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This study examines how intimacy affects individuals' sensemaking of innovation in

their organization. Although sensemaking facilitates understanding innovation and

envisioning new worldviews, it involves a delicate process of self-disclosure, reflec-

tion, personal contact and communication. Intimacy focuses on time-bounded inter-

actions that foster individuals' progressive self-disclosure and perceptions of mutual

understanding. Therefore, drawing on intimacy theories, we investigate from a micro-

level perspective how temporally bounded intimate interactions foster the meaning-

fulness of innovation for individuals. As sensemaking processes differ in large-scale

radical and incremental innovations, we examine both contexts in a post hoc analysis.

Through a field study, we show that different intimacy dynamics (emotional, cogni-

tive and listening) influence meaningfulness perceptions. In particular, we find that

the emotional intimacy dynamics positively influence meaningfulness perceptions in

the context of radical innovation initiatives, while the cognitive and listening intimacy

dynamics positively influence meaningfulness perceptions in the context of incre-

mental innovation initiatives. This study contributes to the sensemaking innovation

literature by introducing intimacy as an enabler of sensemaking. Our study also sug-

gests that managers should encourage moments of intimate interaction when pursu-

ing innovation to facilitate sensemaking of change.

K E YWORD S

dyad, field study, innovation, intimacy, sensemaking

1 | INTRODUCTION

Managing innovation in organizations is an important but challenging

task. As people are considered the driving force behind any type of

innovation (Amabile et al., 1996; Zhang & Bartol, 2010), it is essential

to enable them to make sense of the innovation in order to contribute

(Dosi et al., 2020; Hölzle et al., 2020; Mascareño et al., 2020; Weiss

et al., 2022). Any innovation activity requires people to engage in a

sensemaking process (Weick et al., 2005), namely, the individual and

social process of constructing new meanings to understand the nature

of the innovation initiative and develop a novel worldview

(Konlechner et al., 2019).

Sensemaking is closely related to innovation throughout the inno-

vation journey. For example, people engage in sensemaking during the

early stages of concept and vision development, where individuals seek

to understand the current state of things and determine a direction for

further development (De Brentani & Reid, 2012; O'Connor &

Veryzer, 2001). Sensemaking is necessary in these situations, as individ-

uals must find meaning in the new and uncertain circumstances that

emerge (Weick et al., 2005). Furthermore, in the later stages of the
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innovation process, people engage in creative activities to envision solu-

tions, a process that involves first imagining ideas and concepts, then

evaluating whether they are appropriate in the new context (Perry-

Smith & Mannucci, 2017). This activity may require them to shift, trans-

form or let go of ideas and beliefs in favour of new ones (Toivonen

et al., 2023), experiencing a meaning void to be filled through social

interactions and sensemaking (Kaffka et al., 2013). Thus, sensemaking is

also required in the final stages of developing plausible and sustainable

outcomes in a new environment (Pendleton-Jullian & Brown, 2016).

Given its pervasiveness in innovation, studies emphasize that sen-

semaking is crucial in determining the success or failure of an innova-

tion initiative (Logemann et al., 2019; Weick et al., 2005). The

resulting meaning represents the essence of the change, either facili-

tating or constraining future actions (Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). If

individuals do not resolve the sensemaking challenge by framing a

compelling meaning of the new scenario, no action will follow, and

the innovation process will be irreparably compromised (Maitlis &

Christianson, 2014).

Sensemaking of innovation is also influenced by the nature of the

innovation initiative (Röth & Spieth, 2019). Large-scale strategic and

radical innovations (second-order changes; Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1996),

which aim not only to improve a specific dimension of innovation,

such as products, services or processes, but also to design an entirely

new set of values and norms for the organization, will trigger signifi-

cantly different sensemaking processes than incremental innovations

(first-order changes; Nadler & Tushman, 1989, 1990). Indeed, the lat-

ter mainly affect people's competencies and skills without disrupting

the entire organizational value system.

Therefore, it is critical to understand (i) how meanings unfold when

people embrace innovation, (ii) how to facilitate the sensemaking pro-

cess that leads to meanings and (iii) how these outcomes are affected

by innovation type. This study therefore aims to advance current

knowledge about sensemaking of innovation on these three fronts. We

focus on innovation at work as a behaviour rather than performance

(Caniëls et al., 2022), considering intimacy as an enabler of sensemaking.

Sensemaking occurs primarily in the individual mind and can be fostered

through collaborative sensemaking in which people create a shared

meaning of a changing scenario (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). How-

ever, individual sensemaking of innovation is a delicate process of self-

disclosure and understanding, where ideas emerge as fragile thoughts

that can be easily flattened or compromised when shared with others in

an attempt to create a shared understanding through collaboration

(Weick et al., 2005). In this regard, scholars suggest that intimacy may

facilitate sensemaking by fostering the comfortable communication of

half-baked ideas and the creation of new meanings (Leonard &

Sensiper, 1998). Examples of innovation-focused sensemaking and inti-

macy are innovators pairs who conceived and developed some of the

most groundbreaking innovations of our time, including Steve Jobs and

Jony Ive for the iPhone (Isaacson, 2011), Sergey Brin and Larry Page for

Google (Hunter et al., 2012), Daniel Ek and Martin Lorentzon for Spotify

(Lane, 2014). All these pairs worked as part of larger teams or organiza-

tions, yet several accounts report close, intimate interactions in which

the two individuals engaged in breakthrough sensemaking. The intimacy

of the partnership provides a collaborative space in which preliminary

ideas and thoughts are shared for further refinement (Farrell, 2003).

Intimacy studies agree that ‘intimacy is far from the sole preserve

of the romantic couple (friendship, family)’ (Marar, 2014, p. 9). Never-

theless, it is defined as a kind of time-bounded interaction in which peo-

ple ‘(i) reveal something private; (ii) experience positive feelings about

themselves, the other person, and the interaction; (iii) perceive the inter-

action to have advanced or reflecting the partners' understanding of

each other’ (Prager, 1995 in Prager & Buhrmester, 1998, p. 436). Inti-

macy concerns the perception of closeness (Aron et al., 1992) and is a

characteristic of small numbers, such as dyads and triads, as distinctive

forms of association (Rouse, 2020; Simmel, 1902). It allows for an indi-

vidual's progressive self-disclosure and fosters perceptions of self-

validation, mutual understanding and caring (Reis & Shaver, 1988).

Thus, this study investigates the following research question:

How does intimacy influence people's meaningfulness of sensemaking

for innovation?

In particular, we conducted a field study involving five companies:

three engaged in incremental innovation and two in radical innova-

tion. A total of 115 people were involved in a longitudinal experience

replicated identically in all companies. Employees participated in three

workshops designed to support their sensemaking of innovation. Dur-

ing the workshops, participants experienced repeated moments of

reflection in pairs. The pair was chosen as the most intimate form of

collaboration because the intimacy dynamics are expected to be more

evident (Rouse, 2020). After each session, we assessed the intimacy

and meaningfulness perceptions of individual sensemaking of innova-

tion (Bellis & Verganti, 2020b; Prager & Buhrmester, 1998). Our find-

ings show that the emotional, cognitive and listening intimacy

dynamics foster individual perceptions of meaningfulness.

Because it is reasonable to assume that different types of innova-

tion initiatives (i.e., radical or incremental) differently affect the influ-

ence of intimacy on meaningfulness, we further explore our research

question in both the incremental and radical innovation contexts

through a post hoc analysis.

