limbo state generated by the changing business landscape
of the company:

“Which group of people determine what the business values are? How do

they determine when those values are not being met? Or perhaps when they

need to be changed? What if those in the position to set the values and drive

the change are culpable for the problems themselves? Who watches the

watches for example? If the CEO for example is not driving or delivering

some of the aspects of business culture, it’s not particularly a virtuous circle.

In this context, how do you drive change?”
Stuart raised an interesting point here, by contesting that senior executives with flawed ability,
who do not live the corporate values by their own actions, are highly unlikely to drive the
desired behaviours across an organisation. Stuart did not limit his views to just the CEO, he
went on to share similar views about other members of the executive team:

“We don’t share the same goals, we don’t necessarily share the same values.

Last year the CFO was recognising that senior members of the business were

not driven by a one-team approach they were driven very much by their
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financial remuneration based on their own business unit performance. This
was not engendering the right type of behaviours across the business. This
is an example to me of the wrong values being demonstrated by the people
who are leading the company. This is not a surprise, this is symptomatic,
you don’t have to look too hard to find shocking examples of Exec team
behaviour in the construction industry. It is however at odds with the three
random adjectives that are meant to define our business [passion, integrity,
excellence].”
Stuart highlights the extent to which the corporate values have become eroded and meaningless
to staff. Values which should be the cornerstone of business practices and corporate culture,
have become ‘random adjectives’ with little substance or impact upon actors’ lived experience
or organisational culture in the company.
Darren, also shares similar views:
“How can we have an honest and pragmatic culture that creates the right type
of behaviours, and is driven top-down if there are behaviours in the, I am not
going to say leaders, in the managers of the company is misaligned? | am not
saying the managers need to be paragons of the business values, but they need
to be demonstrating it. When these people then have the power to say a
change in business culture is required, there is a certain hypocrisy there.”
As does Cyndi, who comments:
“We don’t use our three core values enough, they are not key pillars of our
business. They are not a reference point or a moral compass for our leaders.
I don’t see examples of these behaviours on a day-to-day basis at a local

level.”
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The impact of this fundamental questioning of the core values and leadership is not restricted
to actors’ identity and engagement with the organisation. Damien, sees the financial impact of
this uncertainty and open-ended change:

“We are very top-down heavy on the dictum around values and ethics, our

responsible procurement strategy, our CSR policy, but who is looking at what

matters for the viability of a company. Our business culture is a one-year

cycle that just keeps repeating, driven by the Exec Directors remuneration

and bonuses. Our cash position becomes worse and worse and worse, which

displays to me that the leaders of this business do not have a long-term vision,

that’s the difference. It just not clear what the long-term goals of the company

are. It seems the goal is just to persist.”
Damien explains how the short-term bonus driven culture of the executive team impacts the
long-term vision setting. This has influeced the focus and management of change, as normally
one would expect that long-term change management would require a long-term plan and
commitment. Damien’s account also highlights how the financial position of the business is
deteriorating as a result of the endemic behaviours. A disengaged workforce, stagnant in the
doldrums of uncertainty might not be in a position to drive strong business performance. It is
insightful to hear this senior feedback regarding the bonus culture and the cyclical limited
horizon it set for the senior leaders within the business. The fact that the business simply seeks

to ‘persist’ gives a hint of the short-term orientation affecting the workplace.

Actors’ perceptions of leadership
The interviews revealed an interesting insight into actors’ perceptions of leadership during the
change. Mandy shared her views on how she interpreted managers’ ability to drive and deal

with the change:
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“From my experience, my personal functioning, you don’t decree change. 1

am very uncomfortable when you have change managers and you receive tons

of messages about change change change. For me, change is not something

that you decide, it’s not some people who do the change and the rest follow,

everyone has to accept and be part of the change. It is counterproductive to

broadcast change, it often has the opposite experience. I am not saying it’s

bad to have change makers and people working on transformation, but

actually change is a series of small steps and universal acceptance and

engagement, not corporate communications force fed to teams from above.

