making sense of the organization

making sense of the organization is a critical process for leaders, managers, and employees seeking to
navigate complex corporate environments effectively. Understanding how an organization functions, its
structure, culture, and internal dynamics, enables better decision-making and fosters alignment with
strategic goals. This article explores the essential components involved in making sense of the organization,
including organizational structure, culture, communication patterns, and change management. It also
highlights practical approaches to analyze and interpret organizational behavior for improved performance
and adaptability. By delving into these key areas, readers will gain a comprehensive framework for

decoding organizational complexities and enhancing workplace synergy.
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Understanding Organizational Structure

Organizational structure refers to the formal system of task and reporting relationships that controls,
coordinates, and motivates employees to achieve organizational goals. It lays the foundation for how roles,
responsibilities, and authority are distributed within an organization, directly impacting efficiency and
clarity. Making sense of the organization requires comprehending various structural types and how they

influence workflow and collaboration.

Types of Organizational Structures

Different organizations adopt different structures depending on their size, goals, and industry. Common

structural forms include:

¢ Functional Structure: Organizes employees based on specialized functions such as marketing, finance,



and operations.
e Divisional Structure: Segments the organization by product lines, markets, or geographic regions.
e Matrix Structure: Combines functional and divisional approaches, allowing dual reporting lines.

e Flat Structure: Minimizes hierarchical levels to promote flexibility and faster communication.

Each structure has advantages and challenges impacting coordination, authority, and innovation.

Impact of Structure on Organizational Performance

The chosen organizational structure shapes communication channels, decision-making speed, and employee
accountability. For instance, a rigid hierarchical structure may slow down innovation, while a flat structure
might foster creativity but struggle with control. Therefore, analyzing the structure is vital for making

sense of the organization’s operational dynamics and its ability to respond to external changes.

The Role of Organizational Culture

Organizational culture encompasses the shared values, beliefs, and norms that influence how employees
behave and interact. It is a critical element in making sense of the organization because culture affects
motivation, job satisfaction, and overall productivity. Understanding culture helps leaders align workforce

behavior with strategic objectives.

Components of Organizational Culture

Organizational culture can be dissected into several core components:

e Values: The fundamental principles guiding behavior and decision-making.
¢ Norms: Accepted standards of conduct within the workplace.
e Symbols and Rituals: Visual or behavioral representations of cultural values.

e Stories and Myths: Narratives that convey the organization’s history and values.



Assessing and Shaping Culture

Effective organizational analysis involves assessing existing culture through surveys, interviews, and
observation. Leaders can then work to reinforce positive cultural traits or initiate cultural change where
necessary. Recognizing cultural strengths and weaknesses is essential for making sense of the organization’s

internal environment and for driving transformation initiatives.

Communication within Organizations

Communication channels and patterns are fundamental to organizational functioning. Making sense of the
organization requires understanding how information flows, how feedback is handled, and the effectiveness

of internal communication strategies. Proper communication fosters transparency and collaboration.

Types of Communication Channels

Organizations utilize various communication channels, including:

¢ Formal Communication: Structured, official messages such as memos, reports, and meetings.
¢ Informal Communication: Casual interactions like conversations and social networks.
e Vertical Communication: Flow of information between different hierarchical levels.

¢ Lateral Communication: Exchange of information among peers or departments.

Barriers to Effective Communication

Understanding common communication obstacles is crucial for making sense of the organization’s
interactions. Barriers include language differences, cultural misunderstandings, information overload, and
technological gaps. Addressing these barriers improves clarity, reduces conflicts, and enhances

organizational cohesion.

Decision-Making Processes

Decision-making is a core organizational activity that influences every aspect of performance and strategy.
Making sense of the organization involves analyzing how decisions are made, who makes them, and the

criteria used. This understanding helps optimize decision quality and responsiveness.



Models of Decision-Making

Several models describe organizational decision-making, including:

1. Rational Model: Decisions based on logical analysis of alternatives.
2. Bounded Rationality: Recognizes limitations in information and cognitive capacity.

3. Garbage Can Model: Suggests decisions result from a mix of problems, solutions, and participants.

Decision-Making Styles

Individuals and organizations may adopt different styles such as autocratic, democratic, or consensus-based
approaches. Understanding these styles assists in making sense of the organization’s responsiveness and

adaptability to challenges.

Managing Change Effectively

Change management is a vital competency in dynamic organizational environments. Making sense of the
organization includes understanding how change initiatives are planned, communicated, and implemented

to reduce resistance and ensure success.

Phases of Change Management

The change process typically involves:

1. Unfreezing: Preparing the organization to accept change.
2. Changing: Implementing new processes, behaviors, or structures.

3. Refreezing: Solidifying the new state to maintain improvements.

Strategies for Successful Change

Effective change management requires clear communication, employee involvement, and leadership

commitment. Tools such as stakeholder analysis, training programs, and feedback mechanisms support



smoother transitions. These strategies are essential for making sense of the organization during periods of

transformation.

Tools and Techniques for Organizational Analysis

Various tools and methodologies assist in making sense of the organization by providing structured ways to
evaluate its components and dynamics. Utilizing these tools enables data-driven insights and informed

decision-making.