In particular, we show that emotional intimacy is crucial in the

context of radical innovation while the cognitive and listening dynam-

ics are relevant in the context of incremental innovation.

By observing how intimacy can foster sensemaking, we aim to

continue and expand the conversation about sensemaking for innova-

tion (e.g., Röth et al., 2019; Verganti et al., 2020). To date, sensemak-

ing has been primarily viewed as an individual (performed by one

person) or collective (performed by many) activity, neglecting what

happens in intimate interactions where cognitive and emotional

dynamics are expected to be more evident. Thus, we explore this

space by examining whether sensemaking benefits from intimate

interactions. Intimacy is a well-developed concept in sociology and

psychology but remains underexplored in management studies. By

investigating the intimacy dynamics in sensemaking, our study

extends knowledge about the situated, embodied and affective

dimensions of sensemaking (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; Maitlis &

Christianson, 2014), which are also critical to innovation success

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).
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pt?>In practical terms, the study provides managers with a better

understanding of how people make sense of innovation initiatives. Our

study also suggests the importance of promoting intimate moments of

reflection to facilitate sensemaking. These moments appear to be critical

for people to experience mutual caring, collaboration and closeness, while

also promoting self-disclosure, idea generation and mutual criticism.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. First, we pro-

vide the literature background on sensemaking and intimacy. We then

present our research model and hypotheses. Thereafter, we present

our research methodology before presenting the results and conclud-

ing with a discussion.

2 | LITERATURE BACKGROUND

Sensemaking is a creative and interpretive process whereby individuals

in an organization assign significance to unfamiliar or unforeseen occur-

rences (Brown, 2000; Weick, 1995). It is a fundamental way of dealing

with the mismatch between expectations and experiences caused by

innovation processes (Bryant & Cox, 2004). Therefore, individuals

engage in sensemaking to construct new and more meaningful frames

of reference (Reissner, 2011). In the context of innovation, sensemaking

is crucial for the individuals and the collectivity involved (Fairhead, 1998;

Weick et al., 2005): the new worldview provided by the innovation ini-

tiative must be meaningful to the actors, both as individuals and as an

organization. The main dynamics that characterize sensemaking for

innovation are presented next, followed by the concept of intimacy.

2.1 | Individual and collective sensemaking for
innovation

Sensemaking refers to the cognitive and emotional process that

enables individuals to make sense of a new worldview (Maitlis &

Christianson, 2014; Weick, 1995). Sensemaking is triggered when a

discontinuity in the state-of-the-art occurs (Weick, 1995, 2010). Typi-

cally, the unexpected events that people encounter elicit an emotional

response, a situation of arousal in the individual who then engages

in the formation of new meanings and understandings (Weick

et al., 2005). Emotions provide the disruption necessary for sensemak-

ing to be initiated (Dougherty & Drumheller, 2006, as cited in

Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). Once emotions trigger sensemaking,

meanings are created through the encounter of individual cognitive

frames with the cues gathered from the environment (Bartunek

et al., 2006; Weick, 1995). The individual's frames are what is already

in her/his mind: to perceive a situation and understand what is hap-

pening or not happening, the individual must already have something

in mind that has been previously learned. What is in people's minds

‘frames’ their ability to perceive and make sense (Lundberg, 2004).

Cognitive frames and emotions provide warnings about cues that

should or should not be considered as sensemaking occurs (Weick

et al., 2005). Cues are simple and familiar structures that provide the

foundation from which individuals cultivate a broader sense

(Weick, 1995): a cue within a frame is what makes sense and repre-

sents the minimal sensible structure (Weick, 1995).

Transferring these considerations to the context of innovation,

meaning making is the creation and nurturing of this cognitive and

emotional process that is embedded in the environment and culture

to which an individual refers (Fellows & Liu, 2016). This means that

when an innovation initiative occurs, the organizational culture, values

and social practices define the individual's conceptual frames and

directly influence their ability to notice cues that can be extracted and

connected to a new worldview (Lundberg, 2004). When innovation

occurs, new cues are available for individuals to extract and interpret

in terms of the conceptual framework adopted and the emotional

state experienced (Weick et al., 2005).

In addition to extracting and connecting cues to a new meaning,

the envisioned meaning must be realistic (accurately perceived) and

plausible (agreed upon and explained). Plausible inference requires

going beyond directly observable or at least agreed upon information:

it is a type of inference that is not necessarily correct but fits the facts

(Pendleton-Jullian & Brown, 2016). The plausibility of the new mean-

ing provides coherence and reasonableness, which is responsible for

social acceptance (Weick et al., 2005) and future actions (Maitlis &

Christianson, 2014).

Moreover, plausibility is also important from an identity perspec-

tive because sensemaking is grounded in identity construction, which

leads to both self-enhancement (a positive cognitive and emotional

state regarding one's identity), self-efficacy (feeling capable, compe-

tent and effective in one's abilities) and self-consistency (perceiving

coherence and consistency with the past) (Seligman, 2006). In sense-

making, individuals continuously evaluate their experiences (which

define their conceptual framework), actions (which enable sensemak-

ing) and sense of identity in relation to what they make sense of

(Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012). This process facilitates the embodiment

of the new meaning and enables the sensemaking process itself.

Sensemaking is also defined as a social process: it benefits from

interactions among people that allow them to exchange cues and create

better understandings (Weick, 1995). When sensemaking is enacted

collaboratively, people enter an intersubjective space of reflection,

where they advocate for a particular viewpoint based on their sense-

making, and employ various influence tactics to shape others' under-

standings (Dougherty et al., 2000). People engage in a dialogical process

of self-disclosure. Their sensemaking is shared in search of new depths

and fresh connections to frame new shared meanings of the changing

scenarios (De Luca Picione & Francesca Freda, 2016; Shotter &

Billig, 1998). Thus, collaborative sensemaking for innovation is a process

that allows people to understand the nature of the transformation at

play and create a new shared worldview (Konlechner et al., 2019).

2.2 | Sensemaking hindering factors and the
concept of meaningfulness

Collaborative sensemaking does not come without costs: it can be a

delicate process (Bissola & Imperatori, 2011). Speeches are not
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produced consistently, and insights and concepts may be communi-

cated in verbal and nonverbal ways (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). Leonard

and Sensiper (1998) emphasize that several factors may inhibit sense-

making interactions, such as perceptions of inequality among individ-

uals, physical and temporal distance, and group work, which may

favour a communication style based more on logical hard data. In

addition, people deal with tensions during the sensemaking endeav-

our: it is a spiralling process that intertwines various enactments and

divergent phases with more convergent phases of selection and reten-

tion, ultimately leading to the development of a shared understanding

(Thrane et al., 2010). These tensions can either enrich or compromise

the overall collaborative process and the subsequent meaning derived

from it. Rather, when tensions arise, they are often associated with

critique and contestation of the ‘plausibility’ of the new meaning and

individual identity (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012). So how can people

successfully make sense of innovation? How can they develop new

meanings that are plausible to themselves as individuals and as an

organization? Answering these questions requires examining the qual-

ity of the outcome of the sensemaking process and the dynamics

among individuals during the process.