The people that the organisation feel need to change, should be included in

the change process, because more often than not, they have a great deal of

knowledge and understanding in what really happens within a given area, and

often, how it could change and improve if allowed and a supportive

environment created. Often consultants and managers don’t know where the

real tensions are. Change cannot be declared and announced, it needs to be

co-constructed. If you explain the why, and let people contribute to the how

and the what, you will get a better result.”
Mandy highlights here that how the messages arriving from the top do not translate into a new,
consistent and aligned view for actors to take as a reference point. Managers shared limited
meaning with actors leaving a lot open to interpretation. Mandy sees the flaws in the way
change is managed. In her view, the change messages are misaligned and too far removed from
the real issues and perceptions at a grass-roots actors’ level. The attempts to decree change,

appear to be largely unsuccessful.
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Alan’s views regarding the way managers led change had a negative connotation because of
the prolonged period of uncertainty:

“Outside looking in with NG it looks like a very professional company

doesn’t it? Very corporate, very well organised and you imagine a real nice

culture to work in. Having worked here for two and a half years, it isn’t, it

isn’t what it seems from the outside looking in. How to explain that is

difficult, it is a corporate company, but it’s not as well run as you think. Over

the last 2 years it feels like we have achieved nothing.”
Alan goes on to state:

“When I think about the efforts to change the procurement and supply chain

function, and 1 think, was this a planned and thought out improvement

programme, or are we making it up as we go along? | think we’re making it

up as we go along.”
During the change, Alan has reflected on the vision he had of NG as a prospective employee.
The perceived gloss of a well-run corporate organisation with strong leadership and credible
values, has become little more than a flaky veneer. Alan does not regard the leadership as
having a clear vision or plan, rather an ill-equipped team that have achieved very little to speak
of in terms of meaningful change over the duration of the programme.
Becky shares that perspective. In her words:

“At NG | have experienced managers deliberately and wilfully throw people

under the bus to protect their own failings. Change has been a mechanism to

buy their own position time, due to poor results and mismanagement. If

change is driven by self-preservation, then buying time becomes the most

important metric.  Change becomes an ill-conceived, miss-managed,

meandering trudge through organisational sludge and meaningless process.”
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Becky’s point is very interesting. She feels that poor change management is symptomatic of

failed leaders buying themselves time, by creating a perception that they are ‘managing’ or

‘fixing’ the team or wider business to achieve a better result. For Becky, much of what is wrong

is a result of poor leadership driving unnecessary change whilst motivated by self-preservation.

Becky’s point was also supported by Cyndi:

“There was a trigger for change, I’m not sure what that trigger was. | suspect
a loss of confidence in the Commercial Director triggered a drastic reaction
to prove himself. The lack of clarity regarding the motivation for change, and
the fact the trigger was far too personal, led to the change programme simply
being like blood in the water. It attracted sharks and led to a frenzied and
chaotic set of behaviours and unexpected and unplanned casualties.”

Cyndi perceives that much of the change in her department was stimulated by the Commercial

Director feeling vulnerable and exposed. Change became the best form of defence but was

grossly mismanaged and ill-conceived. People were existed from the NG business as a result

of these changes, and the impact on the functional area was considerable.

Marcus had formed a similarly negative perception regarding the leadership during the change:

“When I look at my managers approach to change management, change
management driven by a main board director, | regard it as an abject failure.
In reality, change scares people, people implementing change feel scared,
because they have no one else to blame if it does not go their way. We don’t
have strong enough business leaders to make meaningful, sustained change.”

Marcus went on to say:

“There is a high priority given to big-bang change as a concept in this
business. There is low priority given to effective management and clarity of

change. From my recent experiences, change is a product of personal
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preservation at the highest level. Change is a form of blame. From the leader

in question, whilst emerged in making change, they are immune from blame.

Change is a shield, used to deflect personal accountability.”
Here Marcus mirrors the views of other actors within his workplace in relation to the
motivations of management to make changes. It would appear that the managers engaged in
change are more motivated by protecting themselves and their own position than leading
effective, well planned programmes. This creates a distortion in the perception of those
initiating change, and those being subject to it. Martin captures just how severe the
consequences of these ill-conceived, self-motivated change programmes could be at NG:

“When my boss left the business, it was bizarre, no one knew what was going

on. We all just got an email saying he was unwell and not to contact him.

