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Sensemaking Processes in Complex Peace
Operations: A Means of Adapting to the Dynamism of
‘the Local’
Soili Paananen

Department of Leadership and Military Pedagogy, National Defence University, Helsinki,
Finland

ABSTRACT
This article examines sensemaking in complex peace operations. The article’s key
argument is that adaptation to ‘the local’ and its complexity requires sensemaking,
and that sensemaking helps to disrupt conflict dynamism and prevent conflicts.
The study’s theoretical underpinnings are linked to the concept of sensemaking
and its further development. The findings are based on eleven in-depth interviews
with commanders who have concrete command experience in peace operations.
The research findings describe four processes – sensegiving, sensebreaking,
sensedrawing and sensekeeping – that are part of the sensemaking entity. Each
process entails practices in which sense is embedded, negotiated and regenerated
to be shared, in order to work with change, adapt to local necessities and sustain
peace. Theoretically, the article contributes to the existing understanding of
complex, ongoing and longstanding crises in general and adaptive and proactive
sensemaking, in which ‘the local’ is emphasized, in particular.

KEYWORDS Adaptation; complexity; sensemaking; local; peace operations

Introduction

In complex peacekeeping operations, ‘wicked social messes’ require a change
in leadership approach from decision-making to making sense of the
dynamic and interconnected characteristics of this complexity.1 These
‘wicked’ problems lack ownership, an issue that demands convergence on
the part of the peacekeepers with local actors’ perceptions of the issues,
and sensemaking of their dynamic relations with social and economic
systems.2 Peacekeepers are required to interpret and understand, namely
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to make sense of the growing complexity3 of local politics and its dynamism
and root causes,4 in order to be able to adapt and work effectively. However,
little is known about the everyday actions through which efforts are made to
make sense of, and to adapt to, this local dynamism to sustain peace. To fill
this research gap, this article focuses on commanders’ various decentralized
sensemaking processes as they work to adjust to local complexity, to disrupt
local conflict dynamics, and to improve local security – that is, how they
work with change and sustain peace through their daily practices in
ongoing and long peace operations.5

Peacekeeping contexts have become increasingly complex, and peace-
keepers have to deal with and adapt to complex emergencies. Traditional
peacekeeping operations were carried out to restore peace between belliger-
ent parties that had consented to intervention. However, in a modern peace-
keeping mission there is hardly ever consent by the parties. Instead, a
multiplicity of actors, both internal and external, as well as a multiplicity
of motives – political, economic, religious, social and cultural – create
‘wicked social messes’ that require sensemaking. As a consequence, a holistic
understanding of peacekeeping and the importance of ‘the local’ have
become issues. On the one hand, studies have emphasized how the complex-
ity of the operating environment in peacekeeping requires a holistic under-
standing of the entire system and adaptation to it. 6 Complexity arises as a
result of the different elements of the system, its dynamic and nonlinear
interactions, and the interaction between the system and its environment.
Hence, there is an interest in how these different elements interact, how
relations develop, and what actually develops in these relations.7 It is
exactly here where the importance of sensemaking is acknowledged. It is
essential to understand what these local relations are like, which elements
are involved and what arises within them, as well as what further action
has to be pursued. Without this understanding, namely making sense of
interdependencies and adaptation to local complexity, peacekeepers’
actions are not viewed in a broader perspective.

On the other hand, research has focused on the local social institutions
and their resilience.8 Attention has been paid to the ability of local societies
to independently cope with and recover from a crisis. This supports local
self-organization, the ability of its social systems to organize, regulate and
sustain themselves so that they can manage tensions, competition and

3Weick,Making Sense of the Organization; and Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, “Organizing and the Process
of Sensemaking.”

4Karlsrud, “From Liberal Peacebuilding to Stabilization”; and Piccolino, “Local Peacebuilding.”
5Autesserre, “Going Micro”; de Coning, “Implications of Complexity.”
6Blouin, “Is Your World Complex?”; and Paparone, Anderson, and McDaniel, “Where Military
Professionalism.”

7de Coning, “From Peacebuilding to Sustaining Peace”; and de Coning, “Implications of Complexity.”
8de Coning, “From Peacebuilding to Sustaining Peace.”
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conflict.9 This also draws attention to the environment of crises and oper-
ations, which consists of local necessities and context. Local people are sen-
sitive to seeing what works in the system.10 However, the understanding of
‘the local’ has been criticized for framing it as an entity instead of consisting
of people who have ties with varied religious, political, economic, cultural
and social groupings. To unpack the growing difficulty in understanding
local politics and its dynamism,11 it is of the utmost importance to be
aware of what ‘the local’ means, who ‘the locals’ are and what kind of inter-
ests are involved. In other words, peacekeepers have to make sense of ‘the
local’ in order to adapt to it and sustain peace.

To this end, this article deals with how sensemaking is used to create
adaptability in peace operations and how to navigate its complexity. I will
begin by looking at the theorization of sensemaking and by linking sense-
making with military and security research results. This will be followed
by a description of the methodology used. The research findings describe
four processes – sensegiving, sensebreaking, sensedrawing and sensekeeping
– and their embedded practices, which form part of a sensemaking entity. I
will show how sensemaking is connected to micro-level organizing to
prevent and disrupt local conflict dynamics, improve local security, and
sustain peace in an ongoing crisis. In other words, how sensemaking is a pre-
requisite for adaptation to ‘the local’. I will conclude the article by discussing
the theoretical contribution that the study makes to the understanding of
sensemaking in adaptation to the dynamism of ‘the local’.