Regarding the quality of the sensemaking process, measuring the

quality of outcomes is something that very few scholars have

attempted. Most studies rely on grounded theories (Ravasi &

Turati, 2005) or examine people's ability to construct shared mental

models (Akgün et al., 2014). However, the essence of a sensemaking

process is whether what is developed makes sense to the individual

(Weick, 1995). The only study that measures the goodness of the pro-

cess in these terms and looks at the sensemaking output in its key

attributes is that of Bellis and Verganti (2020b). They define the con-

cept of ‘meaningfulness’ as the extent to which an individual per-

ceives the result of a sensemaking activity to be plausible and part of

his or her knowledge and being. They show that in the context of

innovation projects, the higher the level of meaningfulness perceived

by individuals, the greater the willingness to engage with others in

search of even more meaningful interpretations.

From a process perspective, Leonard and Sensiper (1998) suggest

that intimacy can facilitate comfortable communication that mitigates

sensemaking tensions, potentially leading to a more meaningful out-

come. In addition, Bellis and Verganti (2020b) show that intimate

dyadic collaborations outperform larger constellations in sensemaking

for innovation. Thus, we adopt the theoretical lens of intimacy to

explore how sensemaking for innovation may benefit from intimate

interactions and specifically how intimate interactions may directly

influence the level of perceived meaningfulness.

2.3 | Intimacy for fruitful sensemaking

Intimacy concerns the perception of closeness between individuals

(Aron et al., 1992) and requires sensitivity to the needs of others and

the willingness to act towards them (Roloff, 1987). Historically, inti-

macy has been seen as strictly related to the type of relationship

experienced, an instance of a well-established and long-term

relationship (Roloff, 1987; Roloff et al., 1988). A more recent notion is

that intimacy is manifested in the interaction between people and is

not granted by the pre-existence of a long-term, consolidated rela-

tionship (Marar, 2014). According to Marar (2014), ‘Intimacy is far

from the sole preserve of the romantic couple (friendship, family) (…).

In contrast with relationships that aim, and often fail, to perfect a

technology of intimacy (whether as partners, lovers, friends, or family),

intimacy is more anonymous encounters: the myriad threads that

briefly link strangers, acquaintances, colleagues, even enemies. (…) It

sits in the small spaces that happen in everyday life’ (p. 9). Other

scholars suggest that an interaction becomes intimate when people

perceive that emotional and cognitive energy fosters collaboration

(Parker & Corte, 2017).

The concept of interaction as the locus of intimacy was intro-

duced by Prager (1995) who defined intimacy as a type of time-

bounded interaction in which partners: ‘(i) reveal something private;

(ii) experience positive feelings about themselves, the other person,

and the interaction; (iii) perceive the interaction to have advanced or

reflecting the partners' understanding of each other’ (Prager &

Buhrmester, 1998, p. 436). Following Prager (1995), Prager and

Buhrmester (1998) posited that intimate interactions trigger multiple

dynamics, a feature of intimacy recognized by other scholars

(Hetherington & Soeken, 1990; Marar, 2014; Parker & Hackett, 2012).

More precisely, three main dynamics occur when people experience

intimate interactions: (i) emotional dynamics, which deal with

feelings and emotions (Hetherington & Soeken, 1990; Sinclair &

Dowdy, 2005); (ii) cognitive dynamics, which deal with verbal commu-

nication and the exchange of ideas (Talmadge & Dabbs, 1990;

Zeedyk, 2006); and (iii) listening dynamics, which deal with active lis-

tening and understanding (Prager & Buhrmester, 1998). The emotional

dynamic of intimacy (hereafter emotional intimacy) involves a sense of

closeness to another that allows sharing personal feelings and emo-

tions (Hetherington & Soeken, 1990). It leads to progressive self-

disclosure (Sinclair & Dowdy, 2005) in which people share their inner-

most selves with others (McAdams, 1988), reveal something private

(Prager, 1995) and engage with others. Through this dynamic, individ-

uals experience self-validation, understanding and a sense of being

cared for (Reis & Shaver, 1988).

The cognitive dynamic (hereafter cognitive intimacy) involves mutual

criticism and open feedback, and represents the path to mutual growth

(Farrell, 2003; Zeedyk, 2006). This dimension refers to the cognitive

exchange between individuals through conversations (Hetherington &

Soeken, 1990) and the depth of awareness they develop of their part-

ner's cognitive world and sharing ideas (Moss & Schwebel, 1993). This

intimacy component leads to a transformative element: once an individ-

ual perceives that the other's attention is confidently and reliably

focused on them, they not only begin to bring content to the interac-

tion, but also begin to build on the other's content, making it richer,

more complex and varied (Parker & Corte, 2017; Zeedyk, 2006).

Finally, the listening dynamic (hereafter listening intimacy)

refers to mutual, active listening and understanding (Prager &

Buhrmester, 1998), which is intended as an attentive response to each

other's messages (Prager, 1995). This dynamic results in the active

410 BELLIS ET AL.
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demonstration of caring (Sinclair & Dowdy, 2005), promotes mutual

self-validation (Prager, 1995), self-affirmation (Reis & Shaver, 1988)

and enhances skills (Zeedyk, 2006).

These three dynamics are expected to coexist in an intimate

interaction (Prager & Buhrmester, 1998). Intimacy is considered a

transformative tension during interactions between individuals

(Zeedyk, 2006), it is situated in the interaction and allows individuals

to freely disclose their innermost selves, promoting mutual listening,

mutual understanding and full reciprocity (Marar, 2014). It keeps indi-

viduals exclusively engaged with each other during a close exchange

(Zeedyk, 2006).

In the following sections, we deepen these considerations in the

context of sensemaking for innovation, highlighting that intimate

interactions can enhance the meaningfulness of the sensemaking

process.

3 | RESEARCH MODEL AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

In this study, we focus on the microorganizational dynamics that occur

as people experience temporally bounded intimate interactions while

making sense of innovation. Below, we present our research model

and the related hypotheses.

3.1 | Hypotheses development: Intimacy dynamics
and sensemaking meaningfulness

We explore how intimacy facilitates the sensemaking process for

innovation and measure the quality of the output in terms of its

meaningfulness. We present intimacy as a broad concept character-

ized by a defined temporality (situated in interactions) (Marar, 2014)

and the three main dynamics (emotional, cognitive and listening)

(Hetherington & Soeken, 1990). We hypothesize that when

experiencing moments of intimate exchange, all three intimacy

dynamics support sensemaking for innovation.

Beginning with emotional intimacy, we expect it to facilitate indi-

viduals' mutual self-disclosure of feelings and emotions, along with

expectations of mutual understanding and demonstrating caring

(Sinclair & Dowdy, 2005). In sensemaking, emotions play a crucial role.

First, they trigger the following process: when something unexpected

happens, individuals experience emotional arousal and commit to

making sense of it by triggering the gathering of cues (Weick, 1995).

Second, emotions provide warnings about which cues to consider to

frame a plausible meaning (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012). Thus,

experiencing the emotional intimacy dynamics through sharing emo-

tions safely and feeling cared for by the other (Talmadge &

Dabbs, 1990) is expected to enhance the perception of meaningful-

ness of the sensemaking process. Moreover, experiencing emotional

intimacy is expected to enhance the individual's self-validation

(Hetherington & Soeken, 1990), another prerogative of successful

sensemaking (Seligman, 2006). Thus, we propose that the emotional

intimacy experienced in intimate interactions facilitates the sensemak-

ing process by positively influencing the individual's perception of

meaningfulness. Hence

H1. Experiencing emotional intimacy in sensemaking

positively influences the meaningfulness of the output

of the sensemaking process.