Rumours were rife, it went on for weeks and no one knew what was going on,

or at least no one was prepared to let on. When it finally become official that

he was going, we just got an email saying he had left and to speak with his boss

regarding any of his responsibilities. That was after 7 years in the business.”
For Martin, this change programme led to the end of a seven-year line-management relationship
with his manager, who was dismissed from the business. The rationale for the decision was
never shared with the team or the business and communication came only via email from the
executive director responsible. The level of uncertainty this created for Martin and the team
was immense and led to numerous resignations and absences due to work related anxiety and
stress.
Actors’ feelings
One particular common thread weaved through the fabric of the interviews yielding some
interesting insights. The between and betwixt doldrums of change had an emotional impact on

many actors. This can be seen from the following quote from Nelson:
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“To a degree, I hoped that something good would happen. From May [2018]
there was a lot of talk in the business, particularly from an operational
perspective, that change was coming. It was throw-away comments, leading
questions, rumours, assumptions. It actually triggered uncertainty in my own
personal life because | got overwhelmed with the whispers and assumptions.
It affected me personally and professionally. My opinion and relationship with
the business changed rapidly. 1 was overwhelmed with the extent of
manipulation from managers and the speed in which people took sides for no
real reason.”
The impact of the change had a profound impact on Nelson. It affected his personal life and
health. In the months preceding the interview, Nelson had been on and off work due to anxiety
related issues. Nelson’s confidence had been significantly influenced, and he felt unable to
have any control over his working circumstances.
Martin had had a similar experience to Nelson, in his words:
“The business failed to understand the impact of uncertainty upon people and
how personally they take things. After months of change, | became disengaged
with the business and eventually was signed-off work will ill-health due to stress
and anxiety. When | was cut off from the business, | felt much better, I could
move on and do things. People have different experiences and drivers and
motivations for staying around, but for me it’s not a business I want to be in
long-term.”
Martin had been very negatively impacted by the prolonged period of uncertainty. He had been
through a redundancy consultation process during the change, and this had fuelled his
disengagement. Whilst off work due to ill-health Martin described feeling immediately better,

clearer and less anxious.
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Mandy had also shared insights into the emotional aspects the change had stirred in her:
“I have had a few moments where mentally I have collapsed here at work,
the pressure of change led to me overcompensating at work. 1 tied to
work myself through the problems, starting at 6am and working late.
Trying to solve problems that I could not impact or influence. It was a
very dark time for me and one that actually changed me as a person. It’s
changed who I am, what I do and what I am here for.”

Joanna provided further insights in to the emotions she lived during the change:
“The plan was obviously to change the way procurement looks and feels.
For whatever reason, certain people had decided that the senior team was
failing. The guy in charge is criticised and without taking the time to
understand the facts, or consult with his team, he decided the best action
is to get rid of some key individuals. The problem is that things that look
good on a piece of paper don’t always translate into reality. The people
that were earmarked to stay had relationships with people that were being
mismanaged and essentially bullied out of the business. The relationships
in the team were stronger than the links people had with the business,
definitely stronger than the affinity for the Director. So, the master plan
unravelled. People went off sick, people started applying for jobs and
leaving. One guy even left without a job to go to! The talent has gone
and those that remain are here because they are unable to leave. But the
motivation is non-existent. Sad really, but all from a desire to ‘fix’ the
team.”

Joanna described the emotional bind between actors and NG being stronger than the bond they

had for the business as an employer. The extent to which people had gravitated toward one
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another in an effort to make sense of the change, actually led to them having a closer affinity
with each other than with the business they were seeking so hard to better understand and
identify with. It was a conversation with Stuart that really brought out how profound, deep an
emotive actors’ relationships with the organisation they work for are, and how emotional and
traumatic change can be:

“I perhaps see myself as a member of a family from which I am now

becoming more distant. The NG from five or six years ago is very different

from the one today. There was a one-team approach, now in the services

side of the business, | realise that you are just a contributor, there is nothing

special or intimate about your relationship with the business. You do your

job, you get paid, that’s probably as far as it goes. There is not an after-

work culture, an after-hours culture, where there used to be. But if you

look at the people running the business, they don’t have a reputation for

being personable.”
During my interview with Mark, he captured just how fundamental the inter-relationship with
the organisational actors at NG was:

“Under different leadership, the culture is very different. Almost

aggressive at points in terms of culture. My networks of people where the

culture is better is what keeps me going. This for me is a huge thing, the

culture needs to be right otherwise I don’t enjoy coming to work every

2

day.

Mark and Stuart both share insights into how their relationship and identity with the business
has evolved over the change period. Stuart sees himself as an estranged member of a family

he no longer identifies with. Whilst Mark’s relationship with the business is restricted to
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pockets of actors whom he trusts, where he has been able to establish a separate sub-culture,
which exists in parallel, but is markedly different form the substantive culture of the senior

leadership, a culture he does not identify with or wish to embrace.