Sensemaking – Adaptation to the Dynamism of ‘the Local’

The article’s key argument is that adaptation to ‘the local’ and its complexity
requires sensemaking, and that sensemaking helps to disrupt conflict dyna-
mism and prevent conflicts. In other words, it helps in working with change
and adapting to local necessities in peacekeeping. The article draws on a
meta-analysis of sensemaking studies,12 showing that an understanding of
crises as short-term, linear and moment-to-moment situations has slightly
distorted the interpretation of the concept of sensemaking.13 The following
have come under particular criticism in this respect: focusing on short-term
disruptions rather than ongoing and long-standing situations, concentrating

9de Coning, “Adaptive Peacebuilding.”
10Hunt, “Avoiding Perplexity.”
11Karlsrud, “From Liberal Peacebuilding to Stabilization”; and Piccolino, “Local Peacebuilding.”
12Brown, Colville, and Pye, “Making Sense of Sensemaking”; Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of
Sensemaking Perspective,” 8–9; Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations”; and
Gephart, Topal, and Zhang, “Future-oriented Sensemaking.”

13Spurgin and Stupples, Decision-making in High Risk; McMaster, Baker, and Duffy, “Role of Artefacts”;
Kramer, von Bezooijen, and Delahaij, “Sensemaking During Operations”; Weick, Making Sense of the
Organization; and Roberts, Madsen, and Desai, “Organizational Sensemaking During Crisis.”
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on a single interpretative process instead of many simultaneous processes
and practices that try to promote change on an ongoing basis, and over-
emphasizing the retrospective nature of sensemaking. The paper takes
these critical assessments of sensemaking into consideration14 and seeks to
develop them further, especially from the perspective of how coincidental
sensemaking processes and their social dynamism have an effect on the
ways in which adaptation to ‘the local’ occurs in peacekeeping.15

Mainstream View of Sensemaking

Sensemaking research has a long history dating back to the 1960s, but there
is no unequivocal definition of the concept.16 There is, however, an emer-
ging consensus that sensemaking refers to processes by which people who
are confronted with unfulfilled expectations or conflicting events seek to
negotiate meanings that foster coordinated rational action.17 From this
point of view, sensemaking merely refers to meaning construction and
reconstruction by the parties involved as they attempt to understand the
nature of the situation and act accordingly. People can also update and
develop their sense of the ongoing situation through cycles of interpretation
and action. For example, according to Maitlis and Christianson,18 sense-
making is ‘a process prompted by violated expectations, that involves
attending to and bracketing cues in the environment, creating intersubjec-
tive meaning through cycles of interpretation and action, and thereby
enacting a more ordered environment from which further cues can be
drawn’. Hence, people continuously rework their sense to deepen their
understanding, or their story to grasp the ambiguities that reside
therein.19 In short, the underlying assumption is that sense is made on a
moment-to-moment basis. It entails meaning-making, aims to switch
from impermanence to permanence, and is a process that seeks to bring
a volatile situation to an end.

As sensemaking has a long tradition of crisis-led research, it is quite often
understood to be activated when expectations of an existing situation or
status in a matter are disturbed or do not conform to existing expectations.20

The triggers for sensemaking include changes in an external environment, a
crisis, felt threats to identity and emotions, as well as planned change

14Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Perspective.”
15de Coning, “Adaptive Peace Operations”; and de Coning, “Adaptive Peacebuilding.”
16Combe and Carrington, “Leaders’ Sensemaking Under Crises,” 307; and Maitlis and Christianson, “Sen-
semaking in Organizations,” 60–65.

17Weick, Making Sense of the Organization; Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, “Organizing and the Process of
Sensemaking”; and Tsoukas and Chia, “On Organizational Becoming.”

18Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations,” 67.
19Weick, “Ambiguity as Grasp”; and Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations.”
20Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Perspective,” 10–11.
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interventions.21 Most research in this field has produced findings on how to
exceed or overcome the challenge posed by unexpected events. That is to say,
when people are in a flux of ambiguity, they work to make sense of it by using
their professional know-how and identity, or the resources connected to the
social context.22 Decisions emerge from these meanings, and this in turn
leads to action.23 In short, these processes – creation, interpretation, enact-
ment – and especially the interpretation process rather than all three pro-
cesses in unison, have been at the core of sensemaking research.24

Furthermore, the focus on interpretation processes has emphasized the chal-
lenges to sensemaking. Such challenges are often framed in the limitations of
individuals’ cognitive or communicative abilities,25 or in organized activity
commitment to certain frames26 or practices27 that have restricted and
biased sensemaking.

The emphasis on studying sensemaking in terms of crises viewed as
short-term, linear, triggered by a disturbance, and as moment-to-moment
situations calls for approaching sensemaking as an ongoing process.
Modern peacekeeping missions are long and new threats emerge as the
crisis continues and evolves.28 This means that special emphasis is placed
on the dynamics, back and forth movements and smaller disturbances29

that are embedded in the mechanisms with which attempts are made to
sustain peace or security in everyday life. Moreover, adaptation to ‘the
local’ shapes the form and content of sensemaking, with a particular
focus on how peacekeepers formulate situated understanding and act
proactively to sustain peace and bring about change, namely how they
work with change.30

Holistic and Dynamic View of Sensemaking

Recent research has tried to theorize the concept of sensemaking so that it
could be used in understanding a crisis more broadly.31 Particular emphasis

21Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Perspective,” 12–14; Maitlis and Christianson,
“Sensemaking in Organizations,” 70–78; Maitlis, Vogus, and Lawrence, “Sensemaking and Emotion in
Organizations”; and Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, “Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking.”

22Eteläpelto et al. “What is Agency?”; and Fenwick and Nerland, “Sociomaterial Professional Knowing.”
23Weick, Making Sense of the Organization.
24Brown, Colville, and Pye, “Making Sense of Sensemaking”; and Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense
of Sensemaking Perspective,” 22.