Cognitive intimacy is described as the transformative dynamic of

an intimate interaction (Parker & Corte, 2017; Zeedyk, 2006) and

refers to the extent to which individuals engage in the cognitive

exchange of ideas and thoughts for mutual growth (Talmadge &

Dabbs, 1990). These considerations are consistent with the cogni-

tive aspect of sensemaking: making sense of a changing environ-

ment requires people to exchange ideas and cues in search of new

connections that are meaningful to both the individual and the

organization (Dougherty et al., 2000). More precisely, the cognitive

intimacy dynamics imply that the individuals involved perceive that

the others' attention is reliably focused on them (Zeedyk, 2006).

From a sensemaking perspective, when experiencing cognitive inti-

macy, individuals directly perceive whether they are understood,

even if what they say is not perfectly articulated (Stigliani &

Ravasi, 2012). Furthermore, cognitive intimacy implies that individ-

uals mutually build on each other's content (Parker & Corte, 2017).

This dynamic could foster collaborative sensemaking and prevent

compromising outcomes when managing the tensions between the

divergent and convergent phases (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012). Thus,

it is reasonable to assume that the cognitive intimacy experienced

in an intimate interaction facilitates the development of meaningful

understanding. Therefore,

H2. Experiencing cognitive intimacy in sensemaking

positively influences the meaningfulness of the output

of the sensemaking process.

Finally, listening intimacy is associated with mutually attentive lis-

tening and understanding (Prager & Buhrmester, 1998), resulting in an

active demonstration of caring (Sinclair & Dowdy, 2005), which is

expected to foster self-validation (Prager, 1995) and self-affirmation

(Reis & Shaver, 1988). Such perceptions of self-enhancement and vali-

dation are critical to successful sensemaking. Meaning-making forces

individuals to constantly evaluate themselves, their understanding of

the world, and their actions (Seligman, 2006) in search of social accep-

tance and credibility (Weick, 1995). By providing self-validation and

enhancement, listening intimacy is expected to facilitate the embodi-

ment of new meanings (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012), thereby fostering

the perception of meaningfulness. Therefore,

H3. Experiencing listening intimacy in sensemaking

positively influences the meaningfulness of the output

of the sensemaking process.

Figure 1 presents our research framework.
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3.2 | Post hoc testing: Intimacy and
meaningfulness according to innovation type

It is reasonable to expect that the nature and extent of innovation will

affect people's sensemaking in different ways. Thus, to contribute to

our understanding of the relationship between intimacy and sense-

making, we examine both the incremental and radical innovation

contexts.

Theoretically, scholars distinguish between first-order and

second-order change as extremes of a continuum (Blumenthal &

Haspeslagh, 1994). The former are most likely to occur in the context

of evolutionary or incremental innovation initiatives (Del Val &

Fuentes, 2003): they lead to the improvement of a specific instance of

innovation (e.g., a product, a service or a process) and require updat-

ing competencies and skills, but the general organizational frame-

work and value system remain stable (Goodstein & Burke, 1991;

Greiner, 1989; Levy, 1986; Mezias & Glynn, 1993; Nadler &

Tushman, 1989, 1990). The latter are defined as transformational

and revolutionary, and typically occur in the context of large-scale

and radical innovation initiatives (del Val & Fuentes, 2003). These

innovation initiatives seek a breakthrough transformation in which

the organization changes its overall framework in terms of values,

norms and behaviours (Marshak, 1993; Nadler & Tushman, 1989,

1990). Both types of innovation initiatives require people to engage

in sensemaking, so it is reasonable to assume that intimacy plays a

critical role in both. However, we can also assume that people bene-

fit from specific intimacy dynamics to make sense of the type of

change they face.

Incremental innovation initiatives are associated with incremental

changes in the status quo (del Val & Fuentes, 2003), thus requiring

people to rely on well-established knowledge schemas and beha-

vioural scripts to respond to the situation (Fiedler & Bless, 2000). The

sensemaking process during such changes is much more related to the

how of things than the why (Verganti, 2017).

In contrast, in radical innovation initiatives, people are asked to

innovate and dramatically rethink their value set, the why of things as

the organization embraces a radical new direction (Verganti, 2017).

Thus, sensemaking is expected to be of a very different magnitude.

While in incremental innovation sensemaking is mainly aimed at

problem solving (Dell'Era et al., 2020), in radical innovation, sense-

making is about constructing a new scenario of what is possible and

what is not by evaluating the external stimuli (Forgas, 2002). Per-

sonal values also drive the process, culture and purpose in framing

what the future should look like (Dougherty & Drumheller, 2006,

cited in Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). In addition, affective events

theory studies explain how people's emotional responses influence

the content and valence of the subsequent cognitive processes

(Ashton-James & Ashkanasy, 2008). Specifically, in the context of

innovation initiatives, the authors explain that radical innovation ini-

tiatives require higher emotional responses than incremental ones

due to the complexity and perceived risk (Daly & Wiemann, 2013).

Thus, we also test whether the innovation initiative (incremental or

radical) affects the relationship between the different intimacy

dynamics and the meaningfulness of sensemaking. Although we do

not explicitly develop hypotheses in this regard, we perform a post

hoc test that is presented in the results section.

4 | RESEARCH DESIGN AND
METHODOLOGY

We conducted a field study to test our hypotheses. Specifically, we

collected data in the context of innovation workshops at five different

international companies.

Unlike research conducted in a laboratory, real-word settings can

introduce confounding variables beyond the control of researchers

(Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019), potentially affecting the reliability and

replicability of findings. However, the benefit of increased ecological

F IGURE 1 Research framework.
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validity of field data seems relevant, as it is still lacking in this research

field.

Next, we describe the research setting and procedures, as well as

the measures adopted to improve the reliability and replicability of

our findings.

4.1 | Research setting

The research presented in this article was developed as part of the

Innovation and Design as Leadership (IDeaLs) research platform1

founded by School of Management Politecnico di Milano and Center

for Creative Leadership. In partnership with leading organizations in

different industries, IDeaLs seeks to explore how to engage people in

innovation. This study benefited from research involving people from

five different companies (IDeaL's partners) that aimed to engage and

activate people in an innovation initiative to be pursued in subsequent

years. Of these five companies, three pursued incremental innovation

and two radical innovation initiatives. IDeaLs teams supported the

companies for 3 months by supervising the innovation workshops and

providing the methods and tools. All companies followed the same

process timeline and activities (detailed in the following section)

regardless of the type of innovation initiative pursued.

The chosen setting ensures adequate levels of both external and

internal validity. The ability to replicate the manipulation across multi-

ple companies enhances external validity (Dipboye & Flanagan, 1979)

while internal validity is strengthened because the individuals involved

were selected randomly or without adhering to any specific criteria

(Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019). Table 1 provides a synthetic descrip-

tion of the companies. Overall, 115 individuals participated in the

3-month experience. In the next section, we describe the process and

the activities conducted for the purposes of the study.

4.2 | The process

Participants were guided by the IDeaLs research team in a 3-month

longitudinal study to maximize internal validity and minimize the influ-

ence of external variables (Crano et al., 2014). The study included

monthly innovation workshops at each company, facilitated by the

research team and conducted digitally via Microsoft Teams and Zoom.

During the workshops, participants were supported in making sense

of the innovation taking place in the company while proposing new

ideas to drive the innovation itself. In the first workshop, participants

were introduced to the innovation initiative by senior management

and asked to propose actionable ideas that could be implemented in

the short term to support the transformation and drive innovation. As

an example, we report the brief that company Gamma gave its

participants:

We live in a world where digital technologies are

increasingly pervasive and offer us ever-growing

opportunities.