Discussion

In this study we seek to address the question: what are the implications of organisations’
superimposed sensebreaking-sensegiving dynamics on actors’ construction of their identity in
times of change? We focused on the complex state of ‘in-betweeness’ and ambiguity that occurs
in the uncontrolled spaces generated by change dynamics driven from the top, in a specific
organisational setting, NG, a large UK Mechanical and Electrical-contracting company. The
sector is an interesting landscape - as identified by Shirazi, Langford & Rowlinson (1996) -
given the complex and decentralized functions with significant delegated authority levels.
Some authors (Fraher and Gabriel, 2014: 938) suggest that individuals may experience
conflicting demands in what is referred to as “the limbo land” of employment. The binary
opposition between a management that encourages the socialisation of selected values, attitudes
and beliefs for the achievement of ‘overarching’ objectives, and a workforce that draws on
rather different values, attitudes and beliefs that spring from their interpretation of their work
and work-setting can create an interesting context for investigation. In this context where the
uncontrolled, dialogical spaces acquire a primary role, the tensions emerging from such a
polarised experience add complexity to the identity construction process. From the preliminary
analysis of the first set of interviews, observations and official documental evidence, we
identified three key aspects: actors’ recognition of the occurrence of change; actors’
interpretation of the organisation’s values as not being enacted any longer; and actors’ negative

feelings stirring from the uncertainty and change.
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The occurrence of change represents the dynamic context that challenged the status quo
characterising the workplace in which actors’ were set. This led us to consider the limitation
raised by Brown et al. (2014) with regard to the potential that organisational structures and
discourses have in influencing the micro-level processes of sensemaking. Our data seem to
indicate a significant impact exerted by the organisational discourse of change on actors’ three
interweaving micro-level processes, namely, noticing, making interpretations, and engaging in
action.

Actors’ awareness of the organisation’s values not standing for what they used to signals a loss
in the process of identification that, in the past, had tied them to their organisation. In this case,
“the destruction or breaking down of meaning” (Pratt, 2000:464) was implemented by the top
management with the effect of altering existing identities. As literature suggests (Ashforth &
Schinoff, 2016), in our data we observed that NG used sensebreaking to unhook individuals
from holding values, beliefs and expectations that were thought to impair the assumption of an
organisationally desired identity. Nevertheless, interviewees’ accounts indicate that no specific
new meaning was provided for actors to either embrace or reject. The lack of a viable identity
created space for liminality which left actors into a state of flux.

Such a state emerged from the third type of pattern we identified in our data, namely, actors’
negative feelings stirring from the uncertainty they were living. In this respect, we observed
that actors reacted differently. Some were led to bond together by what Brown and Duguid
(1998) defined the sharing of a similar, consonant understanding. Others’ reactions were
discrepant and driven by disengagement and withdrawal. Such reactions recall what scholars
(Maitlis & Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1995) raised on the inconsistency in the way actors react
to the need to enact sensemaking when a lack of a viable identity occurs.

At this developmental stage of the study, we would argue that liminality did not seem as if it

were deliberately constructed by managers as a permanent condition (Ellis and Ybema, 2008;
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Ybema et al., 2011). Additionally, actors’ accounts seemed to suggest an oscillation between
states rather than a trapped, permanent condition, as that of the limbo might be. So far, actors’
attempts to fill their identity void seem to be tied to the wish to keep the relational trait of NG
alive. The loss of meaning of the driving values has pushed actors to take charge of the survival
of what those values represented, although it has done so in a diluted way; diluted by the
uncertainty and the negative feelings drawing from it. The twofold reaction, gathering together
and enduring, vs. disengaging and leaving show individuals’ belief in the possibility of keeping
the NG relational trait alive. Magnifying individuals’ tensions between ‘hope’ and ‘defeat’
while surfing the space of liminality can reveal the potential for resistance hidden in identity
(re)construction processes. Further analysis of our data in relation to the literature on identity
and resistance can shed light on the extent to which this hinted pattern can reveal itself in a
more striking way.

From an empirical perspective, this study aims to address the criticism of recent contributions
(Giuliani, 2016; Beech, 2011) that have highlighted the limitation of both action research
methodology (Middel et al, 2006) and the limited participant sample size used in those studies.
Our research is framed in order to deliver an in-depth exploration of the issue across a broader
and dynamic research sample. It does so by looking across teams, functions, regions, together

with the unique historical moment (change) affecting the context in question.
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