25Combe and Carrington, “Leaders’ Sensemaking Under Crises”; Weick and Sutcliffe, Managing the Unex-
pected; Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations”; and Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld,
“Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking,” 409.

26Cornelissen, Mantere, and Vaara, “Contraction of Meaning.”
27Schakel, van Fenema, and Faraj, “Shots Fired!”.
28Drennan, McConnell, and Stark, Risk and Crisis Management, 31–2.
29Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Perspective,” 21.
30de Coning, “Adaptive Peace Operations.”
31Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Sensemaking Reconsidered.”

736 S. PAANANEN



has been placed on the development of new concepts that bring variation to
the sensemaking processes. In this respect, sensemaking has begun to be
understood more holistically. Research has produced sensegiving32 and sen-
sebreaking33 concepts, for example. These new concepts have also high-
lighted social dynamism in the sensemaking processes and have directed
attention to its back-and-forth characteristic. In addition, studies have
placed emphasis on enactment in sensemaking, that is, what different sense-
making processes mean for action.

Sensegiving is concerned with a process of attempting to shape and
influence the sensemaking and meaning construction of others towards a
preferred redefinition of the issue.34 Maitlis and Christianson,35 for
example, linked sensegiving to organizational sensemaking, especially
between leaders and stakeholders, and highlighted four different sensemak-
ing processes – guided, restricted, fragmented, minimal – with which
attempts were made to influence others’ understanding of the issue.
Schildt, Mantere and Cornelissen,36 for their part, have deepened the theor-
etical understanding of sensemaking processes, particularly in terms of how
relational power shapes the content or form of sensemaking. For them, sen-
segiving as well as sensebreaking are ways to shape the sensemaking of other
individuals and groups. When sensegiving attempts to influence others’
views, sensebreaking is duly aimed at discrediting established understand-
ings or questioning initial explanations.37 More specifically, they divide sen-
segiving into four different processes – suppressive, authoritative,
inspirational, and expansive – in each of which sensebreaking has a crucial
role. Thus, sensegiving and sensebreaking are intertwined and play a signifi-
cant part in sensemaking.

Both sensegiving and sensebreaking have a role in peacekeeping because
they are a means of working with change; in other words, they are practicable
means of adaptive peacebuilding.38 Peacekeeping is an intervention aimed at
influencing the situation in the target country. It is designed to stabilize the
situation, but also to bring about change. For this purpose, peacekeepers
have a combination of mechanisms at their disposal, such as negotiations
and mediation, which are mechanisms for dealing with the challenges via
diplomatic means.39

32Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations,” 78; and Gioia and Chittipeddi, “Sensemaking
and Sensegiving,” 442.

33Pratt, “Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent.”
34Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations,” 78; and Gioia and Chittipeddi, “Sensemaking
and Sensegiving,” 442.

35Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations.”
36Schildt, Mantere, and Cornelissen, “Power in Sensemaking Processes.”
37Pratt, “Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent.”
38de Coning, “Adaptive Peace Operations”; and de Coning, “Adaptive Peacebuilding.”
39Newby, “Pieces that Make the Peace.”
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Sensemaking and Organizing

Each process or type of sensemaking provides a logic of organizing in that it
continuously generates a specific sense by which actors try to create, sustain
or change the content, and attempt to coordinate actions towards the pre-
ferred objective. In this respect, sensemaking and organizing constitute
each other.40 According to the ‘Weickarious’ approach, organizing is under-
stood as the way in which individual and collective sense is constructed,
trained and learnt. Collective sensemaking is conceptualized as ‘a pattern of
heedful interrelations of actions’.41 In order to interrelate heedfully, agents
need to build a shared understanding and compatible approaches to handling
an unusual situation.42 The activities thus aim at synthesized understandings,
or coherence, which enables coordinated cooperation. In other words, shared
sensemaking patterns allow the organizing of the interrelated actions.

Both sensegiving and sensebreaking also pursue coherence. However, the
focus is on the process, and the means by which attempts are made to achieve
coherence, or an advanced state. In the sensegiving process, organizing is
understood as negotiations. These negotiations, which can be communica-
tive, persuasive or based on power,43 are activities that aim to get individuals
to commit to and act on a desirable goal.44 Consequently, these processes are
understood as activities that seek to pursue a desirable goal, coherence or
peace in peacekeeping. In contrast to earlier research, attention is then
paid to practices that sustain and promote activity in order to ‘construct
intersubjective meanings, images and schemes in conversation where these
meanings and interpretations create and project images of future objects
and phenomena’.45 The time perspective is then on the ongoing and prospec-
tive sensemaking, and the focus on action and organizing instead of
interpretation.46 In peacekeeping in particular, the processes and practices
that attempt to preserve the sense, steer it in the desired direction, and/or
change it are highlighted.

Organizing serves to shed light on the social dynamics embedded in sen-
semaking. For example, sensegiving and sensebreaking aim to shape the
content and the form of sensemaking. However, because people have differ-
ences of opinion, the views brought in from outside can provoke opposition.
In particular, sensebreaking as a process can produce contradictions with
existing perceptions and provoke conflicts and opposition.47 Individuals

40Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld, “Organizing and the process of sensemaking.”
41Weick and Roberts, “Collective Mind in Organizations,” 357.
42Weick and Roberts, “Collective Mind in Organizations,” 374.
43Schildt, Mantere, and Cornelissen, “Power in Sensemaking Processes.”
44Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemaking in Organizations.”
45Gephart, Topal, and Zhang, “Future-oriented Sensemaking,” 285.
46Colville, Pye, and Brown, “Sensemaking Processes and Weickarious Learning.”
47Schildt, Mantere, and Cornelissen, “Power in Sensemaking Processes.”
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can also work for, against and with each other. These forms of interrelations
can vary and produce different and time-varying views in the sensemaking
process. In sum, social dynamics, which is a natural part of sensemaking,
has received less attention in sensemaking research than the focus on episo-
dic situations. In modern peacekeeping missions, there is a growing difficulty
in understanding the local politics and its dynamism.48 Therefore, making
sense of the social dynamism in the local environment is crucial for adaptive
and sustainable peacekeeping.