Gamma, in its value proposition, aims to have the per-

son always at the center. Digital transformation is

often confused with replacing people with machines,

but this is not what we want.

We want technologies to be able to support Gamma's

development by increasing people's capabilities and

not destroying them or making them obsolete … so we

ask: How can Gamma take advantage of the opportu-

nities of digital technologies? What do you have to

learn to do to take advantage of digital opportunities

while keeping you at the center?

During the workshops, participants alternated between moments

of individual and collective reflection (Figure 2). The individual activi-

ties were designed to help them understand the new corporate con-

text and its impact on their daily lives. At the end of each session,

participants were asked to commit to a small actionable idea in

response to the brief to be implemented by the next workshop.

Collective activities were designed to facilitate understanding the

innovation initiative and provide peer feedback on individual sense-

making. Collective reflection took place in pairs where individuals

shared their understanding of the innovation and received and gave

feedback to improve their sensemaking of the innovation.

In the first workshop, participants were randomly paired to share

their initial sensemaking of the innovation initiatives and brief. In the

second and third workshops, participants were randomly paired with

a focus on avoiding previous pairings, then asked to reflect on their

previous commitments, the extent to which they fulfilled them, and

any challenges they faced.

Working in pairs, participants had to share their experience of the

innovation in question, their main findings, the hurdles they

TABLE 1 Summary of the companies involved in the field study.

Company

ID Industry Company size

Country of

participants

No. of

participants

Gender

balance

Innovation

initiative

Alpha Food and beverage 100,000–500,000 Worldwide 20 45% women Incremental

Beta Commodities 10,000–50,000 Europe and Africa 20 50% women Incremental

Gamma Pharma 100–500 Switzerland and Italy 32 47% women Incremental

Delta Commodities 100–500 Italy 23 53% women Radical

Epsilon Healthcare 100,000–500,000 Worldwide 20 45% women Radical
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encountered, and how they intended to overcome them. They acted

as sparring partners, providing support and suggesting new ideas, inte-

grating something missing or highlighting possible obstacles. During

each meeting, the pairs had 30 min to support each other in the inno-

vation process. Among the different forms of collaboration, we chose

pairs as the most intimate form of collaboration where the dynamics

of intimacy are expected to be more evident (Rouse, 2020). To ensure

maximum privacy for the pairs, the pairing activities took place in

breakout rooms: virtual rooms where only the two individuals were

present.

In total, participants alternated three moments of individual

reflection with three moments of pair interaction. After each session,

the intimacy dynamics and the individual perceptions of the meaning-

fulness of the innovation initiative were assessed. Alternating

moments of collective and individual reflection ensured that a change

in the independent variable (intimacy) preceded a change in the

dependent variable (meaningfulness) (Antonakis et al., 2010;

Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019). Figure 2 shows the activities and

assessments that took place during this process.

We standardized the experience across companies to ensure

internal validity. To select the community of participants, companies

were asked to (i) engage a diverse and randomly selected group of

people across business units and countries, and (ii) avoid power rela-

tionships among participants so as not to influence sensemaking

and ensure openly sharing their feelings and ideas (Schildt

et al., 2020).

To minimize selection bias, no rewards or encouragement and

inducements were offered. The initiative was presented to partici-

pants as part of the company's overall transformation (Lonati

et al., 2018). In addition, the data collected were not visible to other

participants or top management, but only to the research team.

4.3 | Definition and assessment of the variables

Across all the companies, we measured the two key variables of inti-

macy and meaningfulness via a survey using a 5-point scale where

1 = not at all and 5 = completely.

We evaluated and tested several scales to assess intimacy imme-

diately after the pair session (Hetherington & Soeken, 1990; Prager &

Buhrmester, 1998; Roloff et al., 1988; Schaefer & Olson, 1981), and

found Prager and Buhrmester's (1998) Interaction Record Form-

Intimacy (IRF_I) to be the most appropriate.

As explained in the literature background, the notion that inti-

macy is manifested in the interaction between individuals rather than

as an attribute of long-term relationships has been consolidated

(Marar, 2014). However, empirical studies are still mainly concerned

with the context of long-term personal relationships. Moreover, inti-

macy is a construct that is still under-studied in the management field

(Parker & Hackett, 2012; Rouse, 2020), where time-bounded and

floating interactions are most likely to occur (Hargadon &

Bechky, 2006), and to our knowledge, there is no scale that directly

refers to the managerial or organizational context. Therefore, Prager

and Buhrmester's (1998) IRF-I scale is the most appropriate for our

context, as it covers all the intimacy dynamics (emotional, cognitive

and listening) and refers specifically to the intimacy developed in the

direct interaction between two individuals during verbal exchanges.

Thus, we adopted a six-item scale based on an adapted version of the

Prager and Buhrmester (1998) scale. Although we removed some

items that were not directly applicable to our research context

(e.g., the interaction was pleasant), this may represent a potential limi-

tation of our study, which we discuss below.

Meaningfulness was measured with four items selected from the

scale of Bellis and Verganti (2020b). This scale distinguishes two fac-

tors: plausibility and novelty. As the latter does not apply to our con-

text, which focuses on innovation at work as a behaviour rather than

performance (Caniëls et al., 2022), we included only items from the

plausibility factor. We assessed meaningfulness at the end of each

meeting with the research team.

The survey to measure meaningfulness and intimacy was adminis-

tered digitally through Qualtrics, and participants were asked to

respond immediately to maximize the response rate. All observations

were considered as independent, given that participants worked with

a new partner in each session and were asked to make sense of a new

commitment. In total, we collected 312 responses (response rate

90.43%). As control variables, we considered gender, as women and

F IGURE 2 Experience design: the overall sensemaking process (distinguishing moments of individual and collective reflection in pairs) and
variable assessment.
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men may differ in their emotional responses (Gohm & Clore, 2000),

and company, to maximize external validity and control for any possi-

ble confounding variables (company culture or values) that could

affect the results (Crano et al., 2014).

5 | RESULTS: HYPOTHESES TESTING AND
POST HOC ANALYSIS

5.1 | Data cleaning and factor extraction

In this section, we present the results of our field study. All analyses

were performed using STATA.

The first step in data analysis is to check the quality of the data.

Outliers (detected by the Mahalanobis distance) or non-valid responses

(e.g., completely missing or partial values) were discarded, leaving a final

database comprising 306 observations: 190 from companies pursing

incremental innovation and 116 pursuing radical innovation.

We then proceeded with factor extraction. Table 2 presents the

results of the principal components analysis.

Concerning intimacy, we extracted three factors in accordance

with Prager and Buhrmester (1998). The first is related to the emo-

tional dynamics of intimacy, labelled emotional intimacy (a = 0.64).

The second is related to the cognitive dynamics of intimacy, labelled

cognitive intimacy (a = 0.83). The third, related to the listening and

understanding dynamics, is labelled listening intimacy (a = 0.87).

Regarding meaningfulness, we extracted one factor (a = 0.82), in

line with Bellis and Verganti (2020a).

5.2 | Hypotheses testing

Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations among the

variables. Interestingly, all three intimacy dimensions are correlated

with meaningfulness. To test our hypotheses, we conducted a regres-

sion analysis on the entire database (Table 4). The overall regression

TABLE 2 Factor extraction for intimacy and meaningfulness (Cronbach alpha threshold at .6).