Common Analytical Techniques

Key tools include:

e SWOT Analysis: Identifying strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.
¢ Organizational Network Analysis: Mapping informal communication and relationships.
¢ Balanced Scorecard: Measuring performance across multiple perspectives.

¢ Employee Surveys: Gathering insights on culture, engagement, and satisfaction.

Applying Analysis for Continuous Improvement

Regular organizational analysis facilitates proactive problem-solving and strategic alignment. Integrating
findings into planning cycles supports continuous improvement and enhances the ability to make sense of

the organization’s evolving landscape.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What does 'making sense of the organization' mean?

'"Making sense of the organization' refers to the process by which individuals interpret and understand the

complex structures, cultures, and dynamics within an organization to navigate and operate effectively.



Why is sensemaking important in organizations?

Sensemaking is important because it helps employees comprehend ambiguous situations, align their actions

with organizational goals, and adapt to changes, thereby improving decision-making and collaboration.

How do organizational culture and sensemaking relate?

Organizational culture provides shared values and norms that influence how members interpret

information and events, shaping the collective sensemaking process within the organization.

What are common challenges in making sense of an organization?

Common challenges include information overload, conflicting perspectives, rapidly changing

environments, and unclear communication, all of which can complicate understanding and coordination.

How can leaders facilitate better sensemaking in their organizations?

Leaders can facilitate sensemaking by encouraging open communication, providing clear information,

fostering a culture of learning, and involving employees in decision-making processes.

‘What role does communication play in organizational sensemaking?

Communication is crucial as it enables the exchange of information and ideas, helps resolve uncertainties,

and aligns individual interpretations with organizational objectives.

Can technology impact the process of making sense of the organization?

Yes, technology can both aid and hinder sensemaking by providing access to information and

communication tools but may also contribute to information overload or misinterpretation if not managed

properly.

How does sensemaking affect organizational change?

Sensemaking shapes how employees perceive and respond to change initiatives; effective sensemaking can

facilitate acceptance and adaptation, while poor sensemaking may lead to resistance and confusion.

Additional Resources

1. Making Sense of Organizations by Karl E. Weick
This seminal book explores how individuals and groups construct meaning within organizations. Weick
introduces the concept of "sensemaking," emphasizing the ongoing process through which people interpret

events and actions to create a coherent organizational reality. The book is foundational for understanding



organizational behavior from a cognitive and social perspective.

2. Sensemaking in Organizations by Karl E. Weick, Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, and David Obstfeld
Building on Weick’s original work, this volume expands on the theory and application of sensemaking in
various organizational contexts. It delves into how organizations interpret crises, change, and complexity.

The authors provide practical insights for leaders aiming to foster adaptive and resilient organizations.

3. Organizational Culture and Leadership by Edgar H. Schein

Schein’s influential book examines the role of culture in shaping organizational sensemaking and behavior.
He explains how leaders embed and transmit culture and how culture influences the collective
interpretation of organizational events. The book offers tools for diagnosing and changing organizational

culture to improve effectiveness.

4. The Social Psychology of Organizing by Karl E. Weick

This classic text investigates how organizing is a dynamic, social process where people continuously create
and recreate organizational structures through communication. Weick emphasizes the fluidity of meaning
and the importance of interpreting social cues. It’s a foundational work for understanding the psychological

processes behind organizing.

5. Sensemaking: The Power of the Humanities in the Age of the Algorithm by Christian Madsbjerg
Madsbjerg argues that qualitative insights from the humanities are crucial for understanding complex
organizational and social phenomena in a data-driven world. The book presents sensemaking as a human-
centered approach to interpreting information and guiding decision-making. It bridges the gap between

data analytics and human intuition.

6. Enacting Organizations: A Practice Perspective on the Design and Transformation of Organizations by
Barbara Czarniawska

This book views organizations as continuously enacted through everyday practices and interactions.
Czarniawska explores how organizational realities are constructed and reconstructed by members over
time. The practice perspective offers a nuanced understanding of how sensemaking shapes organizational

change and design.

7. Complexity and the Nexus of Leadership: Leveraging Nonlinear Science to Create Ecologies of
Innovation by Jeffrey Goldstein, James K. Hazy, and Benyamin B. Lichtenstein

This book applies complexity science to organizational leadership and sensemaking. It discusses how leaders
can navigate uncertainty and emergent phenomena by fostering innovative and adaptive organizational

environments. The authors highlight the nonlinear, interconnected nature of organizational life.

8. Organizing and Organizations by Royston Greenwood, Roy Suddaby, and C. R. Hinings

This comprehensive text synthesizes research on how organizations are formed, structured, and evolve
through social processes of sensemaking. It examines institutional theory and the influence of broader social
contexts on organizational behavior. The book is useful for understanding the interplay between agency

and structure in organizations.



9. Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and Leadership by Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E. Deal
Bolman and Deal present multiple frames—structural, human resource, political, and symbolic—to interpret
and understand organizational dynamics. The book helps readers make sense of complex organizational
issues by shifting perspectives. It is a practical guide for leaders seeking to diagnose problems and

implement effective change.
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