Sensemaking in the Military and Security Context

In the military and security context, research has focused on the cognitive
dimension of sensemaking, especially on how sensemaking precedes
decision-making and action. For example, research findings have shown
that repetitive and reinforced understandings can create too rigid frames,
with the consequence that actors dismiss divergent observations and alterna-
tive understandings of the on-going situation, and end up with a distorted
interpretation and action.49 Research has also shown that old and new
ways of working that have not yet settled into a routine can cause confusion
and inappropriate action. Although both frames are available in a crisis situ-
ation, they may remain consistent at a subjective level but inconsistent at the
collective level. As a consequence, safety actors might not have a unified
understanding of the situation. In other words, they may not be capable of
collective sensemaking, which can lead to distorted decision-making and
action.50 In combat situations, failing to make sense can cause ineffective,
repetitive action, lack of participation, or freezing, in which actors fall
back on known drills without being able to read the situation in a flexible
way.51

In a military and security context, sensemaking research has focused on
how sense is made in sudden and extreme situations, how flexible the
actors are in changing or creating new frames, or whether the sets of
frames prepared in advance are valid. However, in modern and long-
lasting peacekeeping operations, the focus is on protecting, defending and
sustaining peace and security on an ongoing basis. These large-scale inter-
ventions that call for strategic change can also be unsuccessful from the sen-
semaking perspective. Failing to understand the local history as well as the
people and their entanglements can tend to weaken sensemaking and strat-
egy implementation, as was purportedly the case in Afghanistan.52 This is

48Karlsrud, “From Liberal Peacebuilding to Stabilization.”
49Cornelissen, Mantere, and Vaara, “The Contraction of Meaning.”
50Colville, Pye, and Carter, “Organizing to counter terrorism.”
51Ben-Shalom, Klar, and Benbenistry, “Characteristics of Sense-Making in Combat.”
52Brown, “Making Sense of the War in Afghanistan.”
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why it is of utmost importance to conduct research on sensemaking in a mili-
tary and security context from an ordinary, everyday perspective in particu-
lar. In this respect, the means of adapting to and tolerating ambiguity, and
navigating in uncertainty come to the fore. Thus, the ability to make sense
of the world and to adapt and learn to change accordingly are more signifi-
cant than the ability to know the world or to predict the long-term future.53

Hence, extending this line of inquiry even further, the article deepens the
existing understanding of sensemaking in peacekeeping by contributing to
the theoretical discussion on adaptive, sustaining54 and proactive sensemak-
ing.55 The article deals with how various sensemaking processes are used to
create adaptability in peace operations and how to navigate its complexity. In
an effort to make this more concrete, the article links sensemaking to com-
manders’ daily practices, which are defined as a type of behaviour consisting
of interconnected elements, such as forms of physical and mental activities,
forms of understanding, knowing how and desiring, as well as forms of
things and their use.56 The article focuses on the kind of communication
and negotiation practices that commanders use for continuous sensemaking,
and the practices they engage in to influence preferred meaning.57 These
practices are understood to be future-oriented processes of organizing that
adapt to local complexity, disrupt local conflict dynamics, improve local
security and sustain peace.58 In particular, the article shows how these pro-
cesses might enhance, break59 or preserve the existing sense, as well as resist
it if it is not shared and accepted among ‘the locals’.

Methodology

The research participants comprised commanders with concrete command
experience in crisis management and peacekeeping environments. The com-
manders are in a special position as they continually monitor and interpret
the development of a crisis situation. They combine their experience, infor-
mation, professional knowledge and action guidelines, on the basis of which
they create, direct, and modify their strategy and tactics.60 In this way, the
commanders are the key sensemakers who must be able to interpret the

53Blouin, “Is Your World Complex?”; and Paparone, Anderson, and McDaniel, “Where Military
Professionalism.”

54Newby, “Pieces that Make the Peace.”
55Brown, Colville, and Pye, “Making Sense of Sensemaking”; and Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense
of Sensemaking Perspective,” 8–9.

56Langley and Tsoukas, “Introducing Perspectives on Process”; and Reckwitz, “Toward a Theory of Social
Practices.”

57Raelin, “Introduction to Leadership-as-practice”; and Gioia and Chittipeddi, “Sensemaking and Sense-
giving,” 442.

58de Coning, “Adaptive Peace Operations.”
59Pratt, “Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent.”
60Ntuen and Leedom, Deductive Sensemaking Principles.
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existing situation and strike a balance between conflicting information and
the complex local environment. It is also the commanders’ task to gain an
overall situational awareness of the situation in a vulnerable society so that
they can lead the processes of disrupting conflict dynamics, preventing
conflicts and improving local security.

The study is based on in-depth interviews with eleven such commanders,
who gained their experience for the most part in operations in Lebanon and
Afghanistan. The length of time spent in each mission varied from six to
twelve months. In the interviews, the focus was on everyday action, hybrid-
ity, and their experiences of the local conflict with the aim of discovering
more salient practices to sustain peace.61 The interviews dealt with themes
such as training and specific training, the commanded unit, as well as per-
sonal, operational and field experiences of the operations. The interviewees
were asked to deepen their narratives with specific critical incidents in
which they were personally involved in order to illustrate leadership and sen-
semaking in crisis management and/or peacekeeping environments. The
interviews lasted a total of 23 h, the shortest being 48 min and the longest
two hours and 50 min. They were audio-recorded, transcribed and translated
into English.