Listening intimacy Cognitive intimacy Emotional intimacy Meaningfulness

Intimacy

My partner listened attentively to me during the

interaction

0.83

I listened attentively to my partner during the interaction 0.84

My partner was critical about the story I proposed 0.876

I was critical about the story my partner proposed 0.929

My partner told me about their feelings related to the

story and the project we are developing

0.929

I told my partner about my feelings related to the stories

and the project we were developing

0.911

Cronbach alpha .872 .833 .64

Meaningfulness

For me, the direction I committed to regarding the change

in place is plausible

0.727

For me, the direction I committed to regarding the change

in place is promising

0.875

For me, the direction I committed to regarding the change

in place is compelling

0.78

For me, the direction I committed to regarding the change

in place is effective

0.857

Cronbach alpha .824

TABLE 3 Correlations.

No. Mean Std. deviation Listening intimacy Cognitive intimacy Emotional intimacy Meaningfulness

Listening intimacy 306 �0.01 0.99 1

Cognitive intimacy 306 0.00 0.99 .003 1

Emotional intimacy 306 0.03 0.93 .026 �.005 1

Meaningfulness 306 0.01 0.98 .152** .119* .177** 1

*Correlation significant at the .05 level (two-tailed).

**Correlation significant at the .01 level (two-tailed).
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model is significant, as shown by the model summary (F[5, 290]

= 5.09, p < .001, R2 = .0807). The low R2 value is expected given the

nature of the scale: we assess human thoughts and perceptions, which

tend to have higher variability (Henderson & Denison, 1989; Von

Eye & Schuster, 1998). The predictors (intimacy dimensions) are all

significant (p < .05), and each predictor uniquely and individually

explains a significant amount of variance in meaningfulness. There-

fore, we can conclude that our three hypotheses are supported.

Our findings shed light on how intimacy can foster sensemaking

for innovation. Consistent with the cognitive and emotional nature

of the sensemaking process, cognitive intimacy and emotional inti-

macy are important. From a theoretical perspective, the former is

expected to facilitate disclosure and externalization of feelings and

emotions, which is crucial for triggering and facilitating sensemaking

(Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012). The latter contributes to the construc-

tivist and creative part of sensemaking, facilitating the exploration

of new connections between cues that will constitute a new mean-

ing (Dougherty et al., 2000). In addition, intimacy allows for mutual

attentive listening and understanding that intimacy contributes to

individual sensemaking. However, while the emotional and cognitive

dynamics can be carried out individually, active listening can only

occur when there is a collaborative and safe space.

5.3 | Post hoc analysis: Does innovation type
influence the relationship between intimacy and
meaningfulness?

In addition to analyzing how intimacy affects meaningfulness, we con-

ducted additional analyses to explore whether innovation type

(i.e., incremental or radical) affects this relationship.

As noted above, three companies in our sample engaged in incre-

mental innovation and two in more radical innovation (Table 5 pro-

vides a description of the different initiatives). This led us to perform

a post hoc analysis to determine whether our findings are confirmed.

To examine the effect of innovation type, we conducted a multi-

group regression analysis. This technique allows testing for significant

differences in the parameter estimates (e.g., path coefficients) across

predefined data groups (Chetioui et al., 2021; Hair et al., 2014;

Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2022): incremental innovation (Group 1, n = 190),

radical innovation (Group 2, n = 116).

The results are reported in Table 6. Starting with the regression

on Group 1, the model summary shows that it is significant (F

[5, 177] = 5.47, p < .001, R2 = .134). Regarding the predictor, cogni-

tive intimacy and listening intimacy are statistically significant

(p < .05), while emotional intimacy is not (p = .065), thus not con-

tributing to the perception of meaningfulness. However, for this

group, one company in the sample is slightly significant, hindering

the generalizability of our findings.

Looking at Group 2, the regression analysis is statistically signifi-

cant, as shown in the model summary (F[5, 107] = 2.07, p < .05,

R2 = 0.088). Only emotional intimacy is statistically significant

(p < 0.01) in explaining meaningfulness. Thus, intimacy as a multiface-

ted concept plays different roles depending on the specific innovation

under consideration.

TABLE 4 Results of regression on meaningfulness predictors.

Coef. Std. err. t p < jtj
Listening intimacy .1456087 0.0566107 2.57 .011*

Cognitive intimacy .1198619 0.056344 2.13 .034*

Emotional intimacy .1974904 0.0562558 3.51 .001**

Constant �.1095935 0.1443799 �0.76 .448

Gender .0077334 0.1140763 0.07 .946

Beta .0360245 .0418166 0.86 .390

Gamma .2167459 0.1776067 1.22 .223

Delta .0848495 0.1460635 0.58 .562

Epsilon .0165021 0.186555 0.09 .930

*Significance at the .05 level.

**Significance at the .01 level.

TABLE 5 The innovation initiatives.

Company ID Innovation initiatives

Group 1:

incremental

innovation

Alpha In a world awash of ideas where

companies are forced to

constantly innovate, Alpha aimed

to develop and nurture the

innovation leadership capabilities

and skills of its people.

Beta As a company operating in

commodity, Beta aimed to tackle

the opportunities provided by

mega trends, such as

digitalization, sustainability and

urbanization, by nurturing its

people's innovation mindset and

capabilities.

Gamma Gamma aimed to embrace the

opportunity provided by digital

technologies, aiming to nurture

the digital competencies and

skills of its people.

Group 2:

radical

innovation

Delta Delta aims to articulate and spread

a radically new company vision

that entails new values and

norms for the organization.

Epsilon Epsilon strives for a radical and

strategic transformation in how to

approach new product and

solution development as well as

the relationship with customers.

Such innovation involves the

entire organization the way people

work and relate to each other.
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6 | DISCUSSION

6.1 | How intimacy fosters the meaningfulness of
sensemaking

This study explores how intimacy influences the meaningfulness of

sensemaking for innovation. Sensemaking is mainly considered an

individual (performed by one person) or collective (performed by

many) activity, neglecting what happens in intimate interactions

where the cognitive and emotional dynamics are expected to be more

evident. Our research thus explores this space, as some studies high-

light that sensemaking for innovation may benefit from a certain level

of intimacy (Leonard & Sensiper, 1998), while others argue that inti-

mate collaboration outperforms larger constellations when it comes to

sensemaking (Bellis & Verganti, 2020b). We continue this conversa-

tion by detailing the intimacy dynamics at play.

Sensemaking is a delicate process of self-disclosure and knowl-

edge creation that requires individuals to update their cognitive

frames by crossing their semiotic boundaries and entering new ones

(De Luca Picione & Valsiner, 2017). Our study shows that intimacy

facilitates the disclosure of deep areas of knowledge, allowing these

to grow in a protected space of reflection. Intimacy seems to provide

the appropriate protection to preserve the intersubjective space of

creation necessary for sensemaking (Dougherty et al., 2000). Further-

more, in the literature review, we highlighted that a crucial feature of

intimate interactions is the full reciprocity of the parties who immedi-

ately recognize when attention is not directly focused on them and

what they are trying to express. Attentive listening is what makes this

reciprocity evident. While the emotional and cognitive dynamics can

occur individually, active listening can only occur in a collaborative

and safe space.