The analysis followed an iterative back-and-forth process between the
data and the theoretical and conceptual literature.62 I first identified
themes in the interviews by asking myself questions such as ‘What issues
does the commander bring up?’ and ‘Which matters is he paying attention
to and why?’.63 Such questions appeared to have the potential to further
understanding and provide new insights into the concept of sensemaking.
However, the dynamic interplay between the theoretical literature and
these reflections led me to expand my theoretical approach,64 specifically
when it came to sensegiving,65 sensebreaking,66 and sensekeeping and sense-
drawing, as new concepts for working with change and sustaining peace in
local circumstances.67 During this inductive process,68 I developed an idea
of the core theoretical phenomenon – how sensekeeping, sensegiving, sen-
sebreaking and sensedrawing are part of a sensemaking entity in which
meaning making, keeping, giving and reconstruction are simultaneous and
interlinked processes – and duly refined the definitive research question
as: What kind of sensemaking processes do commanders use in complex

61Millar, “Ethnographic Peace Research.”
62Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw, Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes, 171–99; and Langley and Abdallah, “Tem-
plates and Turns,” 116–22.

63Weick, “Organized Sensemaking.”
64Gioia et al., “Forging an Identity.”
65Gioia and Chittipeddi, “Sensemaking and Sensegiving.”
66Pratt, “Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent.”
67de Coning, “Adaptive Peace Operations.”
68Langley, “Strategies for Theorizing,” 699; and Strauss and Corbin, Basics of Qualitative Research.
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peace operations to adapt to local dynamics, in order to prevent and disrupt
local conflict dynamics, improve local security, and sustain peace? Addressing
this question provided a practice-based understanding of sensemaking,
which is based on the idea that knowledge is embedded in and regenerated
through practical activity, especially from the perspective of how practices
work together to generate a combination of processes that can lead to a
deeper understanding of sensemaking as a whole.69

Findings: Sensemaking Processes and Practices for Adapting to
the Dynamism of ‘the Local’

In this section, I will outline processes and practices that are used in trying to
adapt to ‘the local’, work with change and sustain peace. I first present the
sensegiving, sensebreaking and sensedrawing processes and their supportive
practices that specifically aim at sharing sense and sustaining peace. Sense-
giving70 refers to the peacekeepers’ attempts to communicate a new sense
of the situation to the local people. Sensebreaking71 denotes practices that
break down meaning. This can happen in two contrasting ways. Whereas
negative means are those that are used to weaken the peacekeeping efforts,
proactive means indicate an attempt to change an existing meaning into a
new, more positive one. Sensedrawing denotes the ways to attract the local
people in order to alter their attitudes towards the preferred meaning. Sec-
ondly, I highlight sensekeeping processes and practices that preserve the
existing sense, are related to foresight, and prevent conflicts and their politi-
cization. In this way, I will illustrate how sensekeeping, sensegiving, senseb-
reaking and sensedrawing are formed and are part of the sensemaking entity.
Further to this, I aim to point out that it is these everyday actions that give
rise to the need for future-oriented organizing to disrupt conflict dynamism
and improve security.

Sensegiving

Performative Sensegiving: Presence
One sensegiving method entails commanders establishing a presence
through various collective events and celebrations. In this way, they show
respect for the local communities and strengthen their social position.
This display of presence to the local people is part of sensegiving, which
can be performative as well as communicative. At the same time, comman-
ders seek to build trustful local relationships. This is important for the

69Nicolini, Practice Theory, Work; and Langley and Abdallah, “Templates and Turns.”
70Gioia and Chittipeddi, “Sensemaking and Sensegiving”; and Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, “Organizing
and the Process of Sensemaking.”

71Pratt, “Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent.”
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implementation of proactive activities so that safe conditions can be
established.

When going to large events like these, my main agenda is collaboration and
showing respect. It goes something like this: ‘Hey, this is the local commander,
he respects our event, he is here; we can go and tell him if something is wrong
because we’ve already met him and know him… ’. Similarly, if we meet with
the local authorities at an event, their role is also strengthened. This is the way I
see it; it is so holistic. C4

Sensegiving Through Networks
What counts in sustaining peace efforts is raising awareness of what the
peacekeepers are doing and why. In practice, this means creating contacts
with key actors within a network of cooperation. This network is formed
by commanders discussing issues with locally influential leaders of the
same status. These key leaders have a great deal of leverage in their own
sphere of influence within the traditional cultures, especially in their own
sub-network.72 Through this network, the commander spreads the word as
to how the peacekeepers are building security in the area for the local
people and that they are supporting the official government. Local leaders
then, in turn, hopefully relay these messages to the people and communities
within their spheres of influence. In these discussions, the commander
emphasizes that the justification for the action is based on mutual agreement,
and that the mandate has been created on the basis of that. The justification
for the operation and its meaning, which need to be conveyed to and under-
stood by local actors, is also a part of the sensegiving process. Giving sense to
key leaders through networks is part of the practice of building a shared sense
in communities to improve local security.

We also discussed our military work. As the (organization) has a certain agree-
ment with the (country’s) army, or the (country’s) states, about the rules and
the reasons for our being there, sending this message through the local auth-
orities via the work they do, and then to the local people through this work, is a
key issue for us. So in some sense we ensure that they understand that what we
are doing is justified because they have asked us to be there. The situation
makes more sense then. C10

Sensegiving: A Clear Message Through the Network
The commander strives to bring about security by transmitting the pro-
motion message through the network. What is challenging, however, is
that this network of cooperation is so thinly spread. It comprises local
people employed by local organizations, local political parties, the local

72Ates, “Key Issues for Training,” 66.
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authorities and representatives of various religions. The commanders have to
be aware of and acknowledge all of these parties and carefully consider how
to convey their message so that it is understood as clearly as possible at all
levels, be it transmitted at the vertical or horizontal level. The message
should remain as unchanged as possible as it is being transmitted from
one level to another. If the message breaks down, it may reverse the good
work that has already been accomplished and set the mission back a
number of years.

… to show that we are people who have come here voluntarily, most of us, to
help. This was the main message and it started to spread. But it takes a long
time to get the message across. We were well respected 20 kilometres from
the base we had operated in for 20 years, but not in that particular area.
Maybe in five years we would be liked there, too. So it takes many small
acts and big thinking. That is how it succeeds. And the chain can’t be
broken at any point. If anybody makes a mistake, it can set us back four
years. This is what makes it asymmetrical. C1

Sensebreaking

Sensebreaking, Negotiations and Re-Sensegiving
When small conflicts occur, the disruption of dynamics becomes a cause for
concern. These kinds of situations are best resolved through negotiations.
Negotiations are problem-solving situations in which the commander talks
with all parties involved to start figuring out what happened, why, and
who did what. The negotiations are the foundation upon which the com-
mander begins to search for a solution through dialogue. If an agreement
can be reached, the message should be relayed through all channels so that
it remains unbroken, can be understood by all, and so that all parties
involved can accept and commit to it in their actions. News of the agreement
should reach all levels, from commander to local leaders, from forces to
patrol units, to local communities, and to individuals. Hence, in such senseb-
reaking situations, commanders are trying to re-create a common view of the
conflicting issue in order to continue promoting the preferred sensegiving.73

So there are different kinds of truth. There is the truth of those who have been
there, that is, the truth as the troops, group or patrol see it. Then there is the
battalion’s truth, which looks different from the patrol’s truth. Then there is
the truth of those who have been present, and those who have monitored
the actions locally. And then there is the fourth or fifth party’s truth, and every-
body views the matter differently. And then when you start to negotiate… they
can be very different, the reports, when the questions start coming, ‘What does
this mean?’ This shows the complexity.… It should be handled constructively
somehow, so that the matter is addressed not by burning our bridges, but so

73Maitlis and Lawrence, “Triggers and Enablers.”
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that we can continue with some kind of further interaction, so that we can
reach an outcome that pleases both parties. C10

Sensebreaking: Producing Surprise
When incidents are minor in the grand scheme of things, sensebreaking is
about doing the unexpected for the purposes of disrupting the dynamics
of a local conflict. One commander resolved a situation in this way after a
peacekeepers’ patrol vehicle had been stoned. The commander promised
that the road would be paved, but at the same time expressed the wish
that such incidents would not be repeated.

So the next day I went there with the head of the CIMIC office. We said that we
would like to pave the road. The local imam’s jaw dropped as he had expected
us to complain about the incident that had taken place the previous day. In the
end, I did mention that if there was any further stoning of my cars, I would get
angry. The point was taken. So our strategy was to react differently from what
they had expected. Often working in the (area x) means playing games like
these…We had to consider a different approach. C3

Sensedrawing

Sensedrawing for Security Through Indebtedness
Processes and practices that can prevent conflicts are not just about sensegiv-
ing. Incidents and gestures can also be used to attract or to sensedraw local
people’s attitudes towards the message in order to build safety and trust, and
protect civilians. One concrete way of achieving this goal is to attempt to
create indebtedness among the local people. In the extract below, the com-
mander aptly illustrates how responding to the concrete needs of influential
people in the local community had created a state of indebtedness, and how
an offer to return the favour allowed the commander to address a request to a
local person of influence.

I went over to him with an interpreter, and we talked about a number of things.
Then I asked him if he had any concerns, without mentioning why I was there.
He said that the road was in such bad shape that cars could not drive on it and
the people did not attend church because they were too lazy to walk. We con-
tinued chatting and then I told him it was time for me to leave. Then I told my
battalion and the battalion leader that we should pave the road leading to the
church because we had the machinery. I said nothing about this to the priest.
They fixed the road and I went to see the priest a few weeks later. He had
noticed my men working but he had not been able to talk to them because
there was no interpreter at that time. He said he would have invited them
over for coffee. He asked what he could do in return. So I asked him to use
his sermons as a means of asking the locals not to bully the returning migrants.

I: Did he promise to?

R: He took care of it. C5
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Practical ways of creating indebtedness that the commanders mentioned
included constructing and paving roads; digging wells; installing street
lights; building schools, nurseries and fences; and finding solutions to cata-
strophes such as floods. From among the different kinds of indebtedness
elements, the commanders should be able to form an overall picture of the
situation so that they can use the resources available as wisely as possible.
To this end, the commanders negotiate with local leaders as to which villages
need support and the type of support that should be provided. Local leaders
have the best regional and cultural knowledge, meaning that they are able to
say which villages are already receiving aid through other channels. Further-
more, the commandersmust anticipate the possible operational consequences
of these projects and take into consideration the following two questions:
could a project spark conflict between different actors in society, and are all
villages being treated equally so as not to create resentment between them?
The commanders must also pay attention to the manner in which building
materials and workflows are managed so that other parties cannot inadver-
tently benefit from them, and to whether a project actually furthers the oper-
ational safety of peacekeepers and their chances of providing security in a
given area. Thus, the commanders must carefully weigh all of the options in
indebtedness-creating efforts and their consequences. This complexity
requires the commander’smulti-level sensemaking and a holistic understand-
ing of the entire system in order to adapt to it.