Finally, as highlighted in the literature review, scholars have

recently recognized that intimacy is an instance of interaction rather

than a consequence of long-term relationships (Marar, 2014; Parker &

Hackett, 2012). Consistently, our study is designed in the context of

interaction. Studies on the correlation between long-term

relationships and intimacy in problem-solving activities show that it is

easier to find intimacy with acquaintances than with strangers

(Roloff, 1987). This is related to a pre-existing language between indi-

viduals who find it easier to interact and perform activities because

they can easily enact or anticipate behaviours that reduce their part-

ner's needs, leading to higher performance. Therefore, it is reasonable

to assume that a relationship plays a role in fostering intimacy for

meaningful sensemaking. At the same time, innovation studies that

rely on theories of cognitive distance (Nooteboom, 2000) and para-

doxical frames (Andriopoulos et al., 2018; Miron-Spektor et al., 2011)

offer different perspectives. They explain that the tensions created

between individuals with conflicting ideas force them to activate cog-

nitive frames that allow recognizing and building on contradictions,

envisioning a third, previously unexplored innovation path. Following

this line of reasoning, we might expect that if long-term relationships

facilitate the establishment of intimacy (Wuyts et al., 2005), they may

also hinder the creativity and radicalness of sensemaking because the

two individuals already share similar cognitive frames and may

become stuck in their thinking (Bergendahl & Magnusson, 2015).

While these are primarily theoretical assumptions, they provide

insights for future investigations into whether cognitive distance influ-

ences the relationship between intimacy and meaningfulness or the

creation of intimacy itself.

By considering different innovation settings, we explore the dif-

ferent roles of intimacy as a multifaceted concept in specific innova-

tion initiatives (Figure 3).

6.2 | How intimacy fosters meaningfulness
according to innovation type

Starting with the incremental innovation context (Figure 3a), the cog-

nitive and listening dynamics of intimacy emerge as relevant to mean-

ingfulness whereas the emotional dynamics do not contribute

significantly. From a theoretical perspective, the change brought

about by incremental innovation is still in the realm of the known

TABLE 6 Results of multigroup regression on predictors of meaningfulness in incremental innovation and radical innovation.

Group 1
Incremental innovation

Group 2
Radical innovation

Coef. Std. err. t p < jtj Coef. Std. err. t p < jtj
Listening intimacy .145017 0.072402 2.00 .047* .0717949 0.098144 0.73 .466

Cognitive intimacy .206721 0.071396 2.90 .004** .0226068 0.098340 0.23 .819

Emotional intimacy .129933 0.069973 1.86 .065 .2737491 0.093780 2.92 .004**

Constant �.420616 0.220798 �1.90 .058 �.9217045 0.854710 �1.08 .283

Gender �.054379 0.147116 �0.37 .712 .0909372 0.177415 0.51 .609

Beta .233580 0.101082 2.31 .022*

Gamma .201162 0.186639 1.08 .283

Delta .1872612 0.191294 0.98 .330

*Significance at the .05 level.

**Significance at the .01 level.
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reality. Moreover, in this context, individuals may feel the urgency to

grow, learn and transform, as there is less space for emotions and

more space for concrete ideas and thoughts for problem solving

activities (Dell'Era et al., 2020). Thus, in the context of incremental

innovation, the constructivist and cognitive parts of sensemaking

appear to prevail over the emotional part. This is consistent with

psychology studies on emotions in organizations that explore why

emotional reactions are not expected to influence the outcomes of

reconstructive or goal-oriented events, such as incremental innova-

tion (e.g., Forgas, 1995). In addition, listening intimacy may play a

critical role in fostering this constructive dynamic. In a sense, the

pair acts as sparring partners engaging in a dialogic exchange of

ideas and thoughts that may only be half-baked. Attentive listening

allows these ideas to be understood and then critiquing them so as

to enable them to grow (Farrell, 2003).

Regarding the radical innovation context (Figure 3b), we find that

the emotional intimacy dynamics are critical. From a sensemaking per-

spective, radical innovations requires individuals to create a shared

mental model and trajectory of where to go on the innovation jour-

ney, without a precise reference of what is right and what is wrong

(Pearce & Ensley, 2004). Thus, collaborative sensemaking focuses on

framing shared norms and values (Cox et al., 2003). At the same time,

interactions between people are driven less by technical heuristics

and more by perspectives, culture, purpose and mental frames

(Pearce & Ensley, 2004; Schön, 1983). Consistently, innovation

scholars explain that the creativity and sensemaking enacted in these

innovation contexts are more problem-framing activities (Dell'Era

et al., 2020). Problem-framing activities require cognitive energy that

is not only rational but also emotional and motivational (Andriopoulos

et al., 2018; Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). Pendleton-Jullian and Brown

(2016) speak of moral imagination, emphasizing that large-scale stra-

tegic innovation is often driven by the search for personal meaning

rather than the rational interpretation of insights. Finally, our findings

are also consistent with studies on affective events theory (Weiss &

Cropanzano, 1996) exploring the relevance of emotional reactions in

the context of radical innovations compared with more incremental

ones (e.g., Ashton-James & Ashkanasy, 2008; Forgas, 1995; Rieple &

Snijders, 2018). We add to this literature by showing that intimate

interactions enable people to manage these emotional reactions, posi-

tively enhancing sensemaking for innovation.

6.3 | Contributions to theory

This study contributes to the literature by expanding the conversation

about sensemaking for innovation (Dougherty et al., 2000; Gattringer

et al., 2021; Röth et al., 2019; Thrane et al., 2010; Verganti

et al., 2020) and observing that intimacy can foster it. Specifically, our

contribution is twofold.

First, our study advances the sensemaking literature by

examining its occurrence in intimate interactions. Unlike studies

that focus on individual or collective sensemaking (e.g., Maitlis &

Christianson, 2014), we examine the influence of intimacy in facilitat-

ing sensemaking for innovation. Bellis and Verganti (2020a, 2020b)

show that pairs outperform teams in sensemaking, while Myers

(2021) finds that high reciprocity and vicarious learning improve team

performance. Our study draws on intimacy theories to empirically

examine the dynamics triggered to facilitate sensemaking. Intimacy

provides new insights into the embodied, affective and situated

aspects of sensemaking (Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; Maitlis

et al., 2013). It emerges as a transformative tension situated in inter-

actions where the dynamics of self-disclosure, mutual critique and

reciprocal care take place (Kijkuit & Van Den Ende, 2007). From a the-

oretical perspective, collective sensemaking requires individuals to

articulate new meanings and subject them to the critique of others in

order to elaborate them: it is a vulnerable act because new meanings

may emerge as fragile thoughts that are easily flattened or compro-

mised. As a result, individuals may discard many ideas and thoughts

even before they are revealed. Intimacy allows individuals to lay

themselves bare and open themselves up to each other's benevolent

critique for further elaboration and interpretation: it is not just

about grasping an idea or aggregating individual inputs (Woolley

et al., 2010), but a continuous exchange in an intelligible way that

leads to the emergence of novel and meaningful understandings.

Furthermore, studying sensemaking in intimate interactions

allows us to expand the conversation about the emotional side of

sensemaking (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014), highlighting the impor-

tance of emotions for effective sensemaking. Our study highlights a

relationship between emotional intimacy and sensemaking, which

enables some theorizing. Sensemaking studies argue that emotional

responses trigger the need for sensemaking usually in the form of

emotional arousal. However, they do not provide insights into

F IGURE 3 How intimacy dynamics differently influence individual perceptions of meaningfulness in the context of incremental innovation
(a) and radical innovation (b). [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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whether this emotional response conveys positive or negative emo-

tions, and how these emotions then evolve in the sensemaking pro-

cess. The emotional response to innovation can lead to joy and

excitement, but also fear and uncertainty, as it requires moving into

the realm of the unknown (Maitlis et al., 2013). Unfortunately, our

data do not allow us to say anything about the initial emotional

state experienced by individuals. However, given the positive impact

that emotional intimacy has on the perception of the meaningful-

ness of sensemaking, we expect a positive evolution of the emo-

tions experienced by individuals. From a theoretical perspective, as

individuals successfully begin to build on each other's ideas towards

more meaningful interpretations, we might expect them to experi-

ence feelings of gratitude, inspiration and satisfaction, thus fostering

emotional intimacy.