Every time something is done, built or dismantled, the environment changes.
Every action, such as building a road or a school or anything, or if we provide
water, it helps party A but can hurt party B. If we have an operation, the work
environment changes. The attitude of people in the vicinity can change
towards you. As a commander, you have to be able to read the situation and
make sure that the change does not affect the security of your troops. The com-
mander has to see to it that the connection with other actors is working prop-
erly. Sometimes there is no one else, and sometimes too many. C6

Sensekeeping

Sensekeeping: Stretching the Rules
Some threatening incidents might in themselves sound fairly innocuous –
when peacekeepers’ vehicles are stoned, when patrol cars are obstructed,
when local people refuse to let patrols in their areas of operation, or when
harvesting olives in neutral areas gives rise to tensions. But these seemingly
harmless everyday actions at the micro level can be politicized up to the
national level. The commander’s task is to make sense of these cultural-con-
textual factors as part of a local context, and as part of the rules governing the
operation. The decision to stretch the rules might prevent the emergence of a
conflict between the various parties and the wider politicization of
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situations.74 This will help to prevent the conflict in question, and to con-
tinue to maintain the sense achieved and sustain peace, as the following
extract shows.75

There is an area which has a few olive trees in a (country A) blind spot. They
are on the north side of the technical fence on the (country B) side, but on the
(country A) side of the line. A (country B) landowner still considered them to
be his, and he gathered olives from them every autumn. During harvest time,
on both sides of the fence, a platoon of troops gather and aim at the other side
while the olives are being harvested. One olive tree takes about an hour to
harvest and there were four of them, so it took about five hours, including
lunch. The task of the (organization) forces at that point is to monitor the situ-
ation. Usually there is also someone who is responsible for the line violation
which occurs when the olive trees are harvested. How long can this violation
last? The full five hours or is a one-minute violation enough? It involves weigh-
ing up the situation from the perspective that if you violate you should not
violate very much. You have to start to interpret the rules, whereas rules
should be black and white, right or wrong. Such situations provide an
excuse for one of the nations to increase their readiness or even start a war.
One deploys a platoon there, and then the other does the same. Both raise
the level of tension and test the capabilities of the other side. If they want to
start a war there, it will start. It can easily be justified through these violations.
But because the incident is a minor one, it is just as easy to back away from it. It
is much easier to fall back because of a few olive trees rather than a real and
important strategic national-level matter… This is the kind of situation our
operation works in. Each event can be linked upwards if needed. Throwing
one stone can be turned into a big issue if necessary, but you can keep it at
a low level if you recognize it as such. C8

Sensekeeping: Withdrawal from the Situation
When an operating environment is complex, the methods used by others
must be analysed and interpreted so as to deduce their significance, inten-
tions and consequences. What is of the utmost importance is to determine
the desired outcomes: what kind of outcome is the other party seeking,
and why? In this kind of situation, a party might intentionally seek to
provoke the forces so that they can attain their objectives. One very
common procedure that is highlighted time and again in training is retreat-
ing from a situation without succumbing to provocation.

Another thing was if our boys were patrolling somewhere, the locals some-
times blocked their way with cars or scooters and filmed it all in case we
resorted to tactics we were not allowed to use. I told my troops not to
give in to provocation… They have to try and exit the situation as
quickly as possible, not stay and argue, because they are not there to be pro-
voked. C9

74Osadchiy, Bogenrieder, and Heugens, “Organizational Learning.”
75See also Newby, “Pieces that Make the Peace.”
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Sensekeeping: Silent Signals and Proactive Action
In a complex environment, it is essential to learn to interpret the environ-
ment carefully. What becomes significant is the ability to recognize and be
aware of the situations, what is actually happening, why people are acting
in a certain manner, and for what purpose. Examples of such situations
are when villagers are far away or on rooftops, or when there are no children
in the streets. These all are silent signals that allow those involved to antici-
pate unusual situations and thus to act accordingly. Forecasting is important
because arriving at the right conclusions prompts countermeasures that do
not jeopardize the mission.

The way in which you read the indicators is important. First of all, the way in
which I have trained our soldiers. The ideal is to be able to withstand the taxing
routine. They have to be able to read the work environment, for example, when
driving through the same patrol route for the 700th time. For example, if a
market square is always full and then suddenly it’s empty, what does it tell
you? Do you have to be a bit quieter and see if someone is coming? This is
what we have to train people to do, to read the environment and to be able
to spot any discrepancies – to notice what is different from previous occasions.
C5

As the examples above illustrate, sensekeeping, sensegiving, sensebreaking
and sensedrawing together form processes that strive for shared sensemaking
and for improving local security.76 These processes are simultaneous and
interwoven with dynamism, which arises, among other things, from chal-
lenges and the diverse interests of multiple actors. These processes are also
contextualized as part of a local community where, over time, complicated
networks have developed and permeated the deeper levels of society. Con-
nections and ties, which may be religious, familial or politico-economic,
exert an influence in the background. If a mission has existed for a long
time, these connections have become cemented over a long period of time.
These wicked social messes, or social dynamism, and the way in which it
is handled, call for the pursuit of shared sensemaking when seeking to
sustain peace. In particular, it requires a holistic understanding of the
entire system and adaptation to it.