Second, our study extends intimacy theory beyond its focus in

the psychology and sociology fields. Rouse's (2020) is the most signifi-

cant study of intimacy in creativity and innovation, but only examines

how ideas are co-created in a long-term intimate relationship in pairs,

without addressing what happens in more complex settings, such as

organizations engaged in complex innovation initiatives. Our study

expands the conversation about intimacy in innovation by moving

from intimacy as an instance of long-term relationships to an instance

of time-bounded interactions, and from contexts in which the entire

creative endeavour is completed by the individuals in the relationship

to a context in which innovation is performed by many (a more typical

instance of innovation in organizations), where intimate interactions

represent time-bounded moments along the journey in which sense-

making is fostered. While Hargadon and Bechky (2006) and Jakonen

et al. (2017) study fleeting interactions and shared insights in organi-

zations, our study delves deeper into the interaction mechanisms

through the intimacy lens. We propose that an intimate space of inter-

action allows individuals to begin to bring content to the interaction

and to build on the other's content, making it richer, more complex

and varied. When these dynamics occur in the context of innovation-

focused sensemaking, the intimate tension created acts as a disruptive

force that enables the individuals to envision and elaborate a more

meaningful worldview. Consistent with other studies, we do not pre-

tend to consider these dynamics in a vacuum (Wu et al., 2019): the

innovation team and the organization are still critical to making inno-

vation happen. However, we theorize that if the team and the organi-

zation represent the space where resources and competencies are

available to harness innovation, intimate interactions represent the

cognitive and emotional space where things take on meaning. We

observe these dynamics in a controlled environment, but expect that

in a field environment, once an intimate interaction fosters sensemak-

ing, individuals are more likely to seek out the same intimate experi-

ence again to foster self-validation and self-affirmation. An interesting

question to explore is whether new interactions are enacted with the

same partner or with others. Moreover, our observations involved

individuals who were all on the same innovation journey, and their

sensemaking efforts were to some extent aligned in a common direc-

tion (Talmadge & Dabbs, 1990). From a theoretical perspective, this

may have implications for the intimacy creation process: it may be

easier to establish intimacy and foster sensemaking with someone on

the same path.

6.4 | Contribution for practitioners

From a practical perspective, our study provides insights into the cog-

nitive and emotional aspects that characterize the micromechanisms

people engage in when doing sensemaking for innovation. Typically,

competencies and skills are the main drivers of team formation. With

our study, we offer managers a complementary perspective that

opens the door to several implications.

Initially, we recommend that leaders encourage intimate reflec-

tion to support the cognitive and emotional dynamics of sensemaking

for innovation, as intimacy creates a safe environment for sharing

half-baked, bold ideas and receiving constructive criticism, leading to

more meaningful results. This could include creating smaller groups or

pairs that allow deeper connections and trust to develop. By fostering

intimacy, organizations can encourage individuals to share their ideas,

thoughts and concerns more openly and promote emotional healing.

These initiatives would make innovation more digestible, leading to

richer and more meaningful sensemaking. In addition, organizations

can encourage intimate interactions by creating platforms or settings

that facilitate intimate conversations and the exchange of ideas. This

can be achieved through small group discussions, brainstorming ses-

sions or designated spaces where individuals feel comfortable expres-

sing their thoughts without fear of harsh judgements or evaluations.

Finally, our study provides managers with guidance on the inti-

macy dynamics required for different types of innovation. By compar-

ing different innovation scenarios, we offer a fresh perspective on

how to organize for effective sensemaking in innovation. In the case

of breakthrough innovations, managers should encourage mutual lis-

tening and emotional exchanges, which are crucial for individuals to

reflect and find a meaningful direction. Incremental innovation

requires more practical support. In this sense, managers could orga-

nize coaching sessions to modulate the conversation according to the

innovation context faced.

7 | CONCLUSION

7.1 | Study limitations and future research

Despite these contributions, our study is not without limitations that

also provide future research avenues. First, although a field study pro-

vides a high degree of realism, it cannot ensure complete control over

the setting (Podsakoff & Podsakoff, 2019). Although we strived for

external and internal validity, we had moderate control over environ-

mental factors that may have influenced the study.

Second, in assessing the sensemaking process in intimate interac-

tions, we did not focus on the conversations people had when work-

ing in pairs, but intentionally used a self-report survey to provide

participants with as much privacy as possible. Future studies should
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consider capturing people's conversations as they engage in sense-

making in intimate interactions to improve our understanding of how

meanings are created and evolve.

Third, the survey we used to assess intimacy has limitations.

Although it addresses intimate verbal interactions, it was developed in

a context where people already had a relationship and knew each

other, referring to interactions outside of a managerial context. How-

ever, to our knowledge, our study is the first to assess perceptions of

intimacy within interactions. While we evaluated various scales in the

literature (e.g., Hetherington & Soeken, 1990; Roloff et al., 1988;

Schaefer & Olson, 1981), they mostly refer to long-term relationships

and do not consider the intimacy dimension according to Prager's

(1995) definition that we adopted in our study.

Fourth, although we attempted to maximize randomization in the

selection of participants within the companies and to encourage inter-

actions between individuals who did not know each other, some of

the participants knew each other and had already collaborated at

work (this is especially true of Gamma, the smallest company).

Although this was something beyond our control, it opens up possibil-

ities for future studies on how the degree of acquaintance affects the

level of intimacy experienced in the context of innovation. Similarly,

we only controlled for gender and company, without including other

control variables, such as age or tenure. It is reasonable to assume

that more mature individuals are more likely to engage in intimacy

with others. Therefore, future studies could explore how personal

characteristics influence the intimacy dynamics.

Finally, we focused on the microorganizational dynamics that

occur when individuals engage in intimate interactions without con-

sidering the broader network effects. Recent studies on the micro-

foundations of organizational networks have explored how meanings

created within dyads foster sociocultural structuring in organizations

(Basov & Brennecke, 2017), and future research could continue along

this path.

Our findings also suggest avenues for future research. We found

that the intimacy dynamics play different roles depending on the type

of innovation people are engaged in. Future studies could explore

how to foster and facilitate different intimacy dynamics for innova-

tion, and particularly how to cultivate the emotional intimacy dynam-

ics for radical innovation or the cognitive and listening intimacy

dynamics for incremental innovation.

In conclusion, we find that intimacy has a positive impact on the

perception of meaningfulness. At the same time, it is reasonable to

assume that intimacy also has some downsides. Indeed, Järvinen et al.

(2015) explain that intimacy boundaries can be problematic: intimacy

can lead to relationships characterized by boundaries that create too

much exclusivity, leaving no space for others to interact. This would

create a sense of otherness, even though the intimate unit (e.g., the

pair) may be a well-functioning unit on its own (Järvinen et al., 2015;

Simmel, 1902), ultimately leading to the failure of the innovation

endeavour itself (Hunter et al., 2017). Therefore, future studies should

more closely observe the intimate interactions, both alone and with

others who are not part of the constellation, highlighting the potential

downsides and suggesting ways to successfully manage them.
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