Discussion

In this article I have identified four different forms of sensemaking processes.
Sensekeeping, sensegiving, sensebreaking and sensedrawing are part of a sen-
semaking entity in which meaning making, keeping, giving and reconstruc-
tion are interlinked. By using these sensemaking processes, commanders
seek to maintain and produce security by tolerating ambiguity and adapting

76Maitlis, “Social Processes of Organizational.”
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to local necessities.77 In addition, sensemaking is constantly emerging as a
proactive solution to minor conflicts to prevent them from escalating and
becoming politicized at the national level. Thus, the article shows how
different processes gradually and simultaneously point in the desired direc-
tion of change, thereby revealing how sensemaking is also prospective
future-oriented action to work with change and sustain peace.78

Drawing on the sensemaking concept, this article makes three important
contributions to the sensemaking literature in relation to adapting to com-
plexity and locality. Firstly, the article illustrates how sensemaking is not
only cognitive and communicative,79 but also situational and performative.80

The article extends earlier research on sensemaking81 particularly by empha-
sizing the importance of fostering a cultural-historical understanding of the
conflict-affected countries, situational awareness of the nature of the clashes,
and the importance of local knowledge and skills in facilitating sensemaking
in this context. In other words, sensemaking demands adaptation to local
perspectives and actors with which peacekeeping could be more successful
by addressing the root causes of security challenges.82 However, engaging
in the local perspectives also means that the activities involve interdependent
actors and networks as well as a combination of innumerable connections
and agendas. In these relations, positive and negative feedback is formed
which, for its part, can produce unexpected emergencies.83 The processes
of violent conflicts have had an effect on the choices and behaviours of ordin-
ary people in their daily lives. The local people also have to adapt to the pro-
cesses of conflict and violence – voluntary or involuntary – in order to
survive.84 They join in ‘informal exchange and employment markets’ to
protect themselves and their families from poverty and violence.85 This indi-
cates that the boundary between local population and peacekeepers becomes
blurred, and sensemaking becomes even more challenging because of the
complex nature of the interconnectivity and nonlinearity of matters.

Secondly, the article demonstrates how sensegiving, sensebreaking, sense-
drawing and sensekeeping processes are not only simultaneous and inter-
twined but also multistranded. These are the processes that together act as
mechanisms for seeking shared sensemaking86 to adapt to uncertainty in

77de Coning, “Adaptive Peacebuilding.”
78de Coning, “Adaptive Peace Operations.”
79Combe and Carrington, “Leaders’ Sensemaking Under Crises”; and Maitlis and Christianson, “Sensemak-
ing in Organizations.”

80Reckwitz, “Toward a Theory of Social Practices,” 249.
81Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Perspective,” 26; and Weber and Glynn,
“Making Sense with Institutions.”

82Stewart, “Inequality, Conflict, and Policy.”
83Abrahamsson, “Restraint, Unbridled Emotion”; and Hunt, “Avoiding Perplexity.”
84Kalyvas, “Micro-Level Studies.”
85Justino, “Research and Policy Implications.”
86Maitlis and Lawrence, “Triggers and Enablers”; and Weber and Glynn, “Making Sense with Institutions.”
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order to work with change and sustain peace.87 This co-existence implies that
sensemaking is not a singular, homogeneous process88 and it is not manage-
able by programmatic planning.89 It also means that action is neither linear,
nor one-way, nor increasing by degrees,90 but that sensemaking, its subpro-
cesses and enactment occur together91 as part of a cyclical, continuous, reci-
procating flow movement. These processes also involve complex elements
and tensions, which challenges the sensemaking.92 Thus, every means that
has been tried as part of the sensemaking processes is a single element
that brings about learning if it works, how it works, if it has to be replaced,
or if it has to be adapted to better suit similar situations. These experimen-
tation, selection and adaptation subprocesses as part of the sensemaking pro-
cesses describe how the design of these processes also emerges from the
process itself and increases knowledge for adaptation, as well as assets to
work with the complexity.93

Thirdly, sensemaking and its subprocesses occur in networks. Comman-
ders build up relationships and create networks with key local leaders.94 Via
this network, they can disseminate information about their role and tasks
and implement future-oriented actions to improve local security.95 Thus
local leaders form a second network aimed at influencing shared sensemak-
ing.96 This points to an understanding of a system of interconnected key
persons and functions that help to support shared sensemaking to work
with change.97 However, the article also highlights the complexity and
dynamics associated with sensemaking when it is not shared among all.
As commanders in their capacity as boundary spanners98 are attempting
to influence the formation of a certain shared sense in order to sustain
peace, some actors and groups may resist this while others may change
their position as they deem appropriate. This calls for continuously antici-
pating, reflecting on and interpreting the existing intentions. Thus, sense-
making becomes multilevel and multidirectional action. This multifaceted
and multi-directional influence lies in the dynamism that was not necess-
arily brought to the fore in previous studies on sensemaking. In the peace-
keeping context the involvement of many actors and factions has been

87de Coning, “Adaptive Peacebuilding.”
88Maitlis, “Social Processes of Organizational.”
89Brusset, de Coning, and Hughes, “Introduction”; Hunt, “Avoiding Perplexity”; and Zweibelson, “One
Piece at a Time.”

90Weick, “Ambiguity as Grasp,” 117.
91Sandberg and Tsoukas, “Making Sense of Sensemaking Perspective,” 26.
92Drennan, McConnell, and Stark, Risk and Crisis Management.
93de Coning, “Adaptive Peacebuilding.”
94Knoke, “It Takes a Network.”
95Pratt, “Good, the Bad, and the Ambivalent.”
96Gioia and Chittipeddi, “Sensemaking and Sensegiving.”
97Vogus, et al., “Affective Foundations of High-Reliability”; Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, “Organizing and
the Process of Sensemaking”; and Weick and Roberts, “Collective Mind in Organizations.”

98Fisher and Hutchings, “Making Sense of Cultural Distance.”
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recognized99 but less attention has been paid to how a messy constellation of
actors and their intentions shape the international-local co-operation in
practice.

Conclusion

The article shows how sensemaking becomes a way of organizing and creat-
ing stability and shaping change100 to sustain peace.101 Organizing consists
of everyday activities carried out by individuals, none of whom strives in iso-
lation to create social order in an existing situation or environment in a net-
worked way.102 Through the complexity and interconnectivity of processes,
peacekeeping appears to be a continuous flow of actions in which continuity
and security are being built as part of adaptive peacebuilding.
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